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Chapter 3 

 

 Disaster Risk Theory in Society-Environment Context 

 

“Yet to understand the significance of research in any field of inquiry is partly to appreciate the 

development of that field” (Bryant and Bailey, 1997: 10). 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter seeks to inform the theoretical paradigm of the research as it 

explores theoretical and conceptual developments within geography and how 

these inform disaster risk studies. In this context, the chapter discusses 

critical concepts in understanding disaster risk. These include a 

‘hazard(scape) paradigm’, a ‘vulnerability paradigm’, ‘resilience’ and 

‘extended alternative adjustments’. 

 

3.2 Society-Environment in Hazards Geography 

Hazards geography is that area within resource geography that is concerned 

with studying disaster risk from a geographical perspective. Although referred 

to as ‘hazards geography’ this discourse concerns itself with both hazards and 

vulnerability paradigms and therefore involves a transparent approach 

between human and physical geography. Hazards geography is here argued 

to be the most influential sub-disciplinary school that allowed for an emphasis 

on both natural/physical hazards and social vulnerability for disaster risk 

studies. Furedi (2007) argued that the way disasters are viewed and hence 

disaster risk studies are informed today is based on social constructions (see 

1.3). This is consistent with Blaikie (1999) who states that environmental 

issues are not dependent on ‘real’ changes in nature,  

“but are socially constructed and become issues through developments in scientific research 

and political and economic circumstances which shift and reform already established 

representations of nature …. They also are shaped by the imprint of dominant narratives from 

which they drew their intellectual inspiration and legitimacy” (ibid: 133).  

 

Furedi (2007) therefore asserted that the shift in disaster risk studies away 

from resistance of society to disasters towards a focus on vulnerability is 

because of the move of disaster studies from sociology to ecology. This was 
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achieved by employing a society-environment approach to understanding 

disaster risks. The society-environment approach was founded within the 

school of thought referred to as Human Ecology. Gilbert F. White (as pointed 

out in 2.2.1 c above) is said to be the pioneering geographer who over 60 

years ago employed a human ecology approach to studying natural hazards 

initially with a focus on flood hazards where he realised that it is not only the 

hazard that should be adjusted but also the human exposure to the hazard 

(Hewitt, 1983; Mileti, 1999; Watts, 1983a; White, 1945; White, 1974: 3-4; 

White and Haas, 1975). 

 

3.2.1 Human Ecology in Hazards Geography 

What is human ecology and how has it influenced studies of disaster risk from 

a geographical perspective? Human ecology, as Bruhn (1972) in his review of 

the development of the discourse demonstrated, is too complex to define 

since it has its roots in geography, anthropology, sociology and psychology 

and that it extends back to the early thinkers within each of the above 

mentioned disciplines in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Human 

ecology however can be said to be a science, a unique discipline, a 

philosophy, a point of view, and an approach for studying a specific problem 

when humans become the central focus (ibid). Human ecology has therefore 

developed as a speciality within each of the above-mentioned disciplines in 

studying human-environment interrelationships, except for geography (ibid). 

Bruhn noted from Barrows (1923) that the entire field of geography was 

considered human ecology.  

 

The analytical capacity provided by geography makes the field ideal for 

integrating the biological, physical and social sciences for developing a 

framework in which to study and understand human-environment 

relationships (Bruhn, 1972). It is for this reason that a human ecological 

approach from within geography (inspired by the work of Burton and Hewitt, 

1974, Burton et al, 1978; White, 1974 [mentioned in Hewitt (ed.), 1983]; White 

and Haas, 1975) has assisted geographers to place emphasis on both the 

physical or natural hazard and the human vulnerability (cf. Pyle, 2006 and 

Vogel, 1992). This lead to an increasing awareness during the 1970s to move 
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away from explaining disasters as natural occurrences and ‘Acts of God’ to 

viewing it as the consequence of failed development. Much has already been 

written with regards to the implications of viewing disasters as ‘Acts of God’, 

but suffices it to say this view saw disasters as natural occurrences and 

therefore allowed blame to be shifted away from governments and businesses 

to nature (Alexander, 1993: 342; Furedi, 2007). The more recent perspective 

(viewing disasters as a consequence of failed development) reversed this 

apportionment of blame. The publication of Interpretations of Calamity edited 

by Hewitt, 1983 was intended to explain disaster risk from a human ecological 

perspective and also showed the success of the human ecology approach at 

the time for disaster risk1 research. The thesis was that to comprehensively 

understand the problem of environmental hazards required a deep 

understanding of human’s relationship with nature and the nature of human 

society (Burton, 1983). 

 

Hewitt (1997) and later Wisner et al (2004) [but earlier in their first edition by 

Blaikie et al (1994)] critiqued the dominant view of disaster research that 

focused on the hazards where the damaging agents and events were 

emphasized. This view saw disasters as exceptions (Hewitt, 1997) and ‘Acts 

of God’ (Burton, 1983; Watts, 1983a). Hewitt (1997) proposed an alternative 

approach through adopting a human ecology perspective to disaster risk that 

prioritised the distribution of human vulnerability, intervening conditions and 

responses. Hewitt argued that rather than being exceptions, disasters are 

developed from everyday normal life and living. Thus for Hewitt it was 

necessary to identify and consider the vulnerability of people rather than only 

concentrating on the triggering agent of a disaster (i.e. the hazard). Hewitt’s 

human ecology of risk identified four conditions or ‘elements’ of risk that 

included: 

1. hazards –the physical phenomenon in the natural or artificial 

environment; 

                                                 
1
 The term “disaster risk” was only coined in the late 1990s as mentioned in chapter 2. During 

the period under discussion the term natural hazards and natural disasters were widely used. 
Presently many of the scholars of that generation still use the terms natural hazards and 
natural disasters. In an effort to be consistent in language the term “disaster risk” will be used 
throughout. 
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2. vulnerability and adaptability –the inherent conditions that may 

increase danger 

3. intervening conditions of danger –aspects of the habitat and society 

(e.g. soil type, topography, vegetation cover, water table etc.); and 

4. human coping and adjustments –capacities to respond (i.e. resiliency).  

 

Blaikie et al (1994) and now Wisner et al (2004) also offered an alternative 

approach to the dominant view that similarly emphasised the importance of 

vulnerability to people (hence the title At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s 

Vulnerability and Disasters [own emphasis]). Their approach also adopted a 

society-environment discourse, but rather than being human ecology it is 

argued that their alternative approach is embedded within Political Ecology 

that too has roots in human ecology as will be discussed in 3.2.2 below. 

