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T

 

he tsunami waves that struck South and South-
East Asia in the early hours of 26 December
2004 claimed the lives of at least 283 000 people

and displaced a further 1.1 million in the region (USGS
2005). Intense and sustained global media coverage
of the immediate aftermath ensured that the destruction,
loss and pain of distant strangers were never far from
the minds’ eyes of people the world over. Like most
in those following months, geographers around the
world were deeply affected, both personally and sub-
sequently professionally as well. Nearly one year on,
although the disaster has slipped a little from the
media’s attention, in most of the affected areas the
work of rebuilding lives, resources, homes and
understandings goes on and will continue to do so
for many years to come. Many geographers have been
involved at the forefront of this ongoing and impor-
tant work, and it is an understanding of these geo-
graphical encounters with the tsunami and its material,
emotional and intellectual legacies that we wanted
to bring together in the Opening Plenary Session
at the RGS-IBG’s Annual Meeting in August 2005.
In a world where the demands for academic research
to be socially engaged are increasingly high, Geography

is not only well able to offer important expertise on
the aftermath of major disasters such as the Indian
Ocean tsunami, it also has a responsibility to do so.

The panel of speakers assembled for this plenary
event, who have generously offered commentaries
on their research in the pages that follow, brought
with them a diverse array of sub and inter-disciplinary
geographical expertise that is proving invaluable to
the ongoing scientific and social understanding of
the event and its legacies. Within our own discipline’s
institutional spaces, however, it is not so often
that Marine Biology/Biogeography, Geomorphology,
Development Geography and Social/Cultural Theory
are gathered, discussed and thought together, hung
around a singular event so to speak (certainly it is
not often enough). The magnitude of the Indian
Ocean tsunami brings sharply into focus the neces-
sity for such holistic engagements with a lively and
volatile world that refuses the most persistent efforts
to be obstinately categorized as 

 

either

 

 human 

 

or

 

physical. Despite Geography’s institutional infra-
structure within academia, its unique position as a
discipline that straddles the social and physical
sciences positions it well to offer such a response.

Colette Austin
Rigg article from page 374 
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Like any discipline, however, Geography does
not merely seek to reflect upon or understand the
world by de-mystifying it and then offering its
expertise in response. Geography is embedded in
the world, the world talks to the discipline, or put
another way the world and the production of
geographical knowledge emerge simultaneously,
co-constituting one another. It was our intention
then, that in gathering a diverse array of geograph-
ical scholarship around one table, the ensuing
discussion between and amongst panellists and the
floor might begin to suggest some of the inevitable
pathways through which an event of such magni-
tude might also talk to our discipline. What is it
that Geography might learn from the tsunami?

For us the tsunami brought into uneasy and
troubling focus some of the tensions between the
interdependent categories that not only lie at the
core of our discipline, but also that we seek better to
understand in our capacities as human beings: nature
and culture; environment, society and development;
global interconnection, humanitarianism and the pol-
itics of aid; ethics, care and responsibility; knowledge,
expertise and empowerment; and of course the very
interdependence of human and physical geography
in our disciplinary infrastructure. We were, then,
especially pleased with the interconnecting and
diverse themes that were generated in the lively
and challenging discussions that followed the paper
session. The four papers themselves offered important,
fertile and thought-provoking geographical encoun-
ters with the Indian Ocean tsunami; papers that we
are delighted to be able to publish here and whose
points of intersection and divergence provided the
springboards for diverse geographical themes and
concerns to be discussed together. Local accounts
of the tsunami intriguingly often combined different
forms of knowledge, mixing religion and mythol-
ogy with scientific understandings of how tsunami
waves are formed (see commentary by Rigg 

 

et al

 

.).
Perhaps similarly, this mix of geographical perspec-
tives is an appropriate way to begin to address the
events of 26 December 2004. As Nigel Clark
reminds us, the tsunami is a generative event, creat-
ing new spaces and temporalities. In the remainder
of this introduction we would like to signpost a few
cross-cutting themes, spaces and temporalities
which emerged during the pre- and post-session
discussions between the panellists and audience
suggesting how we might think collectively about
the events of 26 December 2004.

 

New spatialities?

 

One cluster of themes that emerged from this session
was the ways that the tsunami defined new spatialities.
In maps of the affected area, reports and discussions,

a new Indian Ocean region emerges: an area more
readily conceived of as a series of discrete geopolit-
ical units – Indonesia, India, Sumatra, Malaysia, Sri Lanka,
Myanmar, Thailand – suddenly gains a new (epi)centre
and an Asian-Indian Ocean identity. The relationship
between this new Indian Ocean region and the ‘rest
of the world’ is also being re-defined through the
outpourings of international aid from across the globe
and the tourists who sought aid from their home
countries for the communities in which they found
themselves deposited by the tsunami. Yet while devel-
oping a new ‘regional identity’ for the Indian Ocean
we also need to take into account the ‘uniqueness of
geographical place and personal circumstance and
the degree to which these will mould – and often deter-
mine – any detailed understanding of the tsunami and
its aftermath’ (Rigg, session abstract). While experi-
ence of disaster acted as a catalyst for communication
and co-operation across national and cultural bound-
aries, new and existing geo-political boundaries and
ambitions were already beginning to assert themselves.
Consider, for example, the ways that some larger affected
nations (India, Thailand) geo-politically asserted their
positions within the region through the discourse of
aid (offering donation to smaller neighbouring nation-
states but rejecting assistance offered to them from
the international community). Consider also the strategic
and competitive accounting of aid donated by various
nations across the globe, or the debates over who
was going to pay for, design and operate the planned
Tsunami Warning System. On altogether more
intimate geographical scales, at a more individual
level, we might feel touched by stories of help and
survival, the idea of the tsunami as a great social
leveller reaching across social divides. Yet here too
existing social inequalities rematerialize in the plight
of Burmese migrant workers in Southern Thailand –
of whom over 3000 were killed – and who now
feel unable to return to their villages to search for
their dead for fear they may be accused of robbing
or stealing, or be deported by Thai authorities.

 

New temporalities?

