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D i s a s t e r r i s k r e d u c t i o n a n d a p p l i e d
a n t h r o p o l o g y

This article reviews the conceptual
development of the disaster risk re-
duction perspective in research in
general as well as its formaliza-
tion as an instrument of policy and
practice at the international level.
I also review current programmatic
applications of disaster risk reduc-
tion in research and policy fora and
assay key anthropological contribu-
tions to risk reduction policies and
practice. I also consider the links be-
tween disaster risk reduction and
climate change adaptation, as the
possible trajectories of these phe-
nomena are as intimately bound to
one another as are their root causes.
Finally, I discuss some of the ma-
jor critiques of the application or
lack thereof of disaster risk reduc-
tion in the context of critical discus-
sions of contemporary understand-
ings of risk and development. [risk,
disaster, vulnerability, indigenous
knowledge, displacement and reset-
tlement, development]

I n t r o d u c t i o n

T
he discussion of disaster risk reduction in the panel
organized by the Risk and Disaster Topical Interest
Group at the 2015 Annual Meeting of the Society for
Applied Anthropology in Pittsburgh focused largely
around the essentially unrealized hopes that policies

oriented by disaster risk reduction would lead to significant de-
clines in losses of life and damages. While there have been some
decreases in loss of life, particularly in the industrialized world,
economic and other material losses, and all the entailed human
losses of homes, livelihoods and social disruption and trauma
have continued to grow. Moreover, it was noted by panel partic-
ipants that the majority of resources continues to be dedicated
more toward emergency management and reconstruction than
to addressing disaster risk through policies and programs of sus-
tainable development. Discussion also engaged the issue of the
links between the expansion of exposure and vulnerability with
the policies and practices currently enacted in the processes of
economic development.

D i s a s t e r r i s k r e d u c t i o n

Anthropological research has clearly established that people
around the world through long experience and practice de-
velop a deep knowledge of their environments and possess
a number of elements—technologies, forms of work, organi-
zations, and the like—which allow them to make use of the
resources in the environment for social reproduction and sus-
tainability, many of which are as well relevant to the manage-
ment and reduction of disaster risk. In effect, strategies and
practices that reduce risk of disaster are simply basic compo-
nents of overall cultural adaptation. Moreover, according to the
characteristics of their total environment, all cultures develop
strategies, such as early warning systems, escape routes, iden-
tification of safe/unsafe locations, as well as many livelihood
strategies such as crop diversification and housing design and
form, which may reduce the risk of disaster as part of overall
cultural adaptation. Indeed, traditional life was not, as Gideon
Sjoberg once asserted, “a more or less continual ‘reign of ter-
ror’” (1962:361). However, risk is also produced in the shared
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behavioral and interpretive repertoires we refer
to as culture; this can be through error, mis-
informed or misplaced priorities, or imposition
by external factors, many of them a function of
inequality and power. Indeed, many traditional
forms of disaster risk reduction were undermined
by changes introduced by colonial regimes and
the trend continues today under globalized, neo-
liberal frameworks, leaving people more exposed and
vulnerable (Oliver-Smith 1999, 2013).

The concept of disaster risk reduction was also
implicit in the emergence of approaches that reori-
ented thinking about disasters toward the concept
of vulnerability in the 1970s (e.g., O’Keefe et al.
1976; see also Faas this issue). At this time, dis-
asters began to be reconceptualized in the social
science literature as anything but natural, basically
with no independent existence as phenomena, but
rather more as “moments of space-time compres-
sion within broader social and historical processes”
(Maskrey 2016:5). However, despite becoming ex-
plicitly formulated in terms of policies and practices,
the results of disaster risk reduction have been at best
uneven, largely due to a failure to meaningfully ad-
dress the question of causality of disasters.

Although the idea of reducing disaster risk seems
implicit in the various formulations on disaster pre-
vention and preparedness, including risk perception,
communication, education, early warning systems,
antiseismic technology, flood plain zoning, and the
like, disaster risk reduction did not actually begin to
take shape as an articulated perspective with impli-
cations for policy and practice until the mid-1990s.
The International Decade for Natural Disaster Re-
duction (1990–2000) took a step toward disaster risk
reduction in advocating for a safer environment, but
still framed the problem from a hazard-centric per-
spective in terms of populations and places exposed
to hazards and therefore at risk of a “natural disaster.”
Midway through that decade, Blaikie et al. (1994,
later Wisner et al. 2004) developed their “pressure
and release” model for the progression of vulnerabil-
ity, which framed the problem in terms of risk that
was generated by root causes, dynamic pressures, and
unsafe conditions that when combined with a hazard
from the environment produced a disaster. Explicit
in that approach was a set of principles concerning
disaster risk reduction (Wisner et al. 2004:330). The
perspective articulated in those and other publica-
tions led to widespread acceptance of the idea of
disaster risk reduction in the 1990s, particularly in
the developing world, where it resonated with views

that were developing among researchers in the Net-
work of Social Research on Disaster Prevention (La
Red de Estudios Sociales en Prevención de Desastres
en América Latina).

