SESSION 30
Elaine Enarson

Course Title:    A Social Vulnerability Approach to Disasters 
Session 30:       New Ideas About Disasters                                                 Time: 1 hour            
Objectives:
At the conclusion of this session, the students should be able to:

Objective 30.1

Review key concepts and assumptions in vulnerability analysis

Objective 30.2

Analyze factors hindering acceptance of the vulnerability              

                                  paradigm 

Objective 30.3

Analyze factors supporting acceptance of the vulnerability 
                                  paradigm 

Scope: 

This is the first of three sessions in the section on Fostering New Ways of Working, to be followed by two more field-oriented sessions. In this session, readings and discussion first offer students a review of core concepts in a vulnerability approach and then turn to consideration of factors fostering and hindering the acceptance of new ways of thinking about hazard, risk, and disasters. Session 30 Handout is provided to draw parallels between the domination of peoples and ideas in the US and Australia.

Suggested Readings:

Instructor readings: 
1. Robert Bolin with Lois Stanford, 1998. Chapter 2 (especially pp. 27-41) in The Northridge Earthquake: Vulnerability and Disaster. New York: Routledge.

2. Russell Dynes. 1994.  “Community Emergency Planning: False Assumptions and Inappropriate Analogies.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters
      12 (2): 141-158.

3. Maureen Fordham. 1998. “Participatory Planning for Flood Mitigation: Models and Approaches.” Australian Journal of Emergency Management (summer): 27-33.

4. Donald Geis, 2000. “By Design: The Disaster Resistant and Quality-Of-Life Community.”  Natural Hazards Review 1 (3): 151-160.

5. Dennis Mileti et al. 1995. “Toward An Integration Of Natural Hazards And Sustainability.” The Environmental Professional 17: 117-126.

6. David Neal and Brenda Phillips.1995. “Effective Emergency Management: 

      Reconsidering the Bureaucratic Approach.” Disasters 19 (4): 327-337.

7. Oliver-Smith, Anthony. 1998. “Global Changes And the Definition of Disaster.” Pp. 177-194 in  E.L. Quarantelli (ed.). What is a Disaster? Perspectives on the Question. New York: Routledge.

Student readings:

1.  Phillip Buckle. 2000. “New Approaches to Assessing Vulnerability and Resilience.”
Australian Journal of Emergency Management (winter):  8-14.
2.  Hewitt, Kenneth. 1998. “Excluded Perspectives in the Social Construction of Disaster.” Pp. 75-91 in E.L. Quarantelli (ed.). What is a Disaster? Perspectives on the Question. New York: Routledge.

3.  Dennis Mileti et al., 1999, “A Sustainability Framework for Natural and Technological Hazards.” Pp. 17-39 (Chapter 1) in Disasters by Design. Washington, D.C.: Joseph Henry Press.

4.  Astrid von Kotze. 1999. “A New Concept of Risk?” Pp. 33-40 in A. Holloway (ed), Risk, Sustainable Development and Disasters.

Supplementary Readings:  Instructors may wish to draw on Kathleen Tierney et al,  Facing the Unexpected: Disaster Preparedness and Response in the United States (2001) for this and the following two sessions for alternate or supplementary readings.  It is downloadable at: www.nap.edu/catalog/9834.html.
General Requirements:  Briefly review session objectives [Slide 2]
Course material is covered through lecture, small group work, and general class discussion. 

Copy and distribute Session 30 Handout. 
Objective 30.1 
Review key concepts and assumptions in vulnerability analysis
Requirements:

In a short (10-15 minutes) lecture, briefly review core concepts.

