
INTRODUCTION

Disasters, as a discipline, have invited recent

attention (post 2005 Indian Ocean Tsunami). The

emerging field is characterized by multiplicity of

viewpoints. Truth and reality are perceived from plural

vantage points. This gives the subject a complex and

interdisciplinary flavour. An overwhelming majority of

scholars have looked at disasters as “opportunities to

intervene”- for state restructuring, incubating new ideas,

expanding economy etc. Disasters are characterized by

uncertainty and absurdity. It provides a unique interface

of social formation and cultural sensibilities of the past

while society stands at cusp of change. This situation

poses a classical dilemma- to choose between what

should be preserved and what should be erased.

Changing conceptualisation of disasters:

Previously disasters were looked upon as “an act of

God”, over which human beings had little control. Of late

disasters are being seen as signs of failures—failures of

preparedness, response, and recovery. Most often
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however, disasters are understood as failures of long-

term development and risk reduction planning. They thrive

on underlying societal challenges such as inequality or

poverty that Wisner et al. (2004) termed ‘root causes’

and ‘unsafe conditions’, which exacerbate disaster

impact.

The past three decades have been characterised

by a shift towards more proactive (as opposed to formerly

reactive) disaster risk management and the efforts to

reduce vulnerabilities with the objective to bring about

sustainably developed and resilient communities (World

Bank, 2012).

The significance of disaster risk reduction for

sustainable development planning has gained renewed

interest given the importance of disaster risk reduction

for climate change adaptation. Disaster risk reduction is

now understood as a pathway towards achieving

sustainable development (write about Alternative Dev).

Dominant view:

It is observed that research carried out with funding

from mainstream global agencies tend to promote a
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‘dominant view’ These agencies set the agenda by

identifying problems whose examination they are willing

to support-and by implication also outline what they are

not willing to support. In case of disasters, dominant

discourse is laid down by actors such as World Bank and

United Nations bodies. It is so because these agencies

are instrumental in aid provisioning, conducting Post

Disaster Needs Assessment (PDNA) exercises among

various other activities. Moreover, there is an increased

emphasis by funding agencies on applied research for

solving practical problems. Disciplinary concerns,

especially those related to theory construction, are of little

or no interest. Thus, research in the field is manipulated

and conditioned by those agencies which have positive

stakes in disasters.

On the other hand, analysts adopting the view from

the periphery have begun to set a different agenda, one

with issues and research problems identified by the victims

of disaster. This alternative point of view is both welcome

and beneficial. Nevertheless, replacing the interests and

values of the powerful as shapers of research agendas

with the interests and values of the less powerful usually

sidesteps the question of how best to explain the role of

power itself in all aspects of disaster.

Table 1 : Issues of contemporary interest in Disaster Management and its interface with development thinking 

Sr. 

No. 

Interest Concerns Interface with Development 

thinking 

1. Nature and extent and type of damage and loss Loss to economy, lives lost Modernisation 

2. Nature of Post Disaster Needs assessment  Technocratic, quantitative (satellite 

data, surveys) 

Modernisation 

3. Politics of Aid, assistance and relief (local, national, 

international) 

Globalisation, diplomacy Dependency 

4. Stakeholder participation (NGOs, Private actors, 

community) 

Civil Society organisations, 

participatory decision making 

Alternative Development 

5. Structural, Non-structural Mitigation measures 

 

