SESSION 3

Ben Wisner



Course Title:    A Social Vulnerability Approach to Disasters  

Session 3:          World Views, Values, And Political Dimensions            Time: 1 hour           

Objectives:
At the conclusion of this session, the students should be able to: 
Objective  3.1
Define a “world view,” describe a variety of differing world views, and discuss how world view influences the understanding of disasters and  human behavior in relation to hazards

Objective  3.2
Define “values,” describe the way that value commitments influence  behavior  in relations to hazards and disasters, and provide a summary of  their own core personal values

Objective  3.3 
Discuss how world views and values influence policy toward disaster risk and risk management and also the politics of public reaction to disasters

Scope:

This session provides the opportunity for the students to articulate their own core values and world views in the framework of understanding hidden assumptions that influence behavior, management, policy, and politics in relation to risk and risk management.   

Suggested Readings:

 Instructor readings:
1.  Cronon, William. 1983. Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of    
    New England. New York: Hill and Wang.

2.   Dynes, Russell R., 1997. “The Lisbon Earthquake in 1755: Contested Meaning in The First Modern Disaster.” Preliminary Paper No. 255, Disaster Research Center, University of Delaware: http://www.udel.edu/DRC/preliminary /255.pdf

3. Foster, Harold.1997.  The Ozymandias Principles: 31 Strategies for Surviving Change.  Victoria, B.C.: Southdowne Press.

4. Jacobs, Jane. 1992. Systems of Survival: A Dialogue on the Moral Foundations of Commerce and Politics.  New York: Vintage.

5. Oliver-Smith, Anthony. 1999. “The Brotherhood of Pain: Theoretical and Applied Perspectives on Post-Disaster Solidarity.” Pp. 156-172 in A. Oliver-Smith and S. Hoffman (eds.). The Angry Earth: Disaster in Anthropological Perspective. New York: Routledge.

6. Steinberg, Ted. 2000. Acts of God: The Unnatural History of Natural Disasters in America.  New York: Oxford University Press.

7. Tuan, Yi-Fu. 1974. Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

8. Vaux, Tony. 2001. The Selfish Altruist: Relief Work in Famine and War. London: Earthscan.

9. White, Lynn. 1967.  “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis.”  Science 155: 1203-7.
10. Wisner, Ben. 1998. “World Views, Belief Systems, and Disasters: Implications for Preparedness, Mitigation, and Recovery.” Paper presented at the 23nd annual Natural Hazards Research and Applications Workshop, Boulder, CO, 12-15 July, 1998.  Available at:http://www.anglia.ac.uk/geography/radix 



Student readings:

1.
Blaikie, P., Cannon, T., Davis, I., and Wisner, B. 1994. At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability, and Disasters.  London: Routledge:  pp. 3-10.

2. Bullard, Robert. 1994. “Environmental Justice for All,” pp. 3-22  in: Unequal Protection: Environmental Justice and Communities of Color. San Francisco: Sierra Club, 1994.

3. Church World Service Emergency Response Program, “Spiritual Care: Bringing    

    God’s Peace to Disaster” http://www.cwserp.org/training/spcare/spcare.php .
4. McConnan, Isobel, ed., “The Humanitarian Charter” in: Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response, pp. 6-9. Geneva: The Sphere Project, 2000.  [Distributed by Oxfam UK: www.sphereproject.org]

5. Wisner, Ben. 2001. “Managing Disasters: What the United Nations is Doing; What it Can Do.”  United Nations Chronicle 37,4 (Dec., 2000-Feb., 2001: 6-9. 
 
[http://www.un.org/Pubs/chronicle/2000/issue4/0400p6_2.htm]
6. Yelvington, K.A. 1997. “Coping in a Temporary Way: The Tent Cities.” Pp. 92-115 in  W. G. Peacock, B. H. Morrow, and H. Gladwin (eds.). Hurricane Andrew: Ethnicity, Gender, and the Sociology of Disasters. Miami: International Hurricane Center.

