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Abstract This article constructively challenges the often

cited distinction between the so-called hazard and vulner-

ability perspectives in disaster studies. In a context of

increasingly intertwined, dense, and complex socioeco-

logical dynamics, disaster scholars often hold onto an

apparently untenable distinction between nature and cul-

ture, manifested as either a hazard or a vulnerability

approach. This article maintains that the typically unde-

sired approach (the hazard approach) is inherent to the

preferred (vulnerability) perspective. The article builds on

Oliver-Smith’s (2013) critique of the magnitude of

requirements placed upon practitioners given the full

implications of the vulnerability perspective. Although

critical of the vulnerability perspective, this article does not

fundamentally disagree with the validity of its claims.

Instead, by drawing on the pragmatist philosophy of Rorty

(1989) and by demonstrating the potential value of

posthumanism for disaster studies, I wish to argue for

greater pragmatism within disaster scholarship. The article

considers the recent petition or manifesto for disaster

studies (Gaillard et al. 2019) for more inclusive disaster

research as a potential opportunity to challenge the afore-

mentioned nature–culture distinction in the field, as the

petition signed by a number of disaster scholars outlines

various concerns over the asymmetrical power relations

between local and external researchers. These power rela-

tions have adverse consequences for the appropriateness of

knowledge production in many contexts. I am primarily

concerned with the very local level of disaster occurrence,

where posthumanism might be most valuable.

Keywords Disaster studies � Nature-culture �
Posthumanism � Pragmatist philosophy �
Vulnerability perspective

1 Introduction

As disaster scholars, our concepts have served us well over

the past approximately 50 years. Statements such as

‘‘taking the naturalness out of natural disasters’’ (O’Keefe

et al. 1976), along with concepts such as vulnerability,

mitigation, and preparedness have helped us understand

and impress upon many policymakers that the causes of

disasters are located in the everyday. Disasters are not

discrete events that fall outside of the realities of human

habitation of the planet. Although universally applicable to

all types of disasters, this logic and its validity is epito-

mized by the gradual shift over the past half a century

towards a general consensus whereby climate change is not

only viewed as a challenge for humankind, but also is

considered to be largely caused by humans (Lewis 1989;

IPCC 2007).

This article offers a constructive response to what I

deem to be the persistent nature–culture distinction in

disaster studies. This distinction plays out as a division

between the so-called ‘‘hazard’’ and ‘‘vulnerability’’ per-

spectives on disaster and hashtags such as #NoNatu-

ralDisasters. While this article still considers the

vulnerability perspective the most plausible and compre-

hensive perspective on disasters, it is not without problems.

As Oliver-Smith (2013) explains, the implications of the

vulnerability perspective place incredible demands on
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researchers, practitioners, and politicians working across

numerous increasingly dense and complex scales. It is

therefore no surprise that assessments of success in disaster

reduction have been less than inspiring. I therefore suggest

that disaster studies, equipped with substantial theoretical

tools, have reached a partial impasse at the level of prac-

tice. My contention is that part of this impasse relates to the

nature–culture distinction, especially at the local level. The

article draws on the recent petition for more inclusive

disaster studies, a manifesto signed by numerous disaster

scholars, among other arguments to illustrate this partial

impasse (Gaillard et al. 2019). I also approach the petition

as a potential opportunity to address the nature–culture

distinction, where appropriate. I do this by arguing for the

merits of a posthumanist approach to disaster studies, while

still considering all approaches to the problem of disaster

as subsumed by a principled pragmatism based on the

philosophical work of Rorty (1989).

The article is structured as follows. The next section

provides an overview and reading of the petition and its

main objectives in which I argue that the petition is an

important intervention. It is also evident that the disaster

field has to some extent reached an impasse. In this section

I add additional justifications for the notion of a partial

contemporary impasse by emphasizing the practical limits

of the vulnerability approach as it is often articulated.