Infrastructure, technology, capacity 

building 

Modernisation/Human 

Development 

6. Use of Information, communication and 

Technology tools for disaster preparedness, 

mitigation and response 

Technology, Scientific research and 
Development 

Technocratic Development/ 
Modernisation 

7. Social Capital and Recovery Bonding, bridging, networks and 

social development 

Post Development 

8. Post-traumatic stress disorder and emotional 

support in the aftermath of disaster 

Mental Health, loss, Suffering Human Development 

9. Resilient Cities, climate proof agriculture, disaster 

proof development 

Infrastructure, Technology, Capital 

intensive Developmental projects 

Modernisation 

10. Vulnerability Assessment- economic, social, 

physical 

Poverty, disability Alternative Development/ 

Modernisation 

11. Indigenous knowledge system and sustainability Cultural capital, appropriation, 

intellectual property 

Alternative Development 

12. Citizenship Rights Globalisation, refugees, entitlements, 

State 

Post Development 

13. Adaptive governance/ Governance for Disaster 

Risk Reduction 

Bureaucracy, Decentralised planning 

Community rights 

Alternative Development 

14. Capacity building, devising coping strategies to 

deal with disasters 

Enlargement of people’s choices, 

Capacitation 

Human Development 

15. Business loss and recovery Loss to GDP, Needs assessment Technocratic Development/ 

Modernisation 

16. Identities like caste, gender family, class, caste 

getting reinforced in post disaster phase 

Identity assertion, selective 

beneficiaries 

Post development 

17. How does the disruption caused by disasters affect 

the pursuit of competing interests? 

Equity, discrimination, identities Post Development 

18. How are patterns of cleavage and conflict re-

established or changed after disaster 

Bargaining power, resources, 

class 

Post development 
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Hewitt criticizes social scientists-sociologists and

geographers in particular-for siding with control-obsessed,

technology- oriented elites. Political economy and political

ecology perspectives, vulnerability analysis, and gendered

approaches are recent consciously developed

perspectives that constitute alternatives to elitist

tendencies in research.

Issues of contemporary interest in disaster

management:

Based on a review of literature from diverse

disciplines, the following issues of contemporary interest

can be underlined-

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Disasters and development theory interface:

Most United Nations, World Bank and national policy

reports begin with the catchphrase “Natural disasters

cause loss of up to 2 per cent of the GDP annually”. The

rationale therefore for studying disasters emerges from

its tendency to decelerate the growth process. Therefore,

the central objective, that is economic growth, is to be

achieved through deregulation, liberalization and

privatization. Neoliberalism, retains the conventional core

meanings of development as ‘economic growth’, while

‘how to’ and the ‘agency of growth’ shifts from state to

the market.

Disasters are moments of hyper-consumption, which

may give rise to a booming economy because entropy is

accelerated (John Stuart Mill). The government is enticed

to leverage the window of opportunity by cutting taxes

to attract investment. In this manner new industries flock

to the site on ruins of the old. The shock of a disaster is

used as an opportunity to change the order of things by

privatising common land, cheapening the terms of trade.

Interventions in the form of ‘help’, ‘aid’ and

‘development’ ‘ are made to manipulate the broader

notions of society. Naomi Klein has observed how new

doctrines are often introduced after population has

suffered the shock of a natural disaster. She opines in

her book that capitalism uses public disorientation to

control and profiteer.

Usually many new faces flock the site of a disaster,

they are usually the ‘private’ component of public-private-

partnership model of development process while

borrowings from development banks for the ‘public’

component. Thus , there exists a interplay of intervention

and opportunism in the motivations and actions which

are undertaken in the aftermath of a disaster.

In less developed countries livelihood generation is

still a key development intervention. In the aftermath of

a disaster, policy is designed in such a way so that the

structure of government and society can be altered

through reconstruction. Case studies from various

countries have shown the penetration and flourishing of

private insurance market in unchartered territories.

The plethora of literature dealing with disasters

illustrates that the goal of disaster preparedness, mitigation

and recovery processes is to achieve the objectives of

neoclassical development. However, the pathway to

achieving this is through alternative development model.

Thus all the major thrust areas of disaster risk reduction

strategy- community participation, role of indigenous

knowledge, bottom up planning, sustainability, stronger

stakeholder-ship of civil society actors, endogenous

development gel well with the alternative paradigm.

However, these concepts as naïve they may seem,

are tweaked to the interest of power bearers. For instance,

everyone hails community oriented disaster management

strategy but a deeper insight into role of community shows

that community is reduced to being a passive recipient

rather than a proactive first responder. Community

participation is seen as a means to an end and not an end

in itself. There are very few instances of community

designed and led disaster mitigation and recovery plans.

Usually the process is hierarchical and bureaucratic with

scant regard for local aspirations and cultural sensibilities.