General Requirements: Briefly review session objectives [Slide 2]

Discussion and articulation of individual beliefs and “core values” are essential in this session.  The instructor should help students draw out their own values and describe their own world views using as counterpoint or foil the assigned readings.  A range of real and imagined situations and examples are given in the text as departure points for such classroom discussion.  The instructor should choose among these depending on her or his judgment of the background knowledge, interests, and capabilities of the students.  

A mixture of discussion and lecture will be required.  The suggested sequence is first to deal with “world views,”  then “moral values,” and finally “political dimensions.”  However, depending on the judgment of the instructor, these three parts of session 3 can be addressed in a different order.  They have been prepared in a modular fashion to facilitate a different order of presentation or, in fact, use of a module to supplement discussion of other sessions or as the focus of group projects  by teams of students. For example, when students are making contact with community officials later in the course, it may be good to discuss world views and moral values with them.

Objective 3.1  
Define a “world view,” describe a variety of differing world views, and discuss how world view influences the understanding of disasters and human behavior in relation to hazards

Requirement:

The instructor should refer to the “Instructor Reading” for in depth background on these topics.  

Depending on the pressure of time and overall strategy  adopted by the instructor, each of the questions below could be read out, allowing a minute for each student to jot down thoughts on a piece of paper, before the class discusses them.  That would provide a written record of  starting points and naïve definitions of key concepts to be used as a reference point later in the course and in the evaluation of how student views and ideas have changed in the course.

Alternatively, these questions could be printed as a one-page handout and distributed as homework after session 1 or session 2, to be either to be brought to class and handed in during session 3 (thereby preparing students and focusing their minds on these broader issues) or during session 2 (thus providing the instructor with material to gauge the degree of background required, the level of sophistication of the students).
Remarks: 

I.  Introductory case study: Hurricane Andrew [based on Yelvington reading]

A. Background concepts

The instructor may want to flesh out the example of hurricane Andrew if the students have little or no knowledge of the event.  Some basic background will be useful. To gauge the need for background, you may want to ask the students to define and describe the following, noting if they or someone they know have first hand experience.

1. What is “looting”?

2. Why is someone’s “home” important to them?

3. Is a “house” the same thing as a “home”?

4. Do men and women think and feel differently about “protecting” house and home?

5. What is a “shelter”? 

6. What is “neighborhood” and “community”?

7. Why might it be difficult to establish good will and “community” feelings in an emergency shelter?

8. Can anyone define “personal space,” “social space,”  “defensible space”?

9. Why did some people cooperate with their neighbors after hurricane Andrew and others camp out in their damaged homes with guns to guard against looters? What would you have done?

B.  For discussion:  

The following quote from Yelvinton (2000: 112) may help to focus discussion:
“The tent cities case supports the theoretical proposition that a conflict – or at least a non-convergence of interests characterizes a population both before and after a natural disasters.  In the tent cities, overt and covert conflicts were apparent at many levels, even if temporarily suspended by a sense of “communitas” … among Hurricane Andrew’s victims.  The victims’ social and cultural position prior to the storm appeared to dictate not only who would end up in the tent cities but, in some cases at least, the perception of who was relegated to the least-desirable sections within the tent cities.”

II.    What is a world view?

A.  World views are ways that people give meaning to what happens around them
1. Numerous historians and geographers (Lynn White 1967; Yi Fu Tuan 1974; William Cronon 1983; Carolyn Merchant 1989, for example) have noted differences in attitudes toward nature between Europeans in the days of colonization of the Americas and Africa and the indigenous people they found there.  

B. Broadly speaking there are three ways of understanding the society-nature relation: 

1. People under nature (dominated by nature, at nature’s mercy)

2. People with nature (living their collective lives in harmony with nature)

3. People over nature (dominating nature by great public works, by land clearance and manipulation of the natural world).