A decade later, the United Nations Office for
Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) adopted disaster risk
reduction as a guiding principle, defining it as “the
conceptual framework of elements considered with
the possibilities to minimize vulnerabilities and dis-
aster risks throughout a society, to avoid (preven-
tion) or limit (mitigation and preparedness) the ad-
verse impacts of hazards, within the broad context
of sustainable development” (UNISDR 2004). As
a guiding principle, the United Nations’ definition
focuses on systematic efforts to reduce the causal
factors of disasters and includes within its portfolio
of goals the reduction of exposure, decreasing the
vulnerability of people and property, risk informed
management of land and the environment, and en-
hancing hazard preparedness (UNISDR 2004).

Current perspectives on disaster risk reduction
draw to a large extent on the pressure and release
approach (Wisner et al. 2004) and share a focus
on addressing root causes and risk drivers of disas-
ters, but vary somewhat on definitions, scale, and
policy prescriptions. For example, the General As-
sessment Report of the UNISDR (2015a) very clearly
establishes the roots of contemporary risk in historic
and contemporary policies and practices of devel-
opment. Among others, the Forensic Investigation
of Disasters (FORIN) working group of the Inte-
grated Research on Disaster Risk (IRDR) program
has developed a conceptual framework and guide to
research on root causes, based on the premise that
disaster risk reduction cannot take place without
addressing the multidimensional issues of causal-
ity, including the deeply embedded systemic so-
cial roots of risk and vulnerability (Burton 2010;
IRDR 2011; Oliver-Smith et al. 2016). The German
Committee for Disaster Reduction has also devel-
oped a framework and analytical tool for practition-
ers that employs a similar perspective, but with a
shift away from political economic analyses toward
the role of context specific and local root causes
(Birkmann et al. 2011; German Committee for Dis-
aster Reduction 2012). The Center for Disaster Man-
agement and Risk Reduction Technology (CEDIM)
adopted a “forensic approach” to disaster risk, but
emphasizes “a near real time” analysis of causes and
events as opposed to a more historical and devel-
opmental perspective (2012). The Stockholm En-
vironmental Institute (2015) has also developed an
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approach to causality that situates the drivers of dis-
aster risk within a development perspective. In point
of fact, these approaches distinguish themselves by
addressing disaster risk at specific levels. Essentially,
disaster risk reduction can be addressed at the level
of local unsafe conditions in what might be termed
first-order strategies. Second-order disaster risk re-
duction strategies, focusing largely on risk drivers,
address risk drivers that may be local or regional in
scale. Third-order strategies focus on root or under-
lying causes, effectively aimed toward neutralizing
the ongoing effects of systemic processes and insti-
tutions that construct vulnerability, exposure, and
disaster risk.

At the operational level there has been a gen-
eral reluctance to engage with these formulations,
particularly regarding second and third order strate-
gies. The major institutional focus is still on disas-
ter management and emergency response, although
there have been increased arguments and calls for
disaster risk reduction by addressing the root causes
and risk drivers of disaster risk. Despite a variety of
international institutional initiatives, including the
aforementioned International Decade for Natural
Disaster Reduction (1990–99), the Yokohama Strat-
egy and Plan of Action for a Safer World (1994),
the Hyogo Framework for Action (UNISDR 2005),
and most recently the Sendai Framework for Disas-
ter Risk Reduction (UNISDR 2015b), integration of
the basic aspects of disaster risk reduction into na-
tional policy and practice, much less development
policy and programs, has been slow and far from
comprehensive (Cutter et al. 2015). Indeed, of the
five priorities of the Hyogo Framework for Action,
it was recently reported that little progress had been
made on Priority 4, specifically addressing underly-
ing causes of disaster (UNISDR 2007:2).

While there are significant advances in the re-
cent Sendai Framework on Disaster Risk Reduction
(Briceño 2015), the focus on root causes and risk
drivers has shifted from being one of five priority
issues of the HFA to being 1 of 15 basic principles.
This is one of several indicators that the recogni-
tion of the social roots of disasters in formal insti-
tutional contexts has actually had little effect in the
actual practice of disaster risk reduction, with the
result that there has been a general failure to address
the root causes and risk drivers of disaster. Indeed,
there are strong indications that disaster risks are be-
ing generated by uninformed policies and practices
of development faster than any efforts of disaster
risk reduction to actually diminish them (UNISDR

2015a). Disaster risk reduction has therefore largely
been framed as a strategy to protect development,
suggesting a somewhat schizophrenic effort to shield
development from the socially constructed conse-
quences of its own contradictions (Maskrey 2016).
It is notable that the U.S. delegation went to some
lengths in the Sendai negotiations on disaster risk
reduction to protect the interests of private sector
development (Mission of the United States-Geneva
2015). Nonetheless, the recent UNISDR Science and
Technology Advisory Group conference designed to
further the implementation of the Sendai frame-
work, foregrounded the issue of root and underlying
cause analysis, including the role of development, as
an important research gap to be addressed (2016).