 

Critique of Human Ecology perspective 

Bruhn (1972) observed that human ecology would remain a debatable, 

ambiguous and fragmented science unless the different disciplines mentioned 

earlier united in their approach. Bruhn’s prediction of the fragility of the human 

ecology discourse was certainly realised. The ambiguity that Bruhn warned of 

can be seen today where the name of the discourse is interchangeably 

referred to as social ecology as well2. Here for example, Bookchin’s (1990) 

publication, The Philosophy of Social Ecology: Essays on Dialectical 

Naturalism (own emphasis) which proposed a philosophical approach of 

“dialectical naturalism” with which to understand the socio-nature relationship 

is in essence human ecology. Goldstein (2008) for example, employing a 

human ecology approach, incorporates Bookchin’s philosophy of dialectical 

interaction to demonstrate how resilience to bush fires can be boosted. Bruhn 

(1972: 109) also loosely in his review used the term social ecology. The 

reason for the interchangeable use of the term human and social ecology can 

be attributed to the wider adoption of the approach within the social sciences, 

particularly anthropology and sociology. The journals Human Ecology and 

                                                 
2
 Dr. Kevin Winter is thanked for his contribution to this comment. 
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Human Ecology Review for example have many papers that deal with human 

ecology from either an anthropological or sociological perspective. 

 

The application of a human ecology perspective to disaster risk studies has 

been vigorously critiqued. Ironically the publication of Interpretations of 

Calamity was intended to promote the value of the human ecology approach 

to disaster risk research. However, a critical piece by Michael Watts (1983a) 

within the respective publication was the first to challenge the human ecology 

approach and raised concerns with using the human ecology approach3. 

Watts proposed that a Marxist theoretical approach be used to critique 

conventional hazards research as well as for placing hazards research into 

the broader social theory of the time. Watts illustrated that because of the 

structural-functionalist approach traditionally adopted in human ecology there 

was a tendency towards an ‘ecological’/‘biological’ (or ‘naturalist’) view to the 

environment. This realist view of nature that was reinforced by logical 

positivist methodologies to establish clear patterns of cause and effect 

remained prevalent among most natural scientists (Blaikie, 1999). The Marxist 

view proposed by Watts (1983a) was based upon the “structure of societies or 

cultures, and how those societies or cultures are able to respond to changes in the natural 

environment” (Bryant, 1991: 8). Piers Blaikie (among others) for example also 

adopted a Marxist theoretical approach in his earlier works (Muldavin, 2008). 

This view therefore enabled hazards to be viewed as disruptions in the 

socioeconomic system and has therefore placed emphasis on assessing how 

socioeconomic systems were [un]able to cope with unfavourable ecological 

conditions rather than fatalistically viewing disasters as ‘Acts of God’ (Watts, 

1983a).  

 

From Bryant and Bailey (1997) it is clear that Watts’ theoretical base (ibid 

particularly cites Watts, 1983b) was Neo-Marxism that was critical of Neo-

Malthusianism and cultural ecology. The explanatory model adopted in such a 

Neo-Marxist approach is structural that seeks to explain local conflict or 

change as an outcome of production processes (Bryant and Bailey, 1997). 

                                                 
3
 Professor Bill Mosely is gratefully acknowledged for pointing this out. 
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While this is not the place to critique a Marxist perspective, it should be 

recognised that Watts’ critical piece of the human ecology school has seen 

many (human) geographers engaged in hazards geography shift to a more 

radical political ecology approach for studying disaster risk within a socio-

nature lens. The radical geography field particularly raised important 

questions on ‘natural’ hazards and disasters (Bryant and Bailey, 1997). Ibid 

observes from Susman et al (1983) and Watts (1983a) that radical scholars 

such as O’Keefe (1975) and Wisner (1976, 1978) “initiated a process of 

inquiry into the interaction of political-economic structures with ecological 

processes that culminated in alternative research agenda published on the 

subject of disasters and hazards in the early 1980s” (Bryant and Bailey, 1997: 

12). These works strongly influenced “the need for work on the political 

economy of environmental change in the Third World” (ibid: 12) giving rise to 

the emergence of a political ecology perspective.  

 

3.2.2 Political Ecology in Hazards Geography 

Blaikie (1999) observes from Zimmerer (1993) that human geography has 

through its history used ecological concepts in five different ways, of which 

political ecology is the most recent. Bryant and Bailey (1997) identified ten 

different environmental research fields in relation to what they termed Third 

World political ecology (the term Third World political ecology was however 

first mentioned in Bryant, 1992), the tenth one being [third world] political 

ecology. Here they highlighted several key characteristics of each of the ten 

research fields in terms of whether it focuses on the developed or developing 

world, the main discipline(s) the research field is located in, the date of origin, 

whether it has a main academic journal, the key themes of focus, whether it 

has any affinities with ‘Third World political ecology’, and the type of 

environmental outlook (i.e. ecocentric or technocentric) it promotes. Four of 

the research fields locate their main disciplines within geography and 

therefore differing to Zimmerer’s (1993) five ecological concepts within human 

geography. However, like Zimmerer, Bryant and Bailey’s (1997) also state 

that political ecology is the most recent with its origins in the early 1970s when 

human-environmental interaction was increasingly criticised by the public and 

scholars alike. However the discourse only really developed in the early 
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1980s within the fields of human/cultural ecology and radical development 

geography (ibid) as discussed in 3.2.1 above. Note that cultural ecology refers 

to a human ecology approach within anthropology (see ibid table 1.2). It is for 

this reason, the fact that political ecology has its roots in human/cultural 

ecology and radical development geography, that Robbins (2004: 16) 

asserted that the roots of political ecology is much deeper extending back to 

“the nineteenth- and twentieth century environmental research in geography, anthropology, 

and allied natural and social sciences.” Likewise Blaikie (1999: 131) stated that: 

“Much of political ecology could, in an inclusive definition of the field, just as well be labelled 

environmental sociology, environmental anthropology, environmental economics, and the 

political science of the environment, and as such, is produced by a number of disciplines 

outside geography too.” 

 

The above is consistent with the review of Bruhn (1972) discussed earlier and 

it would also be consistent to state that political ecology is then an evolution of 

the human ecology approach –that is political ecology emerged as refined 

theoretical developments took place within the social sciences of the 

environment4. Human ecology then adopted a structuralist, realist 

epistemology whereas political ecology adopts a post-structuralist, 

constructivist epistemology (Blaikie, 1999; Bryant and Jarosz, 2004; Pelling, 

2007 pers. comm.). The result is that political ecology opens the opportunity 

to analyse the ways in which competing discourses (as well as material 

relations –the focus of the human ecology) shape people’s relationship with 

the environment (Pelling, 2007 pers. comm.). This has allowed for the 

questioning of powerful environmental knowledge based on scientific, formal 

and state sponsored assessments (Blaikie, 1999).     