C. They are usually unconscious and passed along from parents to children

D. They concern ultimate questions like the meaning of life and death

E. They also answer questions about how humans fit into nature and society

F. They can be organized within the teachings of a religion or philosophy, but they don’t  have to be

C. For discussion: 


    Wisner (1998, see “Instructor Reading”) writes:

“There are very different ways of understanding human existence in a world in which disasters happen.  There are many religions with many variants -- Hinduism, Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, and very many indigenous spiritualities.  There are also various secular ideologies that provide similar meaning and sense of order.  Most people are not aware, or fully aware, certainly never constantly aware, of the influence that their native or adopted world view has on the choices they make and the way their question reality.    [See Supplementary Considerations ]
III. World view, hazards, and disasters


A. World View can influence how extreme events in nature are perceived. 

          An  earthquake or storm can be seen as an “Act of God” or natural event. 


1. Examples:
· Lisbon earthquake, 1755

The city of Lisbon in Portugal was destroyed by an 
earthquake 
in the 18th Century.  This provoked a great philosophical debated at the 
time between Voltaire, who saw this as proof that God did not exist, and Rousseau, who argued that the disaster taught us nothing about God. 


Rousseau thought it was the lack 
of city planning – narrow streets, poorly constructed buildings – that was responsible.  


For discussion:  What do you think?
· Kobe earthquake, 1995 

In the 1990s Japan had been helping Mexico set up a technical system to monitor the volcano called  Popocatepetyl that lies between Mexico 
City and the town of Puebla.  The local Nahautl speaking descendents of the Aztecs who still farm on the slopes of the volcano believed that Don Goyo, the spirit of the
volcano that lives inside the earth was angry because the Mexican government had sold mineral mining rights to the Japanese.  This is how they interpreted the presence of so many Japanese scientists setting up equipment on the slopes of the mountain.  The local rumor was that Don Goyo had caused the earthquake in Kobe, Japan, because he was angry.

For discussion:

How did the world view of the farmers influence their understanding of the volcano? 

Do you see any differences between how the clergy and devout citizens of Lisbon understood the earthquake two centuries earlier? [See Supplementary Considerations]

2. 
The damage done by an extreme event can also be seen as inevitable, as nobody’s fault, as something that individuals could have avoided, as something government should have protected against, and so forth. 

1. Examples:

· Mississippi Flooding 2001 

The citizens of Davenport, Iowa had decided through their elected officials that they would not build a flood wall to protect the city from floods.  They believed that the city needed a visual connection to the river, that the river was a part of the history and character of the urban area.  This was an important part of the tourist attraction and quality of life in the town.  They also believed on the basis of past flood experience that with adequate warning they could sand bag the river’s edge and reduce flooding to a minimum.  By zoning enforcement, city officials could also ensure that expensive or vital structures and activities were not allowed in the potential flood zone.

For discussion:

How would you characterize the world view implied by these decisions in Davenport, Iowa?  

What do the citizens in this example value most?  Is there a conflict in values present here?  

What world view underlies the federal government criticism of Davenport’s approach?

· Charleston, SC Earthquake, 1886 

Ted Steinberg (2000) discusses the apparent difference in behavior during this strong earthquake between middle class whites and working class blacks.  Contemporary documentation suggests that the former treated the earthquake more as a natural event and avoided emotional display, while the latter publicly expressed their fear of an act of God.  Digging deeper into the social history of the time, Steinberg concludes (2000: 20):

“The last third of the nineteenth century was a period of fluid urban growth, with cities seeking to out-compete each other for economic dominance over a region.  A disaster, however, could severely dampen business prospects, causing workers to flee (driving up wages) and discouraging investors wary of a hazard-prone locale.  Treating calamity as a simple fact of life, however, suited the economic interests of urban elites by reasserting discipline over the labor force and reestablishing a place’s image as a safe haven for business.”

For discussion:

There seem to be two conflicting interpretations here. Was the difference in behavior after the earthquake in Charleston caused by differences between world views – those of middle class white vs. working class black churches and interpretations of the world in terms of religion?  

Or was the difference caused by the logic of the positions that the two groups held in the economy, differences in economic power?  What do you think? 

 Is it necessary that one interpretation is right and the other wrong?  Can both be correct?