Currently, large-, medium-, and small-scale dis-
asters are actually becoming more frequent, and
damage and loss continue to increase at a rapid rate
(UNISDR 2009, 2011, 2015a) driven by social and
economic processes now at work around the world
that lead to disaster risk. Approaches to development
that privilege economic growth over social and en-
vironmental values and priorities are key factors in
the proliferation of disasters. Risk drivers such as
population growth and narrowly defined economic
development in exposed locations, pressures on land
and water resources, poorly planned and managed
urban growth, the loss of ecosystem services, and
climate change are themselves driven by contem-
porary neoliberal models of economic growth, re-
sulting in a magnification of disaster risk around the
globe (Lavell and Maskrey 2014). Moreover, the cur-
rent fossil-fuel based, growth-driven model of eco-
nomic development is the driving force behind the
challenges, including intensified hazards and more
acute risks, which climate change is now present-
ing to the world (IPCC 2013). However, climate
change policy has been dominated by largely tech-
nocratic, top-down emissions reductions strategies
such as emissions trading mechanisms, or national
carbon taxes rather than reframing the “problem” of
climate change with all its social and political com-
plexity, as culturally driven and requiring multiple
solutions at different scales (Fiske et al. 2014).

The question of disaster risk reduction is
inextricably tied to the question of causality and
understanding both the hard truths and the com-
plexities of this should be seen as a basic objective
for disaster risk research and in advancing disaster
risk reduction practice (Burton 2010, 2015). At the
core of the problem is a reluctance to confront the
fact that disasters are not external and unforeseen
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shocks to an allegedly properly working economic
and social system. Unfortunately, in the policy realm
risk is still seen as an externality that requires man-
agement and preparation rather than as a socially
constructed problem created by root or underlying
causes that continue to be ignored despite their con-
tinuous manifestations in the workings of society.
Most resources thus are still focused on emergency
management and preparedness aimed toward reduc-
ing damage and compensating for losses rather than
avoiding risk by addressing the underlying socially
embedded causes and risk drivers that generate risk
in the first place (Lavell and Maskrey 2014).

It is clear that applied social scientists need to
advocate a more critical stance to advance necessary
transformations in disaster risk management. Such a
critical stance builds upon the fundamental notion
that disaster risks are socially constructed: that is,
they are the results of human decisions and actions
(Oliver-Smith 2013) or perception (Jones et al. 2013).
The processes involved are often diffuse and are
deeply embedded in societal histories. The issue of
scale is particularly pertinent in this regard. Disaster
risk reduction can take place—and, indeed, it must
take place—at multiple scales: local, regional, na-
tional, and global. However, addressing root and un-
derlying causes of disaster entails engaging with is-
sues that are far beyond the portfolio of tools and in-
struments of disaster risk management and fall more
squarely within the framework of development.

D i s a s t e r r i s k r e d u c t i o n , p o l i c y ,

a n d a n t h r o p o l o g y

Anthropological participation in the advancement
of disaster risk reduction policy evolved with the
overall perspectives on vulnerability and risk as they
emerged and developed in the general multi- and
interdisciplinary and multisectoral discourse of dis-
aster research, policy, and practice (see Faas this
issue). In some sense, it is difficult to survey an-
thropological disaster research largely because of the
increasing artificiality (or perhaps porosity) of dis-
ciplinary boundaries. Themes and topics as well as
areas of the world that were once the purview of an-
thropology are now being explored by other social
science disciplines and anthropologists have likewise
borrowed extensively from other disciplines as well.
The trends of cross-fertilizing concepts and con-
ceptual frameworks and sharing methods are also
now commonplace among the social sciences (Faas

this issue; Barrios this issue). For example, there
is general recognition that ethnographic methods
are extremely effective in capturing the processual
dimensions of disaster risk construction, vulnera-
bility, disaster events, and postdisaster processes of
recovery. For better or for worse, lots of people are
doing ethnography today, although the time frames
for such research in most cases have been vastly
reduced. By the same token, some anthropologists
do very quantitative, survey-based work based on
short-term fieldwork as well.

Much of contemporary anthropological disaster
research, like that of other social sciences, is con-
cerned with the operative relations and interactions
among individuals and groups, both formal and in-
formal, through the various stages of impact, emer-
gency, relief, and reconstruction, with an emphasis
on the role social relations and cultural orientations,
knowledge, values, norms, and beliefs as they are
re-established, re-invented, renegotiated, discarded,
or renewed in the process of recovery. But today
these characteristics do not only pertain to the work
of anthropologists; anthropologists work inter- and
trans-disciplinarily with colleagues and stakeholders
on disaster-related issues across many boundaries.
What is becoming true in general today is that so-
cial scientists, particularly those that engage in large
problem-focused research, become defined much
more by the problem they work on than by their
discipline. Themes and specific topics are explored
regardless of discipline, and theories and methods
are employed for their utility regardless of origin.
We welcome this trend and see it as critical for the
advancement of progress on disaster risk reduction
and other hard problems in the social sciences.