These limits relate to peculiar articulations of ‘‘social

constructivism’’ and the scale at which ‘‘radical’’ agendas

are pitched. The third section explains why we might

inadvertently be perpetuating myths that ironically work

against the logic of disaster reduction. Chief among these is

the increasingly untenable distinction between nature and

culture within disaster studies, given the complexity, den-

sity, and intertwined nature of global socioecological pro-

cesses. The article then offers some suggestions for dealing

with this complexity. The set of potential and contextually

appropriate solutions, following an engagement with

posthumanism, revolve around a pragmatic politics of well-

being within a broadly defined ecology. The fourth section

delves deeper into notions of philosophical pragmatism, as

a basis for open and receptive thought and practice. This

includes being open to some valuable approaches that have

already emerged in disaster studies and, as is stated in the

petition, promotes being open to local and non-Western

perspectives. This change in vernacular, towards a singular

ecology, informed by pragmatism, and posthumanism

where appropriate, might alleviate some of the main

stumbling blocks we currently face in disaster reduction.

2 The Petition and Other Manifestations
of Impasse

The recent petition for more inclusive disaster reduction

(Gaillard et al. 2019), sets out some admirable and argu-

ably necessary objectives for disaster studies. In an era

where coloniality as an enduring feature of the world after

formal colonialism is increasingly being called out, this

petition is a welcome intervention.

The current problem identified in the petition has many

tentacles. There is a concern with greater respect for, and

more reciprocal and authentic collaboration between, local

communities and researchers (hereafter local research-

ers) and external researchers. Simply put, there ought to be

less top-down and extractive research and more meaningful

longer-term engagement that is locally led and collabora-

tive between researchers at all levels. Currently, external

researchers at best ‘‘discover’’ ‘‘new insights’’ that are

aimed for publication in prestigious journals or at worst,

these insights become a type of ‘‘conquest,’’ where

research is done about people for personal gain and not

with and for people (Gaillard et al. 2019). This argument is

in keeping with a long history of similar, yet often ignored,

calls for meaningful local participation in disaster studies

(Maskrey 1989).

According to the petition, Enlightenment thinking typi-

cally informs research problems and methodologies. Local

ontologies and epistemologies are neglected, often because

reviewers and experts are located in the West and because

the primacy of English as a global academic language

restricts access to such journals for nonnative speakers.

Moreover, the pressures associated with career building

often lead to publications that disempower local perspec-

tives by framing local populations as a ‘‘vulnerable’’ exotic

other. In this regard, Bankoff’s (2001) critique of vulner-

ability as a type of orientalism, remains pertinent to this

day. Furthermore, the petition holds that research agendas

may be formed by foreign policy and development aid

interests, when research grants are meant to promote the

diplomatic and trade interests of donors, irrespective of the

needs of local populations. As funding for research by local

people typically does not exist, capacity building projects

often manifest as a type of neocolonialism.

Quite refreshingly, the petition acknowledges that dis-

aster research is overtly political and it is not detached

from historical legacies, and one might add, their reitera-

tions. Those who have committed to working on disaster

reduction should understand the implications of the obli-

gations they have undertaken. This commitment is already

normative. It is therefore quite unclear what disaster

reduction might entail apart from politics, broadly con-

ceived as power and, as such, as deliberate and inadvertent
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influence, or the so-called third and fourth faces of power

(Digeser 1992). Simply put, there is no such thing as

empirical theory (as opposed to normative theory), as there

is no context devoid of politics. The fourth face of power

according to Digeser, as opposed to the other faces of

power, is one which designates a form of power that is

exercised also unintentionally. In the case of disaster

reduction, the inclination is necessarily oriented more

towards a deliberate politics. Finally, the petition holds that

stories should be told to reflect local collaboration and

leadership. These local stories, including research results,

should be told in local languages too, so that knowledge is

accessible to all who want and should be able to make use

of it.

The petition also states particular demands and strate-

gies for action that follow from the above-stated observa-

tions. These include, but are not limited to, greater respect

for and trust in local researchers to set the agenda and lead

research on matters that affect them. Strategies for

achieving these objectives may be summarized as changes

in what is researched and how and by whom it is resear-

ched. The implication is that external researchers stop

assuming the role of experts. Instead, those who have most

at stake should be able to shape the research and facilitate

narratives that serve their needs and not that of external

researchers. Local institutions should be encouraged to take

the lead in determining research agendas. At the same time,

local researchers should be encouraged to lead research

projects, from designing proposals to collecting and ana-

lyzing data as well as (co)authoring publications.

