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ANTHON Y OLIVER-SMITH

~
my original interests in economic anthropology with the research focus that
has garnered the majority of my efforts over the last 35 years.
Although I was originally trained as an economic anthropologist, the occurrence of a major natural disaster in my dissertation research site turned
my attention toward human adaptation and adjustment to natural hazards
and disasters. However, I have taught Economic Anthropology on a yearly
basis for most of my career and over the years have even managed to do
some economic anthropological research. I thank the editors of this volume, as well as the Society for Economic Anthropology, for giving me the
opportunity in a sense to come full circle, linking those original interests
in economic anthropology with my long-term research on hazards and
disasters. My objectives with this chapter are twofold: 1) to provide a short
description of how anthropological political economic approaches to disasters
have developed, and 2) to use what I see as the most complete political
economic model today for disaster research and apply it comparatively to
Hurricanes Mitch and Katrina.
In 1970, when I first entered the field, apart from a scattering of books
and a few more articles in the 1930s and 1940s, disaster research was only
about 20 years old and almost entirely focused on the developed world.
After all, disaster studies grew out of the research on strategic bombing of
populations in World War II . There was almost nothing, apart from a few
anthropological articles on typhoons and a volcanic eruption in the Pacific
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Islands, on the nonindustrialized world and virtually nothing on political
economy, which I understand to be the study of the interplay of economic
wealth and social and political power in the production and distribution
of resources, whether in disasters or reco nstruction (the latter about which
the field was totally silent).

The Anthropological Study of Disasters
Disasters are densely interwoven with anthropology's research agenda,
particularly in regard to adaptation. Since the field's nineteenth century
emergence first focused on human biological and cultural evolution, adaptation has been one of the central concepts in anthropology. In order
to survive and ensure maintenance, demographic replacement, and social
reproduction, human beings interact with nature through a set of material
practices that are socially constituted and culturally meaningful (Patterson
1994:223) . These practices and beliefs are accomplished through social arrangements and modify the natural and social world in ways that enable, to
some degree, the persistence of the society through time-none, I would
submit, more than economics, which serves as a major nexus between the
natural and the social worlds.
That said, the original focus in disaster research was relatively narrow.
Apart from a dissertation by Samuel Prince (1920) on a munitions ship
explosion in Halifax harbor in Canada, and a few articles in sociology journals, not much serious social science research was done on disasters until
the 1950s, during which two approaches developed.
The first was what has been characterized as the hazards approach,
emerging largely from geography, with a focus on the hazards in specific
environments and their impacts on people and communities. The temporal and spatial scales employed in their analyses w ere relatively reduced
to the area affected by the hazard and the time frame in which the event
unfolded.
The second approach, emerging largely in sociology, with some contributions from political science and psychology, focused on the behavior of
indi viduals, organizations, and institutions in th e disaster moments, mostly
the threat, impact, and immediate aftermath stages. The spatiotemporal
scales were also rather narrow, being focused around the actual event of
the disaster impact. The reduced focus and spatiotemporal scales of these
traditions notwithstanding, much good research, mostly in North America,
Europe, and Australia, was carried out on geographical and sociological
topics.
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In the 1970s and 80s, anthropologists and cultural geographers both
from and working in the developing world found that mainstream disaster studies brought littl e of value to the task of analyzing disasters in third
world contexts. These researchers criticized the essentially passive role
prior investigators had assigned to society in risk etiology and the limited
attention paid to local, national, and international factors in creating or exacerbating both risk and impact. Researchers from and in the third world
call ed for a rethinking of disasters from a political economic persp ective,
based on the high correlation between disaster proneness, chronic malnutrition, low income, and famine potential, leading to the conclusion
that the root causes of disasters lay more in society than in nature (Hewitt
1983). The concept of vulnerability focused attention on those aspects
of society that reduce or exacerbate the impact of a hazard. The concept
of vulnerability is, I believe, inherently, of a political-economic nature,
although not all vulnerability theorists use it as such. However, the vulnerability / risk approach has changed the way we think about disasters and
human-environment relations in fundamental ways.