 

Robbins (2004) noted that many definitions for political ecology are to be 

found and for this reason Blaikie (1999) maintained that there is no clear limits 

to what constitutes political ecology making it susceptible to ‘outsiders’ from 

geography to lay claims to it. Robbins (2004) however noted that all of the 

definitions suggest, “that it works from a common set of assumptions, and that it employs 

                                                 
4
 This builds on a point that Dr. Mark Pelling raised in an email correspondence on the 22 

October 2007. Dr. Pelling specifically stated that the two schools (human and political 
ecology) reflect changing approaches in the social science of the environment. 
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a reasonably consistent mode of explanation” (ibid: 5). This mode of explanation 

“evaluates the influence of variables acting at a number of scales, each nested within 

another, with local decisions influenced by regional policies, which are in turn directed by 

global politics and economics” (ibid: 11). Political ecology therefore does two 

simultaneous things (ibid). Firstly, it critically explains the problem with 

dominant accounts of environmental change and secondly, it explores 

“alternatives, adaptations, and creative human action in the face of mismanagement and 

exploitation” (ibid: 12). Political ecologists therefore try to establish the root 

causes of environmental problems. Furthermore political ecology adopts a 

radical ethical position that is more concerned with the rights of the poor over 

those with power (Bryant and Bailey, 1997; Bryant and Jarosz, 2004). 

 

Robbins (2003 and 2004) observed the growing importance of political 

ecology within hazards geography, where political elements of social-

environment systems are increasingly considered. Political ecology has 

certainly had a powerful influence on the discourse of disaster risk studies. 

Blaikie’s et al (1994) and the revised second edition of Wisner et al (2004) of 

their book ‘At Risk…’ mentioned in 3.2.1 above offered an alternative view to 

the dominant view of disaster studies. Their book was well received in the 

disaster risk community and has been referenced in the majority of papers 

and theses on the subject of disaster risk science since 1994. Muldavin 

(2008) also noted that ‘At Risk’ is widely used in university courses as well as 

by policy makers and practitioners to the extent that it has been translated into 

a number of languages. Wisner et al (2004) for example pointed out that 

during the decade of the 1990s (following the first publication) there has been 

a convergence of thinking and, to a limited extent, practice concerning natural 

hazards, people’s vulnerability and disasters as presented in Blaikie et al 

(1994). It is argued here that the alternative view presented by Blaikie et al 

(1994)/ Wisner et al (2004) drew heavily from political ecology and in this way 

political ecology has strongly influenced the disaster risk field.  

 

Although emerging in the human ecology discourse of human geography, 

both Piers Blaikie and Ben Wisner developed into political ecologists and in 

fact were critically influential in developing the field of political ecology (see for 
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example Blaikie, 1999; Bryant, 1992; Bryant and Bailey, 1997; Bryant and 

Jarosz, 2004; Muldavin, 2008; Rocheleau, 2008). Muldavin (2008), a physical 

geographer now political ecologist, wrote a tribute to Blaikie’s lifework and its 

contribution to the field of political ecology as well as Muldavin’s own work. 

Similarly, Rocheleau (2008), a feminist political ecologist traces the 

intellectual and professional influence of her work to Blaikie. Bryant and Bailey 

(1997) and Bryant and Jarosz (2004) also listed both Blaikie and Wisner as 

political ecologists. Wisner (2001) for example adopted a political ecology lens 

to explain why the different spheres of governments in El Salvador failed to 

learn from hurricane Mitch in 1998 with regards to the devastating 

earthquakes in 2001 that hit the country. Muldavin (2008) stated that other 

authors also see ‘At Risk’ as constituting political ecology. 

 

The alternative view presented in ‘At Risk’, the progression of vulnerability 

model (PAR) is clearly political ecology in origin for four clear reasons. The 

main elements of the PAR model (figure 1.1) include the root causes (the 

well-established, widespread processes within a society and the world 

economy), the dynamic pressures (which channel root causes into particular 

forms of insecurity), and the unsafe conditions (the specific forms in which the 

vulnerability of a population is expressed in time and space in conjunction with 

a hazard). Firstly, it was mentioned earlier that political ecologists seek to 

establish the root causes of environmental problems. The first element of the 

PAR model –root causes –clearly seeks to do this. 

 

Secondly, it was mentioned above that political ecologists adopt a radical 

ethical position in favour of the poor and marginalised. Bryant and Bailey 

(1997) for example emphatically stated that political ecologists do not really 

support the notion of sustainable development because the term itself is a 

scapegoat for government and is also unrealistic. However, they asserted that 

political ecologists support and want to see radical social change. Wisner et al 

(2004) also noted the dubious nature of the notion of sustainable 

development. Furthermore, one of the criticisms of Blaikie et al (1994) as 

observed in Wisner et al (2004) is that the focus on root causes is of no 

practical use “and amounts to a call for social revolution” (ibid: 30). 
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Thirdly, Robbins’ (2004) observation of the common trends in political ecology 

work can clearly be seen in the PAR model. This is illustrated in table 3.1 

below. Fourthly, building on the preceding point, the PAR model draws much 

from Bryant’s (1992) framework for understanding Third World political 

ecology as a research agenda. Here Bryant presents three areas of critical 

inquiry: i) the contextual sources of environmental change; ii) conflict over 

access; iii) the political ramifications of environmental change. The 

relationship between Bryant’s framework and the PAR model is illustrated in 

table 3.2 below. 

 

It is therefore clearly observable that the alternative approach to disaster risk 

studies presented in ‘At Risk’, a strongly influential text in the disaster risk field 

especially within hazards geography, has its roots in political ecology. Political 

ecology has deeper roots in various ecological models of which human 

ecology is one. A political ecology approach to disaster risk studies within 

hazards geography is gaining momentum (see for example Muldavin, 2008). 

 
 
Table 3.1 Wisner’s et al (2004) PAR model vis-à-vis Robbin’s (2004) common 
characteristics of political ecology  

Common characteristics of political 
ecology 

PAR model 

Works from a common set of assumptions and employs 
a reasonably consistent mode of explanation 

The common set of assumption is that disaster is the 
intersection of two opposing forces: the processes 
generating vulnerability and the hazard event. 
The consistent mode of explanation employed to explain 
the processes generating vulnerability is the progression 
of vulnerability from root causes, to dynamic pressures 
and finally unsafe conditions. 

The mode of explanation evaluates the influence of 
variables acting at a number of scales, each nested 
within another, with local decisions influenced by 
regional policies, which are in turn directed by global 
politics and economics 

The root causes explain the distribution of local power, 
structure and resources as influenced by political and 
economic systems at the global, regional and national 
scales. 

Criticizes dominant accounts of environmental change Criticizes the dominant view of disaster studies that 
emphasises the ‘trigger’ role of natural and technological 
hazards. 