Remarks: 

I.  Core ideas and values in the alternative vulnerability approach

A. Disasters are social constructs not natural events  

1. Vulnerabilities are socially constructed


2. Disproportionate risk reflects power structures in any society

3. Disasters are not discrete events but grounded in historical processes 



4. Structural and situational inequalities interact



5. Non-sustainable development decisions increase risk



6.  Disasters are complex political experiences 

B. Vulnerability reduction is a primary goal of emergency management



1. Non-structural or social mitigation needed as well as structural mitigation

2.  Risk can be reduced by increasing disaster resilience and resistance
3.  Disaster mitigation must address root causes of vulnerability

4.  Social change and empowerment are essential to reduce risk

C. Capacities as well as vulnerabilities  must be assessed 

1. Vulnerability and capacity mapping is needed to build local community     

     profiles
2. Disaster planning and preparation can build capacity locally 

3. Human agency and local knowledge are resources not problems

    D.  New relationships between professionals and the local community are needed



1.  Local empowerment
2. Grassroots risk reduction building emergency management issues into 

    community organizations and everyday routines  

3.  Democratic planning process

4.  Predisaster networking with neighborhoods and community organizations
E.  Sustainable development and social equity reduce risk



1. Development includes social development 



2. Link disaster relief to mitigation
 

3. Long-term reconstruction 
F. Emergency planning must assume uncertainty and emergent human action


1. All mitigation is local

2. First responders are local  
G. Holistic thinking is needed  

1. US hazards and vulnerabilities linked to global systems
2. Integration of disaster relief and development goals 

3. Integration of disaster relief and  mitigation 

4. Multidisciplinary knowledge 

5. Cross-hazard approach
6.  Intersecting vulnerabilities
Objective 30. 2  Analyze factors hindering acceptance of the vulnerability paradigm 

Requirements: 

Divide the class into two groups for a short period (10-15 minutes) of small-group discussion, with one group charged with analyzing constraints to paradigm shifts and the other with identifying conditions fostering intellectual change. 

Ask the group analyzing fertile conditions for change to record on the board a list of factors which they feel support intellectual change, based on assigned readings in this and previous sessions. 

Limit general discussion to reserve time for the other group.  

Note: Session 30 Handout is provided to frame discussion of how ideas are embedded in ways of living, and to draw attention to the impact of white domination on indigenous people’s ideas and relationship to natural forces, drawing parallels between the US and Australia.

Remarks: 
I.
Introduction: the need for new ideas

A.  Leading American disaster sociologist Russell Dynes writes (1994: 150) that a problem-solving approach to disasters calls for a different way of thinking to guide planners:  

“Instead of chaos, the emphasis should be on continuity. Instead of command, the emphasis should be on coordination. Instead of control, the emphasis with in should be on cooperation.”
B. For discussion: 

   Why is this view resisted? What encourages its adoption?
II. Sources of resistance to changing paradigms

A. Dominant political-economic institutions and values
1. In Disasters by Design, Mileti et al. (1999: 34) identify obstacles to a new approach based  more on consensus building and sustainable, long-range planning 

· Capitalism “with its emphasis on competition”

·  Western thought “with its emphasis on individualism”

· Democracy “with its majority-rules mindset that creates winners and losers”

2.  Ben Wisner (2001) critiques neoliberalism and the dominance of market or capitalist values in an increasingly integrated global environment, arguing that 

· Contemporary capitalism promotes “uneven spatial and social distribution of risk” 
· Vulnerability reduction is resisted because it offers “no short term economic gain”   
· Capitalist imperatives (unlimited growth, ever-increasing consumption) undermine measures fostering sustainable growth
3. Ken Hewitt notes the congruence between modern administrative and political systems of control and the dominance of a hazard-driven and social-problem oriented disaster scholarship (1998: 90):

“But where does organizational [disaster] sociology lead when it takes improving the effectiveness and centralized administration of agencies and expert systems as its focus? Can it offer any advice, other than a more totalizing penetration of government and powerful interests into everyday life, greater surveillance and militarization of public and private space?”   

B. Social hierarchies and domination
1. Privileging masculinity norms 
· Astrid von Kirtz (1999: 57) maintains that the “hazard-centered approach of the mainstream is dominated by men who are economically and often educationally advantaged, and who make decisions and arrangements from their ‘malestream’ point of view.”  

· Maureen Fordham (1998) agrees that the dominant hazards/command-and-control approach is grounded in part in gender norms, e.g. male emergency managers in “helper roles”  to the disabled and other “special populations” 

Noting the preference for “hard” vs. “soft  methodologies, she writes that gender hierarchies privileging mainstream approaches discourage alternative views (1998: 31):
“The dominant masculine engineering values and culture favour the rational over the emotional and can lead to the exclusion of subordinated groups and values. Even the language used in science and engineering is indicative of this androcentric dominance: masculine/objective, feminine/subjective; masculine science is ‘hard’ science while feminine knowledge is subjective and ‘soft” . . . What is sought here is not necessarily a replacement of a masculine science and practice with a feminine paradigm but to acknowledge the legitimacy of alternative discourses.”

