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DISASTERS, CLIMATE CHANGE
AND THE SIGNIFICANCE OF
‘CULTURE’

Terry Cannon

If we are to understand disasters as being a result of people’s vulnerability, then it
is essential to understand all factors and processes that cause that vulnerability. This
chapter argues that while economic and political processes that generate vulner -
ability have been fairly well understood and integrated with vulnerability analysis,
there is a significant gap relating to culture. The idea that disasters (those related
to natural hazards) must be regarded as being socially constructed and not ‘natural’
has been well established for many decades. It is widely accepted by most academics
and organisations that operate in disaster research and risk reduction (DRR) 
(cf. Hewitt 1983, Blaikie et al. 1984, Wijkman and Timberlake 1984, Wisner 
et al. 2004). Using this perspective, a disaster happens only when the people who
experience the hazard are made vulnerable to it by a range of social factors. These
factors can also create varying levels of vulnerability for different groups of people
that leads to greater or lesser impacts of the hazard.

In this social construction approach, the disastrous effects of a hazard are
explained by the various processes and factors that generate vulnerability. But in
mainstream DRR organisations, culture has been almost completely ignored as a
part of this process of social construction, despite its great significance in making
people vulnerable. Equally lacking is any appraisal of what can be called the
organisational culture of DRR. It is not only the people who ‘have culture’ (here
taken to involve beliefs, attitudes, values and behaviours) but also the organisations
that support disaster risk reduction, relief and reconstruction. Their own cultures
are rarely examined, especially by the organisations themselves. In a book that makes
very cogent analysis of ‘organizational culture’, Ramalingam argues that in aid
organisations (his analysis can easily be mapped onto DRR) ‘there is not nearly enough
reflection on the way we think and act. The focus has been on technical fixes instead
of behavioural changes, on bolt-ons instead of changed business models, on spin
instead of substance’ (2013, p. 15, his italics).
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In short, culture, as a concept to be reflected upon later in this chapter, is missing
from much DRR work in the practice of most non-government organisations
(NGOs), governments, donors and international organisations. In academic work,
inclusion of culture (in relation especially, but not only, to developing countries)
as a factor affecting disaster vulnerability is restricted almost entirely to anthropology.
Here there has been very significant work that has not been assimilated by DRR
organisations (cf. Torry 1979, Oliver-Smith 1986, Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 
1999, Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 2002). Another problem relates to the significant
differences between the culture of the people affected by hazards and organisational
cultures, which means that there is scope for a ‘clash of cultures’ that reduces the
effectiveness of DRR.

This chapter explores the neglect of culture as a factor in vulnerability and as
part of the process of social construction of disasters. This is done by using a people-
centred and organisation-centred vulnerability framework into which are added
different ways that culture can take effect. Its goal is to assess how culture affects
people’s vulnerability, using a framing of vulnerability that disaggregates it into five
components that refer to individuals, households and organisations. Although the
argument is made mainly in relation to disasters and DRR, much of it is also relevant
to climate change adaptation and the influence of culture on people and organ -
isations in relation to that.

Factors in the social construction of vulnerability and
disasters

The factors normally taken into account in most versions of social construction
are economic, social and sometimes political. Economic and political factors are
rarely framed in relation to culture. Social factors related to vulnerability normally
include some that are inherently cultural (especially those relating to gender and
ethnicity), and yet they are not often discussed in terms of cultural analysis. Some
NGOs also emphasise social factors relating to age groups (for instance, specific
vulnerabilities of children or older people) and disability. In other words, key polit-
ical and economic determinants of vulnerability are rarely analysed in relation to
culture. Where social factors are included that should encompass culture, it is rarely
looked at in depth. Specific social groups are identified as being distinct in relation
to vulnerability, but the cultural processes that generate the divisions between groups
are not the main focus of the analysis. Instead, the framing used regards their
vulnerability as being group-specific and not culturally constructed.

The main exception is where gender appears to have a significant difference in
disaster mortality: here some cultural factors (such as cultural attitudes that restrict
women leaving the house for safety, e.g., after cyclone warnings) are discussed by
some organisations and academic authors. But the inclusion of gender issues such
as inequality in access to education, nutrition and health care is not often included
as a cultural vulnerability factor, but rather as an issue of rights or inequality – in
an economic or political context. For example, gender issues related to disasters
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are rarely understood in relation to male behaviour (e.g., the significance of
machismo as a factor in risk taking behaviour) and culturally constructed differences
in male and female attitudes to risk. And yet it is the cultural construction of
‘maleness’ in societies where men are dominant that is important. It is not enough
to frame this in terms of rights, and empowerment (of women) only works if it
also changes men. To understand gender in relation to risk requires understanding
how maleness (and its counterpoint of male domination) embody beliefs, attitudes
and behaviours in relation to hazards and disasters, and towards other people in
their responses to risk.

Linking vulnerability to cultural factors

In this chapter, vulnerability is framed in a people-centred and organisation-
centred approach, and examines the factors that generate different levels of vulner -
ability as they affect individuals and households. Vulnerability is considered in relation
to five components, three of which are largely characteristics of individuals and
households, and the remaining two are mainly organisational (i.e., they refer to
the actions of entities at scales above the individual and household). A key part 
of the analysis is the linkages between the five components (Figure 3), shown as
arrows.