 

Whilst the tsunami re-aligned geo-political and
geo-physical boundaries, it also posed distinct
temporal challenges in and through space. There is
a sense in which the clock is zeroed or reset, not
just for sedimentary deposits as Paul Bishop 

 

et al

 

.
(this issue) stress, but for all kinds of records and
established relations. This in turn raises other
questions about how an event like this becomes
recorded in geological and sedimentary records, in
the growth structures of coral, in the memories of
those who have lived through it and in the writings
of those who study it. What does it mean to
remember a tsunami? Should an event of such
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magnitude and destruction be memorialized, and if
so, how? Much like the concentric rings that surround
the (epi)centre of the earthquake, the impact of the
tsunami seemingly lessens through time and space.
Jonathan Rigg 

 

et al

 

. note how it is likely that inter-
est in the tsunami region will similarly fade, as has
the media interest through the course of this year.
Yet they argue for human geographers to take a more
long-term perspective which will assess whether
and to what extent human communities do recover.
Bishop 

 

et al

 

.’s work also reminds us that this is not
an isolated event, but one of a series projecting this
disaster into the past and recalling previous tsunami.
But geological and biological indications of past-
tsunami events in the Indian Ocean find little echo
in human history or memory (with the exception of
the Simeulue islanders whose folklore knowledge
of tsunami gave them sufficient memory to flee
inland after the initial earthquake – see commentary
by Bishop 

 

et al

 

.), suggesting that tsunami are either
something forgotten, or perhaps something that
people may not want to remember. We might also
ask how long before it is possible to forget? One of
the most striking conclusions from Barbara Brown’s
research is that coral reefs around Thailand may
recover in five to ten years. It is hard (and perhaps
uncomfortable) to make a similar estimate for the
human populations. While Thailand’s tourist industry
(with the exception of Khao Lak Phuket) has been
largely re-built, the time it will take to re-build the
livelihoods and communities of many of the
region’s poorer inhabitants may take decades.
Placing these two temporalities together suggests
we might even reflect on the relative recovery rates
of human and coral communities – especially in
those fishing and tourist regions where the fates of
the two are often combined.

 

New responsibilities?

 

The very nature of the tsunami makes it hard to
establish, initially at least, a spatial or temporal
framework for understanding – as our attempts
above clearly suggest. Being among those whose
work and writings serve to both give meaning to,
and raise questions about, events like this tsunami
places an unusual kind of responsibility upon us.
As Nigel Clark reminds us in his commentary, a
responsibility to do both ‘help[s] restore order, to
rebuild the guardrails and relight the pathways, but
at the same time, [attempts] to try and hold open
the moment of disturbance or shock, to feel the
disaster also as a disaster of thought’. We may well
have to adjust to the different and competing
senses of space and time which have followed in
the wake of the tsunami. While the tsunami may bring
together many different perspectives and viewpoints,

it does not necessarily reconcile them. For example,
Bishop 

 

et al

 

. note their reservations about building
too close to the shore and not having a protective
barrier of vegetation – measures which seem to
have protected some areas during the tsunami – are
seemingly not taken on board during re-building by
Thailand’s hotel industry. Tourist companies
reckoning on the prime beach front locations, in
order to re-coup their losses and make a significant
profit in just a few seasons, are arguably less likely
to take into account an indeterminate long-term
future tsunami risk. More cynically, perhaps, this is
a risk they can afford to take.

If this is truly a moment of opening up, of
new possibilities and new responsibilities, what
does it mean for us, as academics and researchers,
as geographers, to take up this opportunity, this
challenge to think and practice geographical
research in the wake of disaster? What obligations
does it place upon us? In discussion the panellists
shared thoughts and stories about what it felt like
to be there, in the field, following the tsunami – to
face first hand the devastation and the questions
from the local communities: ‘what does your work,
your being here, mean for me? What can you tell
me that will mean I don’t have to go through this
again?’ Should we be accountable to these people?
Should Thailand’s beach front hoteliers be held
accountable to us? These are questions not just
for panellists, but for each of us at certain points
during our research. Perhaps it is not enough to
be politically accountable or ethically reflexive –
perhaps we need to be able to account for our
activities in other ways. Perhaps we need to ask
ourselves how and if indeed we can be not only
theoretically insightful and empirically rigorous –
but also generous, engaged, responsible, effective?
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T

 

he Sumatran–Andaman earthquake was the
second largest earthquake in the instrumental
record, with shifts in the sea floor displacing

more than 30 km

 

3

 

 of seawater and generating a
tsunami that was recorded worldwide (Bilham
2005). The scale of the resultant human tragedy
and damage to coastal infrastructure was almost
incomprehensible and is it was not surprising that
many scientists anticipated extensive damage to coral
reefs along affected coastlines in the Andaman Sea.
It is perhaps noteworthy that since 1833 over 35
tsunamis have been recorded around the neigh-
bouring Indonesian archipelago (Carey 

 

et al

 

. 2001),
which is home to the most diverse coral reefs in
the world, but there is no reference to tsunami-
related damage on coral reefs in the scientific liter-
ature. This brief account summarizes the effects of
the earthquake and the tsunami on coral reefs in
the Andaman Sea region in the eastern Indian
Ocean as far as they are known at present.

Fringing reefs dominate the coastlines of the
Andaman Sea, being very well developed on the
northern tip of Sumatra, in the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands, the Mergui Archipelago of Myanmar, and
the west coast of Thailand and northern Malaysia.
While the reefs of north Sumatra, the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands, and Mergui are poorly
documented, those of Thailand and Malaysia have
been relatively well studied. The region is well
known for its extensive shallow reef flats that
extend up 200–500 m from the shore, particularly
in the Nicobar Islands. Living coral generally
extends from the shoreline to the reef edge with
reef flats in sheltered locations being dominated by
massive species (mainly poritidae and faviidae)
interspersed by patches of branching 

 

Acropora

 

 and

 

Montipora

 

 species. In more high-energy settings the
reef flats are dominated by branching species. The
overall diversity of stony corals on reef flats ranges
between 60 and 80 species. Comprehensive study

of reef slopes is restricted to Thai waters, with reefs
along the mainland being found down to depths of
5–15 m, and those on offshore islands at depths
down to 30 m. Reef slopes on the Andaman Sea
coast of Thailand tend to be dominated by a
mixture of massive and branching corals (Phongsu-
wan and Chansang 1992).

The impacts of the events on 26 December 2004
on coral reefs in the region can be ascribed to (a)
the earthquake and (b) the ensuing tsunami. The
earthquake registered 9.3 on the Richter scale and
caused uplift and subsidence of coral reefs along
1000 km of the boundary between the Indian plate
and the over-riding Burma–Andaman–Sumatra
plate (Bilham 2005). The east coast of South and
Middle Andaman sank by 2.5–3 m, with subsid-
ence increasing southward to a maximum of 4.2 m
at the southern tip of Great Nicobar Island (Searle
forthcoming). On the west coast of the Andamans
the island coastline rose by up to 2 m, raising reef
flats to above the present day high tide mark;
similar uplift of shallow fringing reefs was observed
on the SW coast of Simeulue Island on the west
coast of Sumatra (Sieh 2005). It is estimated that at
least several tens of square kilometres of shallow
water reef are now dead along the rupture zone from
Sumatra to the northern tip of North Andaman.
Subsidence will likely have had little long-term
detrimental damage on reefs, though some may
have been affected by heavy sedimentation follow-
ing the tsunami.

