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Introduction
Natural disasters have been a core prism through which international organizations 
have related to developing countries over the last half-century, from the Biafran 
famine in the 1960s to the Ethiopian famine in the 1980s, or, more recently, 
the 2004 Asian tsunami and the 2010 Haitian earthquake. But wealthy Western 
countries have also seemed more vulnerable to disasters than they have been 
for decades. We saw this in Hurricane Katrina in 2005, or the 2011 Japanese 
earthquake and tsunami, causing hundreds of deaths and large-scale destruction. 
Furthermore, climate change as a global cause underpins imperatives for greater 
coordinated global action. Strikingly, we see the globalization of natural dis-
asters. The 2011 Japanese earthquake and tsunami not only was a national 
disaster requiring national responses, but also prompted national risk management 
responses in other continents. The contrasting responses reveal the signi  cance 
of broader cultural understanding of disasters, unrelated to the immediate 
dangers. There are lessons to be learned for international disaster management 
from Japanese disaster consciousness, as well as from earlier disasters such as the 
Lisbon earthquake.

Disasters have historically assumed fundamental signi  cance for human popu-
lations, as testi  ed in the earliest surviving myths such as the Gilgamesh epic 
and its tale of a great  ood. Natural disasters have an elemental aspect to them, 
which speaks beyond existing cultural and social norms to the human condition. 
Earthquakes, volcanic eruptions,  oods or comets have portended momentous 
events, alongside their direct physical impact. This chapter explores how natural 
disasters, despite their destructiveness, may galvanize active responses, temporar-
ily suspending social divisions, potentially transforming norms and ideas, and 
reaf  rming a sense of common humanity usually unrecognized in normal condi-
tions (Fritz 1996: 23). The chapter discusses natural disasters in historical context, 
highlighting the distinct social and political meaning of particular disasters 
from the earlier 1755 Lisbon earthquake, to the 1770 Bengal famine and the 
1845–47 Irish potato famine disasters, to the recent disasters of the 2010 Haitian 
earthquake and the 2011 Japanese earthquake and tsunami.
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Natural disasters  75

Following the typology of E. L. Quarantelli (1978, 1998), studies have identi  ed 
three broad historical understandings of disasters: acts of God, acts of nature and 
acts of man. These three historical understandings are associated, respectively, with 
the traditional pre-Enlightenment condition, the modern Enlightenment condition 
and the postmodern post-Enlightenment condition. Indeed, disasters have marked 
watersheds in human history – in particular, the 1755 Lisbon earthquake acceler-
ating the Enlightenment, and the Holocaust and atomic bomb fostering post-
Enlightenment thinking. Furthermore, the three broad historical understandings 
of disasters are associated, respectively, with presumptions about disaster-affected 
communities and humanity in general: stoicism towards acts of God; agency 
towards acts of nature; and pathology over acts of man. In summary, religious 
interpretations see disasters as warning humanity to return to religious faith and 
encourage stoicism in the face of danger. Enlightenment-inspired interpretations 
typically indict unenlightened practices or social neglect and see imperatives for 
social improvement. Premised on belief in human agency, disasters become pre-
ventable or mitigable through improved public infrastructures and interventions. 
Conversely, post-Enlightenment interpretations, sceptical towards human progress, 
are inclined to indict human activity and seek solutions in its constraint.

Acts of God
Disasters in ancient times had terrifying religious signi  cance. Disasters attrib-
uted to ancient gods were often represented as their malicious sport. This under-
standing is present in the myths of the ancient Greeks – notably Poseidon, god 
of the sea and the ‘earth-shaker’. In later antiquity, especially in the monotheist 
religious traditions, disasters were viewed as God’s punishment of human 
wickedness. Yet suffering in disasters did not only strike the wicked, but also the 
good. The idea of primary divine causes and secondary human causes informed 
the dual interpretation of disasters as both divine events and events linked to 
human behaviour (Akasoy 2009; Favier and Granet-Abisset 2009; Weintritt 
2009). Disasters became represented as tests of faith and portents of judgement 
day. The  gure of Job, in both the Bible and the Koran, has af  rmed religious 
steadfastness in the face of suffering.

Indeed, the religious understanding of disasters as divine portents treated 
comets and solar eclipses as disasters along with earthquakes,  oods and 
volcanoes (Kempe 2003: 151–2). This earlier understanding is captured in the 
origins of the word ‘disaster’ from astrology, meaning bad portents in the stars 
(Gramsci 1971: 450), and underscores how disasters involve cultural constructions.

Research on European historical responses describes how religious rituals 
were developed to mark the distinct pre-disaster, disaster and post-disaster phases, 
including public prayers, processions, fasting or abstinence to atone for sins, and 
later thanksgiving rituals for lives spared (Favier and Granet-Abisset 2009: 
108–9). These ceremonies were not simply religiously inspired against divine 
punishment, but also sought to curb disorder and panic, and to calm communities 
(Favier and Granet-Abisset 2009: 109).
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76  Vanessa Pupavac

However, treating disasters as acts of God did not preclude seeking to under-
stand secondary causes in nature, or potential human preventative or relief actions, 
as recent studies have stressed (Akasoy 2009: 188; Favier and Granet-Abisset 
2009: 109; Weintritt 2009: 177–8). Communal experience of previous disasters, 
documented in public and private records, helped communities to develop local 
preventative and coping strategies, even with limited technological capacity. 
In the face of  oods, for example, these strategies might include securing vital 
bridges and local food supplies, relocating precious livestock to higher ground, 
organizing boats and making shelters in trees, or the longer-term construction of 
 ood defences and irrigation systems (End  eld et al. 2009; Favier and Granet-

Abisset 2009: 113; Prieto 2009: 296–9; Weintritt 2009).
If ideas of primary causes and secondary causes allowed religious and practi-

cal responses to coexist, they also opened up secular distinctions between 
geological and human time, and ultimately undermined divine understandings 
of disasters as caused by human sinfulness.