· “The Martyred City," Yungay, Peru, 1970 

Anthony Oliver Smith (1986; 1999) writes of the few hundred survivors of the destruction of Yungay,  regional center in the Andes. An avalanche triggered by a large earthquake caused debris to fall from the highest mountain in Peru and all but wiped away the city and its 4,500 inhabitants.  In his writings, anthropologist Oliver Smith shows how behavior that was judged by outside authorities to be irrational – for example, refusing the government plan to relocate the city – was rational in another way.  It provided a common antagonist (the government) that fed solidarity among the survivors, gave them a sense of purpose, and speeded up their psychological and economic recovery. 
For discussion:

While it is true that the mostly indigenous descendents of the Inca in this area share a common world view within which attachment to place, to the gods of the place, and to their ancestors plays an important role, Oliver Smith seems to be saying that it is not only a difference in world view that separated the Peruvian authorities from the survivors of Yungay.  
World view and political/ economic power seem to be mixed together in the resistance to relocation.  

Do you agree, or do you think that the cultural, economic, or political is more important?  

B.   World views matter to practitioners
1. The interpenetration of class, gender, and cultural (world view) differences in perception,  experience, interpretation of an extreme event and behavior in relation to it led researchers to conclude that disaster practitioners must also be able to recognize and critique class-bias [see case studies of Hurricane Andrew (Peacock et. al 1997) and the Northridge earthquake (Bolin and Stanford 1999) ]. 

 Emergency managers are called to be:

· Sensitive to class-biased assumptions about households 

· Sensitive about class-based barriers to government and non-governmental relief and recovery services

· Knowledgeable about economic differences between communities

· Knowledgeable about the living conditions of diverse economic groups 
· Able to advocate for the interests of low-income groups 

2.  In a similar way, the review conducted by Fothergill et al. (1996) of studies on racial/ethnic vulnerability (taken up again in Session 10) implies the need for more race-conscious practice to identify racial/ethnic bias, hence for practitioners able to:  

· Communicate across language barriers to reach diverse groups

· Utilize culturally-appropriate media to reach diverse groups 

· Communicate with community leaders, advocacy groups, and faith-based organizations in all ethnic groups 

· Follow culturally-sensitive guidelines to tailor work to different communities 

· Work collaboratively with ethnic community-based organizations and other organizations representing marginalized social groups.

Objective 3.2: 
Define “ values,” describe the way that value commitments influence behavior in relations to hazards and disasters, and provide a summary of their own core personal values
Requirements:

Students should read the “Humanitarian Charter” and draw out of it, as preparation for class, the extrinsic and intrinsic values implied or assumed.  Students should skim the rest of the document to get an idea of the level of detail and kinds of issues (shelter, food, health, sanitation, etc.) covered by the technical standards.
Note for the Instructor:

It might be useful preparation for this and the next section (3.3) to skim the sections in Vaux (2001) on the dilemmas and contradictions of humanitarian aid in Kosovo (pp.17-42), Afghanistan (pp.115-136), and Rwanda (183-200).
 Remarks: 


I.  What are values? 

 Have the students suggest examples of “values” and write them on the   

      black board.  These can be used as examples to make the following points:
A.  Philosophers distinguish between intrinsic and extrinsic values 

All theories of value 
concern “what things in the world are good, desirable, and important” (Flew 1979: 365).   


1. However, some things are good because they are ends in themselves, desirable and important 
without reference to any other thing, thus “intrinsically” valuable.  

2. Other things are valuable because they are a means to obtaining, enjoying, protecting some intrinsically good thing.  This second group contain extrinsic value, since they refer to something else.

B.  These general points are valid whether one is dealing with attempts to give monetary value to elements of the natural environment or to human environmental experience (Foster, 1997) or invoking the sacredness of the earth as part of creation (Hayden 1996; Khalid with O’Brien 1992).