The first three vulnerability components are those that relate to livelihoods
(especially the ability of a livelihood and its relevant assets to withstand hazards),
and the income, nutrition and health status (sometimes known as develop-
mental or baseline status) that is available from that livelihood, and the level of 
self-protection and exposure to risks (living and working in a safe building and
location). These three are almost always included in local level vulnerability assess -
ments by DRR organisations, for instance when using the many ‘community
vulnerability assessment’ methods such as the Vulnerability and Capacity Assessment
and other participatory methods used by the Red Cross Red Crescent and many
NGOs (IFRC n.d.).

The remaining two ‘organisational’ vulnerability factors operate outside the
household and individual scale. The first involves the level of ‘social protection’
from risk (for example in the form of warning systems, flood preparedness, building
codes for earthquakes, etc.). The last key factor involves the power relationships
(‘governance’) that largely determine other aspects of vulnerability. Governance is
here defined as the systems of power, control and ownership that determine the
allocation of resources, income and welfare. Power relations determine how assets
(e.g., land), income and welfare are distributed in a society (who owns what and
why), how taxes are (or not) collected (and from whom) and how they are used
(or not) for the wellbeing of the people. Power is also involved in relation to disaster
preparedness, for example whether or not it supports good warning systems,
building codes, freedom for civil society and media to act as vulnerability ‘watch -
dogs’. Key issues here include whether power relations curb corruption so that
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buildings are constructed according to seismic codes, and whether a government
ensures that where relevant there are early warning systems in operation.

These five key components of vulnerability are defined here in a people-centred
way that incorporates all aspects relevant to a person or household. This is different
from some approaches to vulnerability where social, physical and economic
vulnerability are treated as being distinct types. The five components can be
summarised (as in Figure 3).

Vulnerability components at personal and household level

Figure 3: (1). The quality and adequacy of a person or household’s livelihood and
its strength in relation to hazards likely to affect them. Will the assets be lost or
damaged because of the hazard that is likely to affect them, and will it take a long
time or not to recover? Will the infrastructure (‘physical capital’) on which they
depend be damaged by a given hazard impact (e.g., access to a road, electricity or
water supply; it can be seen that there is an overlap with the five ‘capitals’ of the
Sustainable Livelihoods approach: a person or household’s assets in terms of phys -
ical, human, natural, financial and social capital) (Carney n.d., Scoones 1998).

Figure 3: (2). The livelihood determines the level of the person or household’s
wellbeing, which is the first line of defence against a shock. These initial conditions
(prior to a hazard impact) can be considered the baseline status: how well-nourished
and healthy, how educated and resourceful is the person or household. Health
includes mental wellbeing and factors such as indebtedness and other sources of

FIGURE 3 The five components of vulnerability and their linkages
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stress are likely to predispose people to be more vulnerable to hazards. Wellbeing
is primarily determined by the success of the livelihood in providing subsistence
and income.

Figure 3: (3). A household’s level of income is also very significant in determin-
ing their exposure to hazards and whether they have adequate ability to self-protect.
Do the people have to live and work in a dangerous place because that is all they
can afford? How safe is the construction of their homes and workplaces in relation
to anticipated hazards? This can be regarded as self-protection, in which people
are faced with a number of options related to income, for example whether they
have enough to build a safe house and pay to live in safer places. If they do not,
they are likely to be highly vulnerable when a hazard strikes. Do they have enough
income but choose not to use it for that purpose? Is it necessary for them to live
in a dangerous location in order to have access to livelihood assets (e.g., fertile land
on a flood plain or volcanic slope, fishing by a river or the ocean)?

Vulnerability components operating at organisational level

Figure 3: (4). When people do not have adequate income to live in a safe house
or location, or when they choose not to do that, they will be reliant on outsiders
to prepare for hazards and provide social protection specific to those needs. These
can include extended family, a community based organisation (CBO), NGOs, Red
Cross Red Crescent, local or national government and international agencies. Such
support can include improvements to houses (e.g., roof reinforcements for storms)
and workplaces (ensuring structural safety), setting up warning and evacuation
systems, setting and implementing earthquake building codes, or flood protection
measures.

Figure 3: (5). All of these depend on the wider power systems operating in society.
These determine the willingness and capacity of institutions beyond the house-
hold to provide social protection, and the freedom for civil society to advocate for
social protection measures when governments are reluctant. The amount and quality
of the hazard social protection is determined then by the type of governance – the
power relations and how they affect the allocation of resources and determine
priorities within the country. And there is a key link (Arrow F) back to component
1 as well: the power relations also determine how assets and income are distributed
and how resources are allocated (or not) for welfare and income redistribution
measures to reduce vulnerability and poverty.