Acts of nature
Religious interpretations of disasters as acts of God were profoundly shaken in 
the 1755 Lisbon earthquake, which has been described as ‘the  rst modern 
disaster’ (Dynes 2005: 34). The disaster occurred on the Catholic Feast of All 
Saints, killing thousands, many in church, and destroying most of the city’s 
buildings (Dynes 2005: 39; Jack 2005: 9–12). Lisbon was a major international 
port and commercial centre, and there were prominent foreign casualties and 
economic losses. These circumstances prompted debates across Europe on the 
meaning of a religious providential order under God and developed secular 
Enlightenment thinking (Braun and Radner 2005; Kendrick 1956). Most famously, 
Voltaire’s ‘Poem on the Lisbon Disaster’ questioned the religious interpretation of 
the earthquake as the consequence of sin. The poem called for humanity to 
develop enlightened thinking, and to better understand itself and the natural and 
social worlds (Voltaire 1911).

Alongside the demands of enlightenment, religious interpretations of the earth-
quake as punishment for human sinfulness were reasserted across Europe. 
Philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau condemned corrupt urban life for con-
tributing to the Lisbon disaster. Rousseau invoked healthy peasant responses 
against those of dissolute urban intellectuals (Dynes 1999). His interpretation 
both embodies Calvinist religious concerns over sin and anticipates post-modern 
ecological concerns. Likewise, the in  uential Methodist preacher John Wesley 
published a sermon Serious Thoughts on the Earthquake at Lisbon, which reiter-
ated nature as ‘the Act of God’ and the earthquake as ‘the hand of the Almighty’ 
against human sinfulness (Wesley 1756).

Yet, overall, the state-sponsored reconstruction of Lisbon suggested new 
con  dence in the human potential to improve the world. In particular, the leader-
ship of the Portuguese prime minister, the Marquis of Pombal, showed active 
state interventions treating the disaster as an act of nature susceptible to human 
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intervention (Dynes 2005; Jack 2005: 12–13). Pombal superseded traditional 
religious frameworks in both his emergency measures and his reconstruction 
plans. He introduced a raft of immediate measures addressing the crisis, including 
ensuring security and the organization of temporary shelters, military requisition 
and transportation of food, restrictions on vital labour, price controls on essen-
tials, tightening tenancy rights to prevent pro  teering, and tax relief on  shing 
to enhance food supplies, while also ordering the salvaging of materials from 
the debris (Dynes 2005: 40; Jack 2005: 13–15). Simultaneously, his measures 
prioritized secular national concerns over religious sanctions: public health, 
when he ordered the mass disposal of the dead, departing from traditional 
religious rites; and commercial interests, when he told the clergy to desist from 
preaching any sermons calling for withdrawal from commercial activity as 
penance (Dynes 2005: 41). Pombal also organized a strong display of Portuguese 
naval power to protect national shipping interests. Surveys were commissioned 
and ambitious plans were drafted for the city’s comprehensive reconstruction.

In the longer term, Pombal used the disaster to modernize Portugal and pushed 
through a reform agenda that included challenging the hold of the church and 
nobility, and developing Portuguese commercial interests (Dynes 2005; Jack 
2005: 13–20). A key area of Pombal’s reforms was education. Importantly, the 
Portuguese authorities sponsored one of the  rst major attempts to conduct an 
objective scienti  c inquiry into the causes and effects of disasters. This in turn 
inspired scienti  c interest across Europe, from John Michell’s studies given at the 
Royal Society in London (Michell 1760) to the German philosopher Immanuel 
Kant’s essays on seismology (Benjamin 1999; Reinhardt and Oldroyd 1983). 
Thus traditional religious responses to the Lisbon earthquake did not deter scien-
ti  c exploration from treating the disaster as an act of nature; indeed, Rousseau 
and Wesley were themselves also interested in scienti  c ideas (Georgi 2005; 
Webster 2005).

A study of contemporary Portuguese culture highlights how letters testify to 
the trauma of the earthquake, but suggests how post-disaster Lisbon society 
also offered greater social opportunities for the middle classes (Vieira 2005). 
Consequently, its literature tends to support government emphasis on recovery 
and does not convey a picture of an immobilized society overwhelmed by loss 
and mourning, but of activity orientated towards the future. In a phrase of con  dent 
de  ance, Pombal is quoted as asserting of his ambitious plans for Lisbon, ‘one 
day they will be small’ (New World Encyclopaedia 2008).

This spirit of con  dent de  ance was demonstrated in the course of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. Optimistic, forward-looking responses prevailed 
in disasters such as the devastating 1871 Chicago  re, which expanded the 
city and stimulated its economic growth (Rozario 2007). Venture and stoicism 
in the face of loss and danger were culturally af  rmed – whether the pioneering 
spirit in the United States, celebrated in works such as Laura Ingalls Wilders’ 
Little House series, or the colonial spirit in Britain, mythologized in Rudyard 
Kipling’s writings such as his well-known poem ‘If’. Strong beliefs in national 
and social progress broadly accepted the disasters of modernization, such as the 
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78  Vanessa Pupavac

heavy death tolls caused building the Panama Canal in South America or in the 
electri  cation of the Soviet Union. Moreover, pioneering sociological studies 
such as On Suicide by Emile Durkheim (2002) suggested that the experience of 
war or disaster potentially allowed societies to transcend modern anomie, at least 
temporarily, developing secular interpretations of older religious moral lessons 
from adversity.

Acts of man
The twentieth-century man-made disasters of world wars – the Holocaust, 
Hiroshima and the Soviet Gulags –challenged Enlightenment humanist con  dence 
not only in science and technology, but also in humanity itself. These catastrophic 
political disasters, coupled with the potential for nuclear destruction, raised 
the spectre of disasters on a previously inconceivable scale: the extermination of 
whole human groups and the destruction of the planet itself. Critical theorists 
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer indicted the Enlightenment project in their 
book The Dialectic of Enlightenment, which opens with the assertion, ‘In the most 
general sense of progressive thought, the Enlightenment has always aimed at liber-
ating men from fear and establishing their sovereignty. Yet the fully Enlightened 
earth radiates disaster triumphant’ (Horkheimer and Adorno 1976: 1).

Social pessimism fostered the development of environmentalism and eco-
logism from the 1960s, and increasingly haunted disaster thinking. Environmental 
concerns were taken up in later sociological risk studies, such as Zygmunt 
Bauman’s Modernity and the Holocaust (1989), Ulrich Beck’s Risk Society (1992), 
or Anthony Giddens’ The Consequences of Modernity (1990).

