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Introduction 

Anthropology is concerned with how human beings inhabit and make sense of their worlds 

at the intersection of society, culture and the environment. Disasters, from this perspective, 

are not just events that strike and affect societies from the outside, and disappear as 

recovery progresses. Disasters have a continuous life as part of the history and organisation 

of communities and societies. They are created by the conditions of society, and in turn 

reshape society. The life of a disaster is in other words inherently social and cultural. 

In this chapter, we outline an anthropological approach to disasters. Building on 

the existing literature and our own research, we show how anthropology’s distinct 

ethnographic and holistic approach may enhance our understanding, not only of the effects 

of disasters, but of disasters as a dynamic social phenomena. We suggest that anthropology 

contributes to the field of disaster studies in several ways. First, ethnography shows how 

people do not just lose their material livelihoods in disaster situations. Their senses of e.g. 

self, community, dignity are also challenged, and issues of morality, justice and security 

emerge. Second, ethnography demonstrates that disasters not only break down societies. 

They also offer a gap in time and space in which authorities and people rebuild, reimagine 

and reinvent society, which make disasters inherently political. Third, anthropology 

provides an alternative view on how the realities of a disaster are constructed by expanding 

the analytical delineation of the disaster field beyond the affected area and disaster victims, 

to include all relevant actors and flows. And finally, ethnography addresses how diverse 

temporal rhythms of disasters and cultural notions of time influence understandings of and 

responses to disasters. 

We do not intend this to be a review of disaster anthropology. Earlier and 

thorough reviews are available elsewhere (Torry 1979; Oliver-Smith 1996; Oliver-Smith and 

Hoffmann 1999; Henry 2005). Rather, the aim of this chapter is to introduce and discuss 

the distinct features that anthropology brings to the inter-disciplinary field of disaster 

studies. We begin by outlining anthropology’s ethnographic approach and the historical 

roots of disaster research in anthropology. While disasters were often marginal in the 

ethnography of earlier times, there now exists a burgeoning disaster anthropology that 

takes disaster as its outright empirical and theoretical focus. Building on this more recent 

research, we then move on to discuss four selected issues and perspectives that we consider 
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innovative and fruitful contributions to disaster studies in general. These are people’s 

meaning-making practices, the politics of disaster, and the spatial and temporal aspects of 

disaster. As these issues demonstrate, disaster anthropology is methodologically and 

theoretically tied to socio-cultural anthropology proper, and the many other sub-fields 

found within the discipline. Finally, we address anthropological stances towards current 

important concepts in disaster work such as vulnerability and resilience. 

 

The anthropological trademarks: Ethnography, relativism and holism 

Before we deal specifically with disaster anthropology, we outline a few key notions of the 

anthropological methodological and epistemological approach that are vital for situating 

the discipline’s contribution to disaster studies. Anthropology’s approach to human 

societies and cultures rests on the ethnographic method and ideas of relativism and holism, 

which are distinct in the social sciences.  

Since its inception as modern scientific discipline in the late 19th century, 

anthropology has sought to understand human societies and cultures in all its forms and 

varieties. A decisive shift in anthropology came with the invention of the ethnographic 

fieldwork in the early 20th century. The invention of the ethnographic fieldwork is often 

ascribed to Bronislaw Malinowski (1984), who conducted several years of fieldwork on the 

Trobriand Islands, where he lived amongst people in order to acquire first-hand experience 

of their culture and society. While ethnographic fieldwork typically involves different kinds 

of methods (interviews, surveys, etc.), its central methodology is participant observation, 

which implies that the ethnographer participates in the ordinary unfolding practices and 

activities of a community, while remaining sufficiently distant in order to observe and take 

notes of everyday life.  

The invention of ethnographic fieldwork in Europe coalesced with the 

establishment of American cultural anthropology, which took a relativist stance towards 

culture. The idea of cultural relativism disputed the contemporary view that race and 

biology determined cultural behaviour, and challenged ethnocentric analysis and judgment 

of other cultures from the perspective of one’s own culture. In the 1980s, anthropologists 

increasingly problematized the discipline’s essentialized understanding of culture, and 

forcefully argued that any native’s point of view would always be positioned and partial, 

and that this too had to be taken into consideration both methodologically and analytically 

(Clifford and Marcus 1986) Not only are societies and cultures different from each other, 

they are also experienced and perceived differently from within depending on individuals’ 

ethnicity, religion, gender, age, class, political conviction, etc.  