It is evident that these five components of vulnerability are predominantly related
to economics and politics: the strength and stability of livelihoods, the power systems
that allocate resources and social protection, and the operation of organisations that
are affected by funding and political will. Conventional DRR approaches fit with
this type of framing to a large extent: they usually accept that vulnerability is
determined by such political and economic factors and understand that in many
cases vulnerability is correlated with (and often largely caused by) poverty.
However, what is almost always missing in the conventional approaches is the
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fundamental effects of culture: both the culture of the people and the culture of
the organisations that deal with disasters. Each of these five components of
vulnerability is now examined to assess the significance of culture that affects them
and the influence of culture on the linkages between them.

By analysing the cultural aspects of the five components, specific attributes of
culture can be allocated to the causation of vulnerability. Culture (a complex concept
with many definitions) is here considered to involve four interrelated aspects: beliefs,
attitudes, values and behaviours and how these relate to risks that arise from natural
hazards. Beliefs are often rooted in non-verifiable but deeply held ideas about what
controls the world, including some that relate to ideas about the role of ‘nature’
in relation to risk. Beliefs embody peoples’ explanations of themselves and their
place in the world and how the world operates in relation to them. For the vast
majority of people this includes a religious belief, which is important as so many
cultures are also inherently linked to religions. Religions also enable people to have
explanations of disasters and ways of behaving that they believe can reduce risks.
Attitudes towards (or perceptions of) risk are the outcome of beliefs in the sense
that people may decide that a particular aspect of nature is beyond their control
and therefore has to be accepted. Values influence how people consider that risk
should be shared or distributed among different types of people, for instance that
an ethnic group deserves more or less hurt in relation to risk. Behaviours are the
composite outcomes of belief, attitudes and values: they are the ‘operationalised’
expression of a particular culture in relation to a risk. This includes how people
act on their own behalf, in relation to other people, and in regard to outside
institutions that may play a role in disaster.

Behaviours can involve a culturally determined attitude to risk such as a person
being affected by the expected attitudes of their peer group: a man may prefer to
take a risk if he is fearful of being considered unmanly by taking preventive measures.
A behaviour does not necessarily conform completely with a belief: other factors
may intervene to affect the actual outcome so that it is diverted away from complete
compliance with the supposed belief. For example, people may claim to have a
particular belief in relation to a hazard (e.g., that they should pray to reduce the
likely effect), but this does not prevent them from finding scientific explanations
useful and being willing to accept practical reductions of the risk (e.g., using a
warning system).

Because of the complexity of the concept of culture and wide range of different
definitions, the approach to culture here is functional – it examines the way that
culture is related specifically to risk. Elsewhere in this volume, Oliver-Smith
describes culture in this way:

Culture in the anthropological sense is generally held to be the grid, lens,
or frame though which we experience and interpret the material world and
the world of our experience. It is through cultural knowledge, belief, atti -
tudes, that we generate behaviour or actions [. . .] Culture is also a people’s
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cosmology, how they see their gods, their ancestors, the universe, and stars,
their spirituality, beliefs, explanations and their beliefs about their origins and
purpose. 

(p. 39)

Culture therefore involves a wide range of interactions between people and their
(natural) environment, interactions between people themselves, self-awareness and
sense of place, and identity in relation to self (affecting what an individual considers
is or is not acceptable behaviour). It is not static and a range of processes operate
within and from outside a people’s culture that leads it to change (IFRC et al. 2014,
Chapter 7). Of course, not all behaviours are attributable to culture: other factors
are relevant as well. Some may be inherently personal or individualistic and related
to psychology, heredity and genetic disposition, including epigenetics (the
interaction of environment with genetic makeup). These factors are not considered
in this chapter, which only examines aspects of culture that are likely to have
relevance to risk. It is not a comprehensive assessment of all aspects of culture, nor
of all factors that determine human behaviour in relation to risk. It is focused on
culture because that is one area that is most obviously missing and ignored,
although much can also be learned from psychology, neuroscience and behavioural
economics (Ariely 2009, World Bank 2014). The chapter also makes some general -
isations, although where possible specific illustrations are given. In addition, DRR
organisations themselves have beliefs, attitudes, values and behaviours that constitute
an ‘organizational culture’ that must be analysed. In particular, the ‘clash of cultures’
(when the beliefs, attitudes and values of the people do not match those of the
organisations) must be understood as the site of complications or failure in effective
DRR where this clash leads to behavioural outcomes that are contradictory.

Understanding culture as a determinant of vulnerability

As each of the first three components is examined, the amount of detail relating
to culture declines. This is to avoid repetition, because there is overlap. Cultural
factors affect each of the vulnerability components, but since the same culture is
likely to be relevant across the first three, the assessment given at the start has
relevance in the subsequent components.

(1): Livelihoods, their strength and resilience in the face of
extreme events: what cultural factors affect people’s
livelihoods and how resilient they are to hazards?

Many hundreds of millions of people live in places that have or will experience
severe natural hazards, including floods, cyclones, earthquakes, tsunamis, drought,
volcanic eruptions, wildfires and landslides. Although poverty is a primary driver
of having to live in danger, it is also evident that significant choice may be made
to live in danger zones. This is because people weigh the risks of a hazard occurring
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against the benefits that are gained from the livelihood on a daily basis. In effect,
people are ‘discounting’ the damage that may happen if and when a hazard strikes
in order to justify the benefits of living in that location. Typical rural livelihood
benefits include soil fertility (valleys, some coastal zones, volcano slopes), fishing
(coasts, lakes, rivers) and water supply in arid areas (sometimes present at the surface
in relation to the fault systems that cause earthquakes). Urban places are beneficial
mainly for employment or informal sector income.