In terms of tsunami-related damage to coral reefs,
the best documentation in the region comes from
the west coast of Thailand where the Department
of Marine and Coastal Resources acted instantly to
mount a rapid assessment survey in December
2004. Four days after the tsunami occurred teams
of government and university scientists, who
were already familiar with particular sectors of the
coastline, were despatched to field sites. They
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visited fringing reefs on both the mainland and
offshore islands and surveyed 174 reef sites along
the 700 km long coastline between Mynamar and
Malaysia. Results indicated that 105 sites were
unaffected or showed very little damage (11–30%
coral cover affected), 16 displayed moderate damage
(31–50% coral cover affected) and 23 were
severely damaged (>50% coral cover affected)
(Department of Marine and Coastal Resources 2005;
Satapoomin 

 

et al

 

. forthcoming). In other words, only
13% of all sites studied were severely damaged,
with 60% of sites showing little or no damage at
all. A subsequent detailed survey of sites, where
long-term monitoring of coral reefs had been in
place for over 20 years, confirmed results of the
earlier rapid assessment survey with very few
locations showing serious damage (Phongsuwan
and Brown forthcoming).The greatest damage had
taken place along the northern most coastline and
its offshore islands (the provinces of Ranong and
Phang-gna), although sites in the southern province
of Krabi (Phi Phi Island) were also badly damaged.
Tsunami wave heights were estimated to be
approximately 10 m on the northern most coastline
and 5 m around Phi Phi island. Shallow reefs on
wave-exposed islands and shorelines were most
vulnerable to wave-induced damage, with the
destructive impact of the tsunami being dependent
on degree of exposure to the waves, the surround-
ing sea bottom topography and the depth of water
over the reef. Types of reef damage included
overturned massive corals, broken branching corals
and smothering of live coral tissues in areas where
the tsunami waves had generated increased
sedimentation.

Similar damage from waves generated by the 26
December tsunami has been recorded on reefs
around Banda Aceh on the northern tip of Sumatra
(Baird 

 

et al

 

. 2005) and also in the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands (Anon 2005). In both locations
damage from the tsunami had been highly localized
and overall quite limited (Baird 

 

et al

 

. 2005; Searle
forthcoming). Indeed, Baird 

 

et al

 

. comment that
long-term human mismanagement of reefs in
Banda Aceh has been much more destructive than
the effects of the tsunami on reef structure.

In terms of recovery potential, the prognosis for
reefs along the Thai coastline is good, with natural
regeneration likely over the next 5–10 years. The
reasons for such a confident prediction are based
on three facts. Firstly, the very high growth (skele-
tal extension rate) of corals in the region; secondly,
previous rapid reef recovery following damage
from storm surges; and thirdly, the present gener-
ally good condition of reefs in the Andaman Sea
(see Phongsuwan and Brown forthcoming for review).
Such rapid recovery does, however, depend on

reefs not being subject to widespread mortality
from exposure to elevated sea temperatures during
a severe El Nino event. It has been predicted that
worldwide coral bleaching events, which result
from exposure of corals to elevated sea tempera-
tures, are increasing in intensity and frequency
(Hoegh-Guldberg 2004) though shallow reefs in
the Andaman Sea have suffered little to date from
bleaching-related mortality. Although sea temperature
is rising on average at a rate of 0.16

 

°

 

C per decade
in the Andaman Sea, the extensive shallow reef
flats are composed of corals with remarkable physi-
ological tolerances because of their regular inter-
tidal exposure (Brown forthcoming). In this context
the greatest concern for the region should be the
loss, as a result of the earthquake, of many
thousands of physiologically robust corals that
have evolved over the last 6000 years in a unique
environmental setting along the Sumatra–Andaman
plate boundary. Although uplift of reefs in this
region has occurred in past centuries (Bilham 

 

et al

 

.
2005), the threat of global warming and the need
to conserve such an important gene pool were
never important priorities in these much earlier
times.

Overall, then, the greatest damage to coral reefs
in the Andaman Sea has been in north-west
Sumatra and throughout the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands where corals have been subject to the
effects of both the earthquake and tsunami. The
losses due to uplift, as a result of the earthquake,
are irreversible but tsunami-related damage will
recover given favourable environmental conditions
over the next decade. Along the Thai coastline,
where reefs were subject to only the influence of
the tsunami, natural regeneration of reefs should
result in complete recovery over a similar time
scale. Unfortunately, we know very little of the fate
of reefs in the Mergui archipelago of Myanmar but
dive tour operators who were in the region at the
time of the tsunami report very little damage to
reefs in the region.
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Introduction

 

O

 

n the morning of 26 December 2004 large
areas of coastal southern Thailand were
transformed when a tsunami, generated by

a powerful submarine earthquake in the Indian
Ocean, swept ashore. Officially, there were 5395
confirmed deaths in Thailand with another 2932
people listed as missing.

In February 2005 a team led by Dr Ben Horton
of the University of Pennsylvania was awarded an
SGER grant by the National Science Foundation to
undertake exploratory research on the tsunami in
Malaysia and Thailand. This report summarizes the
preliminary conclusions of the social science
element of the Thai fieldwork. The team undertook

fieldwork in three main sites during July 2005: Koh
Lanta, Koh Phi Phi and Khao Lak. We chose Koh
Phi Phi as a small, tourist (backpacker)-oriented
island economy with high levels of damage and
casualties; Koh Lanta as a site with a significant
population of fisherfolk with a long presence in the
area; and Khao Lak as a mainland site with the
highest number of casualties in Thailand and with
a mixed tourism–fishing economy.

 

Themes

 

We gathered, through interviews, a rich database
of qualitative information on the tsunami and its
impacts and effects, and on patterns of rehabilita-
tion and recovery. We were told of people’s frantic
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efforts to escape the waves; their serendipity or,
alternatively, the sheer bad luck of their wives,
daughters, sons and husbands who lost their lives.
We heard stories of government intransigence and
of great personal courage and generosity. We found
instances of resurgent community cooperation and,
in a few cases, of dysfunctional response to the
crisis. It is important to recognize the uniqueness
of geographical place and personal circumstance
and the degree to which these will mould – and
often determine – any detailed understanding of
the tsunami and its aftermath. However, we are
also aware of the need to explore themes that link
the three main sites and the diverse experiences of
the people and groups we interviewed in the
course of the fieldwork. With this in mind, we
identify in this paper four themes that provide an
explanatory, linking structure.