Ethnographic fieldwork and cultural relativism are intimately linked to the notion 

of holism, a cornerstone of anthropological inquiry. In general terms, holism suggests that 

in order to understand a particular culture one has to understand all the elements that it 

consists of, and their inter-connections. For instance, in his famous discussion of gift 

exchanges and relations of reciprocity, Marcel Mauss (2002) points out that a phenomena 

like gift exchange relates to all parts of cultural forms and social institutions, and constitute 

what he terms “total social phenomena”. A holistic approach to disasters resists any a priori 

definition and delineation of the field. As researchers, we must not and cannot assume how 



 3 

entities are related in a given context. Methodologically, we must approach our research 

from the premise that everything is potentially connected.  

In this respect, anthropology is well suited to understand variations in how people 

experience and deal with disasters and emergencies. The empirical, ethnographic approach, 

we argue, fundamentally alters the way that the ‘field of disaster’ is conceived and 

delineated, emphasizing its contingent and emergent nature. Anthropology’s holistic stance 

is particularly well suited to capture and appreciate the full breadth of disasters as 

phenomena. Furthermore, cultural relativism, ethnographic accounts of internal 

differentiation and positioned interpretations of disaster, we argue, provide a valuable 

counterpart to ‘objective’, generalising and standardising understandings of disaster. This 

will be a recurrent point throughout the chapter. 

 

A short history of disaster anthropology 

Before the Second World War, disasters and hazards were not of specific interest to 

anthropologists. That is not to say that they did not appear in early ethnographic writing. 

E.E. Evans-Pritchard’s classical work on the Nuer (1940) for instance, included 

observations about the impact of droughts and floods. Yet, anthropologists mostly studied 

disasters by accident, as they were already present in places where extreme events struck.  

The anthropologist Anthony F.C. Wallace was one of the first social scientists to 

focus specifically on disasters, in his study (1956) on the social impact of a tornado in 

Worcester, Massachusetts. Wallace attempted to develop and test a theoretical time-space 

model of the effect of disasters on communities, which sought to understand social life 

when “all hell breaks loose” (Oliver-Smith 1996: 320). More ethnographic disaster studies 

began to appear in the 1970s, as disaster studies more broadly began to take form 

(Quarantelli 1978). However, as Torry wrote in his 1979-review of disaster anthropology, 

“anthropological case-study data are too sparse and fragmentary to serve as a scaffold for 

any theory that goes much beyond the level of gross generalization” (Torry 1979: 519).  

However, as the end of the century approached, disaster anthropology expanded. 

Anthony Oliver-Smith is perhaps the most important figure during this period. Originally 

trained as an economic anthropologist, he turned his attention to post-disaster recovery 

when a cataclysmic earthquake struck the Yungay Valley in Peru in 1970, where he was 

doing fieldwork (2009: 11). Oliver-Smith’s work is enormously important, not least due to 

his edited works, his engagement with other disciplines, his theoretical work on disasters 

(Oliver-Smith 1999), and his contributions to applied anthropology, especially concerning 

resettlement issues (Oliver-Smith 2005). As Oliver-Smith’s work shows, disasters occur at 

the intersection of a society’s relationship with its environment, and are a result of the 

preconditions that render some groups more vulnerable than others (Oliver-Smith 

1996:303).  

Two edited volumes by Oliver-Smith and Susanna Hoffman published around the 

turn of the millennium took disaster anthropology into a new phase (Hoffman and Oliver-

Smith 2002; Oliver-Smith and Hofmann 1999), and in recent years, disaster anthropology 

has gradually expanded into a mature sub-discipline of anthropology (Henry 2005). This is 

also reflected in the growing publication of monographs based on extensive ethnographic 
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research in disaster contexts (Adams 2013; Falk 2015; Fortun 2011; Fothergill 2004; 

Gamburd 2014; Petryna 2013; Ullberg 2013). Importantly, during this development, 

disaster anthropologists continue to draw upon other interests in anthropology, such as 

war, conflict, migration, development, environment, health, politics, identity, ethnicity and 

globalization. 

In the following sections of the chapter, we cover selected themes that disaster 

anthropologists have focused on, which support our main point, that disasters are 

inherently social events and processes, and constitute total social phenomena that weave 

different spheres of social life together.   