Similarly, one sees great emphasis being put on

‘capacity building’ (Human Development discourse) to

tackle exigencies like disasters. While it seems an

attractive proposition at once, the regimented and

mundane exercise of imparting “Dos and Don’ts “ robs

it of its very motives.

While the approach to tackling disasters seems to

be embedded in the alternative development discourse,

there’s not much to be optimistic about. Though

alternative development seeks local solutions, focuses on

peculiarity and uniqueness of development in a particular

context, it is largely an appendage to mainstream

development itself. It doesn’t, necessarily provide an

alternative explanatory framework to look at problems

of development. The question of power which ought to

be central to the discourse on development is overlooked

by Alternative development paradigm.

Alternative development and Human development

approach emerged as two key challenges to mainstream

LOCATING DISASTERS IN DEVELOPMENT THEORY
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development but are getting increasingly co-opted into

the mainstream development discourse for it to gain

legitimacy and widespread approval across space.

The most profound contribution of alternative

development paradigm is in defining the instrument of

change (agency), the goals remaining the same as

mainstream development. In case of disasters it puts

community, civil society actors as the charge-bearers.

However, this seems true more in theory than in practice.

In most cases civil society actors not given proactive

decision making roles as their abilities and expertise to

make choices is always viewed with a high degree of

scepticism.

Alternative development paradigm does not

represent a break in the discourse of development, for it

lacks sufficient theoretical cohesion. It reflects on certain

normative orientations, follows disparate theoretical

strands, and is therefore in a state of flux. Alternative

development is also criticized to be pretentious for it goes

to far in its critique of mainstream development and often

suggests more than what it is capable of delivering.

Alternative development is posited as a critique of

mainstream development which is simplified as having a

single homogeneous thrust towards modernisation and

its diversity, complexity and adaptability are

underestimated. Thus the existence of alternative

development paradigm is based on the failures of

mainstream discourse- there is a mainstream and

therefore an ‘alternative’ exists. This proves that there

can be no absolute disconnect between the two, the

question however more importantly is-to what extent has

the alternative development paradigm been able to

overcome the limitations of mainstream development

discourse. The answer-not much! Since it doesn’t

redefine the goals of development in entirety, only attempts

to tweak the agency of change.

Unlike mainstream modernisation thinking which

emphasizes on structural macro economic changes,

alternative development looks at agency as the change

bearer. It believes in people’s capacity to effect social

change. However, some scholars believe that alternative

development is hardly an alternative way of achieving

development. It broadly shares the same goals as

mainstream development but using different means-

participatory/ people centred to achieve them. Thus they

propound a peaceful coexistence between alternative and

mainstream development.

Some others contest this idea and believe that

alternative development is an alternative model of

development. Alternative development according to them

should be ‘geared to the satisfaction of needs’,

endogenous and self-reliant and in harmony with the

environment’. Over the years alternative development

has been reinforced by and associated with virtually any

form of criticism of mainstream developmentalism such

as anti-capitalism, Green thinking, feminism, eco

feminism, democratization, new social movements, post-

structuralist analysis etc.

The issues which dominate the arena of disaster

research are yet to incorporate idea of environmental

justice, human rights and centrality of power dynamics

in determining reconstruction outcomes. As the field is

still emerging, it is expected that with time these peripheral

issues will acquire centre stage. Presently the entire gamut

of literature which deals with disaster risk reduction is

highly technocratic and managerial in its approach. For

example, in order to reduce impact of a disaster the

solution prescribed is installation of early warning systems

for forecasting. There is hardly any mention of accounting

for hazard prone areas and relocating people in safer

locations elsewhere as part of long term solution strategy.

Incremental steps tend to be conservative.

Comprehensive and radical transformations in high-risk

areas such as coastal zones are missing and, as a result,

conflicting and competing adaptation strategies are

omnipresent.

The literature is laced with numerous such quick

fixes without a long term plan on the horizon. This could

also be due to the acceptance of the inevitability of

disasters in the short run and hence the compulsive need

to prepare for it.