But until the 1980s, pessimism was largely limited to elite and intellectual 
circles; instead, optimistic humanist thinking prevailed in post-war international 
disaster responses. For it was not automatic that the experience of the Holocaust 
or Hiroshima should undermine active humanist and reformist approaches. We 
may consider how the writer and Auschwitz survivor Primo Levi argued that his 
experience of the Holocaust ‘increased my desire, it gave my life a purpose, to 
bear witness’ (Levi, cited in Anissmov 1999: 11). The creation of the United 
Nations, the reconstruction of Europe and Asia, international revulsion against the 
Holocaust and the formal delegitimizing of racist theories demonstrate active 
humanist and reformist aspirations. The reaf  rmed post-war belief in human 
progress belies the anti-Enlightenment and anti-humanist conclusions of Adorno, 
Horkheimer and later disaster risk management models.

More speci  cally, the optimistic thinking of key post-war US disaster experts 
was informed by witnessing the British population’s reaction to the World War II 
bombings (Fritz 1996: 48–50). Overall, the wartime experience, requiring the 
population’s mobilization, af  rmed ordinary people’s responses, marginalized 
negative views and bridged political divisions, appealing to a common national 
identity and a social reform agenda. The ‘Blitz spirit’, or a spirit of courage and 
resolve in the face of aerial bombardment, became the popular representation of 
the wartime responses. Behaviour counter to the Blitz spirit ideal, when people 
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Natural disasters  79

panicked or were cowardly or sel  sh, was marginal in mainstream accounts 
(Jones et al. 2004). Both conservative and leftwing wartime narratives, such as 
Orwell’s essay ‘England Your England’, typically sought to show people hero-
ically working together as a community, transcending their social differences 
(Orwell 1965). Such ideals became internationalized in works such as Aaron 
Copland’s 1942 symphony Fanfare to the Common Man. In turn, the experience 
informed con  dent post-war expectations of ordinary people’s communal, altru-
istic, stoical responses to disasters – essentially, until the 1970s in the United 
States and until the 1980s in Europe.

Political meanings of disasters
Alongside these broad historical understandings of disasters, we can identify 
political readings of disasters. Disasters were commonly read as portents for the 
ruling regime. Indeed, not only regimes, but civilizations have been shaken by 
disasters, whether the volcanic eruption destroying the Minoan culture of ancient 
Crete, or the earthquakes and storms destroying the Peruvian Moche culture 
(Mauch 2009: 3–4). Chinese theories of ‘heaven-sent disasters’ not only linked 
disasters to dynastic crises, whether the end of a dynastic mandate or a test of 
dynastic legitimacy, but also prompted state disaster management (Janku 2009: 
233–4). The imperial Chinese state developed signi  cant disaster management 
responses, including weather monitoring and alerts, tax reductions, rent relief and 
distribution of state grain (Janku 2009: 240).

Disasters continued to be treated as omens of dynastic rule in early modern 
Europe. Indeed, the signi  cance of cosmic portents for dynastic rule propelled 
key areas of scienti  c research well into the seventeenth century (Koestler 1964). 
But it is the seventeenth century when we really begin to see contesting political 
interpretations of disasters, and efforts to harness disasters or the language of 
disasters to distinct religious and political projects.

Conservative approaches tended to suppress social divisions in disasters, 
seeking instead to reaf  rm social relations and responsibilities destabilized 
during crises – including responsibilities towards the poor. Reaf  rmation of 
the existing social order also potentially af  rmed ordinary people’s traditional 
responses against the temptations of new political forces. Conversely, progressive 
or radical responses to disasters were signi  cantly associated with critiques of 
existing power relations and social inequalities. The causes and consequences 
of disaster were linked to oppressive social conditions requiring social and 
political change.

Furthermore, religious and political challengers could identify with disasters – 
volcanoes,  oods, earthquakes – as agents of revolution. In this vein, the 
seventeenth-century English radical literature identi  ed divine wrath in biblical 
disasters with the wrath of commoners turning the world upside down:

The Lord maketh the earth . . . waste, and turneth it upside down . . . And it 
shall be, as with the people, so with the priest; as with the servant, so with his 
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80  Vanessa Pupavac

master; as with the maid, so with her mistress . . . The earth shall reel to and 
fro like a drunkard, and shall be removed like a cottage . . . The Lord shall 
punish the host of the high ones . . . and the kings of the earth upon the earth.

(Isaiah xxiv, 1–2, 20–1, quoted in Hill 1975: Epigraph)

Radicals saw themselves as earth-shakers challenging traditional authority. The 
English radical writings illustrate how nascent political movements appropriated 
the older religious frameworks of divine wrath to support their interests, drawing 
on Renaissance and Reformations associations of natural disasters with a coming 
apocalypse and establishment of the heavenly kingdom (Kempe 2003: 152–4).

Radical political identi  cations with disaster metaphors abound. The political 
potential of disasters was explored in Marxist and leftwing crisis theories. 
Oppositional political movements could use the opportunity of crisis conditions 
fostered by disasters to push for political and social change. Symbolically, C. Day 
Lewis’ 1936 poem ‘Noah and the Waters’, a secularized reworking of the biblical 
 ood and the traditional morality play, identi  es the  ood with ordinary people as 

the forces of progressive political change (Day Lewis 1992). The poet interweaves 
phrases and passages from Marx and Engels’ The Communist Manifesto into the 
representations of the  ood (Day Lewis 1992). The  ood voices explicitly cry out 
‘Waters of the world unite!’ (Day Lewis 1992: 242); meanwhile, the burgesses 
threaten that no mercy will be shown to the surviving rebelling waters, which will 
be dammed or  ltered or forced underground (Day Lewis 1992: 242).

Similar representations appear in anti-colonial literature. On the one hand, 
Césaire (1995: 125) suggests that European colonial elites represent disease 
and decay: ‘Europe has been stuf  ng us with lies and bloating us with pestilence.’ 
At the same time, however, he uses apocalyptic metaphors of the volcano,  ood, 
disease and  re to characterize the anti-colonial struggle: ‘words which are 
tidal waves and erysipelas and malarias and lavas and bush-  res, blazes of  esh, 
and blazes of cities . . .’ (Césaire 1995: 99); ‘the enormous lung of the cyclones 
breathes and the hoarded  re of volcanoes’ (Césaire 1995: 125).