However, what is equally true, especially from
the perspective of disaster risk reduction, is that an-
thropology anticipated long ago, particularly in its
work on community organization and development,
the fundamental requirements for effective risk
reduction, namely the need for an integrated per-
spective that situates local realities within larger
regional, national, and global policy and practice
contexts. This entails understanding local risk per-
ception and interpretation, local participation, and
the inclusion of local knowledge and appropriate
technology, effective capacity building at the lo-
cal level, and the essential attention to culture (see
Maldonado this issue; Hoffman this issue; Zhang
this issue). In addition, certain salient characteris-
tics of anthropological research on disasters—in par-
ticular, the longitudinal, integrated, and processual
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orientation—focus not solely on catastrophic events,
but on the risk and vulnerability that preceded the
event(s), which orients the anthropological lens to-
ward those features that contribute to the social con-
struction of risk and vulnerability. This also estab-
lishes the inequalities that inhere in the distribu-
tions of risk among individuals, groups, and geogra-
phies as a central focus of research. Consequently,
this approach, from an applied perspective, focuses
on understanding disaster risk from an integrated
perspective to frame responses that reflect commu-
nity values and priorities. Anthropological research
therefore frames disasters as much more than ru-
inous events. They are instead examined as processes
that unfold through time and their beginnings are
deeply embedded in societal history and culture and
responses to threat as well as impact must be framed
with that understanding in mind.

Thus, we arrive at a crucial contribution that an-
thropologists make toward an integrated approach
to disaster risk management. Until recently, disaster
research and management have focused largely on
the infrastructural, demographic, political ecologi-
cal (i.e., local and global power dynamics that in-
here in human–environment relations), and socio-
economic aspects of disaster, from pre-event vulner-
ability to impact and through reconstruction. This
approach has largely considered this set of problems
from a technocratic and bureaucratic perspective,
in the process almost totally ignoring until quite
recently the cultural aspects of disasters (Hoffman
2002; Kruger et al. 2015). Anthropological research
has emphasized the importance of culture in ad-
dressing the multifaceted dimensions of disasters. It
is clear and increasingly recognized by other fields
(see IFRC 2014) that neglecting the deep cultural
roots of every aspect of a given disaster scenario
leaves troubling gaps in research and tragic outcomes
in disaster praxis (see ACAPS 2015:12). The prob-
lem has been exacerbated by traditional disciplinary
compartmentalization leading to a disengagement
of culture conceptually from economy, society, pol-
itics, and the environment when in fact all human
constructions are based on culturally framed sym-
bolic representations.

This shared symbolic meaning is the foundation
of culture, which in turn is the basis of moralities and
values, and conditions social organization and social
reproduction co-constructed with an environment,
replete with resources and hazards. It is clear that
a fully integrated research methodology on disaster
risk reduction must include culture (International

Council for Science 2008). Social constructions of
meaning (culture) need to be integrated with analy-
ses of hazard risks. While disaster practitioners and
policy makers can promote adjustments at the local
level to the physical/material components of hazard
risks, such changes for local people may be profound
if local knowledge, values, and beliefs are devalued
(Crane 2010). The cultural nature of most human
adaptation requires that livelihoods that fulfill ma-
terial, moral, and spiritual needs in the context of
major environmental, social, cultural, economic, or
political changes must be maintained if livelihoods
and a sense of continuity of meaning and coher-
ence are to endure (Crane 2010; Marris 1975). This
is particularly true if the disaster risk reduction ori-
ented changes are to gain local acceptance and longer
term reduction of risk. Technocratic impositions fo-
cused solely on physical/ material threats stand little
chance of permanence without a reasonable con-
sonance with local culture. The attention to cul-
ture can disengage disaster risk reduction from a
dependence on the conventional technocratic poli-
cies, forms of governance, and practice that have
currently informed disaster risk reduction and have
reduced the opportunity that could be provided by
the deep cultural knowledge about risk and environ-
ments in local communities. While culture is part of
and relevant to all domains of disaster management
and disaster risk reduction, two domains of applied
anthropology, indigenous knowledge and displace-
ment and resettlement, can serve as examples.

I n d i g e n o u s k n o w l e d g e

Although anthropologists began to stress the impor-
tance of indigenous knowledge for development in
the mid-1970s (Brokensha et al. 1980; Warren 1976),
the heavily technocratic bias in disaster management
and the emphasis on emergency management and
reconstruction inhibited its recognition until the
beginning of the 21st century. Indigenous knowl-
edge can be defined as the sum of experience and
knowledge in local circumstances that provides the
basis for decision making in dealing with familiar
and unfamiliar problems and challenges (Brokensha
et al. 1980). In fact, that definition comes fairly close
to being a reasonable characterization of adapta-
tion itself (see Oliver-Smith 2013). Thus, indigenous
knowledge is the foundation of local adaptation to
a total environment. Ben Wisner (2006), for exam-
ple, sees one aspect of vulnerability as a devaluation
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of local knowledge and urges its restoration to em-
power the community and reduce vulnerability.
Anthropological documentation of such traditional
knowledge has now given it greater visibility and
their relevance to disaster risk reduction is now in-
creasingly recognized (Mercer et al. 2010).