II. How do values guide choices?

A.  Values are guidelines for behavior and decisions that are generally consistent with and derived from world views  

They may be explicit and conscious or simply internalized as the “right” answer to the following sorts of questions:




1.  What is the right thing to do?  What must I do? 

2.  What is fair in a given situation? What is just?  

3.  What do I owe a stranger simply because that person is a human being in need?

4.  How much should my individual opinion or need or desire count in 
society?

5.  What is “consent”, and how should it be expressed ?  (See “acceptable risk”  below.)


B.   Values exist and influence decisions and behavior at various levels
1.  Person


2.  Family

3.  Sub-group

4.  Society

5.  Humanity

III. Values are expressed in disaster management

A.
Values are expressed in disaster management whenever someone tries to answer one of the following questions, or bases a decision the answer that would be given if such a question were explicitly asked:
1. Should professional standards alone be enough to ensure that an engineer designs or a contractor builds according to the safety code, or is law and enforcement required?

2. What is “acceptable risk” in society?  How should that level of risk, or the kinds of risks that are acceptable, be determined?  Are there some risks society can or should be more democratic about managing (e.g. flood, landslide, earthquake) and others where that is impossible, difficult, or undesirable (e.g. terrorism, nuclear power, chemical hazards)?

3. Is it fair that low income people sometimes live in more dangerous buildings    

     than the affluent?  What should be done about it?  

4. There is so much need in the world, isn’t the situation like a lifeboat – if those 
with more resources keep helping again and again after disasters all over the 
world, isn’t it like pulling more and more people into the lifeboat until it sinks 
and everyone drowns?


B. Values conflict
1. 
Values often come into conflict with each other (Jacobs 1992;  Foster 1997).   Dealing with such conflicts is the hardest thing about ethics – the systematic attempt to think clearly about value decisions.  

· For instance, disaster managers and economic planners in a city probably believe that they should provide protection from disasters equally across the whole population of the city.  Thus “equality” is valued.  However, they probably also want to do that in a way that uses scarce resources wisely.  In this way, “efficiency” is also valued.  

· What, then, if there is a very small minority of the population of the city that is very hard to protect.  It is not efficient to spend, say 90% of the available resources protecting only 10% of the population. It makes matters even more complicated if that small group is also an ethnic, racial, or occupational minority group.  

· Many planners and officials belief that historically marginalized or deprived groups should receive assistance in greater proportion than their strict equal share.  This belief is based on the principle of “equity.”
Numerous authors have argued that the “weakest” or “most vulnerable” groups in society deserve priority attention by those controlling resources used for social protection from disaster risk.

[Student readings should be used to inform this part of the discussion, e.g. Blaikie et al. 1994: 3-10; Bullard 1994;  Clergy Response Institute 1997.]

2. Case study

· In Malabon, a city in metropolitan Manila, flood control constructions along a river would require several hundred families who depend on fishing to relocate.  Thousands of other families will benefit from flood control.  

· For discussion:

This would seem to be a classic case if conflict of values. Equality, efficiency, and equity do not seem to coincide in this case.  

What is the right thing to do?  

What procedure would you recommend for resolving this apparent conflict? 

 Can the flood problem be solved in a way that manages to balance equality,  efficiency, and equity?

C. Does the community have a right to know about local hazards?
1. 
A good example of  the role of values in disaster management is the legislation passed a few years ago that renewed funding for toxic chemical hazard clean up (“Superfund”).  

This legislation asserts the community in the proximity of a facility using or disposing of a hazardous substance has a right to  know what and how much is being used.  In addition a Toxic Release Inventory  has been established through which citizens can find out to what they are being exposed.  

All of this is built upon shared societal values – the “right to know” implies other values: transparency, accountability, responsible action, democracy, and active citizen participation.
However, after September 11th, 2001, there have been new restrictions of access to precisely this kind of information “in the interest of security.”                    
2.  For discussion:
Do you agree that citizens have a right to know about hazards in their surroundings? 
What do you think the balance of risk is in restricting the access of law-abiding citizens to information about toxic materials and other industrial hazards in their communities vs. denying this information to potential terrorists?  