Vulnerability and the Framing of Disasters
Although there is a popular view of disasters as "acts of God" or " fate "
in which nobody is really responsible, researchers now see most natural
disasters as more understandable in terms of the " normal" order of things ,
that is, the conditions of inequality and subordination in the society
rather than the accidental geophysical features of a place. This persp ective
shifte d the focus away from the disaster event and toward the "on-going
societal and man-environment relations that prefigure" a disaster (Hewitt
1983:24-27).
A disaster is now generally understood as an event/process that overwhelms the capacity of a vulnerable social group, economic activity, or infras tructure to resist and recover (Wisner et al. 2004). Disasters occur at the
interface of society, technology, and environment and are fundamentally
the outcomes of these features. To adequately analyze disasters, the barrier
between human activity and ecosystem activity must be collapsed, thus
transforming a relationship of difference into a relationship of mutuality
(Oliver-Smith 2002; Wisner et al. 2004). Disasters are therefore no longer
defined solely in terms of their natural, technological, or social agents or a
triggering event. Vulnerability ties general political economic conditions
to very particular environmental forces to understand how basic conditions
such as poverty or racism produce susceptibilities to very specific envi-
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ronmental hazards. The definition provided by Wisner et al. (2004:11) is
currently among the most utilized:
By vulnerability we mean the characteristics of a person or group in terms
of their capacity to anticipate , cope with, resist, and recover from the impact of a natural hazard (an extreme natural event or process). It involves a
combination of factors that determine the degree to which someone's life
and livelihood is put at risk by a discrete and identifiable event (or series
or "cascade" of such events) in nature or in society.
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There are a number of models of vulnerability. The one that I will use
here is from Wisner et al. (2004:51; see figure 2.1). I believe it to be the
most explicit model from a political economic standpoint. Vulnerability is
generated through a causal chain of root causes embedded in ideological,
social, and economic systems; the dynamic pressures of a demographic,
socioeconomic, or ecological nature; and specific sets of unsafe conditions
which, when combined with a natural hazard, produce a disaster.
As can be seen, this approach enlarges the spatial and temporal scales of
analysis considerably. Each stage in the progression of vulnerability moves
from larger spatial contexts and longer time frames to the more proximate
conditions oflocal vulnerability. This more complex understanding of vulnerability enables researchers to conceptualize how social systems generate
the conditions that place different kinds of people, often differentiated
along axes of class, race, ethnicity, gender, or age, at different levels of risk
from the same hazard and suffering from the same event.
In any environment with existing hazards, a disaster becomes inevitable
in the context of a historically produced pattern of vulnerability, evidenced
in the location, infrastructure, sociopolitical organization, production and
distribution systems, and ideology of a society. A society's pattern of vulnerability is a fundamental feature of a disaster. It conditions the behavior
of individuals and organizations throughout the full unfolding of a disaster
far more profoundly than will the physical force of the destructive agent.
It is only through the pattern of events and processes that emerge in this
conditioned conjuncture of a community and hazard that what we call
a disaster takes place. In that sense, the disaster agent itself functions as a
metonym that encompasses the forces that produce the vulnerability to the
systemic agent, the event, and its aftermath, including the process of reconstruction. Thus, when we speak of Hurricane Mitch or Hurricane Katrina,
we encompass with those labels a set of social, environmental, and political
economic processes that extend deep into the past and far into the future

~

(!)

.<::

vi'.~

~

j) .,

it:£

..c
0

~S

~Om

~gi-g

ffi
Iii

J

"' 8::2

"'~I.I...,

~

,18 £
i= .!!!

-,o ~

.!J

>-"'
:::=
N

:::J

Q...

~Io
ro- c
~

"'0

_E ~ .~
=> Z E
> .. w

-0~ a...
QJ · -

~""
>"'~.!J

Qi <( u
C<'..,,. (!)

~ 8~

2N]

"'

.,,

i

I~

5
~
3

m
a:
8

uu"'
c c
~

"'"'
tn
c vu..
~ 0 c

uQJ cc

"'
~
c ro _2

::Ju >\. . c~

o~
~ (!) (!)