 

The social meaning of disasters 

The anthropologist’s ambition is to describe and understand how people’s being in the 

world is experienced and made meaningful under the assumption that this inevitably also 

guides their actions. This, however, sometimes inadvertently portrays people’s 

understandings of the world as too coherent and consistent. Meaning, it is important to 

note, is influenced by culture, but not deducible from it. The establishment of meaning is 

an active, dynamic social practice made up by differently positioned individuals’ on-going 

interpretations, which both draw upon cultural imaginaries and pragmatic situational 

considerations (Slater 2013). As individuals negotiate their versions of reality in diverse 

inter-subjective arenas in search of social recognition and legitimacy, they are constantly 

exposed to alternative visions and subjected to contestations, which turns meaning into 

something that is always in the making, requiring constant social labour and attention.  

From a constructivist, interpretative perspective, disasters can be argued to 

constitute critical events, which not only destroy the surrounding environment and 

economic livelihoods of people, but “bring about a rupture of previous knowledge(s) … 

and propose a new truth” (Humphrey 2008: 360). In addition to loss of property, assets 

and perhaps loved ones, disasters are experienced as a “violation of taken-for-granted 

expectations”, a “violation of cultural categories” (Gamburd 2014: 19), which for some 

people may generate trauma and apathy, but which also sparks a creative process of re-

constructing the world anew. The uncertainty produced by disaster concerns not only how 

to re-establish viable livelihoods, but also questions of possible future social standing and 

moral being. From this perspective, the imperative question is not necessarily, what a 

disaster is in an objective sense, but how it is experienced, made meaningful and acted 

upon by different people. The socio-cultural significance of a disaster pertains to how it is 

incorporated into people’s ordinary lives and leaves traces in the social organisation and 

identity of communities.  

In the context of disaster, ethnographic research shows that people are not only 

occupied with making sense of disaster itself. Relief and recovery aid also constitute 

important new experiences in need of meaning, and both involve questions of morality and 

subjectivity. The social interpretation of disasters are generally concerned with issues of 

causality and responsibility, which are embedded in larger questions about ethics, justice 

and morality. Gamburd (2014) demonstrates, how in the wake of the tsunami in Sri Lanka, 

people negotiated the possible relationship between the tsunami and karmic justice. Some 
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contended that the tsunami itself was a karmic result of all the bad things happening at the 

beach (e.g. the killing of fish and tourism-related prostitution), while others used the logic 

of karma to explain particular tsunami deaths as a result of individual immoral behaviour. 

Yet others defended the fishermen’s economic livelihoods as moral, and instead suggested 

that the disaster was a result of environmental destruction or alternatively, the outcome of 

moving tectonic plates creating an earthquake. To judge these competing interpretations on 

the basis of available scientific criteria alone and dismiss religiously framed understandings 

as irrational would prevent an understanding of how people experienced the tsunami, what 

they considered to be appropriate responses, and no less important, how the tsunami will 

shape future social relations (Falk 2015). It would also miss the point that Western 

scientists and relief workers are themselves caught up in social and cultural constructions of 

reality that affect how they perceive and act in situations of disaster and make disaster 

policy (Albris 2013; Tierney and Bevc 2007).  

While disaster professionals typically conceive of their interventions in terms of 

neutral solutions to a crisis expressed in a humanitarian ethos of ‘doing good’ recipients of 

humanitarian aid are well aware that there is no such thing as a free gift and speculate about 

the motives of the donors (cf. Mauss 2002). Regardless of their declared good intentions, 

faith-based organisations may be accused of wanting to trade relief for conversion; 

governments may be criticized for favouring capital over citizens; politicians may be 

suspected of favouring their supporters and using relief to buy votes; entrepreneurs may be 

criticised for profiting from others’ suffering; international or national non-governmental 

organisations may be accused of undermining state power; foreign philanthropists may be 

blamed for cultural imperialism and their local counterparts accused of using others’ misery 

as a means to achieve own greatness as patron (Adams 2013; Fothergill 2004, Gill et al. 

2013).  