Explores alternatives, adaptations, and creative human 
action in the face of mismanagement and exploitation 

The accompanying model to the PAR model –the 
‘Access Model’ –allows one to consider how households’ 
access to resources and coping strategies enable 
households to become resilient to disasters. 
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Table 3.2 The relationship of the PAR model with Bryant’s (1992) framework for 
understanding Third World political ecology 

Framework for understanding Third World 
Political Ecology 

PAR Model 

Contextual sources of environmental change: reflects 
growing impact of national and transnational forces on 
the environment 

Root causes: explains the distribution of local power, 
structure and resources as influenced by political and 
economic systems at the global, regional and national 
scales 

Conflict over access: emphasises location-specific 
struggles over the environment.  

Dynamic pressures: the processes and activities that 
‘translate’ the effects of root causes both temporally and 
spatially into unsafe conditions. Examples: epidemic, 
violent conflict, foreign debt and certain structural 
adjustment programmes. 

Political ramifications of environmental change: 
focuses on the important effects of environmental 
change on socio-economic and political relationships 

Unsafe conditions: the specific forms in which the 
vulnerability of a population is expressed in time and 
space in conjunction with a hazard. Examples: living in 
hazardous locations, unsafe building materials etc. 

 

Critique of Political Ecology Perspective 

Brown and Purcell (2005) criticised political ecologists for failing to view the 

issue of scale as being socially constructed and therefore falling into the “local 

trap”. The “local trap” here refers to the assumption that organization, policies 

and action at the local scale intrinsically herald more desired social and 

ecological effects than activities organised at other scales (ibid). To overcome 

this trap they argued that political ecology requires a theoretical underpinning 

to analyse how scale and scalar politics are essential to understand human-

environment relationships in development processes. This theoretical 

underpinning they suggested should include: 

1. an explicit examination of scale as an object of theoretical and 

empirical analysis 

2. an investigation of how scales and scalar interrelationships are socially 

constructed through political-ecological struggle 

3. an analysis of how scales and scalar relationships become fixed, un-

fixed and re-fixed due to that struggle 

4. an investigation into the political interests that advocate particular 

scalar arrangement 

5. an analysis of how the realised political agenda constructs social and 

ecological outcomes. 

 

For DRR a focus on macro and meso (social, ideological, political and 

economic) policies is very useful to understand the underlying factors 

contributing to lived realities of risk as Wisner’s (2004) model aptly does. 

However, concurring with the criticism levelled at this approach of a focus on 
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‘root causes’ –especially that at a macro- and meso-scale –does little to assist 

in reducing risk for those at risk. Awareness of those macro and meso policies 

may assist in powerful activist lobbies protesting these policies, but whether 

activism at those scales is ‘listened to’ and ‘translates into’ risk reduction for 

those at risk remains limited. This therefore differentiates between knowledge 

generation as a focus versus developmental interventionism as a focus5.  

 

A political ecology approach to disaster risk is indeed valuable but may also 

lead to an imbalance in approach. The political ecology approach is 

applauded for criticising the dominant view of disaster studies to focus on the 

physical hazard and shifting emphasis towards a deeper analysis of the 

progression of vulnerability. However, an imbalance may arise here in that an 

explicit focus may be geared towards understanding vulnerability with limited 

analysis of the physical hazard. The PAR model of Wisner (2004) is victim of 

this where the authors argue that the approach does not discard the 

importance of physical hazards as the trigger, but that the main emphasis is 

“on the various ways in which social systems operate to generate disasters by making people 

vulnerable” (ibid: 10). Although it allows for a description of the physical hazard 

event the model does not place due emphasis on the hazard event that merits 

further in-depth analysis of the hazard. What is required is a balance in 

approach as suggested by Hewitt (1997) and Renn (2008). 

 

3.3 Critical Concepts in Understanding Disaster Risk 

3.3.1 Introduction 

Approaching disaster risk studies from a society-environment paradigm 

enables the consideration of the following critical concepts: hazards or 

hazardscape, vulnerability, resilience and extended alternative adjustments. 

Incorporating these critical concepts in disaster risk research affords a 

comprehensive understanding of the disaster risk faced by a given society.  

 

 

 

                                                 
5
 Dr. Ailsa Holloway is acknowledged for her observation here. 
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3.3.2 Conceptualisation of Disaster Risk 

Lewis (1999) distinguished risk as being actuarial –i.e. it is a probability. 

Burgman (2005) identified two kinds of probabilities. The first includes 

statistical frequency or relative frequency with which an event is expected to 

occur (ibid). The second involves the degree of belief which is warranted by 

evidence (ibid) –i.e. subjective probability. He further distinguished between 

two kinds of subjective probability where (a) meaning is based on a lack of 

knowledge about a process or bias, or (b) meaning indicates purely personal 

degrees of belief. This feeds into the debate to whether risk is a social 

construction or real phenomenon (see Renn, 2008). Burgman (2005) 

observed that it is complicated to understand statements about probability. “A 

proposition may be stated in probabilistic terms, but there may be no underlying fact. 

Language may allow borderline cases or ambiguities so that it is hard to know what the 

statement means” (ibid: 8). He continued that “statements may have frequency 

interpretations, but the assignment of a probability may be subjective. Understanding what is 

meant may not depend on repeated trials (ibid: 8). Here for example the statement: “It 

will probably rain tomorrow” does not require repetition to be understood (ibid: 

8). 

 

Many words are used around the concept of probability (ibid). These words 

are used to capture a component of the broader concept (ibid). Burgman 

(2005) cautioned that these words are used carelessly and interchangeably. 

The following words according to Burgman are currently used in risk 

assessments: chance, belief, tendency, credibility, possibility, plausibility, 

confidence, bounds, likelihood, and risk. Risk refers to “the chance (within a 

time frame) of an adverse event with specific consequences” (ibid: 9).  