-

fQJ

co

-u

v.~~

0 -"

~ i§

i
l5
z
Q

~ o...
~
ro ·-~;; ~
00 .
b.O c ~
c "'u
·- - c

""

~i
~fil
of

~

6

"'""c

~ ~

_fil

£ .g
'

6

-uci:i

.

CJ

a:::

~....I

c
ro

CL> ·.;:::;

'§

~ . ~~

It
w
i=

~s-o
~'+-

c

~ON

0... ~ ~'
(!)

I
~

~ ~~

. "'~
N 0... · QJ

iii 0

~u-o

:::>

~

c

bO :::J "'
·- 0
LL.. V>

ANTHROPOLOGY AND THE POLITI C AL ECONOMY OF DISASTERS
16

17

C HAPTER 2

as well as spanning beyond local economies and power sectors to regional
and global political econom.ic structures.
When social scientists in the 1970s and 1980s began establishing
through their research the empirical findings that led to the concept of
vulnerability, they created the basis for a powerful model of causation for
disaster research and practice. Vulnerability has become an orienting principle for the entire field of disaster studies and management. The concept
of vulnerability challenges us to identify those social features and specify
those linkages to processes that when coinciding with the onset of a hazard lead to damages and deaths . To the degree that vulnerability is socially
constructed, the n1ost salient features of social construction often represent
entrenched arrangements of political and economic behavior and ideology. They are not "accidental." They may or may not be intentional. In
that sense, we need to recognize that the beginnings of disasters are deeply
embedded in the history, ideology, and political economy of a society, or,
more specifically, in the human-environn1ent relations and human-human
relations and the ideologies that inform them and are reinforced by them.
However, not only the processes associated with creating vulnerability but
also the process of post-disaster reconstruction reveal how deeply disasters
are embedded in the political economy of a region.
My goal in this chapter is to show how an explicit political economy of
disaster approach might be applied. I have chosen to do this analysis comparatively, using a disaster from the first world and a disaster from the third
world to provide insight into what kinds of variation might be expected
from undertaking this approach. Hurricane Mitch in 1998 and Hurricane
Katrina in 2005 provide two extraordinary examples to illustrate the assertion that disasters are embedded in the political economy of a region.
I rely, though not point by point, on the Wisner et al. (2004) model to
guide my analysis of both of these disasters .

Hurricanes Mitch and Katrina in Political
Economic Perspective
Certainly, one of the n1ost frustrating, maddening, and tragic things about
Katrina was that not only did we know it would happen, but we knew
what would happen and why it would happen, at virtually every stage
(Laska et al. 2005). And as for Mitch, Susan Stonich's (1992) work in the
early 1990s all but predicted what would eventually happen in Honduras
in 1998. If we knew all those things, if they were part of our knowledge

base , then why did Mitch and Katrina even happen? Our knowledge was
ao od , but it was not sufficient to enable us to deal with the disaster prov
cess effectively. The question is why? And further, how does that knowledge base coupled with what happened actually frame the reconstruction
process to deal with those threats and vulnerabilities that we know are
systemic? These are questions that, at their core, address the basic relationship betw een ideology and action, or, rephrasing, between knowledge and
policy.
There are clear similarities between Hurricane Mitch in 1998 and
Hurricane Katrina in 2005, although one occurred in a sn1all, poor, and
underdeveloped nation and the other in a large, wealthy, and developed
nation. In both circumstances, an intense natural force encountered a society whose environment, infrastructure, and population had been rendered
severely vulnerable by social and economic processes deeply embedded in
particular approaches to development and the environment. Thus, it was
not just a situation of people living in harm's way, but of the active creation of conditions of vulnerability largely through human action on the
environm ent.