Coastal peoples must be consistently alert to
the signs from their environment of potential
climatological and meteorological hazards in the
form of storms, storm surges, king tides, and
earthquake-triggered tsunamis (see Marino 2015).
Their strategies for dealing with hazards are derived
from deep and extensive knowledge of their
maritime environment about water conditions, cur-
rents, waves, weather patterns, and animal behavior.
The knowledge of how to deal with such hazards
is often embedded in and transmitted through
songs and stories that are passed from generation
to generation. One such story from the Hoh tribe
from Washington State in the United States revolves
around a central character, a young boy, who sees
a canoe in a tree. His father explains how one day
the bears began roaring and a large earthquake
happened, followed by the tsunami that floated the
canoe into the tree. His father warns him that when
he hears the bears roaring, or feels an earthquake, he
should run to higher ground. One day the boy hears
the bears roaring and runs to tell the chief, who
alerts the villagers to run to higher ground. The boy
is congratulated for saving the villagers from the
tsunami and is called “the brave one” from then on
(Becker et al. 2008). The effectiveness of such stories
and legends was further demonstrated on the island
of Simeulue off the north coast of Sumatra during
the 2004 tsunami. The islanders’ specific knowledge
passed down to them from their ancestors through
stories and songs enabled them to respond quickly
to the tsunami and only seven people from a popu-
lation of 78,000 perished (McAdoo 2006). On the
U.S. Gulf coast, multigenerational experience with
and knowledge of the behavior of currents in the
bayous traditionally enabled fishing communities
to protect and secure their boats during hurricanes.
This knowledge has been deferred to by hydrologists
as superior to the models they develop to describe
these currents (Button and Peterson 2009).

Similarly, highland peoples have developed long-
term adaptations to environmental hazards prin-
cipally of drought, frost, hail, flood, volcanos,
and earthquakes. In the Andes, these adaptations
revolve around the exploitation of multiple ecolog-
ical tiers, complex water management systems, dis-

persed settlement patterns, environmentally appro-
priate building materials and techniques, communal
labor systems, interregional exchange and distribu-
tion systems, surplus storage and preparedness, and
ideological modes of explanation and meaning for-
mulation for frequent environmental disturbances
(Oliver-Smith 1999). Multiple ecological niches, of-
ten in close proximity, enabled farmers to both diver-
sify production and spread both risk and resources
over wider areas, diminishing the impacts of local-
ized floods, hail, mudslides, and frosts, while at the
same time producing a varied diet (Murra 1972).
Although some of these disaster risk relevant adap-
tations have been undermined by external forces,
highland peoples continue to deal with a wide range
of environmental variability and relatively high levels
of uncertainty (Gobel 2008) through deep knowl-
edge of their ecologically complex environment in
which they both diversify consumption and spread
risk against climate variability. Equally important
are longstanding traditions of communal or co-
operative labor that enable households to call on
resources from the community in times of need
(Faas 2015). Although some of these strategies have
been eroded by external pressures (Faas in press),
efforts to revive traditional practices and materials
for disaster risk reduction have been undertaken,
such as the use of antiseismic building materials and
practices, land and settlement planning by the In-
termediate Technology Development Group, and
food preservation practices and community organi-
zational forms that had fallen into disuse by Practical
Solutions (Ferradas et al. 2010; Maskrey 1995). By the
same token, it must be recognized that indigenous
knowledge is hardly a fixed category and disaster
risk reduction strategies may often combine local
and global knowledge productively, always bearing
in mind the power disparities that may be involved
in such amalgams (Shaw et al. 2009).

D i s a s t e r , d i s p l a c e m e n t ,

r e s e t t l e m e n t , a n d d i s a s t e r r i s k

r e d u c t i o n

The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre re-
cently reported that 184.6 million people were dis-
placed by disasters between 2008 and 2015 largely
due to the increase in exposure and vulnerability
on a global scale (2015). Anticipating this increase,
resettlement of both disaster victims and people at
risk of hazard impact is being seriously considered
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as a viable form of disaster risk reduction. Anthro-
pologists working on displacement and resettlement
beginning in the mid-20th century and on to the
present have arguably made the single strongest,
tangible, and internationally documented and rec-
ognized contribution to development policy and
practice over the last quarter century (Oliver-Smith
2006). Since displacement and resettlement affect
virtually every domain of individual and commu-
nity life, anthropology’s inductive approach equips
it well to address the inherent complexity of the
resettlement process. In the 1970s, the problems
experienced by people impacted by development-
induced displacement and resettlement were linked
to those of people displaced by conflicts and disasters
triggered by natural hazards (Hansen and Oliver-
Smith 1982). Since the 1980s, the resettlement of
communities located in high-risk zones for disaster
risk reduction has gained greater attention (Correa
2011a, 2011b; Ferris 2012; Oliver-Smith 1991; Perry
and Mushkatel 1984).