Many people in both rural and urban locations give priority to their livelihood
opportunities and are less concerned about disaster risks (Cannon 2008a, IFRC 
et al. 2014). Culture plays a significant part in enabling people to live with the
risks, especially where people have religious beliefs that have arisen in the context
of these activities and locations. Attitudes to (perceptions of) the risks people face
are embedded in those cultures. For example, many people ascribe to God the
dual function of determining both benefits and harms arising in nature: ‘God gives
and God takes away’. Many millions of people around the world exhibit related
‘fatalistic’ versions of what happens in a disaster. Others consider that God exercises
control over who lives and dies, and they display a readiness to accept God’s will
in this way: it is a part of the pattern of human existence. In some countries,
Westerners are regarded as having unrealistic (and ungodly?) attitudes to the
control of risk and nature: death is regarded as natural and related to god’s purpose
(IFRC et al. 2014, chapter 2, Schipper in this volume). In other cultures, people
consider that those who suffer are being punished for their sins. After the Indian
Ocean tsunami in 2004, some of the Muslim people of Aceh (Indonesia) said that
the disaster was a result of god’s anger at the disturbance caused by oil drilling,
while others blamed the decadence of tourism (Paul and Nadiruzzaman 2013).
Similar views were expressed after the Hurricane Katrina in the United States (and
were believed by some of the victims in New Orleans) (IFRC et al. 2014).

In other cultures, people believe they can influence the behaviour of god(s) by
prayer and offerings that make the deity or deities more benevolent towards them.
This is especially prevalent in locations that have a specific hazard that is
metaphorically identified with the god(s). Crowley (Donovan et al. 2012) has found
that many people on the slopes of Merapi volcano (Java, Indonesia) accept that
there is a mountain deity that can be interpreted by a local ‘spirit guide’, who also
issues advice on when to evacuate from an eruption. Similar beliefs are known on
Mount Cameroon in Africa and other volcanoes in Latin America. Crabtree
(2010, see also this volume) describes how many of the victims of a devastating
flood in Bihar (North India) believed that they had displeased the Goddess Kosi,
after which the river Kosi is named. Their idea for future disaster prevention was
to pray more and make offerings.

Religions, in particular, often have something significant to say about risks. Beliefs
and attitudes to risks have evolved in order to enable them to live with those risks.
If people believe that a disaster is a punishment of god(s) for some aspect of their
behaviour, then this at least makes some sense of an otherwise unexplainable event.
Many people retain beliefs about disasters that are linked with religion even when
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there are very adequate scientific explanations. This may represent an emotional
inertia and the need for a deeper meaning rooted in religious explanations. Where
people believe in god(s) that by definition has supernatural powers, it does not
make any sense to exclude god(s) from the causal process of disasters, since other -
wise that is hardly a god(s) worth believing in. People are also constrained in
changing their beliefs by peer pressure: when people live together in villages, small
towns or attend a particular religious establishment, it is difficult to give up a belief
without running the risk of disapproval or even exclusion.

But we also know that disasters (ranging from personal tragedy up to very large
scale events such as the Lisbon earthquake and tsunami of 1755) are often a significant
factor in people starting to have doubt in their belief in god(s) (Dynes 2005). This
is also the focus of major theological discussion. A belief that sins are the reason
that god(s) may cause or permit a disaster allows people to avoid thinking that
god(s) simply visits random violence on humanity. The significance of maintaining
good relations with god(s) was observed in Ethiopia, where some Coptic Christians
will leave ripe crops to be damaged in the fields on days of religious festivals when
they instead attend church (Schipper 2010), to invest in a deeper, longer-term risk
reduction (and possibly avoid condemnation by their peers).

People’s livelihoods are not always chosen, but are determined by culture in a
broad sense. As an example, this applies to a very large proportion of people in
India and Nepal, and to some extent in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Pakistan. The
Indian and Nepali caste system is integrated with Hindu religious beliefs and,
although it has been altered by modernity (and especially by urbanisation), it still
determines the lives of hundreds of millions of people. Originally thought to be
a system of division of labour in rural India, castes are arranged in a hierarchy that
ranges from higher position Brahmins (who traditionally cannot do manual labour
but often own land) down to the lowest level and those who are outcastes (literally
beyond the caste system). Outcaste people (previously also known as untouchables
because of barriers of contact between them and higher caste people) often now
identify themselves as Dalits. This term became popular when it was adopted by
a political movement for untouchable people’s rights that emerged in the 1960s,
when it became clear that the illegality of caste discrimination declared in the
Constitution of independent India (1947) was not producing much change.