The petition speaks directly to what I perceive to be a

partial impasse in contemporary disaster studies. The

problem of top-down policy convention-led disaster

reduction is admonished by Lewis and Kelman (2012).

This approach to disaster reduction has clearly not worked

and others such as Wisner (2020) seem to agree. Such top-

down disaster reduction could manifest as a type of per-

formance of care, which suggests that something is being

done, when the reality of disasters and susceptibility to

hazards is quite complex and context specific. Van Riet

(2017) argues that the very consensus principle of these

conventions render a set of standardized concepts, objec-

tives, and measures that are vague, and yet are deemed

necessary for diverse real-life contexts. It is then up to

national and lower level government structures to devise

ways of implementing, at times extraordinarily ambitious,

objectives such as the vague and all-encompassing notion

of ‘‘reducing the underlying causes’’ of disasters. It is

hardly surprising that global assessments of the Hyogo

Framework for Action 2005-2015 (WCDRR 2005) and

the subsequent Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk

Reduction 2015-2030 (WCDRR 2015) have been found to

be especially poor on this point (Wisner 2020). These

‘‘underlying risk factors’’ span numerous fields of study.

Thus Wisner (2020, p. 8) notes, ‘‘there is more to suc-

cessful implementation than the fulfilment of count-

able targets.’’ Yet policies stemming from these

conventions are inordinately ambitious and even developed

countries struggle to ‘‘mainstream disaster reduction into

development.’’ This brings us to my more substantive cri-

tique of the vulnerability perspective in disaster studies.

This critique relates to matters of scale, at times ambiguous

readings of social constructivism, and the modes of inter-

vention some contemporary readings of vulnerability

leaves us with.

On the first point, we should acknowledge that there are

different levels at which vulnerability reduction can take

place. At the macro and meso levels, the above-mentioned

problems with policy uniformity come into play. Political

economy and institutional capacity are most significant at

these levels. There has been much criticism of international

funders and organizations, national governments, and local

governments. There is much lamenting of our inability to

deal with root causes and the drivers of vulnerability. One

also continually gets the impression that blame is largely

shifted to national policymakers and local government

bureaucrats, who, granted, are often significantly to blame

(see Wisner 2020). But this type of generalization of cor-

ruption being the destroyer in chief of ‘‘admirable policy’’

is only partially true. During the Cold War superpowers

propped up newly independent, yet often corrupt, but loyal

dictators. After the Cold War, neoliberal reforms have

often rendered accountability for the delivery of public

goods and services, including those related to disaster

reduction, complicated at best (Wisner 2001; Van Riet

2017). Complaining about a lack of political will and

capacity in lieu of more significant political action and

simply reiterating, as we have been, that disasters are

human-made, has not delivered the desired results. Two

points should be considered here: (1) The underlying

argument in the passages immediately above is one of

social justice, which is important. But, it is also largely a

generic imperative that extends far beyond disaster reduc-

tion; and (2) Blame seems to be the only tool available to

the vulnerability perspective, when working at the macro

and meso levels. While advocacy and pressure on corrupt

and greedy contractors, bureaucrats, and leaders should not

desist, we have to acknowledge that the success of this

approach has been limited.

If we move down to the local level, the logic of social

construction has often been deployed in imprecise terms.

The notion that disasters or risk are socially constructed has

become a major axiom of the field. Somewhat strangely,

what most disaster scholars mean by ‘‘social construction’’

is quite different from the social sciences’ perspective on

the matter. Many social scientists would argue that the
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phrase ‘‘the social construction of risk’’ implies that risk is

not real. One might cite the work of authors such as Dean

(1998) and Higgs (1998), who espouse a governmentality

approach to risk as a major strand of risk research. This

perspective is ignored by many disaster scholars, who at

the same time repeat phrases such as ‘‘disaster reduction is

everyone’s business.’’ If this is the case, then how do we

draw more social scientists towards the cause of disaster

reduction? What many disaster scholars apparently mean

when they speak of the social construction of risk is simply

that disasters are made through human action in a material

sense. But this is not Constructivism. I will return to the

social scientific notion of social construction shortly. For

now, continuing with the use of blame as a strategy in

disaster studies, it is important to emphasize that the

choices that lead to disaster, as Kelman (2020) illustrates,

are typically not the choices of those who suffer the brunt

of said disasters. So the most readily available tool of

blame is not only inadequate at the micro level, as it is

largely at higher levels, but it is also potentially unethical,

when amounting to victim blaming.