Likewise, the Marxist anti-colonial thinker C. L. R. James (2001: 311) in 
turn describes Jomo Kenyatta as ‘a simmering volcano of African nationalism’. 
But how were colonial disasters themselves represented? Whereas some dis-
asters involving immense human suffering and destruction did not register in 
colonial political debates, others attracted intense public attention and reveal 
sharply contested political differences.

Contested colonial meanings
The 1770 Bengal famine was seminal in revealing how evolving colonial 
relations fostered the famine and colonial political responses worsened the crisis 
(Arnold 1999; Damodaran 2009). Not least, the more systematic taxation regime 
under the East India Company forced farmers from subsistence farming into 
riskier rice production for sale. Rice, as a crop, is comparatively more suscep-
tible to drought than other key local crops and, when successive droughts struck, 
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Natural disasters  81

rural communities were more affected than they might otherwise have been. The 
traditional communal relations, mutual responsibilities and coping strategies 
were undermined by the penetration of market forces and external relations 
(Arnold 1999; Damodaran 2009).

The East India Company was slow to register the evolving crisis, but even 
when it did so, it did not reduce taxation; indeed, the tax revenues collected by the 
East India Company actually increased in the famine years (Damodaran 2009). 
Furthermore, the East India Company introduced measures restricting agricultural 
trade and transport, but instead of ameliorating the crisis, these measures actually 
made it harder for the population to secure food from other provinces. Contention 
in Britain over the company’s governance culminated in Edmund Burke demand-
ing the impeachment of the former Governor General of Bengal, Warren Hastings 
(Gibbons 2003: 121–44).

Yet overall there was some ambivalence towards the affected population. 
On the one hand, Indians were seen by radicals such as Charles Pigott 
(2004 [1795]) as victims of a rapaciously greedy company. Pigott’s political 
dictionary condemns British expansion in India in his de  nitions: ‘Company 
(East India). Chartered robbers, licensed murderers,  nding out military ruf  ans 
to conquer, plunder, and desolate the remotest countries’ (Pigott 2004 [1795]: 13). 
Meanwhile, his de  nition of famine indicts the British in India for reducing 
a nation to famine: ‘When the English bought up all the rice in Calcutta, the 
natives daily expired by thousands at the doors inhabited by our countrymen’ 
(Pigott 2004 [1795]: 35).

On the other hand, Indians were also seen as victims of their own passivity 
and backwardness. As such, they had to be rescued from their cultural darkness 
and brought to Enlightenment through external intervention. Such conclusions led 
to arguments for more foreign governance, not less, despite condemnation of the 
existing British authorities. Ideas of the population’s passivity overlooked how 
coping strategies were attempted, but frustrated (Arnold 1999; Damodaran 2009). 
Foraging was obstructed by enclosures and the erosion of common land rights. 
Meanwhile, popular resistance and rebellion in the face of oppressive company 
policies belies notions of people’s passivity. Many survivors turned to banditry to 
survive and the company’s control over the territory became more insecure in the 
decade after the famine, despite expanding British presence (Arnold 1999; 
Damodaran 2009).

Burke strongly condemned the East India Company’s interventions for exacer-
bating the Bengal famine. Yet his opposition to government intervention, expressed 
in his impeachment calls and elaborated in his later ‘Thoughts on Scarcity’, 
ironically legitimized of  cial policies, which proved disastrous in subsequent 
colonial famines. Namely, Burke’s writings were invoked by the British of  cials 
to legitimize their endorsement of laissez-faire policies and resistance to state 
assistance, which exacerbated the Irish famine of the 1840s and other colonial 
disasters (Gibbons 2003: 121–44).

Potato crops across Northern Europe were devastated by a potato blight, which 
originated in America. However, it was only Ireland that suffered catastrophic 
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82  Vanessa Pupavac

famine (Gray 1999). Crop failure was a familiar problem throughout eighteenth-
century Ireland, but instead of dependence on the potato being lessened in 
eighteenth-century Ireland, if anything, it was reinforced. The country was char-
acterized by absentee landlords who rarely visited and had little knowledge of 
their estates, which were run by overseers whose responsibility was to maxi-
mize revenues. Agricultural wages were low and insuf  cient to provide a family 
living, while family holdings were also inadequate. Irish tenancies were typically 
small, on poorer land, and lacked rights to any improvements on the land. Thus 
incentives did not exist to invest and improve the land. The pattern of small-
holdings meant that potatoes were the only crop possible to cultivate for subsist-
ence. Alternative sources of income were lacking, so crop failure had serious 
consequences.

The authorities were slow to recognize the evolving crisis and, drawing on 
Burke, assumed that the situation was one of scarcity rather than famine (Gibbons 
2003: 121–44). There was of  cial resistance to calls to provide rent or tax relief 
and other measures to alleviate the acute problems (Gray 1999). Irish suffering 
was acknowledged in the British press and parliament, but of  cial thinking 
blamed the famine on Irish backwardness and failure to make progress. Thus the 
1840s Irish famine reinforced of  cial arguments for British governance of Ireland 
and its development. However, such perceptions neglected how Ireland’s economy 
was held back by its relations with Britain.

Against British of  cial representations, the Irish famine became a founding 
myth of Irish nationalism (Gray 2004). The disaster con  rmed the oppressive 
character of British rule among the Irish and helped to inspire a movement for 
Irish national independence, as well as precipitated mass migration. John Mitchel, 
a leading  gure in the Young Ireland movement, published a political pamphlet, 
The Last Conquest of Ireland (Perhaps), which held the British authorities directly 
culpable for the population’s disaster: ‘The Almighty, indeed, sent the potato 
blight, but the English created the famine’ (Mitchel 2005: 219). But alongside 
political consciousness, the post-famine conditions also reinforced cultural con-
servatism and the Catholic Church’s position among the remaining decimated 
rural communities.