2. Colonial suppression of indigenous people’s ideas and practices 
· In Peru, Andrew Maskrey (1989: 66) traces the root causes of a massive landslide in a Peruvian town to “the founding of a colonial town by the Spanish in a vulnerable location and the gradual abandoning of traditional agricultural practices.”

· In Bangladesh, Blaikie et al. (1998: 138-139)) contrast the effects of World Bank funded “tech fixes” with local people’s long-standing ways of living with floods.

· White settlement dominated aboriginal cultures and sustainable living patterns and economic practices in Australia (e.g., Skertchly and Skertchly, 1999) and Canada (Buckland and Rahman, 1999). 

· Among many examples from the US, Native Americans of the Upper Midwest respected the power of the Red River of the North and placed their settlements far from the flood plain. The Grand Forks communities so hard hit by flooding were constructed by whites following the displacement of the local indigenous population.  

3. For discussion:

Review the relevance of core cultural ideas to risk management using Session 

   30 Handout 

       

Arguably, the “well-honed and robust, traditional, counter-disaster capabilities of Australia’s first settlers” (Skertchly and Skertchly 1999:42) were lost during white settlement. 

How does this compare to the domination of native Americans peoples and their ideas, values, and environmental practices?

C. Organizational structure and culture

1. Neal and Phillips (1995) point to bureaucratic norms structuring emergency management organizations as a barrier to effective response when most human action during and after disasters is emergent, changing, and uncertain nature of human action 

2. Morrow and Enarson (1996) pointed out the gender bias institutionalized by  bureaucratic agencies such as FEMA.  For example, assuming a male-headed nuclear family, or even a single-family household, in the distribution of relief funds after hurricane Andrew did not fit the circumstances of many of Miami’s most recent immigrants residing in some of the worst-hit neighborhoods.

D. Military roots of emergency management  

1. Russell Dynes links modern emergency management to Cold War era civil defense measures. But a problem-solving approach to disasters needs different ideas (Dynes 1994: 150):
“Instead of chaos, the emphasis should be on continuity. Instead of command, the emphasis should be on coordination. Instead of control, the emphasis should be on cooperation.” 

2. Men with military training and hence an emergency response orientation have traditionally dominated US emergency management 

E.  Positivist science and the technological romance 

1. Positivist science asserts an “apolitical, value-free” notion of disaster social science which resists attention to the political implications of any set of ideas about how people create and live with risk  
2. Public confidence in technology and the quick “technological fix” supports reliance on new instruments, tools, and machines (e.g. GIS) to address complex human problems  

F.
Cultural values privileging human dominion over the environment and other species

1. “Specieism” asserts human control over non-human forces and life forms

2. Supports ambitious hazard mitigation projects such as river diversion and dams  which may destroy ecological niches supporting life for plants and animals 


G. Institutionalized professional power and vested interests

1. Strong disciplinary focus in postsecondary education produces specialists with increasingly narrow expertise

2. Colleges and universities defend successful research centers, courses, and courses of study developed by faculty with a non-vulnerability perspective 

3. Established reward systems in academia support “apolitical” or “ivory tower” research methods 

4. Established professions (engineering, planning, social work, business management) assert control over discrete bodies of knowledge and professional practice 

H. Dominant intellectual ideas resonate with dominant world views and values 

1. Ideas are strongly held because they reflect and reinforce deeply held values, ethics and world views

2. Ideas dominating social discourse reflect the perspective, values, and interests of those who dominate the media and knowledge-creating institutions
3. For discussion: 

“Commitment to a particular knowledge system not only predetermines the kinds of generalizations made about the subject under investigation but also provides the means for changing the world in such a way that it maintains the interests of those who benefit most from its present condition.” (Ranajit Guha, quoted in Bankoff 1997:6)

Who do you think benefits from the prevailing view? Whose interests might be better served by the social vulnerability approach?  