Without the added push by citizens and their group with full knowledge of what is stored and used in an industrial facility, do you think the owners will have the motivation to maintain safety standards?
D.  Is there a human right to protection from disasters?  

1.
Depending on one’s underlying world view and one’s values (extrinsic and intrinsic), there will be different answers to this question.  There are, of course, also many practical issues (political, institutional, economic) that would follow a “yes” to the  fundamental value question.
2. 
For discussion [Wisner (2000-2001: 8]: 

· “Why not set our sights on an international treaty that commits Governments around the world to apply low cost solutions based on available knowledge to prevent such tragic loss?

· “There are networks of scientists and engineers who could take on the technical work of defining these standards.  … This is not an impossible task.  It has happened before.  One recent example is an exchange among hundreds of agencies that work in humanitarian and disaster relief, which led to agreement on a very detailed set of minimum technical standards for relief.  Known as the SPHERE project, its published document covers food, water, shelter, health care and many other aspects of relief…The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has mobilized thousands of scientists, and their work has gone into the treaty-making process that led to the Kyoto Accord on greenhouse gas emissions. 

· “Could the United Nations not create a parallel intergovernmental panel on natural disaster that would, in a similar way, act to mobilize existing knowledge and feed it into a treaty-making process?

· “… The beauty of this process is that the low-cost solutions will filter out into society.  Citizens’ groups will demand action by their Governments.  …  Prevention of disasters has to come from the bottom up, as well as from the top down.  Absolute safety is not a human right.  Safety from avoidable loss, injury and death is.  Nothing in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights makes sense if human beings who are supposed to enjoy these rights can be snuffed out because the Government neglected to enforce its own building code.”

· What other human rights can you think of? 

· Do any of these logically imply a human right to protection from avoidable harm in extreme natural events?

Objective 3.3:   Discuss how world views and moral values influence policy toward disaster risk and risk management and also the politics of public reaction to disasters

Remarks:  

I.  What have world view and values got to do with politics?


A.  Policies and laws are based, explicitly or implicitly, on world view and values


1. Case studies

· The citizens of many countries felt their basic values were offended by the million people who died from starvation in the Southeast of Nigeria (Biafra) in 1969 and by famine in Ethiopia in 1974.  This influenced the foreign policy of European countries and the U.S.  Punctuated by what some have called “compassion fatigue,” industrial country interest in disasters overseas seems driven by citizen concerns.  Sometimes this results in expensive and even counter productive “symbolic” shows of solidarity, as the teams equipped with sniffer dogs that arrive at the site of an earthquake when nearly anyone who might have been saved has already been rescued by relatives and neighbors.  However, this “demand driven” foreign disaster policy is responding to a real feeling among industrial country citizens.  

· Notions of  “equality,” both procedural and distributive “justice,”  and “equity” underlie much of the voter-driven concern that federal assistance dispensed by elected officials in the United States be dispensed evenhandedly.  At times there are complaints that too large a share goes to California,  Florida, or Texas (with very expensive earthquakes and hurricanes) but soon the objectors are reminded of Midwestern floods, droughts in the Great Plains, and wildfires in many places.

· The hundreds of deaths from hurricane Camille in Mississippi, also in 1969, caused citizens to speak out, and Congress began work on legislation that in a few years became a totally new flood insurance system.  Platt (1999) argues that events have triggered legislation in the United States in a complex interaction among natural hazards, the built environment (and those who control it and profit from it), and the legal/ political system).  Claire Rubin has developed a time chart that shows the interaction in the United States of events (foreign and domestic) and policy shifts, including legal changes.  This chart is available at:http://www.disaster-timeline.com 

· Voluntarism exploded after the Kobe earthquake in Japan.  Previously there had been little spontaneous voluntary relief and recovery work by people outside the immediately affected communities (the exception being the war time solidarity, especially the manner in which thousands of refugee survivors of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic bombings were accepted into surrounding communities).  Tens of thousands of people, many of them youth, arrived in Kobe to help.

· For discussion:

Might this mark a new phase of political participation as well?  Time 

will tell.