Hurricane Mitch
In the case of Mitch, the research of Susan Stonich (1992), Kees Jansen
(1998), Manuel Winograd (in press), and others tells us that the vulnerability of Honduras was and is composed of factors rooted in human use of
the environment and the socioeconomically derived conditions in which
much of the population lives. The local topography and climate were tied
to a development model based on agricultural diversification and exportled growth that promulgated practices that degraded the environment,
making it more vulnerable to the impact of climatological hazards. More
than 50 percent of the country is at risk oflandslides or droughts, constituting roughly 60 percent of used lands. More than 25 percent of the country
is at risk of flooding (50 percent of used lands), especially in the more
populated agricultural areas of San Pedro Sula, Tegucigalpa, and Choluteca
(Winograd, in press). The agricultural development model directed toward
production of nontraditional agricultural exports (NT AE) brought into use
floodplains as well as displacing small farmers to easily eroded hillsides in
processes of land concentration to achieve economies of scale for export
production. These practices in turn led to a series of dynamic pressures
expressed as environmental degradation, land concentration, population
displacement, migration, and intense urbanization, ultimately producing
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the unsafe conditions of vulnerable housing, unstable terrain, contaminated
water supplies, disease, malnutrition, and poverty.
The deteriorating environmental situation compounded the social
conditions that located Honduras among the poorest of the poor of Latin
America. In the 1990s, Honduras had the fourth lowest GDP per capita in
Latin America (higher only than Bolivia, Haiti, and Nicaragua). Seventy
percent of the total population and 80 percent of the rural population
were living below the absolute poverty level. Nationally, undernutrition
affected 40 percent of school-age children and, in some areas, 70 percent of
preschool children suffer from malnutrition, of which 30 percent reached
second or third degree levels. At the beginning of the 1990s, the population was estimated at 5.1 million. By mid- 1996, it was at 6.1, more than
double the population of 1970. Although fertility rates dropped from 7.4
in 1970 to 5.3 in 1989 and the annual growth rate from 3.7 in 1980 to
2.96 in 1990, 46 percent of the population was less than 20 years old at the
time of Hurricane Mitch. Honduras ranked last among Central American
countries according to the UN Human Development Index-a composite
measure calculated from multiple indicators oflife expectancy, educational
attainment, and income (Stonich 1992:2-3).
Rapid population growth coupled with scant economic opportunities
forced increasing numbers of rural peoples to intensify their efforts in agriculture, in many cases adopting agricultural practices that destroyed forests
and degraded soils and other natural resources. In growing numbers, rural
peoples were migrating elsewhere, seeking survival either in the rapidly
expanding urban areas or in the remaining areas of tropical humid forests
of La Mosquitia of Honduras' east coast. The average annual rate of urbanization was roughly 5.5 percent, the highest in Central America. The
rate of deforestation was estimated to have ranged from 1.6 to 3.2 percent
annually or about 80,000-90,000 hectares per year (Stonich 1992:2-3).
In rural areas, expansion of banana and melon cultivation, shrimp farming, and cattle ranching was associated with an increasing concentration of
land ownership and provoked the large-scale dislocation of small farmers
from valley bottornlands to steep hillsides, where the necessity to clear
land for cultivation resulted in widespread deforestation and soil erosion.
In lowland areas, as in the Sula valley, river channeling and river drainage
over the course of decades to bring land into banana production also led to
occupation of low-lying and flood-prone areas by plantation workforces.
Drained wetlands and diked rivers for extensive plantations of export crops
in lowland valleys attracted thousands-now homeless and jobless after
Mitch-to work for agribusiness in areas acutely vulnerable to flooding.
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Because the rural poor were and are increasingly dependent on off-farm
income, mostly from agricultural labor, they suffered from elevated risk regarding appropriate procedures for handling and using pesticides. Research
in the early 1990s indicated that excessive use of pesticides was not only
placing farm workers in jeopardy, but also contaminating soils, surface water,
and groundwater. In addition, resistance to pesticides was increasing, and
diseases once thought to be declining-such as malaria-were increasing in
incidence. Furthermore, access to safe and adequate water supply, sewage,
health care, and adequate housing had diminished (Stonich 1992:5).
R ural poverty and land concentration produced waves of migration
to cities like Tegucigalpa, where people occupied unsafe structures on
hillsides made unstable by deforestation. People seeking homes around the
cities cleared steeply sloped lands around highland cities, exacerbating the
instability of soils, erosion, and landslides. In the lowland cities, the migrants occupied areas prone to flood, creating extremely densely populated
urban neighborhoods along riverbanks and in floodplains. These urban
settlements, as in squatter settlements in many areas, suffered from a lack
of potable water and sanitation as well as public health facilities, resulting
in diarrh ea and parasitic diseases that produce high levels of mortality and
morbidity among vulnerable populations such as the poor, women, and
children (Stonich 1992:4).
After Mitch devastated Honduras, even a glance at the relevant documents reveals that both Hondurans and the international community
appreh ended and appreciated the complex relationships between environmental, economic, and social factors that led to the destruction that happened in the hurricane. Nonetheless, the outcome of reconstruction plans
was a set of policies and practices that addressed symptoms, even effectively
in some cases , but did little to address causes, thus condemning themselves
to repeat the ex'ercise at some future point as both causes and symptoms
evolve w ith attempts to address them.
The government initially framed the issue in terms of simple reconstruction, but development nongovernmental organizations, trade unions,
farmers' organizations, and other elements of civil society saw the disaster