Disaster-affected people are often deeply concerned with how humanitarian relief 

positions them as social, moral beings. Slater (2013) accounts how Japanese tsunami 

victims rejected help from volunteers, because they could not reciprocate the humanitarian 

gift. While the volunteers couched their assistance in terms of humanitarianism and 

altruism, their help violated the local population’s sense of moral being as it left them in 

debt. From an altogether different context, Fothergill (2004) shows how white American 

middle-class women felt humiliated and stigmatized as ‘black’ and ‘poor’, having to queue 

for assistance at public relief centres wearing tattered clothes. While some victims may 

reject assistance to preserve moral dignity, others may reconceptualise the exchange to 

protect their self-esteem. As Fothergill demonstrates, many middle-class flood-victims in 

her study re-interpreted relief assistance as a right and entitlement they deserved, because 

all their life they had worked hard, earned an income and paid their taxes. Victimhood was 

here made sense of in light of a more dignifying and empowering notion of citizenship.  

The ethnographic examples illustrate the many ways in which a disaster and the 

subsequent inflow of relief assistance can be interpreted, contested and negotiated. Such 

considerations reflect the inevitable political nature of disasters to which we now turn.  

 

The political life of disasters 
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In recent years, the attention to the political dimensions of disaster has grown. Several 

factors have contributed to his, including the increase in manmade (e.g. technological) 

disasters, the occasional entanglement of disasters and armed conflicts, and the shifting 

modes of relief interventions. While classical political anthropology mainly occupied itself 

with ethnographic accounts of formal political structures and institutions in small-scale 

societies, political anthropology today asks the additional question, what is ‘the political’? 

This brings into the purview of political anthropology, the informal institutions and 

practices that negotiate the control, production, distribution and use of resources, as well as 

their associated ideas and values. While politics is not reducible to power, power plays an 

important role. 

Building on a long tradition of critical research into colonialism, development aid, 

armed conflicts and emergency relief, some anthropologists have focused on understanding 

humanitarian interventions as a particular mode of power (de Waal 1997: 4; Ferguson 1990; 

Malkki 1996). What these authors have in common is a critical view on how 

humanitarianism works. According to de Waal (1997), humanitarianism has not only 

established itself as a self-justifying professional enterprise, but more importantly it has 

shifted focus from establishing political accountability to improving technical solutions, 

and this way international humanitarianism has itself become a political action (ibid.: xv). 

Whether spearheaded by international agencies or national governments, humanitarian 

discourses of risk, emergency, vulnerability, etc., have been used to legitimize extraordinary 

political measures against populations, such as forced displacement (Hilhorst et al. 2013: 6; 

Hyndman 2007). In recent years, the number and kinds of actors intervening in disaster 

situations have multiplied and diversified, inserting competing understandings of 

humanitarianism into the politics of disaster and new means of dealing with disaster-prone 

or –affected populations. Based on ethnographic research in New Orleans, Tierney and 

Bevc (2007) demonstrate how deployed American troops militarized disaster and were 

reading New Orleans as a war zone and seeing disaster victims as enemy insurgents. 

Moreover, Adams (2013), Gunewardena and Schuller (2008) provide ethnographic 

examples of what Naomi Klein (2007) termed “disaster capitalism” – the neo-liberal 

strategies and tactics that corporations and governments employ in disasters for economic 

benefit. Military and corporate actors, it seems, increasingly exert defining and regulating 

power of disaster situations. 

Moving to the micro-level, other anthropologists have explored how 

humanitarianism works through its concrete interventions and projects, which become sites 

of governance. Malkki (1996) examined how the universal discourse of victims ripped 

refugees of their particular identities rooted in particular histories and places and reduced 

them to a silenced “sea of humanity”. Hyndman (2000: xxii, xxviii) likewise addressed this 

“politics of representation” that erases local social differences, but also showed how in a 

camp for displaced people, a “microphysics of power” was exercised through both coercive 

and disciplinary means.  

The impact of humanitarianism can be felt beyond the confines of particular 

discourses and projects, as it becomes part of the reworking of existing power 

constellations. Hilhorst et al. (2013) point out that who particular actors see as legitimate 
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authorities often differ. Sri Lanka provides a strong example, as the national government 

and Tamil separatists were contesting power in the regions worst hit by the tsunami. 