• Geographies of crisis: local impacts, extra-local
effects.

• Geographies of recovery: local, national and trans-
national circuits of social capital.

• Geographies of fear, psychologies of explanation.
• Spaces of opportunity.

 

Theme 1. Geographies of crisis: local impacts, extra-
local effects

 

One of the durable themes of our research is that
the impact of natural disasters is never merely
local. While the physical damage was concentrated
along a relatively narrow coastal fringe, in human
terms the tsunami’s impact, like the earthquake and
resulting tsunami itself, rippled outward from its
epicentre.

Our own research base was in Krabi town, for
example, a site that was not severely hit by the
wave. Yet in terms of human impacts, the town has
been a site of trauma since the tsunami struck.
The Krabi Chinese Temple effectively became
the makeshift morgue for the deceased of Phi Phi,
who in turn needed to be identified, repatriated,
cremated/buried or put on ice until their remains
could be claimed. Krabi Hospital overfilled with
hundreds more of the injured, stretching
emergency services to the limit. The town was ill
equipped to cope with a disaster of this magnitude,
and relied on the goodwill of many tourism operators
and volunteers who helped with accommodation,
translation and distributing donations of food and
clothing. Six months after the tsunami the temple
was empty, but reminders of the event remain. The
survivors of Phi Phi are a significant presence in
Krabi town, especially at the Nong Kok refugee
camp. Furthermore, Krabi itself was a site of tourism
before the tsunami, as a gateway to the off-shore

islands of Koh Phi Phi and Koh Lanta, and a good
starting point for the nearby tourist destinations of
Ao Nang and Railay Bay. Yet tourism to all parts of
Krabi has dwindled, regardless of the local severity
of the impact.

The tsunami also produced other extra-local
impacts that are not apparent on the severely
damaged coasts. Many of the sites affected by the
tsunami in Thailand have attracted migrant workers
as well as domestic and international tourists. Men
and women from other provinces in southern
Thailand and from the northern and northeastern
regions have migrated to provinces such as Krabi
and Phang-nga to find employment in the tourist
service sector. In some sectors employment networks
stretch even further afield. Migrant workers from
Burma (Myanmar) are employed in the deep-sea
fishing industry in Phang-nga (and Ranong).

Inevitably and understandably, the focus of
media attention and government and international
efforts were concentrated on the immediate site of
death and destruction. This is where the casualties
occurred and this is where the physical damage
and the associated economic costs were also
highest. However, this NSF-funded research has
revealed how it is necessary to place the tsunami
and its impacts within a livelihoods framework
where space is more broadly drawn. While we
were not in a position to map the tsunami’s socio-
economic ‘footprint’ in detail we can say, with
confidence, that the livelihood eroding effects of
the tsunami stretch in often surprising ways to inland
provinces of Thailand and to other countries.

 

Theme 2. Geographies of recovery: local, national 
and transnational circuits of social capital

 

While the physical damage to Thailand’s western
coastal areas was uneven, so too, we suggest,
are the geographies of recovery. Not only did the
tsunami differentially affect communities across the
region, but there is also differentiation in terms of
response rates and the effectiveness of recovery
programmes. How communities affected by disas-
ters are able to recover depends on a number of
factors, such as the kind and extent of damage, the
timeliness and effectiveness of assistance from
various institutional structures, village cohesive-
ness, and community access to economic, social
and political resources. We suggest that social
capital – here understood as the ability to mobilize
access to resources through prior or post-tsunami
social networks – plays a crucial role in recovery
activities. These networks often stretch across a
number of scales, from networks within the
community to those that span international
borders.
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To appreciate the social patterning of recovery in
Thailand, it is necessary to understand the presence
and role of state and non-state agencies. How
these agencies gain access and carry out their
activities in turn depends on the kinds of commu-
nities affected, whether they are cohesive fishing
communities, mixed tourism–fishing communities
or international tourist sites made up of diverse
migrant populations. In Koh Lanta, for example,
organizations such as UNICEF, UNDP and the
Thai Red Cross provided donations of rice, water,
medicine, clothing, kitchen utensils and basic
infrastructure materials to help people rebuild their
homes and boats in the first weeks after the
tsunami. The Muslim community at Ban Hua Laem
spoke of collective efforts to clean up affected sites
and distribute aid donations in the early days. As
the months progressed the community was able to
replace fishing boats through official channels
to the Fisheries Department, and acquire more than
a dozen new boats through the Prince’s Royal

Project. The community also prepared a visual
record of the destruction to the village and has
approached organizations in Kuwait for financial
support (Plate 1). Ban Hua Laem thus activated
local, national and transnational social networks in
their efforts to rebuild the community.

On Koh Phi Phi, however, the community
response was less unified, and certainly less ‘local’.
The population scattered across numerous sites
in the first weeks, and no clear strategies to re-establish
the community were proposed. State efforts focused
on initial clear-up operations and constructing the
refugee camp in Krabi, rather than re-establishing
the community on-site. Instead, Phi Phi has relied
on personal donations from abroad, and a buoyant
supply of tourist volunteers, to begin the task of
rebuilding the community in situ. In many ways
Phi Phi’s cleanup and rehabilitation has relied on
the backpacker/ tourist network flowing through this
renowned tourist site. Such transnational social
capital has been crucial to the rehabilitation

Plate 1 The imam of Ban Hua Laem holds up the village’s proposal for support sent to the government of Kuwait
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process, but has raised issues of sustainability and
leadership. A particularly controversial scheme,
initiated by the volunteers, is the setting up of a
tsunami museum beside the pier. This is not
favoured by the Thai community, however, who do
not want a constant reminder of the tragedy.
Added to this are the cultural insensitivities that see
volunteers clearing up in bikinis and shorts in a
largely Muslim community.

These examples show how affected sites and
communities not only receive different levels of
support from different sources, but are also able to
mobilize different support networks. The state and
international organizations – even in a country
which is as wealthy and centralized as Thailand –
are unable to provide support which reaches to
every area, every settlement, and every household.