as an opportunity to transform the nation Qansen 2003:49). The Stockholm
Declaration of May 1999, on which the reconstruction plan was based,
called fo r reducing the social and ecological vulnerability of the nation
as an overriding goal as well as the reconstruction and transformation of
Central America based on an integrated approach to transparency and good
governance. Eventually, the government integrated the idea of change into
Its discourse and the national reconstruction plan was entitled the Master
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Plan of Reconstruction and National Transformation (Plan Maestro de
Reconstrucci6n y Transformaci6n Nacional). In this context, reconstruction meant rebuilding the infrastructure and the rapid reconstitution of the
economic base. The term transformation referred to "a strategy of accelerated, equitable, sustainable and participatory development" and prioritized
three key themes: poverty, environment, and democratic participation
(Plan Maestro 1999). The plan contained impressive provisions for prioritizing poverty reduction and human development, economic reactivation
with productive employment, sustainable protection of natural resources,
and strengthening democratic participation (Plan Maestro 1999:12) . Specific reconunendations included changes in environmental, economic,
social, and political activities.
From an environmental perspective, reforestation efforts should have
focused on the most seriously impacted areas, such as both rural and urban
hillsides, but incentives for resource-poor farmers needed to be included in
these programs to protect and preserve the trees. The shrimp farms along
the Pacific coast were economically significant at the national level, but
their reconstruction should have included regulations to protect nature
reserves, particularly the rich mangrove environments (De Walt 1998).
Economically, jobs needed to be provided to enable individuals, households, and communities to recover and reconstruct. Incentive programs to
encourage larger landowners to plant labor-intensive crops on the most
productive lands were also recommended (DeWalt 1998) . Suggestions by
governmental authorities that production patterns be altered toward basic
food grains were also important, particularly to reduce migration into the
last remaining rainforest regions, predominately in La Mosquitia.
National transformation required that education, health, and nutrition
programs be established to sustain local populations and to enhance their
capabilities to recover and to develop any new economic options that
became available in the process of reconstruction. The public health situation, as it regards issues of disease vector control, sanitation, potable water,
and nutrition in particular, were also priorities as forms of vulnerability
reduction and reconstruction efforts.
From a political standpoint, the ongoing tension in Honduras and
Central America between administrative decentralization (democratization
and local decision-making) and traditional centralist tendencies of national
governments as it affected long-term reconstruction had also to be resolved
in a way that favored local and municipal initiative. Ultimately, the interrelated practices of post-disaster reconstruction, environmental management,
and sustainable development h ad to be grounded at the local level and
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would then succeed in a context of local-level corn.munity mobilization
and support. In effect, post-hurricane Honduras provided an important
opportunity for economic forms and practices to be altered toward more
sustainable forms of use. Furthermore, reconstruction after Mitch could
have helped to establish the range of possibilities for sustainability as an
achievable goal of specific directed policies within the limitations established by current economic practice.
However, the crucial question remains as to whether the political and
economic structures of the nation can, even with the necessity and the incentive of reconstruction, truly come to grips with a set of endemic conditions that are so deeply embedded by both national and international forces
in their own forms and practices. In other words, the rhetoric surrounding
reconstruction reflected the ambivalence between continuity and change
at the ideological level, but also the tension between reestablishing predisaster stability as quickly as possible and the recognition that that system
itself was part of the problem. Brown-Jeffy and Kroll-Smith (this volu·me)
refer to this as the recovery of inequality.
According to the human rights organization the Washington Office
on Latin America, "the landmark Stockholm Accords have yet to be
implemented" (Gass 2002:2). This is not to say that reconstruction efforts
accomplished nothing. Roughly five years after the disaster, much of the
damaged infrastructure had been replaced or repaired. Housing projects,
some more successful than others, had been built. Schools had been constructed. Roads and bridges were repaired. Efforts to relocate communities
into more secure environments had begun.
However, the basic relationships that exacerbated the effects of the
hurricane so severely have not changed significantly. Agricultural policies based on the theory of comparative advantage and the production of
nontraditional agricultural export crops continue to dominate the Honduran countryside. Questioning that fundamental premise has not been
possible.
The unquestioned acceptance of this policy by national and international interests was quite clearly demonstrated to me personally when I
became involved in discussions to prepare a major research and application
proposal to be headed by an economist. Based upon my experience and
work in Honduras after Mitch, I was invited to participate in what was
to be a very large proposal to advise and consult on the recovery process.
At one juncture, I suggested that continuing the policies of comparative
advantage and nontraditional agricultural export crops might simply reconstruct the previous set of vulnerable conditions. A short discussion took
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place as to whether Honduras had any options in the process. My opinion was noted and I was omitted from any further planning sessions (the
project was not funded anyway). In other words, despite the ideological
shift that the emphasis on vulnerability and transformation represented in
the national plan, it was not sufficient to disrupt even remotely the global
hegemonic model of economic-environmental relations that oriented
Honduran realities.