I.  For discussion:  [Note: This discussion ties into questions following from the next section on factors supporting change.]
· Do you expect structural changes in the US (for example, toward alternate, non-capitalist economic institutions and more egalitarian social relations) which (the analysis above suggests) would support alternatives such as the vulnerability approach to disasters?

·  If  not, how will these constraints shape your professional life? What are the implications for emergency managers working in capitalist societies characterized by racial and gender hierarchies; for those employed in complex bureaucracies; for male practitioners whose world views were shaped by military experience; for women and men with racial privileges in race-ordered communities? 
Objective 30.3  Analyze factors supporting acceptance of  the vulnerability                  

                           paradigm

Requirements:


Ask the group analyzing fertile conditions for change to record on the board a list of factors which they feel support intellectual change, based on assigned readings in this and previous sessions. 
Remarks: 

I.
How fast do ideas change? Paradigm change is not always slow. 

A.  Key concepts are becoming popularized, e.g. the concept of “disaster-resistant community, as explained by Donald Geis (2000:158-159) 

B. Leading American disaster sociologist E. L. Quarantelli is optimistic about the prospects for change in dominant ways of studying disasters, writing (1998: 272):

“[T]he more revolutionary we are in our thinking, the more likely we are to generate a new paradigm for disaster research. At least some of us ought to be revolutionaries rather than reformers. As a long time student of collective behavior and social movements, I am very well aware that the overwhelming majority of revolutions ends in failure. But now and then one succeeds and transforms the behavior in the societies in which they occur, often in unexpected ways. So the more venturesome and imaginative among us should be encouraged to see if they can develop different paradigms for disaster research.”

II.
What factors most support change?

A. Globalization of worlds and ideas can foster learning from other societies

1. The internet and easier global travel make alternative perspectives from the developing world more accessible in the US 

2. Mileti et al. (1999) and others assert that outside the First World the social vulnerability perspective is already dominant 

3. Anthony Oliver-Smith, a leading anthropologist in disaster studies, writes that the very concept of “disaster” is dynamic and contested. Global transformations force intellectual transformations (1998: 193): 

“[T]he nature of disasters is rooted in the co-evolutionary relationship between human societies and natural systems, and oblige us to intensify our efforts to specify the linkages, now on regional and global scales, that generate these destructive forces within our societies and environments. Disasters are  now becoming sentinel events of processes that are intensifying on a planetary scale. Our definitions and approaches to study them must now reflect these realities.

4. Increasing interdependence of human, environmental, political, and technological systems (e.g. computerization, cross-border toxic contamination, increasing migration) promote a global cross-hazard, holistic viewpoint
B. The explanatory failure of the dominant hazards approach
1. Technical knowledge has not prevented disasters

J. M. Albala-Bertrand (1993: 102) describes the normalization of risk, as risk-increasing human activities (e.g. the next suburban development in your home town) are seen as inevitable. 

He argues that because the causes and circumstances of disasters are well known and predictable, disasters are predictable “except for the disaster date.” 


2. Outside interventions by disaster “experts” have failed 

Sanny Jegillos (1999: 8) writes from the Philippines that consensus in the South about the need for community-based initiatives results from failed approaches and a long “history of often uneven, inequitable and unsustainable results from ‘top-down’ interventions.”  

3. Researchers have reached conclusions challenging entrenched ideas in the hazards paradigm. Among many examples, consider new investigations which document: 
· Disparate impacts on social groups in both developed and emerging societies,  challenging the notion of disasters as social “levelers”

· Models of effective community-based mitigation, challenging notions of technical expertise and outside intervention
· The manifest effects of human action on the environment (e.g. deforestation and global climate change), challenging the notion of environmental determinism  

4. Social realities don’t fit with dominant ideas. Some personal accounts of paradigm shifts:

· Ben Wisner (personal communication):

“How I learned to think differently…I began with a fairly conventional approach to famine and rural development. But the conventional approach just didn’t work in Eastern Kenya. I heard that from dozens of farmers, women and men. And the numbers didn’t add up. The more in need of famine relief (measured as percentage of children under three who were at 80% of below of their standard weight for age), the less relief people got! Puzzled, I sought alternative explanations. . . Then a year or so later, I discovered that people about my age had been finding similar things in West Africa (e.g. cotton exports from Mali going up during the drought and famine there, 1968-1973). . . Pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place. My own acceptance of an alternative paradigm was born.”