 

With regards to the field of disaster risk studies risk refers to the probability of 

a hazard occurring and creating loss (Smith, 2004). However, a disaster 

cannot occur if a hazard exists but there is no vulnerability or if a vulnerable 

population exist but there is no hazard (Wisner et al, 2004). Risk to human 

populations is determined by the frequency of a hazard event, its intensity and 

people’s vulnerability (O’Brien et al, 2006). Risk to a disaster or disaster risk 

therefore refers to the probability of harmful consequences, or expected 



 31 

losses (such as deaths, physical injuries, property damages, livelihoods and 

economic activity disruption, or environment damaged) resulting from the 

interaction between natural or human-induced hazards with the physical, 

environmental, social and economical vulnerabilities of society (UNISDR, 

2004a and 2005a). This relationship is represented as follow (UNISDR, 

2004a; Wisner et al, 2004: 49): 

DR = H × V   

 

3.3.3 Hazard(scape) Paradigm 

From the discussion on disaster risk in 3.3.2 above it is noted that the hazard 

is one of two important elements when considering disaster risk. Many hazard 

geography textbooks have detailed accounts of the different types of hazards 

(e.g. Alexander, 1993; Bryant, 1991; Hewitt, 1997; Smith, 2004; Tobin and 

Montz, 1997 to name but a few). Section 3.2 of this chapter discussed the 

shift in thinking within hazards geography over time. Smith (2004: 4-8) also 

documented the changing paradigms of hazards and divided these changing 

perspectives into three distinct eras: 

 

i) Pre-1950 –where great catastrophes were seen as ‘Acts of God’, where the 

damaging event (hazard) were considered as divine punishment for moral 

misbehaviour overlooking the point that hazards are a consequence of human 

use of the earth. 

 

ii) 1950-1999 –this era is further divided into two: 

a. the dominant (behavioural) paradigm where the role of human actions 

in    exacerbating hazards were recognised and consequently 

solutions sought in applied science and technology through the 

‘technical fix’ (or ‘tech-fix’) methodology. This paradigm generated 

many methods of loss reduction from site-specific physical protection 

to advanced forecasting and evacuation procedures. 

b. the radical (structuralist) paradigm emerging from the mid-1970s that 

challenged the dominant view above. This resulted in the study of 

multiple or cross-hazards (e.g. Hewitt, 1983; Hewitt, 1997; Tobin and 

Montz, 1997; Alexander, 1993). 
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This second era has seen a growth in knowledge with regards to 

understanding hazards where it was realised that hazards has an interactive 

and evaluative meaning (Hewitt, 1997). Consequently a hazard has been 

defined as “[a] potentially damaging physical event, phenomenon or human activity that 

may cause the loss of life or injury, property damage, social and economic disruption or 

environmental degradation” (UNISDR, 2004a). This interactive and evaluative 

meaning depends on the source of danger and the nature and concerns of the 

society at risk (Hewitt, 1997). Hazards can have two broad origins that include 

either natural or human processes (UNISDR, 2004a). Within these two realms 

of hazards, unique types of hazards are produced, based on the specific sub-

origin within the natural or human realms. These hazards that are determined 

by their specific sub-origin are further classified into different physical forms or 

events by which the hazards are experienced or witnessed. It should be noted 

that the earth’s system comprises of different spheres. These include the 

atmosphere, hydrosphere, lithosphere, cryosphere, and biosphere. Hazards 

that occur from natural processes can be classified according to where in the 

natural realm they originate –or which of the above spheres they originate 

from. Table 3.3 below illustrates the natural hazards sphere of origin and the 

physical forms or events it produces. 

 

Hazards originating from human processes have been classified as 

technological hazards and social violence (Hewitt, 1997). Technological 

hazards result from “technological or industrial accidents, dangerous procedures, 

infrastructure failure or certain human activities” (UNISDR, 2004a). Some examples 

include industrial pollution, structural collapses (e.g. dam failures), industrial 

or technological accidents (e.g. explosions, mining), and release of dangerous 

materials (e.g. radioactivity) etc. (Hewitt, 1997; UNISDR, 2004a). Smith (2004: 

227) defined technological hazards as “accidental failures of design or management 

relating to large-scale structures, transport systems or industrial processes that may cause 

the loss of life, injury, property or environmental damage on a community scale”.  Social 

violence includes the weapons used (e.g. firearms, nuclear, gas, biological, 

chemical warefare) during the type of violence (e.g. war, terrorism, 

subversion, sabotage, genocide, coupe), by whom (e.g. armed forces, 
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governments, terrorist groups, rebels etc.) and how they are carried out 

(Hewitt, 1997: 57). 

 

Table 3.3 Classification of hazards with natural origins    

Earth System’s Sphere Hazard Type 

(Source: Hewitt, 1997: 56) 

Physical Forms or Events 

(Source: Hewitt, 1997: 56) 

 
Atmosphere 

Atmospheric hazards: 
Temperature, fog, rain, 
strong winds, lightning, hail, 
snowfall, freezing rain (glaze) 

Thunder/hailstorms, 
tornadoes, rain and wind 
storms, tropical cyclones, 
blizzards, glaze storms 

 
 

Hydrosphere 

Hydrological hazards: 
Runoff (overland, stream) 
snow on the ground, ground 
water, freeze-thaw, sea ice, 
icebergs 

Floods (of different types), 
glacier advance and ‘surges’, 
ice-infested waters 

Hazards of the type originating from either the atmosphere or hydrosphere are commonly 
referred to as hydrometeorological hazards (see UNISDR, 2004a). 

 
 
 

Lithosphere and Cryosphere 

Geological/Geomorphological 
hazards: 
Seismicity, volcanoes, 
tsunami (seismic sea wave), 
earth/rock materials 
(quickclay, quicksand), mass 
movements, radioactivity, 
geothermal heat 

Earthquakes, volcanic 
eruptions, rockslides, rock 
avalanches, debris and mud 
flows, submarine slides, 
subsidence, domestic radon 
gas hazards 

 
 

Biosphere 

Biological and disease 
hazards (processes of 
organic origin or those 
conveyed by biological 
vectors [UNISDR, 2004a]): 
Viruses (e.g. measles, HIV), 
bacteria (e.g. pneumonia), 
protozoa (e.g. giardia, 
malaria), fungal (e.g. 
pneumocystas), algae, plants 
(‘weeds’), insects (‘pests’), 
animals (‘pests’) 

Disease 
outbreaks/epidemics: 
bubonic plague, yellow fever, 
influenza pandemics, 
sexually transmitted 
diseases, ‘red tide’ (toxic 
algal bloom), plant 
infestations, ‘invasions’, 
insect plagues/infestations, 
locust/grasshopper plagues, 
rat infestations, shellfish 
poisonings 

 

Hazards have physical dimensions by which they are characterised. Typically 

the hazard’s location, intensity, frequency and probability of occurrence are 

considered. Hewitt (1997) further classified the dimensions of a hazard 

according to its spatial dimensions, temporal dimensions and compound 

parameters. The spatial dimensions of the hazard refer to its areal extent or 

reach of coverage (ibid), therefore its location. However, Hewitt cautioned that 

the significance of its areal extent is not meaningful without considering the 

intensity of the hazard. The temporal dimensions of the hazard include its rate 

of onset (how fast or slowly it occurs), its duration (the period which it persists) 

and its frequency (how often it occurs) (ibid). Where compound parameters 
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are concerned, Hewitt noted that the combined spatial, temporal and intensity 

or magnitude and frequency parameters should be considered as any one of 

the dimensions may be offset or intensified by the others.  