The social scientific notion of constructivism relates to

how humans through social interaction come to understand

and find meaning in the world. Constructivism implies

intersubjective processes, which may often lead to under-

standings that may cause vulnerability to disaster. But this

matter should be approached with extreme caution, since

invoking a notion of ‘‘false beliefs,’’ as studies on risk

perception often do, can be quite orientalist and ignorant; a

function of the researcher’s own subject position. At its

worst this research holds that all that is apparently needed

is for ‘‘ignorant’’ locals to be taught how to mend their

ways. This theme in risk perception research, be it at the

individual or ‘‘cultural’’ level, has remained very common

(Flint and Luloff 2005; Waschinger et al. 2013; Xu et al.

2018). It has also been criticized among other reasons for

objectifying people (Wisner 2019). Therefore, in keeping

with the spirit of the petition, suspicions of dangerous

interpretations of reality should be explored in collabora-

tion with local researchers in an open-minded way.

There is another danger in invoking notions of false

beliefs, when researchers’ understanding of complexity is

limited by a search for a type of telos (ultimate aim)

associated with overcoming one potential risk. This danger

is especially prevalent when we assume that we know more

than we actually do. Statements like, ‘‘we know what the

risks are. We just need to reduce vulnerability/risk’’ are

exemplary in this regard (Wisner 2020, p. 3). This logic is

based on a relatively static understanding of the social and

the construction of reality and as I will elaborate in Sect. 3

the complex and dynamic interactions between the human

and the nonhuman. This perspective risks recognizing and

addressing one set of ‘‘false beliefs’’ associated with one

particular hazard, while not realizing that other potential

risks and social constructions are formed, continuously.

Conceptions of reality are fleeting. Too often this fact is

underplayed by statements that suggest that all disasters are

preventable. Within this paradigm some leading experts for

whom I have immense respect have even gone as far as

stating that hazards are not necessarily natural (Hewitt

1997; Kelman 2010). Based on the simplistic dichotomy

between nature and culture implied in disaster studies, are

we then to conclude that hazards are a function of culture;

that they are human made, exclusively? Some appear to

imply that they are. Notwithstanding the merits of the

vulnerability perspective, as a form of resistance to the

imposition of danger onto marginal populations, once we

accept that there are many daily realities over which we

have limited power—at least immediately—we may be

better placed to focus on what we can do to improve dis-

aster reduction. In theory all disasters might very well be

preventable, but in reality there is more than enough evi-

dence that this does not happen. Blame, the most readily

available tool to those of us espousing a vulnerability

approach to disasters, is hardly an effective tool in the

wake of imperfect knowledge and the power relations that

permeate our socioecological realities.

Disaster reduction has largely failed as a top-down

policy matter. In addition, it has also largely failed as an

oversimplified top-down field of study. The petition has

quite clearly pointed this out by emphasizing the urgent

need for greater and more genuine collaboration with local

researchers. In addition, the disaster risk field continues to

reiterate the same generic argument of social vulnerability

over and over again, without making major strides in dis-

aster reduction. There still may be contexts where this

general rhetorical device and even the more substantive

concepts that have been developed under its rubric have

value, for example by mobilizing people and resources. My

argument, however, is that because the predominant view

in contemporary disaster studies is that humans have near

exclusive agency, and that this agency is largely indepen-

dent of other physical elements in the world, we might

need new and broader thinking on the problem of disaster.