One of the key aspects of caste is the belief within Hinduism that a person’s
current caste status is a reflection of the status of the person’s soul, which is
determined by previous incarnations and behaviours. This has the outcome of
culturally justified discrimination against low caste and outcaste people, whose
poverty is regarded as legitimate. Outcastes are by tradition forbidden from owning
land, have to draw water from different sources than caste Hindus and are prevented
from gaining access to other services. Higher caste groups may also object to disaster
preparedness for lower status groups and deprive them of disaster relief and
reconstruction. Historically, some outcastes have converted to Christianity and Islam
in order to sidestep the status accorded to them by the Hindu majority. All of
these cultural features mean that a very large proportion of the population is
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vulnerable to hazards through processes that are actually justified and perpetuated
by culture.

This issue of status and hierarchy as a factor in livelihoods, wellbeing and
discrimination is similar in other versions of caste-type systems that exist in other
parts of the world, especially parts of Africa and the Middle East – including some
that legitimise slavery from a cultural perspective (i.e., that involve racial hierarchy
or religious superiority). In all these cases, it is reasonable to infer that people’s
vulnerability in relation to relevant hazards is higher because of the inability to
choose livelihoods and safe locations. This is linked to (2) (wellbeing and baseline
status) and (3) (ability to self-protect).

Gender relations are another key cultural aspect relevant in most of the world,
which determines livelihoods through culture. Sometimes it is embedded in
religious beliefs: almost all mainstream religions ascribe different status to females
and males, and while some of them claim that this is based on difference and not
male superiority, most outsiders (and some of the women affected) find this
difficult to substantiate. Gender differences often relate to a division of labour (with
women working much longer hours), rights of ownership of assets (especially land)
and access to health care, food, education and job opportunities. All of these can
have an effect in raising the vulnerability of females in relation to hazards, although
most of the effects will be considered under (2) and (3).

(2): Wellbeing and baseline status: what aspects of people’s
culture affect their capacity or ability to support their baseline
status?

Low levels of wellbeing (especially hunger, malnutrition, poor health, low edu -
cational attainment and low esteem) are strong correlates with vulnerability to hazards
(although these are often subsumed within generic ‘poverty’). There is a clear causal
relationship between people’s livelihood and level of wellbeing, and therefore
vulnerability, in this component. Nutritional level, access to health services, ability
to pay for education and other services (sometimes including water) are all largely
determined by income from employment, sales of produce, self-pro visioning or
subsistence from farming, fishing and other natural resources. This causal relation -
ship is well understood, and its significance for vulnerability to natural hazards is
highly relevant.

People with good levels of wellbeing that are provided by adequate livelihoods
are likely to be less vulnerable (and able to recover more quickly) from hazard
impacts. This includes the effects of weak, uncertain or declining livelihoods on
mental health, including stress, related ill-health and sometimes problems of
addiction (to alcohol or drugs). Suicide rates are often high in places where
inadequate livelihoods lead to indebtedness, and mental health problems are highly
likely to raise levels of vulnerability to hazards.

Some people may benefit from outside support, for example through NGOs,
religious institutions or from the government through pensions and other welfare
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payments, subsidised food and farm inputs, cash payments through social protection
programmes or employment guarantee schemes. These welfare transfers may add
to the aggregate level of wellbeing for some households as part of what in Western
countries used to be called the ‘social wage’, but do not cover all people in need.

But how is wellbeing and a person’s baseline status affected by culture? Some
intra-household behaviours derive from beliefs and values that affect gender, age
group and other relations between household members. These are cultural attributes
that determine the allocation of income, subsistence and welfare (including external
aid). People have differential access to the outputs of a livelihood and welfare and
social protection provided by the state or outsiders according to their culturally
determined status. For access to the assets that enable livelihoods to function, there
are usually very significant gender differences within households that reflect the
wider culture. Unequal gender relations are embedded in culture in most parts of
the world, and normally result in females having less right to own land and other
production resources, poorer nutrition, less access to medical care and often
reduced access (or even no right) to education. 

In many countries (as was also common in the past in the West), girls are
discriminated against in many ways and preference for male children leads to low
esteem and harsh working lives for many females (and significant imbalance in the
male–female ratio, especially in India and China). As a result, females are likely to
be more vulnerable in relation to hazards. There may also be culturally determined
feeding hierarchies. The head of household and other adult males may be fed first
(and with more and better food), leaving less for females and elderly people. Recent
research in India suggests that the widely observed stunting of children is an attribute
of reduced food for mothers once they have given birth to the first son: stunting
appears to increase by birth order (after the first son) and to be a function of the
mothers’ share of household food (Jayachandran and Pande 2013). The issue of
feeding hierarchies has posed significant ethical problems for organisations providing
feeding programmes and famine relief, where the policy is to allocate rations to
feed all members of a household. When these are then allocated within the
household according to the culturally determined feeding hierarchy, the elderly
and females may receive less.

Many females are also subjected to physical and sexual abuse by males. There
is strong evidence that this increases after a disaster, for at least two reasons. First,
some men may feel inadequate and despondent and take out these feelings on
women and children. Second, many people may be displaced and may not be living
among their normal neighbours. This exposes females to men who are less
constrained by peer pressure and the risk of being identified.