 

Theme 3. Geographies of fear, psychologies of 
explanation

 

The nature and unprecedented scale of the tsunami
in the Andaman Sea created an intense sense of
fear; in particular, the fear of the unknown, the
uncertain and the uncontrollable. The months since
the tsunami have seen local people trying to come
to terms with the event, managing their losses, and
attempting to explain and rationalize the 

 

khluen
yaak

 

, or giant wave. This rationalization has involved
an engagement both with the science of earthquakes
and tsunamis, and the incorporation/embedding
of this science with traditional Thai beliefs. These
are not contradictory or mutually exclusive but have
become part of a continuum of explanation where
it is hard to draw a line between ‘science’ and
‘science fiction’, or between science and culture.

Explanations for the tsunami often combine
science, religion and culture. The media has played
a role in educating the public that the tsunami was
generated by an earthquake in the Indian Ocean.
Nonetheless, many still do not understand the
science, providing an opportunity for scientific terms
to become melded with cultural and religious
explanations. There were several instances when
more elderly informants, and particularly Muslims,
told us that the tsunami was ‘God’s way of telling
us that we have sinned’. On Nopporathara Beach
in Krabi province, one informant told us that it was
because younger Muslims had deviated from Islam,
consuming alcohol and drugs. As retribution, God
sent the tsunami to cleanse the area of sin. Pin, a
Buddhist grandmother in Khao Lak, said the wave
was ‘not natural [

 

thammachaat

 

]’ but caused by a

 

khluun yaak

 

 or a ‘giant wave’. The implication was
that this was an abnormal event (which, of course,
it was) but she also seemed to imbue this with a
supernatural quality.

It is important, we feel, not to separate out those
who adhere to a scientific explanation for the
tsunami, and those who see it as supernatural or
religious in origin. Those who explain and under-
stand (and therefore come to terms with) the
tsunami in religious or supernatural ways were also
generally quite willing and able to ally the super-
natural/religious and the natural. So for many,
perhaps most individuals the tsunami was 

 

both

 

 a
natural event 

 

and

 

 a religious/supernatural occurrence.

 

Theme 4. Spaces of opportunity

 

An event on this scale may radically transform
structures and processes of social relations and
economic production. We suggest that it represents
a historical break – or, in Thai, 

 

taek

 

 – in local
trajectories of existence. It does, in a sense, throw
the pieces of the jigsaw in the air. Some return to
the place they originally occupied in the local
picture; others become muddled and disjointed;
still more are lost entirely in the confusion and the
destruction. Post-tsunami reconstruction, therefore,
does not mean a reconstruction and therefore a
recreation of the pre-tsunami state of affairs. The
danger – and therefore the challenge – is that
because a post-tsunami situation is one where
people are characteristically emotionally and
economically vulnerable, it may create opportun-
ities for outsiders, for the worst of reasons, to take
advantage of the situation.

Lek and Daa, two Muslim sisters aged 28 and 21
years old, run a small pancake house on Koh Phi
Phi, 200 m east of the main pier (Plate 2). The shop
sells assorted pancakes, drinks and deep fried
snacks (bananas, jack fruit, spring rolls). The sisters
ran a pancake house before the tsunami, although
not from this corner plot. They operated from a
restaurant nearby. They lost all their equipment
with a total value of 25 000 baht (US$625) and
which they had to replace. In these terms, the
tsunami led to a considerable initial loss. However,
it also afforded an opportunity which would not
otherwise have arisen, namely the opportunity to
move to a larger, permanent and prime corner plot.
The damaged building they work from has a rental
of 3000 baht (US$75) a month. Before the tsunami,
when it was a clothing store, the rental was 10 000
baht (US$250) a month. Daa and Lek illustrate the
type of re-working of social and economic space
that occurs following an event of this magnitude.

Lek and Daa’s experience can be contrasted with
Ban Laem Pom. Ban Laem Pom is a small fishing
village around 25 km north of Khao Lak which has
had a history of land disputes. Two years before
the tsunami a powerful local business interest,
intent on securing this valuable beach front land
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for tourism development, bulldozed some houses
in the village to intimidate the villagers and
frighten them into moving out. They resisted. The
tsunami, however, provided an opportunity for this

 

nai thun

 

 (capitalist) to restate his claim. Ban Laem
Pom was hit very hard by the tsunami; there were
many deaths, particularly of children. With the
village abandoned by its inhabitants, the 

 

nai thun

 

ordered his henchmen to encircle the village in
barbed wire and posted armed guards around the
settlement. When the villagers tried to return to
reclaim the bodies of their wives, children, and
husbands they were threatened with violence and
prevented from entering the village. It was two
weeks after the tsunami when national newspapers
caught wind of the situation and sent photo-
graphers to record the conflict. Using the well-
established tactic of mass re-occupation, the villagers
managed successfully to confront the guards and re-
enter the settlement to find and bury their dead.

 

Concluding remarks

 

Social research in the aftermath of a sudden natural
hazard event is urgent and challenging. Our team
found there to be complex geographies of crisis
and recovery in all the sites we visited. Political
and administrative impediments to recovery are
seen to operate within and across scales, which is
partly due to the problems of inter-agency coordi-
nation involving very different bodies (e.g. interna-
tional organizations, NGOs, and private companies)
operating at different levels in the national hierarchy.

Some of the hardest hit communities and house-
holds – such as poorer fisherfolk, tourist resort
workers and migrant workers – are often neglected
or ignored. Sometimes this is entirely bureaucratic
as officially there is ‘no record’ of undocumented
workers and the boats of many poorer fishing
households are not registered. Furthermore, effects
on migrant communities (including very large

Plate 2 Daa and Lek serve a customer at their pancake house on Koh Phi Phi
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numbers of Thais), who contributed much to the
local economies, represent a mostly hidden dimen-
sion. Their stories are often absent from the official
transcript. Transnational social capital and networks
are another critical area for further research. We
found significant variations in the forms of assist-
ance relating to particular place-specific economic,
social and cultural geographies. These ranged from
communities reliant upon a plethora of recognized
international organizations to communities where
forms of assistance were low profile and locally
specific.

In addition to the spectacular, tragic and obvious
destruction, the tsunami event has produced
numerous socially transformative challenges and
opportunities that necessitate longer-term research

engagement. We have tried to outline just some of
these in this short summary paper.
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Introduction

The 26 December 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami
tragically caught many, many ordinary people
unawares, along with researchers, scientists

and government officials. As is often the way with
such phenomena, it was largely the ‘ordinary
people’ who suffered most. Suffering and loss
of life resulted, in part at least, from the local
people’s general lack of collective ‘memory’ of
tsunami, of tsunami precursors (such as the marked
draw-down of sea level before the subsequent
tsunami), and of appropriate responses to such
precursors. Locals and tourists apparently followed
the receding water, collecting fish and leaving
themselves very exposed to the incoming wave.
Where such collective memory of tsunami does
exist, appropriate evasive action was apparently
taken. Thus, there is anecdotal evidence that the
Sentinelese tribe, inhabitants of the 72 km2 North
Sentinel Island, a low coral island in the Andaman

Islands, retreated from the shore well before the
waves hit (http://www.andaman.org/mapstsunami/
4local/4local.htm#thailand, consulted 23 Septem-
ber 2005). Likewise, Muslim sea gypsies around
Phuket on peninsular Thailand appear to have a
group memory of tsunami (J Rigg personal com-
munication 30 August 2005), though it is unclear
whether this memory led to appropriate evasive
action or is a post-hoc ‘memory’ of giant wave
phenomena.