B. Poor performance in disasters can cause governments to be replaced

1.
The Samoza government in Nicaragua was seen by the majority of the population 
to have been so corrupt and unfair in its use of money donated for recovery after the 1972 earthquake that the people threw their support behind the opposition Sandinistas, who won power in 1979.

2.
 The Emperor of Ethiopia, Haille Selasie, was finally overthrown after he refused 
to acknowledge the famine in 1974.

C. Local politics are often heavily influenced by the way the citizens, and their organizations and informal groups, filter hazards and disaster occurrences through their world views and values  

1. Examples:


Recent changes in the mayor and local administration in Quito, Ecuador and Mexico City 
(the biggest metropolitan region in the world) can be traced directly to discontent on part of the voters in the performance of previous administrations in managing risks.  
     There are often conflicts between national and regional governments and the local municipalities regarding resources required to prevent disasters, prepare for them, and to recovery once they happen.

Supplementary Considerations:  

3.1.C. World View

The text below is from Ben Wisner, “World Views, Belief Systems, and Disasters: Implications for Preparedness, Mitigation, and Recovery”, paper presented at the 23nd annual Natural Hazards Research and Applications Workshop, Boulder, CO, 12-15 July, 1998.  Available at:http://www.anglia.ac.uk/geography/radix 


“I would like to start by proposing that this great wealth of world views can be seen to have some central tendencies.  I [will] divide these into those world views that believe that humans have some unique role or agency in the world and its happenings (LOGOS) and those that see humans as insignificant parts of something much larger, within which human agency plays no part (COSMOS).  I believe it is possible to further divide each of these into a set of religious and a set of secular variants.

“For example, European Enlightenment Rationality from the 18th Century to the present believes in a kind of secular logos.  Cause and effect is the ruling relationship in the universe.  Humans participate both by understanding the rules of cause and effect, but also by acting on the world as human causative force -- for good or ill.  Most of us at this workshop believe some version of this story.  All planning, the whole "disaster management cycle" are rooted in this kind of belief. 


“The religious variant of the same belief in logos can be seen in numerous religions.  Christianity has produced several.  For example, there are some fundamentalist Protestant and some Catholic groups that believe that divine plan or action is expressed even by the worst disaster.  Humans may not be able to understand what this divine "logic = logos" is, but by faith, they can cling to the belief that a meaning exists.  Such a view is compatible with a highly diminished role for human agency.  

“At the other extreme, there are most activist versions of Catholicism, such as those informed by liberation theology, that put much more emphasis on the actions that human beings can take to avoid suffering, and certainly to ease it.  Human suffering, and by extension, some if not all disasters, can be understood in this world view as stemming at least in part from injustice -- the failure of humans to live with each other as god would have them live.  The logos here tends to be understood in more social or even political terms, and more emphasis is placed on Christ's activism than his suffering.

“One might at first think that most earth-based, indigenous spiritualities tend to de-emphasize human agency and tend toward the pole I called COSMOS.  Of course Feuerbach saw all religion as beginning with human fear and confusion in the face of natural extremes.  However this is not necessarily true.  In much of Africa there are indigenous traditions that lay heavy emphasis of the correct relationships among human beings.  Crop failure, disease, storms, pest invasions can all be caused by human's moral failures.  Humans can fail morally when they forget or stint the ancestor's needs for ritual remembrance.  Humans can also fail morally when feuds, jealousies, and hostility prevail in a group.  These world views I would [characterize] as tending more toward a believe in LOGOS, an order in which humans play a distinctive role. 

“World views that tend more toward COSMOS include mainstream forms of many Asian religions including Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism.  Whether the human self is aligned with the cosmic way (tao), dissolves into a greater cosmic self (atman), or is -- in fact -- nothingness (according to Buddhism), there is very little room for human agency and nothing special about the human form from cosmic point of view.  It does not do justice to these world views to label them "fatalistic".  "Fate" is, actually, a very Western idea rooted in the classical Greek and Roman world.  It is something personal and often, as in the classical tragedies, something connected to a flaw in one's character (such as Oedipus' temper).  By contrast, disasters just "happen" in the mainstream Asian view the way that trees, birds, day and night "happen" and in
the way that people are born, grow old, and die.  The First Noble Truth taught by the Buddha is that of change, suffering, and death.