(3): Self-protection in relation to known hazards: in what
ways does culture affect the capacity and willingness to make
adequate self-protection?

One of the key debates in disaster and vulnerability analysis concerns the degree
to which people are forced to live in dangerous places because of their need to
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follow livelihoods (Cannon 2008a, IFRC et al. 2014). It is certainly true that many
people cannot afford to live in safe places or houses, or that they prefer to take
risks in relation to hazards in order to make savings that increase their income –
for instance living on dangerous slopes in cities to allow them to live nearer to
income-earning opportunities (Cannon 2008b). But it is also evident that people
who have choice do choose to live in dangerous places, including for example
Florida (with hurricane risk) or California (earthquakes and wildfires). The (future)
dangers are traded for the (immediate) benefits.

Given that many hundreds of millions of people live in locations that are affected
by known hazards, what steps do they take to protect themselves (at individual
and household level) in the home and workplace? Clearly there is another very
significant causal connection with the income derived from the livelihood. If the
household has a low income, self-protection in relation to hazards is unlikely to
be possible. Such self-protection is very hazard-specific: what constitutes a safe house
for an earthquake may not be effective for a flood and vice versa. Paradoxically,
poor people with flimsy homes may be less likely to be hurt by an earthquake than
richer people who have a substantial structure that collapses (as was relevant for
some richer people in the Latur, India event in 1993). But beyond these economic
factors there are significant problems (and potential advantages) related to beliefs
and attitudes. An example of a cultural constraint on self-protection happens in
Assam (northeast India) where migrants from other parts of the country have settled
in the flood-prone Brahmaputra valley. While the indigenous people practice build -
ing their houses on stilts, the incomers (who look down on the local people) would
not do this as it would have been ‘against their culture’, and would also mean
adopting the practice of the ‘inferior’ locals (ICIMOD 2009, also see Schipper in
this volume).

House construction is very significantly connected with culture, in that building
materials and methods in some parts of the world have arisen in relation to known
hazards (IFRC et al. 2014, chapter 5). There may also be a danger in romanticising
some assertions of cultural superiority. The claimed earthquake-proof characteristics
of Inca buildings are one example, where it is difficult to know if this was a deliberate
reason for the construction method or an accidental outcome. The major surviving
structures that are supposedly earthquake-resistant are elite or ceremonial buildings
and do not represent what ordinary homes were like and their performance in
earthquakes.

Changes in culture can lead to increased danger, especially the adoption of the
idea in construction materials and methods that modern is better and traditional is
primitive and backward. This has led to many millions of homes being constructed
using concrete and poor reinforcement that is extremely dangerous in earthquakes
(IFRC et al. 2014). However, we also know that many traditional techniques are
very dangerous, especially mud (adobe) constructions of ordinary homes in many
parts of the world (a significant factor for example in deaths in the Bam earthquake
in Iran in 2003).
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Another cultural aspect is also highly relevant in relation to construction safety.
For example, perception of risk arising from beliefs and attitudes about natural
hazards are always located within day-to-day priorities as well as future possible
dangers. There are clear cases of beliefs about earthquake risk that lead construction
companies to ignore seismic safety, for example because the risk is not taken seriously
for the near future. While construction companies have been blamed for disastrous
collapses (often linked to corruption in the use of building materials and bribes of
inspectors, as for instance in the Izmit event of 1999 in north Turkey), it is doubtful
that the buildings’ residents would have welcomed the extra cost of earthquake
resistant construction. When people build their own houses (as happens in much
of the developing world) it is very unlikely that they would ensure it was safe from
hazards. In the Wenchuan earthquake of 2008 in China, the scandal of the collapse
of many schools that killed thousands of children was in many cases a result of
corruption and bad construction. But the vast majority of deaths were of people
in their own ordinary village homes. Had they been encouraged to build safely or
to retrofit, it is doubtful that many would have done so: people’s perception of
risk leads to tragic behaviours when the culture of ‘it will not happen to us’ is
invoked (as it is by many people in all parts of the world). This is also part of the
culture clash between people and organisations: different priorities and people’s
willingness culturally to avoid self-protection. How this works out in terms of
organisations attempting to fill the gap is covered in (4).

(4): Social protection in relation to anticipated hazards: 
what aspects of culture affect the type, quality and quantity
of disaster preparedness?

With this component of vulnerability, we move into the behaviour of organisations
and institutions that attempt to provide social protection in relation to hazards.
Social protection in this context involves the ways that different interventions 
are made with the intention to reduce people’s vulnerability to expected hazards.
These can be provided by institutions at the local level such as extended family,
kin group or religious institution, although these tend to be more about response
(after a disaster) rather than being involved in preventive measures. At a higher
scale, social protection organisations include NGOs, local and national government
and international agencies (including the World Bank, regional ‘development’ banks
and World Food Programme).