The lack of memory of tsunami in a potentially
tsunami-genic area points to several important
issues. One such issue – the need to locate ancient
tsunami deposits and to provide accurate age-dates
for these, in order to generate insights into tsunami
occurrence over longer time scales – motivated our
investigation of the sedimentary deposits of the
26 December tsunami. In this note, we describe what
can be learned from the 2004 tsunami about the
age-dating of ancient tsunami deposits. We precede
that discussion with brief thoughts on aspects of



380 The Indian Ocean tsunami: geographical commentaries

the post-tsunami reconstruction around Phuket in
southern Thailand. The pace, location and style of
the reconstruction point clearly to a lack of experi-
ence of tsunami prior to 2004, as well as to a
belief that such tsunami will not recur, at least not
in the next few years. We conclude our comment
with some more general thoughts on research in
disaster situations.

Qualitative observations on tsunami impact and post-
tsunami reconstruction

Although the offshore hydrography played an
important role in shaping the incoming tsunami
waves, it is also clear that the amount of vegetation
between the beach and buildings inland, and the
distance of set-back of buildings from the beach,
were important determinants of the amount of
tsunami damage along the open ocean coastline on

and around the island of Phuket. The destruction of
resort buildings and the loss of life in the Khao Lak
area, for example, were acute (Plate 3). However,
where trees and undergrowth were growing
between the back of the beach and buildings only
metres from the beach, significant protection was
afforded to such buildings, even in the face of a
5–10 m high wave. Adjacent buildings fronted by no
large trees or vegetation were often severely
damaged, often only tens of metres from moder-
ately damaged buildings. Further north, at Ko Kho
Khao Island, we met people who were able to flee
ahead of the tsunami wave because it had been
substantially slowed by having to come through
dense vegetation. The noise of the wave crashing
through the vegetation alerted these people to the
danger and gave them the necessary warning to
run to higher ground as well as slowing the
progress of the wave.

Plate 3 Tsunami damage to resort immediately behind the beach at Khao Lak beach, Phang Nga province, southern 
Thailand (photographed on 26 April 2005). Note the lack of vegetation between the resort buildings and the beach which 

lies immediately beyond the trees
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These simple observations appear to have been
ignored in much of the post-tsunami reconstruction.
Unfortunately, much of this has been, and is,
piece-meal and uncoordinated. Much re-building
of infrastructure, hotels and villas is occurring on
the same sites, and with the same floor plans, as
the buildings that were destroyed by the tsunami.
This re-building is at the rear of the active beach,
with no protection by vegetation and certainly no
set-back. An important motivation of such rapid re-
building is, of course, the restoration of the tourist
industry, a key income generator in the Phuket
area. Indeed, we were told anecdotally that re-
building costs could be recouped in a few good
years of tourist income, and so there is every
motivation to re-build quickly, cheaply and perhaps
with as few regulatory controls as possible. The
only check on the pace of such redevelopment
appears to be the reluctance of banks to lend in
the absence of any measure of risk, but this does
not affect redevelopments which do not rely on
bank loans. Many of those that survived did so by
climbing up trees, or stairways in buildings that
remained standing, or they made their way to
higher ground. The combination of landscaping
and easy access to safe but elevated refuges could
have an important impact on casualty rates in
future events, but there seems little recognition
of this in the re-building. The apparent lack of
memory of past tsunami and the potential for their
recurrence reinforce the need for this type of
precautionary approach, and highlight the critical
need for investigations for prior tsunami in this
area. Age-dating of ancient tsunami deposits is
fundamental to such investigations.

Age-dating of tsunami deposits

Optically stimulated luminescence (OSL) is a
common way of dating ancient tsunami deposits.
In Britain, for example, OSL has been used to date
possible tsunami deposits from the 1755 Lisbon
earthquake, as well as deposits from the tsunami
triggered by the 7 ka Storegga submarine landslide
off Norway. Luminescence dating exploits the way
that the mineral structure of quartz and other
minerals in a sedimentary deposit is damaged by
low-level natural radioactivity in the deposit. If we
can measure the amount of this mineral structural
damage and the amount of the natural radioactiv-
ity, we can calculate how long since the deposit
was laid down. The amount of mineral structural
damage is generally measured in the laboratory
by heating the sediments or by exposing them
to lasers in order to ‘repair’ the damage. As the
damage is repaired, the sediment grains give out
small light flashes or ‘luminescence’. Counting and

measuring this luminescence tells us the amount of
damage.

It is critical for this dating ‘clock’ to work that
the clock was ‘set to zero’ when the sediments
were deposited. Exposing the sediments to sunlight
should do this, just as the laboratory heating or
laser exposure does. But if the damage points are
not repaired when the sediment is being trans-
ported or deposited, there will be some ‘unrepaired’
(‘unbleached’) luminescence signal still in the
mineral grains. This residual luminescence gives
ages for the deposit that are too old (there is too
much damage for the time since the sediment was
deposited). The depth and turbidity of the tsunami
waters as they flowed across land (Plate 4) might
be expected to be associated with only partial
bleaching of the sediment being carried by the
wave. Natural Environment Research Council
(NERC) Urgency funding was used to sample the
deposits of the 26 December tsunami (Figure 1) to
assess the extent to which these deposits were
bleached during transport and deposition, and
record a ‘zero’ OSL age.