Inevitably, humanitarian relief played into the struggle and became heavily politicised. As 

Sørensen (2008) has shown, humanitarian interventions may not only alter power relations, 

but also challenge, undermine and replace cultural understandings of authority, as when 

international relief workers communicate through young male adults, channel valuable 

resources through women, or train local partner organisations to operate according to 

externally imposed norms and procedures that may alienate them from their traditional 

constituencies. 

Anthropologists’ attention to lived experience has resulted in research into how 

people respond to and cope with crisis and recovery, either through a politics of the 

everyday (Hilhorst  2013), creative appropriation of policies (Sørensen 2008), or through 

more pronounced political actions, such as protesting and activism (Brunsma et al. 2007; 

Fortun 2001; Ullberg 2013). People’s overt political responses to disaster have contributed 

to raise our awareness of the social, man-made dimension of most disasters. Disasters 

expose the political contract between people and the state, and reveal people’s experiences 

of marginalisation and disappointed expectations as citizens. In post-tsunami Sri Lanka, the 

government was severely criticised for corruption and for favouring the interests of the 

tourist sector over those of the local fishing communities (Gunawardena and Schuller 

2008; Gamburd 2014). In New Orleans, the government authorities’ delayed and biased 

response revealed the discriminatory workings of race, class, gender and age in the 

American social order, and eroded people’s trust in the authorities (Brunsma et al. 2007). In 

the wake of the 2008-earthquake in Sichuan, China, angry parents formed citizens groups 

that staged public demonstrations, blaming the authorities for corruption and for 

disregarding building regulations, and in Japan, victims of the nuclear disaster in 2011 held 

the authorities responsible and accused them of lax monitoring of the nuclear plant and for 

withholding critical information. In some situations, popular protests have been met with 

sanctions and further marginalisation, while in others they have paved the way for more 

democratic governance and inclusive citizenship. Disasters may in other words set in 

motion more general political transformations, for better or worse (Pelling and Dill 2010). 

 

Disaster scapes: the question of space and place 

In spatial terms, disaster studies tend to concentrate its analytical gaze on the zones of 

destruction and reconstruction. Anthropology is no exception, in so far as it is concerned 

with documenting and understanding the localized social and human impacts of a disaster. 

However, in the past two-three decades, many anthropologists have problematized the 

adequacy in the postcolonial globalised world, of its own customary notion of the 

ethnographic field as a (remote) bounded community with a smooth correspondence 

between territory, culture and identity. Instead, focus has been directed at how different 

phenomena are constituted through linkages and networks, which despite the fact that they 

are always and can only be experienced locally are global in character. To conceptualise this 

new understanding of the field, Arjun Appadurai (1996) coined the notion of ‘social 

imaginaries’, sub-divided into five different ‘-scapes’ (ethnoscapes, mediascapes, 
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technoscapes financescapes and ideascapes) to give attention to different aspects of global 

disjunctures. 

In line with this view, we contend that methodological and analytical focus on 

‘disaster-scapes’ may give a better comprehension of the dynamics and power relations at 

play in disaster situations and their aftermath. Locating local scenes of disasters in a global 

field allows us to see and zoom in on the financial, political, social, cultural influences of 

actors like migrants, refugees, tourists, philanthropists, media, private companies, military, 

etc., who usually escape our attention because they are not local, and not perceived as 

distinct humanitarian actors. Disasters are not only global phenomena, because nature does 

not abide by national borders, but because social relations and exchanges have become 

increasingly globalised. From an ethnographic point of view, the distinction between global 

and local actors and relations is of less importance, as they are all constitutive of the local 

field. Put differently, anthropologists do not conceive of e.g. humanitarian aid as an 

external force that simply act in and impact on an already existing local setting, but as a co-

producer of that particular setting (Hilhorst 2013). 

Spatial considerations do not only concern how we as researchers and 

practitioners construct the field of our investigations and interventions, but also how 

people inhabit the world. As already pointed out the relationship between humans and the 

environment is a key issue in anthropology. Anthropologists distinguish between ‘space’ 

and ‘place’ and emphasize people’s place-making strategies and practices, arguing that the 

environment is not merely a provider of resources, but part of people’s identity and being 

(Sørensen 1997). Through their everyday activities people inscribe themselves on the 

landscape through cultivation, built environments, and symbolic markers and 

simultaneously embody their environment through an orchestration of their daily practices 

and routines, and consumption of the environment’s products. It follows, that the loss of 

house, land, assets and personal belongings in a disaster is not only an economic loss, but 

also a loss of social status or even a loss of identity that may generate psychological 

suffering. When disaster response and risk reduction include processes of ‘forced’ 

resettlement in camps or new environments, this sense of loss and disorientation may 

inadvertently be reinforced, as people are separated from identity-producing habits, 

landmarks, religious forces, etc. (Gill et al. 2013; McGilvray and Gamburd 2010; Sørensen 

1997). 