Hurricane Katrina
In the case of Katrina, the research of Shirley Laska et al. (2005) and Robert Gramling and Ronald Hagelman (2005), among others, tells us that the
vulnerability profile of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast also combines
factors issuing from the use of the natural environment driven in part by
political economic factors. The region of the Gulf Coast and particularly
surrounding New Orleans was close to or below sea level, leaving it vulnerable to storms and hurricanes. New Orleans is also surrounded by one
of the largest rivers in the world, as well as several lakes and bays, swamps,
and m arshes. Inadequate levees built to control the flow of the Mississippi
River and prevent Lake Pontchartrain from flooding the city, added to
increased levels of vulnerability. Another measure of vulnerability in New
Orleans is due to environmental degradation produced by multiple causes.
Louisiana ranks second only to Texas in terms of hazardous industrial waste
generated. Much of the waste that is flushed down river leaves through
the mouth of the Mississippi, contaminating large areas of the Gulf Coast
(Oliver-Smith and Button 2005).
The digging of a Mississippi Gulf outlet has been said to weaken these
natural defenses. Coastal erosion has been precipitated by the clear-cutting
of cypress for garden mulch and the location of hundreds of gas/ oil rigs
and pipelines along the coast has further added to environmental degradation. Moreover, the building of canals for the petrochemical industry has
contributed to the destruction of the natural protection of coastal marshes
as well (Laska et al. 2005). The loss of coastal marshes and land due to
these factors and others has accelerated the loss of coastal land and increased
the vulnerability of the populace. It is estimated that the Gulf Coast loses
about 35 square miles of coast each year due to these factors (Gramling
and Hagelman 2005).
The socioeconomic factors contributing to the vulnerability profile of
New Orleans and the Gulf Coast are now well known. New Orleans suf-
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fers from a condition of endemic economic crisis, compounded by a political system in which corruption also seriously undermined its capacity to
cope with an array of serious social problems. Data from the U.S . Census
2000 indicate that approximately one third of the city of 500,000 people
was poor. Only 46 percent of the residents owned their own homes. In
fact, the poverty rates of the city are more than twice the national average. Louisiana has one of the lowest levels of educational attainment in the
nation; one quarter of all adults age 25 and over lack a high school education. Additional vulnerability of the residents is increased by the estimate
that approximately 10 percent of the population has special needs, which
include being elderly, or having mental or physical disabilities. Further vulnerability is indicated by the fact that in overall health indicators Louisiana
ranked last among the 50 states in 2002, and 49th in 2003 (U.S. Census
2000).
Further vulnerability to disasters is evidenced by the fact that approximately 120,000 of the city's residents did not own cars, making evacu·ation especially problematic in the event of an emergency. The failure of
local officials to adequately provide public transportation before Hurricane
Katrina struck the city only increased the vulnerability of this population.
Indeed, the institutional vulnerability of local, state, and federal agencies
was made manifest in the secondary disaster of displacement, subsequent to
the fail ure of the levees after Hurricane Katrina (Button and Oliver-Smith
2008; O liver-Smith and Button 2005).
The debates and activities unfolding around the reconstruction process
in New Orleans and Gulf Coast environs reflect the variety of interests
of the different impacted groups. On one hand, we have seen clearly that
vulnerability reduction will require reducing the environmental degradation that left the region bereft of natural defenses against a systemic hazard.
However, addressing root causes, reversing the Pressure and Release model
as Wisner et al. (2004) suggest, will mean taking actions that reduce both
the exploitation and efficiency of transport of basic features of the economy, namely petroleum, chemicals, and shipping. Reduction in that sector
of the economy will reverberate in the employment sector, eliminating
the capital and jobs needed for reestablishing an economic base. If models
favoring environmentally sustainable urban planning are implemented, the
human rights of the several hundreds of thousands of displaced people and