There is a need to focus on climate resilience and

adaptation as a long term strategy with the goals of

Disaster Risk Reduction embedded in it rather than

perusing both in isolation. Synergies between the two

initiatives (Climate adaptation and Disaster Risk

Reduction) is likely to lead to optimum outcomes.

Nonetheless, like everything else there exists a limit

to climate adaptation and disaster mitigation strategy.

Disasters are seen as moments of hyper-

consumption, which may give rise to a booming economy

because entropy is accelerated . All interest groups are

enticed to leverage the window of opportunity by cutting

taxes to attract investment. In this manner new industries

flock to the site on ruins of the old. Interventions in the

form of ‘help’, ‘aid’ and ‘development’ ‘are made to
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manipulate the broader notions of society. In this manner

adversity and public disorientation are used to control

and profiteer. Naomi Klien has used the phrase ‘disaster

capitalism’. She describes it as a political strategy that is

a concerted attempt to harness the dislocation after a

large-scale shock or disaster, to harness and exploit the

window of opportunity that opens up when whole

societies go into a state of shock or are just simply reeling

from some horrific experience that keeps them

concentrated on day-to-day survival, and also keeps them

fearful and generally more trustful than usual of their

authority figures.

Case studies from various countries have shown

the penetration and flourishing of private insurance market

in unchartered territories. This brings society closer to

Milton Friedman’s vision of a correct society which is

one in which the only acceptable role for governments

was to enforce contracts and to police borders, and

everything else should be left to the mark, thus giving

impetus to the neoliberal agenda.

David Harvey makes the point that wherever

neoliberal- ism has gone it has increased the inequality in

wealth, and that this movement of free markets serves

the financial interests of the elite. This exacerbates the

tragedy in wake of disasters further.

Community involvement is an essential pillar of

Alternative Development paradigm which combines the

aims of development and emancipation. Thus NGOs, civil

society stakeholders gain prominence in this approach.

The flipside of community participation is that sometimes

it exposes the deep seated animosities between sub-

groups with contradictory views. The consensus building

exercise therefore becomes cumbersome.

So far we have been looking at the role of human

agency in causing and mitigating disasters. However,

there is little attention to the question of human rights

and justice in wake of a disaster. Capacity building

initiatives do little to empower individuals as there is hardly

any usage of cognitive abilities and intuitive appeals.

These coping strategies equip people with mechanical

reflexes for exigencies.

Power is ubiquitous; right from shaping the kind of

research to deciding who gets what? Equity, justice, rights

are all a function of power relations in society. Post

development approaches give centrality to power

dynamics in understanding development outcomes, which

so far has not acquired steam in this discipline.

Appreciation and validation of indigenous knowledge

system stems from alternative development paradigm

which regards grassroots practices and values cultural

sensibilities. It has been well acknowledged in policy

literature. However sometimes cultural capital and

knowledge system of sub-groups can be in conflict with

each other. This unsettles the notion of ‘homogeneity’

which one has when talking of community participation

in general and indigenous knowledge system in particular.

Conclusion:

A disaster does not conclude. It lives in metaphor,

memory and history passing in and out of popular

consciousness. The numbers which are used to capture

losses are symbolic of the interplay between nature and

politics.

Empirical evidence suggests that in most cases

reconstruction exercise has led to heavy borrowings,

widened inequalities, fragmented public services and

furthered environmental degradation.

Reconstruction strategies are hardly ever criticized.

They are often hailed as success. An important reason

behind the positive evaluation of reconstruction exercise

is its intrinsic character of being “humanitarian” in its

outlook. This puts the theme of reconstruction beyond

the preview of scrutiny and criticism. It is destined to be

a “success” the only question to be evaluated is: what is

the degree of this success?

There are many ways of calibrating the scale. Some

may see the burgeoning new industries in the aftermath

of a disaster as a symbol of modernisation and prosperity

while others may feel alienated and marginalised. The

benefits that one may derive from the process of

reconstruction are a function of one’s own capabilities

and status of socio-economic wellbeing pre-disaster. Thus,

as noble as the reconstruction objectives may seem, more

often than not, the clean slate provided by disasters, is

used to serve objectives of free market economy.
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