 

iii) 2000 to present – 

In this present era it is realised that what were previously referred to as 

‘natural’ hazards are so heavily influenced by technology, and the failures 

thereof, that they are in essence ‘environmental’ (or ‘hybrid’ or ‘na-tech’) in 

origin (Smith, 2004). Furthermore, Smith noted that natural and technological 

hazards are related in varying degrees to wider ‘context’ hazards resultant of 

global environmental change. Thus, from Smith, in this present era the major 

categories of environmental hazards include: 

a.) natural hazards (as in table 3.3 above) 

b.) technological hazards (as discussed in ii above) 

c.) context hazards (global environmental change e.g. international air 

pollution and resultant climate change, environmental degradation, 

land pressure resultant of urbanisation, super hazards such as 

catastrophic earth changes). 

 

The term environmental hazard depicts “the threat potential posed to man or nature 

by events originating in, or transmitted by, the natural or built environment” (Kates, 1978 

quoted in Smith, 2004: 9). The potential threat “can be rated according to natural 

processes or human actions and the extent to which hazards are voluntary or involuntary …” 

(Smith, 2004: 9). Hazards become voluntary if they have a strong human 

influence or origin and involuntary if they originate from uncontrolled, extreme 

natural events (ibid). Based on this, environmental hazards can be defined as 

“extreme geophysical events, biological processes and technological accidents, which 

release unusually high concentrations of energy or materials into the environment and pose 

largely unexpected threats to human life and economic assets” (ibid: 11). 

 

Mustafa (2005), using flood hazard in the Rawalpindi/Islamabad conurbation 

as an example, noted that various physical, social, and technological factors 

intersect to make flood hazard a “hybrid hazard”. A flood hazard analysis 

cannot therefore only consider the natural physical parameters of the hazard 
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thereby rendering a purely physical science approach insufficient. Mustafa 

therefore combined insights from three intellectual thoughts within resource 

geography – pragmatism, political ecology and human ecology – coupled with 

the landscape idea within cultural geography to develop the integrative 

concept of a hazardscape. He defined a hazardscape as both an analytical 

way of seeing that asserts power and as a socio-environmental space where 

the gaze of power is contested and struggled against to produce the lived 

reality of hazardous places. 

 

Understanding the origin and classification of hazards as well as the different 

dimensions that characterise a hazard is critical in hazard analysis. Hazard 

analysis refers to the “identification, studies and monitoring of any hazard to determine its 

potential, origin, characteristics and behaviour” (UNISDR, 2004a). Hazard analysis is 

rooted in the traditional technocratic model of disaster studies that concerns 

itself with the natural, scientific and technical analysis of a hazard. A problem 

arises in the classification of hazards as either natural or human in origin for 

the purpose of hazard analysis. This is because where ‘natural hazards’ are 

concerned the analysis that is informed by a technocratic approach will only 

be focused on the natural characteristics or dimensions of the hazard. To 

overcome this dilemma the research adopts the concept of a hazardscape. 

The hazardscape concept engages the social structural basis of vulnerability 

as well as the power-knowledge dynamic governing policy and popular 

discourses on flood hazard (Mustafa, 2005). Mustafa asserted that analysis 

through the lens of the hazardscape helps expand the range of choice and 

suggests practical solutions to hazardous situations. Hazardscape substitutes 

for the term ‘natural hazards’, which alludes to some “external nature as the key 

causative element in the hazardousness and vulnerability of life” (ibid: 569). The term is 

therefore an integrative concept to analyse the material, discursive and policy 

factors contributing to the continuous production and reproduction of the 

geography of vulnerability (ibid).  

 

3.3.4 Vulnerability Paradigm 

Vulnerability comprises the second important element with regards to disaster 

risk. Vulnerability refers to the inherent “conditions determined by physical, social, 



 36 

economic, and environmental factors or processes, which increase the susceptibility of a 

community to the impact of hazards” (UNISDR, 2004). This definition is consistent with 

many authors writing on the subject who outline the main components of 

vulnerability (see for example Alwang et al, 2001; Hewitt, 1997; Lewis, 1999; 

McEntire, 2004; Pelling, 2003; Twigg and Bhatt (ed), 1998; Varley (ed), 1994; 

Wisner et al, 2004 to name but a few). From the aforementioned authors 

vulnerability consists of many interrelated components that include 

environmental, economic, social, demographic, political, [and psychological] 

variables.  

 

The most influential recent thinking around vulnerability in the disaster risk 

field stems from Blaikie et al (1994) and now Wisner et al (2004). The PAR 

model by Wisner et al (2004) as discussed earlier seeks to trace the 

progression of vulnerability from its root causes, dynamic pressures to the 

unsafe conditions. Wisner et al (2004) noted that there has been much writing 

on the subject of vulnerability just before and since their first publication of ‘At 

Risk’ (also see Varley [ed], 1994). As a result there have been multiple 

meanings of the term ‘vulnerable’ (Wisner et al, 2004). Alwang et al (2001) for 

example, reviewed the literature across several disciplines (viz. –economics 

[including poverty dynamics, asset-based and sustainable livelihoods 

literature], sociology, anthropology, disaster [risk] management, 

environmental science and health nutrition) on how these fields define and 

measure vulnerability. They noted that differences between disciplines exist 

because of a tendency to focus on different components of risk, household 

responses to risk and welfare outcomes. They further stated that disciplines 

focus either only on the risks or the underlying conditions. 

 

Alwang et al (2001) heavily criticised the disaster risk management literature 

for the imprecision in terminologies. They raised the point that these 

definitions have a tautological nature (with particular reference to Blaike et al, 

1994), which creates confusion. They asserted that definitions suggest that, 

“risk determines vulnerability, but vulnerability also determines risk” (Alwang et al, 2001: 21). 

Alwang et al (2001) however overlooked Lewis’ (1999) distinguishing between 
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vulnerability as actual and risk as actuarial. Risk and vulnerability can be 

further differentiated as follow: 

“vulnerability refers to the potential for casualty, destruction, damage, disruption or other form 

of loss in a particular element: risk combines this with the probable level of loss to be 

expected from a predictable magnitude of hazard (which can be considered as the 

manifestation of the agent that produces the loss” (Alexander, 2000a: 13, quoted in Wisner et 

al, 2004: 50).  

 

Manyena (2006) went further to state that risk and vulnerability have not been 

conceptualised in an all-inclusive manner and further stated that vulnerability 

as a concept does not have an underlying well-developed theory therefore the 

plethora of definitions. The lack of theory around vulnerability as a concept as 

suggested by Manyena contradicts this chapter that seeks to “root the 

theories” as well as the review by Alwang et al (2001). 