“It is interesting that there are also secular versions of COSMOS thinking.  Deep ecology, for example, sees humans as no more important than any other species, and believes that disasters that reduce human numbers are quite natural and, from the point of view of the whole (or cosmos), actual beneficial.

“Before moving on, I should note that great world religious and secular world views have had many variants, opposing tendencies (some persecuted as heresies, some not), and newly evolving forms.  An example to which I will return later is called Engaged Buddhism.  In the 20th Century Mahayana Buddhism in Southeast Asia and transplanted to Europe and North America has developed a hybrid vision of a cosmos in which a logos might be seen to flicker on and off.  As peace activists, rural development workers, offering comfort in hospices, many so-called "engaged" Buddhists live out the botisatva vow to ease suffering and help to bring awakening.  A human life has, therefore, some agency and significance, while, fundamentally, the tragic view of life as "nothing" in relation to the whole cosmos remains.  It is not surprising, then, from a sociological point of view, that engaged Buddhists are very much involved in disaster relief in countries such as Thailand and Vietnam, while Buddhists monks in Japan were not much involved in relief following the Kobe earthquake.”




3.1.C.  White (1974: 5) divides “types of response to natural hazards” into three basic kinds:

“Folk, or preindustrial, adjustments which involve a wide range of adjustments requiring more modifications in behavior in harmony with nature than control of nature, are flexible and easily abandoned, are low in capital requirements, require action only by individuals or small groups, and can vary drastically over short distances.

“Modern technological, or industrial, adjustments which involve a more limited range of technological actions emphasizing control of nature, are inflexible and difficult to change, are high in capital requirements, require interlocking and interdependent social organization, and tend to be uniform.

“Comprehensive, or postindustrial, adjustments which combine features of both earlier stages so as to involve a larger range of adjustments, greater flexibility and variety of capital and organizational requirements.” 

3.3. I   Dymon and Platt (1999) provide an overview of Presidential disaster declarations, a map of which is also available athttp://www.baker.com and http://www.nhoem.state.nh.us/mitigation/presidential_disaster_declaratio.1975-1995htm.htm , with an interesting commentary available at:http://www.colorado.edu/hazards/qr/qr86.html 

Student Assignment (optional): 

Write a two-  to three-page essay that describes the environmental values you grew up with.  Whether or not these values were explicit –spoken about, written down – they can be inferred from behavior, related value judgments and attitudes.  For instance, did your family take in stray animals?  Why?  Were any members of the family vegetarians?  Why?  Did any members of the family join or support “environmental causes?”  Why?

Study Questions: 

1.  Define “world view” and give examples of several different ones.

2.  Why do you think some people have difficulty accepting the view that the causes of natural hazards are completely understandable with modern science and are not “acts of God”?

3.  Why is it important for disaster response workers to be aware of the value assumptions they make?

4.  What are the elements that go into a decision by the President of the United States to issue a disaster declaration in a particular case?

Final Exam Questions:

1.  True or False: “Common humanity emerged in the tent cities where victims of hurricane Andrew found shelter, so that race, class, and social background didn’t seem to matter.”  [answer: False]

2.  Following the great Lisbon earthquake on Easter Sunday, 1753, a debate about whether a compassionate God could have let such a thing happened.  The two sides of the debate were represented by:

a.  Voltaire and Rousseau

b.  Marx and Engels 

c.  Wisner and Dynes

d.  None of the above

3.  Why did the government officials in Peru think that the behavior of the survivors of the 1972 earthquake-induced avalanche in Yungay was irrational?  Is there another possible interpretation for what the officials took for irrational behavior?

4.  How do you think society should go about defining what is “acceptable risk?”

5.  What is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and what does it have to do with the prevention of disasters?
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