The above perspective finds a parallel at the micro-level in the distinction between 

‘shelter’/’house’ and ‘home’. Humanitarian actors provide shelter and houses to disaster 

victims as protection against harsh weather conditions or the intrusion of strangers as well 

as a private space for family life. Numerous examples exist of housing projects that have 

failed to provide culturally appropriate designs, especially regarding the location of toilets 

and kitchens, which are symbolically significant as spaces where substances leave and enter 

bodies, and make individuals particularly vulnerable (Gamburd 2014). And even when 

shelters are well designed, considerable social labour is required to transform these into 

homes, where people can feel ‘at home’. Steger (2013) demonstrates, how Japanese camp 

dwellers paid extreme attention to cultural rules and practices of cleanliness associated with 

a proper home, not only to avoid infection, but also to uphold dignity in the wake of 
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disaster. As Blunt and Varley (2004: 3) argue, a “home is invested with meaning, emotions, 

experiences and relationships”, which implies that home-making is a long-term social 

process.  

 

Disasters times: the question of time and change 

Anthropologists’ concern with space and place is matched by an equally important interest 

in time and temporalities. Anthropology can provide useful insights into how the rhythms 

of particular disasters (e.g. sudden, slow-onset, seasonal) intersect with the seasonal and 

everyday rhythms of communities and households. Moreover, ethnography has provided 

rich evidence of how religious, cultural notions of time (e.g. the Buddhist belief in karma 

and rebirth) affect people’s experiences of disaster and response strategies (Falk 2015; 

Gamburd 2014; Merli 2010). Apart from such cultural knowledge, anthropologists are 

interested in how disasters shape and are shaped by societies over the long-term, which 

places emphasis on analyzing disasters as processes rather than singular or sequential 

events (Fortun 2001; Petryna 2013). This is also especially pertinent in seeking to 

understand patterns of vulnerability created through long-term historical developments 

(Oliver-Smith 1992). 

Central to any discussion about the relationship between disasters and time, is the 

question of whether and to what extent disasters cause social change or continuity. For 

Hoffman (1999), two issues require clarification in order to address the issue. First, we 

need to ask whether changes from disasters are minor or major. Second, we need to ask 

whether such changes are lasting or not (ibid.: 303). A range of other questions follow, for 

instance, whether such changes are shifts in old existing patterns or whether they are 

fundamental breaks with former social practices. Analyzing how disasters happen within 

and change existing political, economic and social contexts are central for disaster research 

in general (Pelling and Dill 2010). From an anthropological standpoint, however, it is not 

only a matter of placing disasters in context. It is a matter of tracing how disasters 

themselves produce new contexts, by creating new associations and relations among actors 

over time. Disasters are both the result of previous conditions and the new conditions that 

these events bring about, and anthropological methodology is well suited to detect the 

perpetual presence of disaster as it reveals itself in e.g. political practices, social 

organization, landscapes, bodies, language, rituals, material culture and memory.  

All disasters shape future societies, but technological disasters are exemplary. As 

Ulrich Beck (1986) noted in his thesis of the ‘Risk Society’, many societies are becoming 

increasingly more vulnerable to the risks posed by technological developments. 

Prophetically, Beck published his thesis almost at the same time as the Chernobyl Nuclear 

accident in 1986. Adriana Petryna (2013) studied the social, biological and political 

ramifications of Chernobyl through extensive fieldwork among contaminated individuals, 

radiation scientists, government bureaucrats and other actors in Ukraine. Her study 

exemplifies the ethnographic attention to the long-term effects of disasters. As Petryna 

chillingly notes, the Chernobyl accident damaged “human immunities, and the genetic 

structure of cells, contaminating soils and waterways” (ibid.: 1). The disaster’s 

reconfiguration of biological life, Petryna shows, was mirrored by changes at the political 
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level, as people’s biologies became tied to their rights as citizens, constituting a new 

particular “biological citizenship”, but it also became incorporated in a new disaster 

vernacular, where radiation affected people would refer to themselves as “bio-robots”, or 

the “living dead” (ibid.: 2-3). Kim Fortun’s study (2001) of the Indian Bhopal Chemical 