 

Wisner et al (2004) acknowledged and welcomed the increased work on the 

subject of vulnerability. They particularly acknowledged four streams of recent 

work: 

1. The emphasis of recent studies on the capacity of people to protect 

themselves instead of just the vulnerability that limits them. The 

concept of capacity is substituted with the concept of resilience. This is 

discussed further in 3.3.5 below;  

2. There is increased interest in trying to quantify vulnerability as a 

planning tool and for policy making. This has resulted in debates 

around the correct balance between quantitative and qualitative data 

and whether it is indeed possible to quantify vulnerability; 

3. There has been an increase in writers suggesting the importance of 

the cultural, psychological and subjective impacts of disasters. Twigg 

and Bhatt (ed), 1998 for example in their definition of vulnerability 

included the economic, social, psychological and demographic 

dimensions. They asserted that the many dimensions to vulnerability 

makes it very complicated to be captured by models and frameworks; 
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4. “[T]here is a movement away from simple taxonomies or checklists of 

‘vulnerable groups’ to a concern with ‘vulnerable situations’, which 

people move into and out of over time” (Wisner et al, 2004: 15). 

 

3.3.5 Resistance, Resilience and Extended Alternative Adjustments 

Pelling (2003), building on the work of Blaikie et al (1994), in his framework 

divided vulnerability into three components: exposure, resistance and 

resilience. These three components each are further made up by two 

products. In this respect, “exposure becomes the product of the physical location and 

the character of the surrounding built and natural environment. … Resistance reflects 

economic, psychological and physical health and their system of maintenance, and 

represents the capacity of an individual or group of people to withstand the impact of a 

hazard. … Resilience to [a] hazard is the ability of an actor to cope with or adapt to hazard 

stress. It is a product of the degree of planned preparation undertaken in the light of potential 

hazard, and of spontaneous or premeditated adjustments made in response to felt hazard, 

including relief and rescue” (ibid: 48). This framework is presented in figure 3.1. 

 

A consideration of a vulnerability paradigm necessitates an understanding of 

the livelihoods concept. According to Pelling’s (2003) framework, livelihoods 

become a function of resistance. The livelihoods concept is used in most 

development fields including disaster risk reduction (de Satgé et al, 2002; de 

Satgé, 2004). The livelihoods approach is rooted in various economic and 

social theories (Brouwer and Nhassengo, 2006) and is divided into two main 

approaches: the asset livelihoods approach (originating from the work of Sen, 

1981, from Pelling, 2003) and the sustainable livelihoods (SL) approach 

(originating from the work of Chambers and Conway, 1992, from de Satgé et 

al 2002 and de Satgé, 2004). 
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The SL approach has received much currency of recent development and 

disaster risk reduction work (see Wisner et al, 2004: 95-96). Key to the SL 

framework is the understanding of how a household draws from five types of 

‘capital’ to secure a livelihood. These include: 

1. human capital (skills, knowledge, health and energy); 

2. social capital (networks, groups, institutions); 

3. physical capital (infrastructure, technology and equipment); 

4. financial capital (savings, credit); 

5. natural capital (natural resources, land, water, fauna and flora) 

(de Satgé et al, 2002; de Satgé, 2004; Wisner et al, 2004). 

 

The Learning about Livelihoods Framework (LAL) by de Satgé et al, 2002 

drew on the original work of Chambers and Conway (1992). The LAL 

demonstrated the dynamic interplay between different factors, located in 

different spheres ranging from the local to the global and located in different 

sectors that may either increase or decrease a household’s resilience to 

disaster risk. The factors in the framework include: economic, 

institutional/political, social, and natural/built environment. The LAL framework 

drew on scalar properties, similarly as political ecologists tend to do. The 

framework may receive some scrutiny in light of the recent debate on whether 

Figure 3.1  
Pelling’s Human Vulnerability Framework 

 
 

Human Vulnerability 
 
 

        Exposure    Resistance   Resilience 
 
 
 

Location      Environmental         Livelihood    Health       Adjustments  Preparation 
relative to      surroundings 
hazard  
 

Source: Pelling (2003: 48) 
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resilience is the inverse or a factor of vulnerability (see Manyena, 2006) and 

discussion in 3.3.5 below.  

 

From the SL and LAL frameworks there appears to be a clear relation 

between vulnerability and livelihoods as the same components that constitute 

vulnerability also constitute livelihoods. Wisner et al’s (2004) ‘Access to 

Resource Model’, which acts as a complement to their PAR model is said to 

be much similar to the SL framework (Wisner et al, 2004). The PAR model is 

said to be a static model as:  

“[o]ne of its weaknesses is that the generation of vulnerability is not adequately integrated 

with the way in which hazards themselves affect people. It exaggerates the separation of 

the hazard from social processes in order to emphasise the social causation of disasters. 

In reality, nature forms a part of the social framework of society, as is most evident in the 

use of natural resources for economic activity. Hazards are also intertwined with human 

systems in affecting the pattern of assets and livelihoods among people … ” (ibid: 91-92).   

The ‘Access’ model is concerned with: 

“the way unsafe conditions arise in relation to the economic and political processes that 

allocate assets, income and other resources in a society. But it also allows us to integrate 

nature in the explanation of hazard impacts, because we can include nature itself, 

including its ‘extremes’…. In short, we can show how social systems create the conditions 

in which hazards have a differential impact on various societies and different groups 

within society” (ibid: 92).  

The ‘Access’ model serves the same function of resistance as livelihoods 

does in Pelling’s (2003) framework of vulnerability.  

 

Resilience according to Pelling’s framework indicates the ability of people to 

cope with or adapt to hazard stress which is the outcome of planned 

preparation undertaken or adjustments made. Manyena (2006) observed 

that the concept of resilience has gained currency in the disaster risk 

discourse. Manyena noted that two views have emerged with regards to the 

relationship between vulnerability and resilience. One views disaster 

resilience and vulnerability as factors of each other, while the other views 

them as separate entities (ibid). The framework presented by Pelling (2003) is 

classified by the former view.  Manyena (2006) further noted that the concept 

of resilience exposes a shortcoming of the prevalent disaster risk equation in 
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3.3.2 above. Thus the disaster risk equation should factor resilience (based 

on the former view that is consistent with Pelling’s framework) into the 

vulnerability component of the disaster risk equation as such: DR = H × (V / 

Resilience). The calculation of resilience in the disaster risk equation is 

proven to be a complicated concept, because how does one quantify 

resilience? This question may feed into the debate around whether it is indeed 

possible to quantify vulnerability raised in 3.3.4 above. It is for this reason that 

the SRK (2006) disaster risk assessment of the Eden District Municipality in 

the Western Cape Province of South Africa did not factor resilience into the 

risk assessment despite acknowledging the importance of resilience to the 

equation. UNDP (2004) also excluded resilience out of the equation in 

calculating the global Disaster Risk Index (DRI). Gary (1997) however 

maintained that resilience (or management) of both the hazard and 

vulnerability was factored into the calculation of disaster risk in Thailand.  