The luminescence of about 200 tsunami
sediment samples of varying grain sizes and from a
range of settings – landward transects from the
tsunami-damaged beach; open coastline; sheltered

Figure 1 The deposits of the 26 December tsunami exposed 
in pit 2 at Bang Sak, Phang Nga Province, Thailand. Overlying 
the dark organic pre-tsunami land surface at the base of the pit 
is the deposit of two waves with quiescent periods before and 
after the second wave. A third wave may be recorded by the 

now-disturbed surface sediments. The samples for OSL 
analyses are collected in the metal sampling tubes. After 

photographs are taken, the tubes are pushed fully into the face, 
carefully extracted and shielded from the light, and stored 

immediately in a light-proof container
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bays; and shaded and unshaded settings – was
measured in the field using a new portable OSL
reader built at the Scottish Universities Environ-
mental Research Centre (SUERC). These initial data
have been supplemented by analysis of lumines-
cence sensitivity on return to Glasgow. Our initial
analyses show that all the 26 December tsunami
sediments sampled around Phuket have some resid-
ual luminescence ‘age’, often of only about ten
years but sometimes up to hundreds and, in a few
cases, thousands of years. The residual ages tend to
increase the further inland the sediments were
deposited. Several interpretations of these data are
possible. The wave may have entrained more ‘old’
un-zeroed sediment as it moved inland, or perhaps
‘old’ buried and un-zeroed sediment from deeper
water and/or the beach was entrained by the first
part of the wave and carried further inland. Either
way, zeroing of the luminescence signal in
sediments during tsunami-transport was only

partial. Residual ages of a few decades do not
matter when dating a deposit that turns out to be,
say, many thousands of years old, but they do
matter when the deposit is only a century old. For
such young sediments, approaches based on dating
the old ground surface close to the contact with
tsunami sediments may prove more promising. As a
result of the NERC Urgency funding we were able
to recover unambiguous samples of such surfaces
during our fieldwork, and these will be used to
assess this approach. Our initial data and interpre-
tations strongly indicate that future use of lumine-
scence dating on ancient tsunami deposits will
have to take careful account of both the source
and the depositional setting of the dated sediment.

Reflections on the fieldwork and our results

The 26 December tsunami provided an unparalleled
opportunity to assess one of the key techniques for

Plate 4 The 26 December 2004 tsunami wave at Kamala beach, Phuket island, Thailand. Note the depth and 
turbidity of the flow
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dating tsunami deposits, an opportunity recognized
by the award of NERC Urgency funding to under-
take the research. Such an assessment has import-
ant management implications if tsunami deposits
are used to investigate magnitude–frequency
characteristics of ancient tsunami events, as we
intend to do in this part of Thailand. However, this
potential importance, as well as the scientific value
of the research, cannot disguise the slight air of
‘ambulance chasing’ that surrounds this work1.
Much of the fieldwork was undertaken among the
debris of smashed infrastructure, smashed houses
and smashed domestic lives. It was, of course, very
unlikely that we were walking across ground in
which bodies were still buried, but even this was
perhaps possible (for example, in deep pits infilled
by tsunami sediment). The bodies of most of those
people still unaccounted for were probably carried
out to sea by the tsunami backwash. Nonetheless,
the fieldwork was a sad and sobering undertaking.

The ambivalence and mixed feelings associated
with our tsunami fieldwork are heightened by

technical aspects of the work. The OSL technique
is a highly technical and laboratory-intensive
procedure. However, for the first time ever we
were able to undertake measurements in the field
using a portable OSL reader, designed and newly
built at SUERC (Plate 5). These field-measured
data require calibration and further refinement on
return to the laboratory, but it is now possible to
generate meaningful raw data in the field (literally,
at the outcrop or in the pit). We undertook our
readings in the hotel room in the evening,
successfully measuring more than half of the
samples before leaving Phuket. At times, the
excitement and enthusiasm generated in us by
this breakthrough sat awkwardly with the sober-
ing nature of the materials to which we were
applying it.
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1 The term ‘ambulance chasing’ refers to the supposed (and
caricatured) journalistic practice of locating newsworthy
stories about accident, death and injury by following an
ambulance en route to an emergency with its siren sounding.
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I have been asking some questions not so much
about what geography, or any other discipline,
can do in the wake of a disaster, but more

about what the disaster does for us, what it means
for geographers, social scientists, or anyone else
lucky enough to make a living out of researching
and writing. I’m interested in what kind of event a
‘disaster’ is, especially that sort of event we call a
‘natural disaster’ – one with a big component that
can’t be reduced to human causation. The word
‘disaster’ literally means the loss of a star, or the
loss of your guiding light. Whether the disaster is
large or small, intimate or collective, you don’t see
it coming. It is, by definition, a shock, a surprise.
The disaster knocks you off your axis, jolts you out
of your normal orbit. This particular disaster was
triggered by a submarine shudder off Sumatra that
was of such magnitude that it nudged the spin of
the earth, sheering a thin sliver from the length of
one terrestrial day. But this is nothing next to what
it did at a human scale. Many of those who
survived the tsunami were left without a recogniz-
able world. In a few terrible moments they became
‘strangers’, their estrangement coming not from
leaving home, but from having their homes leave
them.

How do you respond ‘intellectually’ to an event
like this? What form might a generous response
take? One of the most commented upon aspects
of the tsunami was the outpouring of generosity it
elicited from around the world. Often, ordinary
people’s giving exceeded or pre-empted that of
their governments: they pledged money, they gave

clothes and other necessities, and many offered
their time or skills. There is much that has been
said and could still be said about this responsive-
ness: about who gave how much, from where, and
why such a response to this event and not to
others. These are important questions, their posing
and pursuing contributing to what we could call
a ‘geography of generosity’. But for all that this
would be useful and illuminating, it’s not quite
what I want to do. I guess I’m a little afraid that by
too quickly analysing generosity, pinning it down,
accounting for it, we might lose something of its
wonder, its miraculousness.

One of the things I was most moved by were the
personal stories of those touched by the tsunami.
One British visitor to Sri Lanka was carried several
kilometres inland by surging waters. On returning
home he began collecting for the people of the
village where he finally came to ground. Meanwhile,
newspapers in the regions hit by the tsunami
reported that tourists were handing over money,
clothes and medicines at the hotels where they
were staying (The Hindu 5 January 2005). No less
impressive is the mobilizing of generosity and
hospitality amongst local people in afflicted
regions. One of my favourite stories comes from
the weblog of the Indian journalist Amit Varma,
who travelled through the state of Tamil Nadu in
the days and weeks following the tsunami. On
3 January 2005 he posted this message:

December 26 could have been the happiest day of
Rafiq’s life if the Tsunami hadn’t struck – he was
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supposed to get married on that day. His nikah was
fixed for noon, but the waves came in while it was
still morning, and the marriage was cancelled. Rafiq
was in the village of Parangipettai, close to a number
of affected villages. Instantly, all the men of the
community mobilised themselves under the Jamaat,
their local organisation, and swung into action.