The famine remains a founding myth of Irish nationalism, but its political 
meaning has shifted over the decades with changing Irish and Irish diaspora poli-
tics. In the 1990s, the famine’s 150th anniversary was invoked to help to establish 
Ireland as a post-colonial society with a special global humanitarian role to play 
in disasters (Gray 2004).

Yet the traumatic character of the Bengal and Irish famines does not mean 
that modern disasters have automatically led to political contestation, or become 
signi  cant in national or international discourse. Strikingly, the later devastating 
Finnish famine of the 1860s did not lead to political crisis and remains virtually 
unknown outside Finland; instead, the traumatic experience prompted the Finnish 
state to industrialize its economy and to shift from its reliance on subsistence 
farming (Myllyntaus 2009). Such capacity for progressive social change appears 
anathema in today’s prevailing international disaster models. For international 
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political developments, especially after the 1970s, have undermined social 
optimism and led to the triumph of pessimistic expectations in international 
disaster approaches.

Disasters, social pessimism and risk consciousness
In recent decades, both conservative and leftwing thinking has become increas-
ingly negative about humanity, seeing disasters as embodying human pathology 
and expecting dysfunctional or antisocial responses. Conservative politics has 
long been more likely to draw pessimistic conclusions from disasters that have 
shaken established social norms. The cultural elites’ fears for civilization in the 
face of mass society, expressed in works such as Spengler’s The Decline of 
the West (1946), Ortega y Gasset’s The Revolt of the Masses (1964), Freud’s 
Civilization and its Discontents (2004), or T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), 
were reinforced by the experience of the First World War and the Russian 
Revolution, while the Holocaust, Hiroshima and the Soviet Gulags came to haunt 
leftwing political subjectivity as evident in Robert Lifton’s Death in Life: Survivors 
of Hiroshima (1968), or Herbert Marcuse’s One Dimensional Man (1991).

Signi  cant frameworks of meaning – notably, post-war belief in social progress, 
social engineering and the expansion of public welfare – kept pessimistic cri-
tiques marginal and largely con  ned to cultural elites until signi  cant national 
frameworks of meaning eroded. Speci  c national tipping points may be identi  ed 
at which countries adopted more pessimistic professional and cultural outlooks. 
Individual national demoralization was reinforced by international progressive 
setbacks, including the failure of 1968 radicalism, the 1968 Soviet invasion 
of Czechoslovakia, the frustrated promise of the Non-Aligned Movement, politi-
cal repression and violent con  ict in post-independence countries, and stasis in 
international development (Laidi 1998).

The United States, with the ideal of the ‘American Dream’, has been associated 
with social optimism against disaster (Rozario 2007), yet pessimistic critiques 
gained wider cultural resonance in the 1970s in a US nationally demoralized over 
defeat in the Vietnam War and questioning the idea of American exceptionalism 
(Engelhardt 1998). For Vietnam represented not just a physical defeat for the US, 
but a moral defeat, amidst international condemnation of its invasion and the 
effects of its military strategies, including chemical warfare against civilians. 
Social optimism was further undermined domestically by the end of the post-war 
economic boom, the demise of Bretton Woods and the link between the US 
dollar and gold, the Watergate scandal, the political assassination of President 
John Kennedy, Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy, fragmentation of the 
civil rights movement, racial divisions, urban riots and urban terrorism such as 
Weatherman, and a broader decline of communal life (Lasch 1984).

Pessimistic critiques gained wider cultural resonance a decade later in Europe. 
In Britain, for example, the defeat of the year-long miners’ strike in 1985 and the 
demise of a working-class movement marked a shift towards a more pessimistic 
political and policy preoccupation with victimhood and risk.
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84  Vanessa Pupavac

From therapeutic communities to corrosive 
communities at risk
Disaster studies have long observed how a community’s response was determined 
by ‘its culture, its morale, its leadership’, not only the scale of the disaster itself 
(Carr 1932: 211–12). Optimistic thinking prevailed in post-war disaster responses 
linked to wider belief in social progress, which saw disasters as natural, the 
dangers of which were to be overcome through human action. The broadly opti-
mistic view about addressing the physical impact of disasters was accompanied 
by broadly optimistic cultural expectations of people’s responses to disasters. 
And crises seen through the lens of socially progressive outlooks reinforced the 
imperative for social support.

Sociological accounts of disasters document the spontaneous creation of 
therapeutic communities (Barton 1969; Fritz 1996; Kreps 1984; Saunders and 
Kreps 1987). Leading post-war US disaster expert Charles Fritz (1996: 9) was 
struck by how large-scale disasters produced ‘such mentally healthy conditions’. 
Fritz’s disaster research was heavily in  uenced (as was that of many others) 
by his wartime experiences,  rst in England and then leading the US Strategic 
Bombing Survey of Germany. His 1961 study, Disasters and Mental Health: 
Therapeutic Principles Drawn from Disaster Studies, focuses on the ‘positive, 
bene  cent, therapeutic personal and social effects of disaster’ (Fritz 1996: 9). 
Fritz argues that ‘disaster-struck communities and societies naturally develop 
therapies that quickly and effectively overcome the losses, traumas, and privations 
of disaster – without the intervention of mental health care professionals’ (Fritz 
1996: 25). Fritz discusses the emerging ‘community of sufferers’, the waxing 
and waning of this community in the course of the disaster, and the way in which 
disasters temporarily overcome modern trends towards anomie and community 
fragmentation (Fritz 1996: 27–38).

Fritz contests ‘overworked metaphors of pathology’, although he warns that 
different responses could be expected if ‘outside forces or authorities intervene in 
spontaneous community processes of adjusting to the disaster’ (Fritz 1996: 27–8). 
Against negative predictions, the study suggests that panic and hysteria are rare: 
that people exhibit self-control and concern for the welfare of others, and that 
reports of looting are typically exaggerated (Fritz 1996: 18). Fritz questions 
studies or disaster management responses extrapolating from ‘routine crises 
or small-scale accidents to later-scale disasters’, arguing that their enormity 
shakes up cultural norms and everyday behaviours (Fritz 1996: 23). Signi  cantly, 
disaster-affected communities may cross existing social, racial and minority divi-
sions (Fritz 1996: 40–2), and ‘most of the behavioural pathologies of everyday 
life fail to increase or actually decline in disaster’ (Fritz 1996: 27).