 

Hewitt (1997) built on White’s (1945) concept of ‘alternative adjustments’ and 

human choice as a framework for reducing disaster risk. Adjustments involve 

choosing from a range of possible choices (Burton et al, 1993). Burton et al 

(1993) maintained that in theory the range of adjustments available to 

collectives is always greater than that available to individuals. They identified 

four modes of coping by human societies: i.) loss absorption (where the 

society absorbs the impacts of environmental extremes); ii.) loss acceptance 

(where the society arranges to bear the loss usually with the wider group than 

those directly affected); iii.) loss reduction (where positive action is taken to 

reduce loss); and iv.) radical change (when loss is no longer tolerable and 

change is actively pursued). They note that changes result from “the cumulative 

individual, collective, and national choices …” (ibid: 222). Burton et al continued to 

distinguish the ways of coping as either adaptation (biological or cultural 

adaptations) or adjustments (that is incidental [responsive] and purposeful). 

Thus coping mode (i) is that of adaptation and coping modes (ii – iv) is that of 

adjustments (ibid). These adjustments however only concern adjustment to 

the hazard(s). Hewitt’s (1997) framework of extended alternative adjustment 

however took the concept of adjustments further by including adjustments to 
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both the hazard as well as the vulnerability of society. This he is able to do 

because of a focus on both a hazard(scape) and vulnerability paradigm.  

 

The climate change literature tends to speak of adaptations to climate change 

whereas the disaster risk literature tends to speak of adjustments (see for 

example Satterthwaite et al, 2007). According to Satterthwaite et al (2007: 51) 

adaptation refers to actual adjustments made. Coping strategies or “coping” 

alludes to a stressful situation where the subject seems to be ‘just, just’ 

getting by. This reinforces the “‘helpless victims’ of disaster that are in 

desperate need of outside relief assistance” view that tend to dominate the 

way disaster victims in developing countries are seen especially by northern 

aid agencies and the media. However, as the urban risk literature indicates 

(see for example Bull-Kamanga et al, 2003; Satterthwaite et al, 2007), the 

vulnerable populations in developing countries find themselves in everyday 

disaster situations that necessitate they learn to live with the situation and 

therefore adjust their lifestyle accordingly. Thus if adjustments and 

adaptations refer to the same thing, it is suggested here that the terms 

“adjustments” or “alternative adjustments” are applied. This sets aside use of 

the language of coping strategies and avoids confusing the term of 

“adjustments” and “adaptations” (that allude to survival and reinforce 

Darwinist theories of ‘survival of the fittest’ common among natural scientists).  

 

Adjustments then translate into resilience. However, the concept of extended 

alternative adjustments refers to adjustments to both the hazardscape and 

vulnerability paradigms. Bearing this in mind, the view that resilience is the 

inverse of vulnerability (Manyena, 2006) becomes questionable. This is 

because resilience then is applied to both the hazardscape (through 

measures that reduce the impact hazards are felt) and the vulnerability 

(through measures that improve the inherent vulnerability conditions of 

society) as was demonstrated in the assessment by Gary (1997). Thus 

disaster risk may be calculated as follows: 

DR = (H ÷ Adjustments) × (V ÷ Adjustments)  

OR 

DR = (H – Adjustments) × (V – Adjustments) 
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The equation is ambiguous as indicated above because it does not clearly 

describe the relationship between the adjustment and respective hazard and 

vulnerability components – i.e. whether it is a linear or exponential 

relationship6. This relationship can only be ascertained based on ground-

truthing. Since the quantification of vulnerability and therefore disaster risk is a 

much debated topic as indicated by Wisner et al (2004), the concern should 

not be so much with the statistical results but rather with the indication of how 

adjustments lessen the impact of a hazard by increasing the resilience of a 

society. It is this benchmark indication that should concern and inform policy 

makers with regards to development priorities. 

 

A useful example of an intervention in increasing resilience of a society 

involves social protection. Social protection is rooted in development and 

welfare economics theories (Davies et al, 2008). Social protection is the direct 

product of the “safety nets” discourse of the late 1980s and early 1990s 

(which focused on raising the consumption of the poor through publicly-

provided transfers [Morduch and Sharma, 2002]). However, during the 1990s 

there was greater emphasis on livelihoods, risk and vulnerability and the 

multi-dimensional nature of poverty. This led to criticisms of the safety nets 

discourse as being residualist and paternalistic, while on the other hand social 

protection discourse started receiving greater attention (Devereux and 

Sabates-Wheeler, 2004) particularly by the World Bank (for example Barret 

and Carter, 2005). Social protection can be defined as “all public and private 

initiatives that provide income or consumption transfers to the poor, protect the vulnerable 

against livelihood risks, and enhance the social status and rights of the marginalized, with the 

overall objective of reducing the economic and social vulnerability of poor, vulnerable and 

marginalized groups” (Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler, 2004: 9). There are four main 

types of social protection, these include: protective measures, preventative 

measures, promotional measures and transformative measures (ibid). The 

concept of social protection may be incorporated as an interventionist 

measure under alternative adjustments provided by society to increase the 

resilience of individuals and households.  

                                                 
6
 Personal communication with Leigh Sonn at DiMP, UCT. 
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3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter concerned itself with tracing the roots of current disaster risk 

discourse through the disciplinary root of geography (of which hazards 

geography is one branch). Geography was found to have roots in human 

ecology (where physical and human geography meet) and political ecology 

(where there seemed to be less physical geography and a greater human 

geography and social science orientation) as well as other ecological models 

within resource geography. 

 

The contribution of human ecology and political ecology to disaster risk theory 

were found to be very powerful in shaping the scope of the field –in particular 

the emphasis on both a hazard(scape) and vulnerability paradigm as well as 

the importance of resilience to the disaster risk equation. Furthermore, human 

and political ecology, along with other discourses in research geography have 

been influential in informing a new way of looking at hazards –the 

hazardscape concept. Thinking from within political ecology especially 

strengthened vulnerability analysis. Vulnerability analysis was also further 

improved by development studies thought, particularly with regard to issues 

around livelihoods and social protection. Finally, the human ecology approach 

especially has been influential on the concept of resilience by extending the 

idea of adjustments to both the hazardscape and vulnerability components of 

disaster risk research. Therefore to generate a balanced approach to disaster 

risk research requires both a hazardscape and vulnerability analysis, best 

achieved through a society-nature theoretical context.  

 

 

 