Disaster in 1984 similarly shows how this disaster got entangled in political, economic and 

legal issues over time: “Bhopal showed no evidence of boundaries of time, space, or 

concept. Bhopal as I encountered it, was a disaster that entangled the local and the global, 

the historic and the future, continuity and dramatic change” (ibid.: 1). From the point of 

view of affected people or those dealing with the ramifications of disasters, there is no 

stable point of reference in space or time where the event can be said to “exist”. The task 

for every individual and group involved in a disaster situation, as both Petryna and Fortun’s 

studies show, is to negotiate when and where a disaster begins, and where it ends. 

While the emphasis on disaster as a prolonged process that entails both formative 

continuities and changes is of vital importance, we should not neglect people’s active 

engagement with time, which exhibit significant variations across cultures. Anthropologists’ 

general interest in social memory, remembrance and commemoration, we suggest, is of 

potential relevance here, but so far this perspective has received scant attention. Ullberg’s 

(2013) study is one example that directly addresses the question of how societies 

remember. Her ethnography illustrates how memories of urban flooding in Santa Fe, 

Argentina, are materialised in monuments and documents, and enacted in rituals and public 

demonstrations. Her work demonstrates that memory is dynamic, involving both active 

remembering and forgetting, and it demonstrates the political nature of memories as they 

are “differently distributed over the various sections of society and scale of public life, 

which are linked to historical processes of social geography” (ibid.: 15). Falk (2015) 

similarly discusses the politics of remembering in her comparison of government-organised 

official commemorations and community-based initiatives to remember the victims of the 

tsunami in Thailand. While the government went at great length to invite and 

accommodate the needs of a global population of tsunami victims and used the event to 

boost its own image as responsible and efficient internationally, it failed to properly involve 

and represent certain local survivors’ groups. 

The question of disasters as catalysts for social change (or continuity) is a difficult 

issue in itself, but the way disasters affect notions of rights, citizenship and self are 

inherently complex and emergent. Moreover, disasters affect collective ways of 

remembering and social memory. These points, and the others we have presented in the 

above sections, are relevant not just for disaster theory or anthropology. They are relevant 

for disaster work in general. 

 

The dynamics of disaster: anthropological perspectives 

In this section, we address how the anthropological approaches and perspectives discussed 

so far can be relevant to disaster policy and practice. We argue that anthropology offers a 

reflexive critical stance on modelling in disaster management, and raises attention to 

contingency, uncertainty and emergence as significant aspects of two central concepts: 

vulnerability and resilience. 
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Above, we dealt with the temporal dimensions of disasters, which also relates to 

the different phases that disasters go through, usually referred to as the disaster 

management cycle. The cycle is an ideal type or model, which depicts the phases of a 

disaster – preparedness, response, recovery and mitigation (the order can vary, and phases 

can be added). The cyclical model has been useful for disaster studies and management, 

because it replaced or complemented an older linear model. The cyclical model however, as 

pointed out by numerous scholars (Bankoff 2004:28), is problematic in that the phases 

cannot be clearly differentiated empirically, and that they often overlap. From an 

anthropological perspective, all models of society reduce complexity, and offer simple 

technocratic solutions to complex problems (Ferguson 1990). However, models, such as 

the disaster cycle, are also performative. They are models for, not models of (Geertz 

1973:93-94). In other words, the disaster cycle model is a model for managing, rather than a 

model of disasters. This pertains equally to how people make meaning out of disasters, how 

politics influence people’s agency in emergencies and crisis, and how the spatial and 

temporal dimensions of disasters are experienced differently.  

The most problematic in the disaster cycle model however, is that it cannot 

address the deeper ideological, economic and social factors that place people at risk. The 

central concept here is vulnerability. As Oliver-Smith (1999: 25) has argued, a disaster 

reveals a story about a society’s total adaptation strategy “within it’s social, economic, 

modified and built environments”. In Oliver-Smith’s view, disasters come about through 

the process of natural hazard events interacting with a historically produced pattern of 

vulnerability, which means that a “disaster begins prior to the appearance of a specific 

event-focused agent” (ibid.:29). Being at risk from disasters implies that certain social, 

political, economic and ideological conditions in society amplify conditions of vulnerability.  