Post-war accounts of disasters reveal a strong collective narrative af  rming 
courageous, altruistic and stoical communal reactions (Furedi 2005). Furthermore, 
disaster research links expectations of self-reliance to the dignity and autonomy 
of citizens of a democratic society. These ideas also are re  ected in socially 
engaged twentieth-century literature. Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath (1951) 
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af  rms ordinary people’s mutual support, stoicism and dignity in the face of 
poverty, harsh working conditions and economic ruin as part of demanding social 
change. Steinbeck describes economic refugees building camps, which develop 
their own laws and social supports (Steinbeck 1951: 177–84), while Camus’ The 
Plague (1960) seeks to explore the impact of an epidemic on a town and its 
people’s adaptation at different stages. At its centre is the emergence of  gures 
whose quiet heroism combats the epidemic.

In recent decades, as already mentioned, more pessimistic risk models have been 
embodied in works such as Zygmunt Bauman’s Modernity and the Holocaust 
(1989), Ulrich Beck’s Risk Society (1992) and Anthony Giddens’ The Consequences 
of Modernity (1990), displacing earlier optimistic sociological accounts in the dis-
aster management literature. Ecological risk approaches focus on the scale and 
causes of disasters, and communities’ vulnerabilities to external risks. Simultaneously, 
the disasters attributed to human agency have expanded, as have the concepts of 
disasters and toxic disasters themselves (Furedi 2005). We see this in works such 
as Kai Erikson’s in  uential Everything in its Path: Destruction of Community in 
the Buffalo Creek Flood (1976) and later A New Species of Trouble: Explorations 
in Disaster, Trauma, and Community (1994). Ecological approaches effectively 
pathologize human agency, whereby human agency is associated with culpability 
for disasters or vulnerability to disasters, as opposed to capacity to recover and 
progress from disasters (Bracken 2002; Furedi 2005). Meanwhile, assumptions of 
psychosocial dysfunction became expressed in the pervasive informal diagnosis 
of disaster-affected communities as suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD). Accordingly, populations are approached dualistically as perpetrators or 
victims, at risk of trauma and dysfunction without expert interventions. Predictions 
of community dysfunction and long-term mental health problems are being applied 
to natural, as well as technological, disasters (Furedi 2005). So whereas earlier 
sociological accounts saw the spontaneous creation of ‘therapeutic communities’, 
today’s thinking presumes the need for therapeutic governance of ‘corrosive’ 
disaster-affected communities. Nevertheless, disasters may still shake inhibiting 
frameworks and prompt spontaneous communal responses, even if these are later 
sti  ed by prevailing cultural norms or corrosive risk models.

Disaster politics and Hurricane Katrina
In 2005, Hurricane Katrina, a Category 3 storm, hit New Orleans and other coastal 
communities in the Gulf of Mexico in one of the worst modern disasters 
experienced in the US, killing more than 1,800 people and displacing hundreds of 
thousands (Bullard and Wright 2009; Marable and Clarke 2008; Rozario 2007; 
Troutt 2007). There was wide condemnation of the failure of of  cial disaster 
responses, including the poorly maintained  ood defences and the lack of adequate 
evacuation measures. In the words of then Senator Barack Obama:

. . . whoever was in charge of planning and preparing for the worst case 
scenario appeared to assume that every American has the capacity to load up 
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86  Vanessa Pupavac

their family in an SUV,  ll it up with $100 worth of gasoline, stick some 
bottled water in the trunk, and use a credit card to check in to a hotel on 
safe ground.

(Obama 2005a)

Signi  cantly, there was widespread anger over the negative representations of 
the disaster-affected black communities, whose coping strategies were criminal-
ized as looting and rioting (Bullard and Wright 2009; Marable and Clarke 2008; 
Rozario 2007; Troutt 2007). Critics of of  cial responses commonly countered the 
pathologization and criminalization of the  ood victims by emphasizing their 
vulnerability, trauma and social exclusion. Politically, the disaster put race and 
poverty back at the centre of US politics, and encouraged a demand for political 
change, undermining the standing of Republican President George W. Bush and 
facilitating Obama’s subsequent election as US president. In the wake of Hurricane 
Katrina’s political debacle, Obama succeeded in better articulating the victims’ 
sense of marginalization than other presidential candidates. As one victim stated, 
‘We had nothing before the hurricane. Now we got less than nothing’ (quoted in 
Obama 2005b).

The Hurricane Katrina-ravaged region was hit again by Hurricane Isaac on 
29 August 2012, on the seventh anniversary of the earlier disaster. Hurricane 
Isaac, albeit a less severe Category 1 storm, put a spotlight on post-Katrina 
recovery and disaster preparedness, including the effectiveness of the improved 
 ood protection system, local reforms and accountability for failures of of  cials, 

whose progress has been closely followed politically and in the media (Anglin 
et al. 2011; GNOCDC 2011; New York Times 2012).

Strikingly, in the years since Hurricane Katrina, we also see a growing shift 
of emphasis from trauma to resilience – a policy trend discernible in global 
disaster management. The Brookings Institute’s Resilience and Opportunity: 
Lessons from the U.S. Gulf Coast after Katrina and Rita embodies and pro-
motes this emphasis on resilience, which it characterizes as ‘both the capacity 
to respond to a shock and the performance . . . once a shock has occurred’ 
(Lui et al. 2011: 50). We see this emphasis on resilience too in cultural represen-
tations such as the Louisiana State Museum’s exhibition ‘Living with Hurricanes: 
Katrina and Beyond’, which refers to Katrina as ‘an unforgettable experience 
of loss and devastation’, but which exhibition also seeks to be ‘a celebration of 
the spirit of service and resilience in the face of catastrophe’ (Louisiana State 
Museum n.d.).