their right to return to their communities will be severely limited, furthering the agenda of certain social classes and their particular vision of a New
Orleans of the future (Button and Oliver-Smith 2008).
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Globalization and the
Political Economy of Disaster
The death and destruction of Hurricane Mitch and Hurricane Katrina can
be viewed as due in part to economically and socially inscribed practices
associated with the capital and commodity flows that created and sustained
them both at both national and international levels. If such is the case, the
capacity of either the Honduran or the U.S. system to address the root
causes of the disaster was and is limited. At the local level, powerful interests emerge quite quickly to reestablish the political economic structures
that supported their dominance. At the international level-both disaster
sites w ere important to , and dependent upon, international markets. The
capacity of any single society in the current global economic system to
address such root causes is open to question. However, we err, I think
seriously, if we attribute to globalization the strength of natural law. Globalization is not gravity and market logics are not physics (Collins 2003).
Neither have the force of natural law and both are cultural, essentially
ideological phenomena, with deep and widespread material manifestations , that nonetheless admit to wide variation in both interpretation and
application. Globalized market logics are clearly guiding reconstruction
efforts in both Honduras and the U .S. Gulf Coast, but their exponents
today must now contend with alternative understandings of environmental
and economic relations. These discussions suggest that while vulnerability
may be reinstalled in both contexts by overriding economic and political
interests, these ideological models, despite their dominance, are no longer
universally accepted or uncontested
In contemporary disasters , perhaps our most important task is to discover and implement those aspects of reconstruction that feasibly, within
the limits of action permitted by existing political economic structures,
can reduce both environmental degradation and vulnerability to hazards.
Post-hurricane Honduras a:id the U.S. Gulf Coast provide important opportunities for economic forms and practices to be altered toward more
sustainable forms of use. Furthermore, reconstruction after Mitch and
Katrina can help us understand the range of possibilities for sustainability
as an achievable goal of specific directed policies within the limitations
established by current political economic practice.
As David H arvey suggests (1996), the built environment in which we
live is a m aterial instantiation of our social relations (Harvey 1996). It is both
expressive of and shapes our social relations. Nowhere does this relationship become more crucial than in the process of community reconstruction.
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Ma terial reconstruction can both support and express social reconstitution.
Material reconstruction can be a confirmation of social reconstitution. It can
also undermine the process severely and ve1y frequently has (Oliver-Smith
2005) .
But if disasters and the losses they cause are complex and compounding,
then the process of reconstruction also is inherently complex. Borrowing
from my colleague Chris de Wet (2006) in displacement and resettlement
studies, I would suggest that post-disaster reconstruction is characterized by
an array of interrelated factors of different orders-cultural, social, environmental, economic, institutional, and political-all taking place in rapidly
changing circumstances. Moreover, these changes are taking place simultaneously in an interlinked and mutually influencing process of transformation. And further, these internal changes from the reconstruction process are
also influenced by and respond to external sources of power as well as the
goals of local actors. Again following De Wet (2006), I would suggest the
inherent complexity of reconstruction tends to limit the degree of control
authorities can exercise over the process and creates a space for local people
to take greater control over the process. The vulnerability model tells us
that disaster losses are in large part the consequence of human action. Both
in prevention and in reconstruction, people can address those conditions
which bring about disaster by undertaking political action to not only hold
those responsible for vulnerable conditions accountable but also to reframe
human-environment relations and the entire process of development. The
challenge thus becomes the development of policy that supports a genuine
participatory and open-ended approach to reconstruction (De Wet 2006).