Social protection can include flood prevention measures (often ‘hardware’
installations such as dykes and channelling), upstream reforestation, seismic building
codes and inspections of construction, retrofitting for earthquake or cyclone risk,
storm and cyclone warning systems and evacuation planning, and preparedness 
for emergencies and post-hazard assistance. The type of activities proposed by
different organisations reflects their own culture and capacities, without necessarily
assessing if what they will do is the right thing, and organisations will carry out
DRR activities that fit with their own scale and goals. Arrow D represents the
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external organisational culture that arrives with the intervention of outsiders who
claim to be doing DRR. Ramalingam (2013, p. 16) argues:

Aid actors are characterized by the ‘mental models’ that reflect their
understanding of the world and which they use to learn about the world,
frame decisions, share knowledge, and guide objectives and actions. These
mental models change over time and can provide impetus for institutional
change; equally, rigid mental models may reinforce particular forms of skills
and knowledge, and be underpinned by certain kinds of institutions.

Most often, because it is difficult to change power systems that are largely respon -
sible for people being vulnerable ((5) and (1)), organisations have ‘mental models’
(cultures) that enable them to operate without attempting to make fundamental
changes.

Social protection measures are typically required when self-protection is missing,
either because people are too poor to implement safe houses or locations for homes
or they are ‘culturally unwilling’ to spend on disaster preparedness. In addition,
certain types of vulnerability reduction are impossible at the household and local
level and must be carried out by higher level organisations: causes of floods may
be upstream and remote, warning systems require centralised scientific and planning
approaches, flood measures may be large scale and legal frameworks for construction
safety must be national and ‘top-down’.

The type and amount of social protection that is available is determined mainly
by political and economic factors in the causal relationship (Arrow E) that links
governance (5) and social protection. These factors will be dealt with under the
assessment of (5). But culture is also relevant to social protection in a number of
ways, mainly regarding the organisational culture of the different institutions who
are (or not) involved (Arrow D). Why and how organisations get involved in social
protection is influenced by their perception of risk (including their beliefs and
attitudes towards hazards and their self-identification with their potential to have
an effect) and by their values (for instance, do they focus on particular groups of
people, including some and excluding others, or claiming impartiality and
universality?)

A major cultural factor is that some organisations tend to identify their position
in relation to predetermined beliefs, attitudes and values that are internal to the
organisations and that may not fit with the needs of the people they are claiming
to support. Sometimes this can be characterised as ‘the law of the instrument’:
someone who only has a hammer perceives every problem as being a nail. The
culture of most DRR organisations is to believe that the serious hazards people
face are the most important problem, and that people must share this priority and
divert from dealing with daily needs and risks, leading to a mismatch of priorities
and goals that hampers the effectiveness of DRR. This in turn can lead to a
circularity of cultural justification in which the organisations exhibits an ‘unwilling -
ness to fail’ and so finds ways to enable its activities to be evaluated positively
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(Mansuri and Rao 2013, Ramalingam 2013). The dominant culture of aid leads
to puzzlement, with the result that organisations ask ‘Why don’t they want what
we know they need?’ (Ramalingam, 2013 p. 91). The internal culture of the
organisations enables a self-justifying coexistence of those organisations, its local
partners, and the funding agency (IFRC et al. 2014, chapter 7).

Availability of funding for particular types of activities is another key factor in
enabling organisations’ cultural framing of DRR. When funding is only available
for certain types of activities (for example, disaster preparedness or climate change
adaptation – and now increasingly ‘resilience’), then that organisations’ culture makes
it fit into their remit and adapts to the new agenda. DRR NGOs suddenly find
that resilience is what they should have been doing all along. While almost all of
the organisations engaged in these activities claim a ‘moral’ agenda, this can be
distorted or diverted by the need to get funding:

[. . .] while aid agencies want to do good, they also want to do well, and so
the fundraising imperative can start to dominate the moral one. And so morals
are usually articulated only in narrow, institutionally determined ways, and
supported by a culture of ‘institutional bystanders’, such that, when things
go in directions that might conflict with these high level values and morals,
they are not brought back into the fold.

(Ramalingam 2013, p. 87)

Another factor involves the belief that some organisations have in technological
interventions for DRR. Often this is driven by their business model, but in many
cases there is also a cultural certainty that a scientific approach is what is needed,
and that a technical fix (‘tech-fix’) is appropriate. Such approaches have been
undermined in recent years by the failure of some ‘hardware’ flood prevention
measures in Europe and the USA and by the ‘cultural’ factors that undermined safety
in the Fukushima reactors when they were damaged by the earthquake and tsunami
in 2011 (McCurry 2012). Many technical interventions are based on a faith in the
technology while ignoring the social relations (including political and economic
factors) that determine how technology actually fits into social systems. This faith
can even be considered analogous to religious beliefs and can involve ignoring
evidence that the technological approach can fail (IFRC et al. 2014, Box 2.2).

Technical fixes that require large investments and civil engineering projects also
often find favour with governments, donors and banks. Politicians potentially benefit
from the kickbacks under such arrangements, corporations from valuable contracts,
and banks (including the World Bank and other international ‘development’
banks) benefit from this type of business and from having large value loans to fewer
clients. The large majority of disaster resilience and climate adaptation-related
projects in developing countries follow this model and take very little account 
of how they will integrate with local people’s needs and priorities. The culture of
tech-fix organisations fails to understand that problems that have predominantly
political, economic, social and cultural causes are not guaranteed to be fixed by
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proposed solutions that do not address the causes (and which can often reinforce
the very power relations that are part of the problem as well).