Although the initial focus in climate change
adaptation tended to see resettlement relatively un-
problematically as a solution to intensified storms,
sea-level rise, and desertification, the findings of re-
search on development-induced displacement and
resettlement, largely by anthropologists, have now
brought the complexity of the process into a more
realistic perspective. In effect, the lessons learned
in development-induced displacement and resettle-
ment research are now being used to expand the
array of approaches and methods that address the
challenges presented by disasters and climate change
displacement and resettlement at the local commu-
nity and project level, in national and international
political discourse, and in the policy frameworks
of multilateral institutions. Roberto Barrios’ (2015)
study of the impacts of Hurricanes Manuel and In-
grid on the Pacific Coast of Mexico in the fall of 2013

indicates the importance of interrogating the discur-
sive entanglement of disasters, development, and
climate change. As has become common in Mexico
and elsewhere, official sources pointed to climate
change as the culprit of the disasters. But Barrios
finds that climate change is not merely a material
phenomenon, but also a discourse that obscures the
development failures at the root of disaster. The dis-
cursive power of climate change narratives lies in
the ways they are invoked as diversionary tactics to
buttress Mexican narratives of statecraft and create a
climate change imaginary that is an externality, the
product of failings elsewhere in the world.

Whatever the root causes of displacement, com-
munities that have been displaced and resettled are
communities that must be reconstructed, either by
themselves or with assistance (Birkmann et al. 2012;
Oliver-Smith 2005;). In either case, an infrastructure
has to be built to replace the one that has been lost
and a community, as a social body, has to reconsti-
tute itself. Resettlement project-affected people are
confronted with a complex, cascading sequence of
events and processes most often involving disloca-
tion; homelessness; unemployment; the dismantling
of families and communities; adaptive stresses; loss
of privacy; political marginalization; a decrease in
mental and physical health status; and the daunting
challenge of reconstructing one’s ontological status,
family, and community (Cernea 1990, 1997; Colson
1971; Scudder 1982; Turton 2006). All suffer the en-
dangerment of structures of meaning and identity,
and all must mobilize social and cultural resources
in their efforts to reestablish viable social groups
and communities and to restore adequate levels of
material and cultural life (Bennett and McDowell
2012). Given the disruption and trauma that may
be generated by displacement, the resettlement of
either disaster victims or people at risk should be
undertaken only in the case of risks that under no
circumstances can be mitigated or reduced.

D i s a s t e r r i s k r e d u c t i o n a n d c l i m a t e

c h a n g e a d a p t a t i o n

The lack of attention to local knowledge in disas-
ter risk reduction has been replicated in the field
of climate change adaptation. It is now fairly well
agreed that climate change will in most cases exag-
gerate the effects and frequencies of existing haz-
ards, the impacts of which are largely conditioned
by existing patterns of exposure and vulnerability
(see Marino 2015; Marino and Lazrus 2015). Indeed,
climate change effects will also increase the vulnera-
bility of people to geological and other hazards not
related to climate change. Even in cases where the
climate change driven hazard is novel, its impacts
will still be expressed through local vulnerability pat-
terns. Regardless, it is fairly clear that the outcomes
of many climate change effects will be seen and felt as
disasters by the affected populations. Consequently,
both climate change adaptation as well as disaster
risk reduction must be framed and designed to ad-
dress those social and economic features that ren-
der people vulnerable to environmental hazards in
general. Climate change effectively adds to the array
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of hazards experienced by people and thus climate
change adaptation constitutes a subset of disaster
risk reduction and must therefore address systemic
vulnerabilities as well as the hazards posed by specific
climate change effects (Kelman and Gaillard 2010).
Conversely, it is also possible to say that disaster risk
reduction can be a subset of climate change adapta-
tion, which addresses many more policy objectives,
going beyond risk reduction and framing the chal-
lenges more systemically in dominant development
paradigms (Oliver-Smith et al 2016).