· Betty Morrow and Elaine Enarson (personal communication)

These two sociologists wanted to know what happened to women during hurricane Andrew in Miami and how they were responding to the event. A search of the US disaster literature revealed almost no gender-focused work. Many standard works were entirely gender blind, such as books on family recovery with no discussion of gender roles. This inspired their turn to literature from the developing world, where gender, development, and disaster vulnerability are more clearly linked. One result is their international reader The Gendered Terrain of Disaster: Through Women’s Eyes, first published in 1998.
5.  For discussion: 

Despite our “high tech” approach to disaster prevention, global economic growth, and a robust community of scholars working on disaster issues, disasters are increasing and increasingly costly. Are our ideas and approaches wrong?
C. Cultural values and world views

1.  Emergency manager Phillip Buckle (2000) analyzes the causes for the relatively more rapid adoption of vulnerability analysis in Australia than the US, noting the importance of the national

· Political economy (in Australia, a stronger public sector, more state support of basic social services, stronger unions)
· Political culture (in Australia, a more collective orientation, formal commitment to egalitarianism and racial justice)
· National identity (in Australia, cultural pride as the “convict state,” self-identification as national leader in Asia, and deeply-rooted resistance to the imposition of outside ideas and practices 

2. Some features of our own culture and history also support the new vulnerability paradigm, among them

· Democratic norms supporting resistance to federal intervention in state affairs, resistance to control over communities by outside government and economic elites
· American “can do” attitude and high sense of personal efficacy 
· Populist grassroots organizing traditions 
· Equality norms challenge the legitimacy of structural inequalities, e.g. the disparate exposure of African American and Native American families to toxic waste
D.  Concurrent challenges to dominant paradigms. A social vulnerability approach is also supported by parallel shifts in intellectual thought. Among others:

1. Quarantelli notes the growth of chaos theory, postmodernism and ecofeminism as paradigm shifts relevant to a new paradigm in disaster social science (1998: 266-273)

2. Enarson and Phillips (2000) call for an integration of two decades of feminist scholarship into contemporary US disaster studies to promote a more gender-sensitive approach to risk

Supplementary Considerations:  
If Tierney 2001 is used as supplemental reading, ask students to download  and review pp 199-242 (Chapter 6) “The Wider Context: The Societal Factors Influencing Emergency Management Policy and Practice,” which begins with this premise (2001: 240):

“Disaster planning and response activities do not take place in a vacuum, but rather are shaped by broader institutional and societal forces. . . including social, economic, and cultural factors, new developments in technology, and the major shift that has occurred towards greater professionalization of the emergency management field.” 

     What institutional and societal forces does she emphasize and why? How does this 
critique compare with those presented in the session? 
Student Assignment:  none
Study Questions: 

1. Review the key concepts embodied in a social vulnerability approach. Which seem most critical to you? Why?

2. What are some characteristics of our society that make a shift to this way of thinking about hazards and disasters difficult? 
3. Which groups of people active in managing risk are least likely to accept this view? Why?

4. What are some characteristics or trends in contemporary US society which make this new perspective appealing? To which social groups particularly? Why?

Final Exam Questions:  

1. You are invited to explain the social vulnerability approach to a class of students majoring in environmental science.  Prepare an outline of your remarks in which you identify the key new concepts at issue and social factors both promoting and discouraging this new way of thinking about hazard and disaster.

2. In your view, what are the primary obstacles to the acceptance of these new ideas about disasters? Identify and explain as fully as possible three social trends which you think will help foster more widespread adoption of the social vulnerability perspective.

3. Which of the following is not a core idea in the vulnerability paradigm?

a. The primary causes of disasters are environmental  
b. In the US, global development has little bearing on people’s vulnerability   

c. Meeting the needs of vulnerable residents is the main focus of vulnerability reduction  
d. Better emergency response is a major goal of vulnerability oriented practitioners 

e. None of the above
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