Following the widespread attention to vulnerability, resilience has become 

immensely popular in the social sciences in recent years. Resilience is defined and used 

differently by various disciplines, which often leads to some conceptual ambiguities. 

Originally, resilience implied a system or material’s ability to recover from shock and retain 

core functions. However, resilience has gradually taken on a more dynamic meaning, 

implying not only a ‘bounce-back’ effect, but also an adaptive capacity on part of societies 

and communities in dealing with shock. On the one hand then, resilience implies an ability 

to retain original functions, and on the other, a capacity for positive adaptation. These 

conflicting notions reveal an ongoing debate about the theoretical and operational value of 

resilience, which is yet to be settled (Boin et al. 2010). From an anthropological point of 

view, the notion of a social or cultural system, which resilience relies on, is problematic. 

Societies and cultures do not have clearly marked insides and outsides, and they do not 

remain constant over time, which poses an analytical and empirical challenge for resilience, 

as it is fundamentally a systemic concept (Hastrup 2009: 20).  

Barrios’ study (2014) of post-Hurricane Mitch house reconstruction in southern 

Honduras deals specifically with community resilience as a problematic concept. Barrios 

researched two communities, which had seen very different changes in the post-Hurricane 

period. One had experienced bad housing projects, failed and unfinished infrastructural 

projects and a surge in gang violence. The other community had seen successful house 
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construction projects, and a strengthening of local grass roots movements and local 

residents initiatives. One community exemplified vulnerability – the other resilience. Yet, as 

Barrios notes: “these two communities did not exist as geographically or socially delimited 

entities prior to the disaster” (ibid.: 338). Rather, the reconstruction processes were shaped 

by the politically charged relationships between the disaster survivors, the NGOs, donors 

and the local authorities. As Barrios points out, “the qualities and capacities of these 

communities took shape in the midst of these relationships.” (ibid; 339) As this case 

illustrates, a community is not a static entity, but can come into being by the disaster event. 

In addition, the factors that are analysed as part of a resilient response to disasters are 

formed in the process of recovery, especially by political processes, and are not necessarily 

the result of some inherent features of a community, regardless of whether resilience is 

understood as a rebound effect or an adaptive capability. 

It is never irrelevant how a concept such as resilience is defined and measured. 

Thus, the importance of discussing the concepts of resilience and vulnerability is that they, 

like the disaster management cycle model will come to serve certain disaster management 

purposes. Their meanings and definitions can affect the disaster response and recovery, as 

people will seek to benefit from either being labelled vulnerable or resilient, for various 

purposes (Benadusi 2013). This needs to be complemented with an attention to the 

emergent dynamics of disaster situations, and how communities are changed in the course 

of them. An anthropological attention to vulnerability and resilience ideally takes people’s 

different experiences and perceptions of what constitutes vulnerable conditions or resilient 

capacities into account (Bankoff et al. 2004: 3). That disasters are experienced differently – 

that they have social lives – are relevant for disaster management, in that it can offer wider 

or alternative perspectives of concepts such as vulnerability and resilience, while being 

attentive to the emergent and dynamic character of social phenomena. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have outlined an anthropological approach to disasters. We have argued 

that ethnography, holism and relativism are fundamental features of anthropology that are 

not only relevant, but also important for advancing our understanding of disasters. By 

invoking the idea of the social life of disasters, we have focused on four main perspectives 

for an anthropology of disasters: meaning making, politics, time and space. 

We have argued that disasters need to be understood in relation to how meaning is 

produced in them, how the distribution of power and the operations of politics frame 

them, and how they are experienced differently across multiple understandings of time and 

space. Disasters are total phenomena, and as such, produce different experiences, which 

need to be understood, not just in order to understand then, but also to manage them.  

The approach we have outlined here is representative of certain key features in 

anthropology in general and in disaster anthropology specifically. Still, our approach is 

especially shaped by a particular attention to politics and meaning-making. Other 

anthropological approaches would focus on other themes such as health or environmental 

adaptation, while some would have a more historical orientation. We believe, however, that 
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the present chapter presents an instructive picture of what disaster anthropology is, and 

how it can inform the wider field of disaster studies. 
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