Conclusion
To conclude, then, the combination of increasing population, population density, increasing poverty, and occupation of hazardous sites has
accentuated vulnerability to both natural and technological hazards and
increases the probability of severe impacts of disasters. For example, other
cities that face threats similar to those that devastated New Orleans are
Mumbai, C aracas, Cape Town, Dar es Salaam, and Manila. Technology
has also vastly increased the numbers of hazards to which populations are
exposed. When socionatural disasters trigger technological disasters, the
resulting complex process may render places completely uninhabitable.
While many of the changes associated with increasing state and market
ll1tegration have established more resilient infrastructures in some regions
of the w orld, they have also frequently undermined traditional adaptations
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of rural populations to natural hazards. Norman Myers (1997) has asserted
that recent human-induced environmental change, such as desertification, deforestation, or soil erosion compounded by natural and man-made
disasters, could force as many as 50 million people from their homes by
2010. He sees environmental change and disasters as triggers or detonators
that lead to land competition, resource degradation, occupation of fragile
regions, and impoverishment that create disastrous conditions and eventually uproot people, turning them into environmental refugees.
Today, because of the globalization of both social and biophysical
phenomena, many local problems, including disasters, may have their root
causes and triggering agents, and possibly their solutions, on the other side
of the globe. Through this globalization process problems have become
basically non-linear in causation and discontinuous in both space and
time. This renders them inherently unpredictable and substantially less
amenable to traditional methods of observation of change and adaptation.
Now, people, economies, and nature are in a process of coevolution on
a global scale, each influencing the others in unfamiliar ways and at scales
that challenge our traditional understandings of structure and organization
with serious implications for the adaptive capacities of people and societies
(Holling 1994:79-81) .
The challenge in this field is to specify the linkages, now on regional
and global scales, that generate destructive forces within our local societies and environments. Generally speaking, from my perspective the public
must be made aware of how implicated past human actions are in the
occurrence of a disaster; that is, how certain kinds of deeply embedded
cultural predispositions combine with conscious decision-making to further specific political economic interests in society produce specific kinds
of vulnerabilities to disasters. There needs to be a greater understanding
about the structural components of vulnerability to disasters and how they
contribute as much or more to the unfolding of a disaster as the actual
hazard agent itself
One of the frequent pitfalls of political economic analysis is that people
are often subsumed into large aggregates and human agency tends to disappear. Disaster impacts also have a way of diminishing agency, of making
human effort appear ineffectual, of rendering people into a passive, victim
condition. However, we have also seen that in efforts undertaken in public
action to combat vulnerabilities through mitigation as well as through the
process of reconstruction, people can reclaim agency and restore a sense of
meaning and direction to their lives and communities. By undertaking po-
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litical action to not only hold those responsible for creating vulnerable conditions accountable, local communities can also work to reframe social and
economic relations and press for more sustainable forms of development.
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