The theme of resilience may echo ideas of fortitude and character, but actually 
involves expectations of expert empowerment of communities for self-reliance, 
especially where resilience models are translated into international disaster 
responses, as this chapter will highlight in the  nal sections. Before doing so, let 
us stress the fortitude shown by the Japanese population in the 2011 earthquake 
and tsunami, the scale of which vastly exceeded that of the 1753 Lisbon earthquake 
or the 2010 Haitian earthquake.
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The 2011 Japanese disaster and Japanese 
disaster management
The 2011 Japanese disaster had three key components – an earthquake, a tsunami 
and a nuclear accident – and tested Japan’s developed disaster management 
systems. The 9.0 underwater earthquake – one of the largest ever recorded – and 
the resulting powerful tsunami caused some 20,000 deaths and 6,000 injured, and 
huge destruction along the coastal region, including damage to the nuclear power 
stations at Fukushima, leading to a subsequent decision to evacuate the population 
within a 20km radius. Yet the disaster, over 700 times more powerful than the 2010 
Haitian earthquake, could have been so much worse but for Japan’s sophisticated 
systems to address earthquakes, from building design to emergency preparedness. 
These measures minimized the loss of life from the initial earthquake, while the 
striking communal activities supported those affected by the devastating tsunami, 
challenging the PTSD models that assume mass psychosocial dysfunction.

However, the Japanese disaster not only prompted national responses, but also 
led to alarmed reactions elsewhere, from North Americans buying anti-radiation 
pills (Stein 2011) to the German government deciding to discontinue its nuclear 
programme (Gale 2011; Spiegel 2011a, 2011b; Stamp 2011). Such contrasting reac-
tions show the signi  cance of broader cultural understanding of disasters, as against 
spontaneous responses to immediate dangers. Here, it should be stressed that the 
remarkable communal response shown in Japan does not mean that Japan has 
always responded to disasters so constructively (Furedi 2011). In the wake of the 
1923 Japanese earthquake, when more than 100,000 were killed, social disarray 
fuelled panic against ethnic Koreans, leading to their slaughter by the thousands 
(Furedi 2011). But cultural responses are not set in stone. Japan has been able 
to develop not only sophisticated technical systems, but also a solid disaster con-
sciousness able to withstand the more recent catastrophic three-pronged disaster.

Nevertheless, while the earthquake and the tsunami responses tended to con-
solidate social consensus, the multiple safety failures behind the nuclear accident 
prompted political protests and cultural questioning. The of  cial report of the 
Fukushima Nuclear Accident Independent Commission, published by the National 
Diet of Japan (2012), concluded that the accident was a ‘profoundly man-made 
disaster’ and, further, a disaster ‘Made in Japan’ (quoted in McCurry 2012). Chair 
of the Commission Kiyoshi Kurokama singled out, inter alia, ‘the ingrained con-
ventions of Japanese culture: our re  exive obedience; our reluctance to question 
authority; our devotion to “sticking with the programme”; our groupism; and our 
insularity’ (quoted in McCurry 2012). Thus we see how the man-made disaster is 
being politically mobilized for a reform agenda.

Let us now consider contemporary international disaster politics.

Contemporary international disaster politics
The 1990s were designated the ‘International Decade for Natural Disaster 
Reduction’. However, natural disasters were marginalized by international 
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concern over state collapse and civil wars. The very concept of natural disasters 
was fundamentally questioned in this decade by the United Nations and inter-
national relief organizations. Economist Amartya Sen’s 1981 study on Poverty 
and Famine had already challenged Malthusian ideas of famine, and his critique 
was further developed in Alex de Waal’s Famine Crimes (1997) and other studies. 
Thus, while earlier disasters such as the 1985 Ethiopian famine were primarily 
treated as events related to natural causes like drought, 1990s disasters were 
increasingly conceptualized as complex political emergencies or human security 
problems with social, political and economic causes. Many disaster researchers 
today dislike the term ‘natural disasters’ (Mauch 2009; Mauelshagen 2009; P  ster 
2009: 17–18). There is a preference for seeing disasters not as events, but as 
socio-economic and political processes. Studies such as Ted Steinberg’s Acts of 
God: The Unnatural History of Natural Disaster in America (2006) emphasize 
the political, social and economic politics of disasters, and how powerful interests 
jeopardized the interests of weaker sections of society.

Yet while earlier critiques supported progressive agendas, more recent cri-
tiques have been invoked to support narrower political claim-making or more 
paternalistic global action (Duf  eld 2007). Accompanying changing critiques is 
a tendency in later critiques to pathologize disaster-affected communities, leading 
to pressures for greater external governance, with implications for autonomy and 
self-determination. These echo the ambivalence of earlier colonial responses 
towards disaster-affected populations whose culture is deemed in need of external 
reform (Damodaran 2009; Gibbons 2003: 121–44; Gray 1999; Taithe 2009). 
Furthermore, such frameworks are reinforced in the shifting interpretations of 
earlier disasters.

We see these tensions in the 2010 Haitian earthquake, which took more 
than 230,000 lives and made a million homeless. Global concern over the plight 
of Haitians saw ordinary children and adults spontaneously organizing events 
raising aid for Haiti, puncturing prevailing of  cial Western representations 
of Haiti as a failed state without a sense of community. The spontaneous sympa-
thy towards Haitians was also supported by the heightened consciousness of 
race politics that surrounded the 2005 Hurricane Katrina (Bullard and Wright 
2009; Marable and Clarke 2008; Rozario 2007; Troutt 2007). Heightened con-
sciousness among disaster experts of racialized framing of Hurricane Katrina 
encouraged more positive representations of Haitians along with the spontane-
ous global concern. There was quick public condemnation of US rightwing groups 
treating the earthquake as divine punishment for Haitian traditional voodoo 
beliefs. However, the idea of Haiti as a failed state and society still overshadowed 
of  cial donor thinking and some media representations (Austin 2010; Collier 
and Warnholz 2010).

Of  cial Western representations of Haiti as a failed state and security problem 
affected international humanitarian relief. US military control of the airport 
was attacked for giving paramountcy to security of international interveners and 
delaying rescue work in the crucial early stages, although it is also argued that the 
military sped up food distribution (Butter  eld et al. 2010). More signi  cant is 

Memory and Trauma in International Relations : Theories, Cases and Debates, edited by Erica Resende, and Dovile Budryte,
         Taylor & Francis Group, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1565855.
Created from nottingham on 2021-02-02 03:30:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 T

ay
lo

r &
 F

ra
nc

is
 G

ro
up

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Natural disasters  89

how the international aid effort tended to bypass local initiatives – symbolized 
and exacerbated by the fact that aid coordination meetings were in English, not 
even in French, let alone Creole (Holmes 2010; Levine 2010). Symptomatic is 
how the international aid community in Haiti, as elsewhere, preferred to give aid 
in kind and was reluctant to trust the disaster-affected population with cash aid 
schemes. Yet those affected were overwhelmingly urban citizens operating in 
a cash economy (Levine 2010).