At local and regional levels, disaster risk reduc-
tion and climate change adaptation share common
goals in addressing the risks that communities face
and attempting to assist in their reduction. How-
ever, climate change in general also shares an unfor-
tunate focus on “extreme events” with disaster risk
reduction, tending to deflect the social construction
of risk and reverting back to the pre-1970s hazards
paradigm. Rather than a focus on “extreme events”
in a physical sense, the central concern should be on
high impact events and contexts, where analysis of
the social conditioning factors associated with risk
should be a priority. Truly, an “extreme” event is not
one where there is the greatest discharge of physical
energy, but rather one where there is more asso-
ciated damage and loss (Lavell 2011). This should
be in the center of both disaster risk management
and climate change adaptation and implies a con-
sideration of the social, economic, political, histor-
ical, and cultural conditions that lead to the vul-
nerability that affects very large numbers of peo-
ple and their livelihoods, principally the poor. The
holistic framework of anthropology provides for the
analysis of the links between climate and weather
events to permit the analysis of common variables
that affect both risk and disaster impacts. The focus
on root causes provides a unifying perspective that
brings to the fore issues of risk construction as op-
posed to biophysical impacts, which in effect consti-
tutes a return to a “physicalist” emphasis on hazards
(Hewitt 1983). The analysis of the root causes of risk
can play a role in redefining development options
at the national and local levels by informing the
identification, elaboration, promotion and imple-
mentation of policies, strategies, instruments, and
actions that enable society to recognize and antici-
pate climate change extremes and anomalies as well
as the cumulative effects of many nonextreme events
(Lavell 2011).

The disaster research and management commu-
nity has developed strategies or particular types of

instruments for disaster risk reduction. Moreover,
few significant differences exist between the strate-
gies for reducing disaster risk and those for adapta-
tion to climate change effects. Cannon et al. (2003)
locate such strategies within five basic domains: (1)
improvements in social living conditions, (2) liveli-
hood strengthening and increases in resilience, (3)
self-protection, (4) social protection, and (5) gover-
nance factors. Work in these domains may involve
more specific strategies appropriate to the context.
Principal among these instrumentalities are natural
resource and environmental services management,
land-use planning, protective infrastructure; new
and traditional technologies and science; strength-
ening and promotion of sustainable livelihoods, fi-
nancial mechanisms (e.g., microcredit, insurance);
integrated sector and territorial planning; environ-
mental, social monitoring, and early warning sys-
tems; education, training, and participation; and
mechanisms and processes that increase risk gov-
ernance in general (Lavell 2011). It is abundantly
clear that these initiatives and strategies involve a
significant shift in societal priorities and the active
participation by the public sector at a variety of
levels. However, pressure on and by the state (and
the conditionalities of multilateral development in-
stitutions) to reduce social services, privatize, and
deregulate significantly reduces the capacity of the
public sector to engage with these strategies.

D i s a s t e r r i s k r e d u c t i o n

a n d d e v e l o p m e n t

Despite attention of international development
agencies to disaster risk reduction, contemporary
forms of development planning generally do not
give it a high priority in programs and projects.
Notwithstanding insistence on the importance of
addressing the underlying causes of disasters and dis-
aster vulnerability within or without the context of
disasters, political focus and funding are still largely
centered on emergency management. Indeed it may
be reasonably argued that the continued focus on
emergency management is based on a reluctance to
grapple with the issues of disaster risk reduction,
which requires confronting the fundamental con-
tradictions of the social and environmental relations
of our current system.

Generally speaking, the development process
and specific development projects take place largely
without these inputs because the neoliberal world
view, privileging growth and gain over any other

8 0



D i s a s t e r r i s k r e d u c t i o n � Annals of Anthropological Practice

considerations, informs development policy and
planning. Thus, as Bender asserts, in the name of
development, for failing to include disaster risk re-
duction in our development initiatives, we continue
to put more and more people in harm’s way, engen-
dering disasters of development and development
disasters (Stephen Bender, personal communication
2009). If we want to address the underlying risk fac-
tors called for in the Hyogo Framework for Action
(UNISDR 2007), we need to address the inconsis-
tencies and contradictions in current neoliberal poli-
cies and models of development as well as the huge
imbalances in power. However, the question remains
as to whether the political and economic institu-
tions of any nation can, even confronting enormous
loss and destruction, effectively address a hegemonic
cultural construct that determines and controls the
terms on which the forms and practices of human
and environmental relations are organized.

Indeed, most development policies and practices
today foster approaches that more deeply embed
current environmental relations, power and wealth
differences, and exploitation (Cannon and Müller-
Mahn 2010; Felli and Castree 2012;). Disaster risk
management policies and strategies that do not con-
test current systemic practices may actually promote
or exacerbate vulnerability. Thus, root cause analysis
is a virtual necessity if development informed by dis-
aster risk reduction is to have any transformational
potential. As currently practiced disaster risk reduc-
tion, or for that matter, the development process
itself rarely question the beliefs, values, and inter-
ests that create and perpetuate the structures, sys-
tems, and behaviors that drive disaster risk (O’Brien
2012). Indeed, most disaster risk management inter-
ventions are aimed more at emergency management
than at contesting the causes and drivers, leaving
current development approaches essentially unques-
tioned and unchallenged (Pelling 2011).