People’s culture can also affect what organisations can and cannot do for DRR.
Social protection therefore either has to embed itself in existing cultures, or find
ways that can support processes of change in those cultures that enable people to
accept disaster preparedness. One of the key constraints on organisational
effectiveness can arise from cultural and religious beliefs that lead people to oppose
outside interventions, or to have behaviours that do not promote safety. For
example, Protestant sects in Central America oppose disaster preparedness because
it deprives god of control over the effects of nature (Schipper 2010). In Bangladesh,
gender power related to religion and wider culture means that females cannot leave
their home when there is a cyclone warning until they have permission from a
senior male relative (Cannon 2002). This means that they (and the children in
their charge) are much more vulnerable. In many countries, the culture does not
allow women to learn to swim, again leading to higher risks in floods and cyclones.
In a related religious context, a senior seismic engineer in a Muslim North African
country has encountered a local religious leader who opposed retrofitting for
earthquakes on the grounds that if a disaster happens it is god’s will (personal
communication). Fortunately such views are not universal, and in Dhaka,
Bangladesh (which faces a major earthquake in a very dangerous context of
unconsolidated ground of the delta sedimentary material) a number of construction
companies are claiming that their new residential buildings (aimed at middle and
upper class buyers) are resistant up to Richter scale 7 (an internet search for real
estate developers will find their promotional materials).

(5) Governance and power relations: what is the significance
of culture?

Governance is used here as shorthand for power relations: governance is ‘the way
power is exercised in the management of a country’s economic and social resources
for development’ (World Bank 1992). It is about all aspects of power, including
not only governments but also elites (including politicians who, although out 
of office, are often still very powerful), domestic and foreign corporations, other
non-government actors who control resources, and international organisations
(develop ment organisations, banks, International Monetary Fund (IMF) etc.). In
much of the world, governments are less powerful than corporations, and in some
cases they have less control than international organisations such as the IMF. It is
therefore important to understand all types of power relations that may affect
vulnerability.

Section (5) relates to other parts of vulnerability in two different ways. The first
(Arrow E) involves how power relations affect the amount and type of social pro -
tection available to people. People’s vulnerability can be higher or lower depend -
ing on the culture of the institutions of power. For example, many corporations
favour technical interventions for disaster preparedness and follow a belief in 
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top-down interventions with an attitude towards people that is dismissive or
alienating. Government approaches frequently follow similar beliefs, and also often
hold a social class perspective that amounts to a culture of exclusion of ordinary
people or particular groups (based on ethnicity, for example) or females. This leads
to situations in which people’s vulnerability is increased, as for instance in the 
USA in relation to Hurricane Katrina, Myanmar/Burma in Cyclone Nargis and
China in relation to a number of disasters and health emergencies.

Governments may also increase vulnerability by preventing civil society from
organising highlights of environmental and hazard risks and reducing the free-
dom of the media to report on risks. Although this has the appearance of being 
a political factor, it is in some cases directly linked to culture, as for example in
China where the need to preserve social order dominates all other factors in what
is or is not tolerated. Similar appeals to culture and national historical legacy have
been invoked in the USA, Thailand, India and Russia in order to oppose people
who argue for greater safety. The role of the media as a factor was highlighted
(Drèze and Sen 1989) in the context of famine in China by comparison with India:
the former preventing media reporting and covering up disasters, while India was
claimed to have avoided major famines because of the ability of the media to monitor
and report on problems.

Arrow F links with how power relations establish the pattern of ownership and
control over resources (such as land, minerals, energy sources, forests and fisheries),
how income and welfare payments are allocated, tax revenues collected and used,
and the legal systems within which these are established. The strength of people’s
livelihoods (1) depends on the availability of assets that can be used and these are
often unequally distributed because of the power systems that allocate them or fail
to redistribute them (for example as with many failed land reforms in India,
Bangladesh and Pakistan since their independence). This connection (Arrow F)
between (5) and (1), and the degree of support through governance to social
protection (the link between (5) and (4) through Arrow E), are arguably the most
powerful determining processes in the vulnerability of most people. To a significant
extent they are subject to the elite cultures of governments, corporations, dominant
classes and the organisational cultures of the agencies that attempt to provide social
protection for when self-protection and power relations are inadequate for reducing
vulnerability. In a range of countries, elite culture argues that people are poor because
they are lazy, incompetent, stupid or otherwise deserving of their position in society.
This framing of privilege is not a good basis for disaster preparedness, and unless
challenged is likely to maintain not only the increasing disparities in income and
wealth that are happening in many countries (leading to impoverishment and
insecure livelihoods) but also high levels of vulnerability. With climate change
leading the damage to the livelihoods of billions of rural poor people, and increased
frequency and/or severity of extreme climate events, the most crucial change that
is needed for better disaster risk reduction is a fundamental change to the elite and
global culture of inequality, resource theft and the self-justification of corporate
and elite power that they deserve the inordinate share that they get.
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