Of  cial negative representations tended to strengthen as the crisis prolonged. 
Thus the problem of cholera, caused by UN peacekeepers, became not only an 
urgent humanitarian problem to be addressed through practical interventions, but 
also a disease metaphor to characterize both Haitian society and a failing United 
Nations. And while the UN failed to eradicate the UN-borne cholera or to improve 
Haitian water supplies, the natural disaster was once again further overshadowed 
by representations of male violence.

The international security and insurance risk protocols, which have been devel-
oped in response to the threats faced by aid workers in the politicized humanitarian 
space of con  ict situations, are beginning to impinge on international disaster work 
more broadly. Risk management models are expanding the crisis situations deemed 
to present security dangers, and shaping the creation of forti  ed humanitarian 
archipelagos at a distance from the disaster-affected population (Duf  eld 2007, 
2010). Simultaneously, the evolving humanitarian architecture and its accom-
panying protocols reinforce donor–recipient hierarchies, with consequences for 
post-crisis relations.

From wrath of God to wrath of nature
While security approaches to disasters in the developing world have problema-
tized the agency of developing populations, climate change politics indicts 
humanity as a parasitical species. Only those communities living a naturalized 
existence are ostensibly free from censure here. However, those very communi-
ties are most exposed to natural disasters. So while they are invoked as victims 
of climate change caused by industrializing or post-industrial societies, the non-
liberal coping strategies of those same communities become pathologized under 
other global concerns.

Parallels have been observed between earlier religious ideas of disasters as 
divine wrath against sinful man and today’s secular ideas of disasters as nature’s 
revenge against human greed (Mauelshagen 2009: 66). The 2003 Bam earthquake, 
as a result of which more than 26,000 lost their lives and 30,000 were injured, was 
represented by the Iranian authorities and media as a test of religious devotion 
(Akasoy 2009: 193). Equally, secular Europe tends to represent recent disasters 
such as the European 2003 heatwave or the 2011 Japanese earthquake as a test of 
global ecological commitment.

Strikingly, advocacy campaigns accompanied by denunciations of human 
greed and calls to change unenvironmental ways have focused on public actions 
to restrain personal consumption. Apocalyptic fears are leading to demands 
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by environmental campaigners such as Mayer Hillman to suspend democratic 
decision-making in this area and impose measures on populations (response to 
audience question at East Midlands Salon debate, Derby, dated 11 October 2011).

Political identi  cation with apocalyptic natural disasters has modi  ed its 
meaning here and re  ects the decline of mass radical politics. Politics of recent 
years increasingly invokes catastrophic events to galvanize policy enforcement 
and public compliance, as opposed to a positive vision of the future. In this vein, 
the philosopher and cultural critic Paul Virilio (cited in P  ster 2009: 18) suggests 
that twenty-  rst century political action ‘will result from disasters rather than 
from revolution’. However, international relations (IR) theorist Zaki Laidi (1998) 
has warned that the ‘politics of emergency’ fosters a politics emphasizing security 
interventions over freedoms.

Here, we may note how the concept of resilience intersects with these security 
and ecological concerns. Over the last decade, resilience has incrementally 
displaced trauma as the predominant policy paradigm through which disasters 
are understood. The language of resilience was attractive to critics of trauma 
models as countering representations of disaster-affected communities as psycho-
logically dysfunctional (Durodie 2005). Nevertheless, the resilience concept 
essentially follows the previous 1990s PTSD models in assuming the need for 
intervention, and reinforces ecological approaches treating human agency as toxic 
and expanding expert governance. Simultaneously, the fused psychosocial and 
ecological approaches in the resilience paradigm decentre humanity in interna-
tional disaster thinking. In particular, international disaster concerns over climate 
change or extreme weather involve policy demands that would privilege the 
planet over humanity (IPPC 2012; Oxfam 2012). The leitmotifs of international 
disaster and development strategies have become adaptation and adjustment, 
rather than the material social transformation of people’s lives. Effectively, inter-
national strategies seek only basic material subsistence for populations in devel-
oping countries realized through labour-intensive agriculture or petty trade within 
the market economy (Pupavac 2010). Furthermore, critics note how international 
reports invariably invoke voices from poor marginalized populations vulnerable 
to natural disasters to support international strategies, which effectively treat their 
lifestyles as hazardous and requiring adjustment to the needs of the biosphere 
or local ecosystem (Chandler 2012; Duf  eld 2007; Reid 2012). As such, instead 
of disasters becoming potential means of progressive social change, they imply 
expanding bureaucratic governance seeking to police populations’ physical and 
psychological responses to crisis.

Of democratic concern, the promotion of the resilient subject implies the 
suppression of the political subject. Political theorist Julian Reid contends that:

[T]he resilient subject is a subject which must permanently struggle to accom-
modate itself to the world. Not a political subject which can conceive of 
changing the world, its structure and conditions of possibility, with a view to 
securing itself from the world. But a subject which accepts the disastrousness 
of the world it lives in as a condition for partaking of that world and which 
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accepts the necessity of the injunction to change itself in correspondence with 
the threats and dangers now presupposed as endemic.

(Reid 2012: 74)

In short, the resilience paradigm is accused of being complicit in the existing 
global political economy, rather than representing a critique of its relations 
(Neoclous 2013).

Concluding remarks
We need to look beyond contemporary international disaster and development 
strategies, to seek progressive politics and aspire to greater human  ourishing. 
In particular, the expanding resilience paradigm embodies a restricted political 
imagination antithetical to humane  ourishing and promotes an alienated, securi-
tized existence. Key disaster studies today suggest that we should not overlook 
past experience. Under the resilience paradigm, the celebration of past coping 
strategies implies retreating to heavily circumscribed ways of life. Alternatively, 
past experience suggests humanist possibilities for people transcending tragic 
disasters and generating progressive social transformation.
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