They took all the veg biryani that had been prepared
for the wedding feast, and went and fed it to the
affected people. From that day until the day we met
them, a week after the tsunami, they fed breakfast and
lunch to the affected people, making either lemon
rice or veg biryani. They mobilised their funds
superbly, and were well networked through mobile
phones. If any village ran short of food, one phone
call was all it would take to bring a volunteer rushing
over with more food.

Interestingly, even after the government set up its own
operation, a few days late, the local people still
requested the Jamaat to keep feeding them, and the
Jamaat agreed. A deep bond had been formed
between the villagers, who were all Hindus, and these
Muslim men who rushed to help their neighbours
because they believed that to be the way of their
religion . . . 

Men seem to be getting all the credit here, which
might leave us wondering, among other things,
who was doing the cooking. But let’s not quibble:
this is the kind of story that deserves to be told, all
the more so after subsequent events in New Orleans.

And then, there is the hospitality extended by
local people to their visitors, perhaps most remark-
able of all. Again and again, returning travellers
reported that in the midst of the tragedy they never
ceased to be treated as guests. Or were treated
even better than paying guests. Many had been
driven great distances by local people so they
could reach a secure place to make their way
home. And there were stories of locals who helped
their visitors in the search to locate families and
friends, even before they sought out their own
loved ones. It was these accounts of small acts of
kindness that stayed with me, long after the
Olympian tallies of private and state benefaction
had faded from media attention.

What put so many ‘westerners’ or ‘northerners’
alongside local people in the path of the tsunami
was, in a word, tourism. Global tourism is now the
largest industry on the planet, and the Indian
Ocean is one of its fastest growing destinations. It’s
where many Europeans go to find a place in the
sun. Or rather, to hire a place in someone else’s
sun. These transactions are organized by a hospi-
tality industry that is premised on the exchange of

equivalent values: tokens of wealth in return for
care and attention. It’s an economy that operates,
at least according to its own principles, in an
orderly, symmetrical, and mutually beneficial way.

That structure, or perhaps façade, of orderliness
was temporarily swept away by the tsunami. As
the water receded, we caught a glimpse of a very
different economy, a kind of give without take,
generosity without expectation of any return,
hospitality without limits or conditions. This other
economy was an excessive one, it broke out of the
closed circuits of exchange; we might describe it as
‘ex-orbitant’. To offer help to another human being,
especially if it is unconditional, is always a risky
business. As a response to someone else’s suffering
or vulnerability, it also leaves the giver or the host
vulnerable. To answer someone else’s call, to put
yourself at their disposal – if just for a moment – is
to give up something of your own self-control and
sense of direction. And who can tell where that
might lead?

In this light, the disaster and the ethical response
to someone who has suffered a disaster have a
kind of mutual affinity or resonance. To experience
a disaster is to feel your world fracturing or tearing.
But to respond to someone in need is also a
kind of rending or opening of your world. And of
someone else’s world to you. Disasters and uncon-
ditional generosity, then, are both ways of being
thrown off course, of being wrenched out of the
circuit of your usual movements and activities. And
though it might be said that you don’t choose to
be caught up in a disaster, there is also a sense in
which unconditional acts of giving or kindness are
not really a matter of choice either. You can ‘fall’
into such acts as you might fall asleep, fall ill or
fall in love; not so much out of intention, but
because something comes over you, takes hold of
you, won’t let you go.

Disasters, then, tear lives apart. But they also
throw lives together. This is, of course, a very simple,
perhaps even naïve way to view the disaster and
the acts of generosity it prompts. But in this rather
basic way, I want to argue, both the event of the
disaster and the event of responding to someone
estranged by the disaster offer a profound
challenge to social thought. Or to any kind of
thought. But at the same time, disasters and their
responses might also tell us something about how
or why we think in the first place. There’s an old
term – a bit out of favour these days – for what
scientists, philosophers, any sort of thinker or
researcher has to offer, and that’s ‘enlightenment’.
‘Enlightenment’ has that sense of illuminating
things, offering a guiding light, a clear path, a
sense of direction. In other words, what it provides
is pretty much what the disaster takes away.
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So we might think of enlightenment not just as
the orderly and objective process it has often
imagined itself to be, but also as a kind of ethical
response, an answer to a call. And perhaps, in this way,
view it as imbued with generosity: a not-quite
rational dimension that it would probably rather
keep quiet from funding bodies, journal editors and
other gatekeepers of reason. The other side of this,
however, is to view the disaster as the great threat
to enlightenment. It’s the insistent reminder that the
guiding lights or clear paths on offer can suddenly
get swept away, a reminder of the limits of thought
or writing or words; their fragility, their capacity to
be overrun or undermined. In a very literal sense, we
might think of the seismologists who first registered
the earthquake far away in Hawai’i trying to get
their message across to the people for whom it
mattered – their words of warning overtaken by the
speed of events. But think also of the sheer disorder
in the wake of the waves: the loss of ‘inscriptions’ of
every kind, the obliteration of every means of making
sense of the world – from fences to footprints, photo
albums to property records, ledgers to love letters.

What thought, writing and research – all the
things we might still want to call ‘enlightenment’ –
have to offer are new signposts, guardrails, the
promise of a return to order. Research into the
physical causes and effects of the tsunamis,
the analysis of their social and economic impacts,
the science lessons which help school children in
afflicted areas make sense of the giant waves,
assistance given to survivors to write their own
stories, the ongoing task of documenting the needs
and requirements of those rebuilding their lives –
these are ways of understanding the forces that
came together to produce the disaster and of
helping others understand these forces, respond to
them, work through them. This is what makes

generosity effective, what turns it from an impulse
into a project, what might start to set lives and
worlds back in their usual orbit. But at the same
time, doing this too well, too efficiently, can also
disavow the very shock that the disaster offers.

So perhaps the challenge of responding to the
disaster is to do everything that can be done to
help restore order, to rebuild the guardrails and
relight the pathways, but at the same time, to try
and hold open the moment of disturbance or
shock, to feel the disaster also as a disaster of
thought, something which fractures and fissures the
ground we stand on, work on, think from. What I
think of as a ‘generous geography’, rather than just
a geography of generosity, is a way of looking at
the world that tries to be true to the events or the
encounters that throw us off course or draw us
down strange pathways. And of course, not only
disasters do this; so too can pleasurable or produc-
tive events. These are the openings that don’t
simply happen in space or time, but that actually
generate spaces and temporalities. Somewhere in
the midst of a disaster as vast as the Indian Ocean
tsunami, we might think of many small things
going on, at once ordinary and extraordinary, just
as there are in any event. These are the things that
make new worlds, and in this sense they are gifts
for geography, as much as they are problems or
challenges that invite our attention.
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