Anthropological disaster research and practice
can, does, and most certainly should continue to
work across disciplinary and stakeholder lines to
identify policy and practice changes for not only
authentic disaster risk reduction, but also to hasten
the process of transformation of the systems that
are generating the risk. These goals involve changes
in the basic features of a socio-ecological system in
terms of altered approaches, priorities, and values.
Such a set of tasks is clearly beyond the reach of dis-
aster risk management and thus falls squarely within
the development portfolio. It is not suggested here
that wholesale cultural change can happen quickly

or easily. Some nations and communities, perhaps
some private corporations and state enterprises, may
engage with the challenge and benefit from doing so.
Others will tenaciously resist change. Nevertheless,
the social character of disasters and social vulnera-
bility as their main cause must be fully and widely
recognized for any authentic and effective applica-
tion of disaster risk reduction.
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Ferris, Elizabeth

2012 Protection and Planned Relocations in the
Context of Climate Change. UNHCR Le-
gal and Protection Policy Research Series.
Geneva: UNHCR.

Fiske, Shirley J., Susan A. Crate, Carole L.
Crumley, Kathleen Galvin, Heather Lazrus,
Lisa Lucero, Anthony Oliver-Smith, Ben
Orlove, Sarah Strauss, and Richard Wilk

2014 Changing the Atmosphere. Anthropology
and Climate Change. Final Report of the
AAA Global Climate Change Task Force,
137 pp. Arlington, VA: American Anthro-
pological Association.

German Committee for Disaster Reduction, ed.
2012 Detecting Disaster Root Causes—A Frame-

work and an Analytic Tool for Practition-
ers. DKKV Publication Series 48. Bonn:
DKKV.

Gobel, Barbara
2008 Dangers, Experience and Luck: Living

with Uncertainty in the Andes. In Culture
and the Changing Environment. Michael
J. Casimir, ed. Pp. 221–250. New York:
Berghahn Books.

Hansen, Art, and Anthony Oliver-Smith, eds.
1982 Involuntary Migration and Reset-

tlement. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.
Hewitt, Ken

1983 Interpretations of Calamity. Boston: Allen
& Unwin.

Hoffman, Susanna
2002 The Monster and the Mother: The Sym-

bolism of Disaster. In Catastrophe and
Culture: The Anthropology of Disaster.
Susanna Hoffman and Anthony Oliver-
Smith, eds. Pp. 113–142. Santa Fe, NM:
School of Advanced Research Press.

Hyogo Framework for Action
2005-2015 Building the Resilience of Nations and

Communities to Disasters. https://www.

unisdr.org/we/inform/publications/1037,
accessed August 17, 2016.

Integrated Research on Disaster Risk (IRDR)
2011 Forensic Investigations of Disasters: The

FORIN Project (IRDR FORIN Publica-
tion No. 1). Beijing: Integrated Research
on Disaster Risk.

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC)

2013 Summary for Policymakers. In Climate
Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis.
Contribution of Working Group I to the
Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change. Stocker,
T.F., D. Qin, G.-K. Plattner, M. Tignor, S.
K. Allen, J. Boschung, A. Nauels, Y. Xia,
V. Bex, and P.M. Midgley eds. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduc-
tion (IDNDR)

1999 Programme Forum Proceedings. https://
www.unisdr.org/we/inform/publications/
31468, accessed August 17, 2016.

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC)
2015 Global Estimates 2015. http://www.

internal-displacement.org/assets/library/
Media/201507-globalEstimates-2015/
20150713-global-estimates-2015-en-v1.pdf,
accessed March 13, 2016.

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Cres-
cent Societies (IFRC)

2014 World Disasters Report 2014—Focus on
Culture and Risk. http://www.ifrc.org/
Global/Documents/Secretariat/201410/
WDR%202014.pdf, accessed March 13,
2015.

International Council for Science (ICSU)
2008 A Science Plan for Integrated Research

on Disaster Risk Addressing the Challenge
of Natural and Human-Induced Environ-
mental Hazards. Paris: ICSU.

Jones, Eric C., A. J. Faas, Arthur D. Murphy, Gra-
ham A. Tobin, and Linda M. Whiteford

2013 Cross-Cultural and Site-Based Influences
on Demographic, Individual Wellbeing,
and Social Network Factors Predict Risk
Perception in Hazard and Disaster Settings
in Ecuador and Mexico. Human Nature
24(1):5–32.

Kelman, Ilan, and Jean Christophe Gaillard
2010 Embedding Climate Change Adaptation

within Disaster Risk Reduction. In Cli-
mate Change Adaptation and Disaster Risk

8 3



Annals of Anthropological Practice � Vo l u m e 4 0 N u m b e r 1 M a y 2 0 1 6

Reduction: Issues and Challenges. Rajib
Shaw, Juan M. Pulhin, and Joy Jacqueline
Pereira, eds. Pp. 23–46. Bingley: Emerald
Group Publishing Limited.

Kruger, Fred, Greg Bankoff, Terry Cannon,
Benedikt Orlowski, and E. Lisa F. Schip-
per, eds.

2015 Cultures and Disasters: Understanding Cul-
tural Framings in Disaster Risk Reduction.
New York: Routledge.

Lavell, Allan
2011 Desempacando la adaptación al cambio
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