3 The Nature-Culture Distinction in Disaster
Studies

We live in a globalized and interlinked world. This state-

ment is quite the truism. Statements such as these require

more precise conceptualization, to avoid turning ‘‘global-

ization,’’ ‘‘interconnectedness,’’ ‘‘interlinked,’’ and ‘‘the

environment’’ into empty signifiers. Castells (1996) is one

author who articulated a long-standing but useful concept

to describe the network society as it was unfolding in the
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1990s. He used the concept of flows. These are cross border

and subnational movements of people, goods, objects, and

ideas. These ideas might include multilateral protocols on

trade, finance, and the environment, to name only a few

examples. The rules devised under the various rounds of

the Global Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and

the World Trade Organization (WTO) have provided for

the free flow of goods and services across borders. To this

we may add bilateral treaties, such as the African Growth

and Opportunity Act (AGOA), which is at times both a

carrot and a stick for African countries. Intercontinental

travel also has become far easier and so too migration and

brain drain from and remittances to some countries.

Moreover, global supply chains have benefitted from

technological advances, as production moved to post-

Fordism and just-in-time production. This has at times been

detrimental to some countries that are unable to compete

with others’ wage levels. In the process, the ability of many

people to protect themselves from all manner of harms,

including hazards, is eroded. Macro level drivers of vul-

nerability such as these are hard to deny.

At the local level, urbanization reshapes the physical

world. Based on a posthumanist logic, however, it might be

stated that in this reshaping of the physical world, the

physical world too gains agency and also directs flows. In

the process, the built physical world, which has been

developed onto a site previously presumed ‘‘natural,’’ takes

on a degree of immutability. These revised physical con-

ditions and their agency leaves at risk communities and

authorities with a limited set of available options for action,

both in terms of what is conceivable and what is achiev-

able. Often both these movements are largely unknown to

humans and merely become part of the expedient activities

of the everyday. In this regard, Freudenburg (1996, p. 49)

points us to so-called ‘‘blind spots’’ in risk assessment. As

we ‘‘do not know what we do not know,’’ it is near

impossible to ask all of the right questions in a given

context. Consequently, placing a parameter around the

notion of complexity is perhaps a bridge too far.

To insist that these manifold socioenvironmental chan-

ges are a function of increased vulnerability in light of

preexisting hazards is to miss some of the detail at play in

disaster creation. Human activities have always affected

nature. At the same time nature and other agents associated

with the increasingly popular notion of the ‘‘more than

human,’’ affects human behavior. This may happen even

when we do not realize it. Furthermore, the ‘‘human’’ and

the ‘‘natural’’ worlds, which affect each other, are already

altered through previous interactions. Therefore, authors

such as Latour (1993) and Haraway (2004), working on the

more than human or posthumanism, have been arguing that

there are no separate natural and human worlds. This

position is not out of keeping with fieldwork in diverse

non-Western contexts from within many other disciplines.

The close relationship between the latter and Latour’s

(1993) work is evident from the discussion in the following

paragraph. Posthumanism does not mean after humans, but

merely a break with some of the illusions of humanism.

Most important among these is the idea that humans

exercise completely independent agency, apart from the

nonhuman world (Wolfe 2010). I am not the first to make

this point in the context of disaster research. Also consider

the important contribution by Katanha and Simatele

(2019), who draw on a Zimbabwean case study to illustrate

the point.

For the purposes of this article, I similarly draw on the

work of Latour (1993) to concisely illustrate a South

African example. Latour (1993) argues that we have never

been modern, as modern in the sense of Enlightenment

thought is distinguished from premodern societies through

a ‘‘purification’’ exercise whereby nature and culture are

separated. Purification opens ‘‘nature’’ to conquest through

science and by extension culture. At the same time,

‘‘translation’’ takes place, whereby hybrid human and

nonhuman categories are created and integrated into the

‘‘nature’’ that has been rendered amenable to human

manipulation. Purification and translation obscure what

Latour (1993) calls quasi-objects, between narrow notions

of nature and culture. These objects may include living

things and their agency, such as animals and microbes.

They may also include inanimate objects, which, as I have

explained above, may also direct flows. In the context of

disaster studies, quasi-objects may help explain why and

how people continue to live in dangerous conditions.

Here I use the example of informal settlement fire and

flood risk in Ikageng, South Africa. These observations are

based on my experiences during recent qualitative research

in that area. Conventionally, informal settlement fires may

be blamed on authorities and reduced to human vulnera-

bility as people settle too close to each other on account of

‘‘false beliefs.’’ At the same time overgrown bushes are left

to proliferate due to ‘‘poor service delivery’’ by local

government. While all of this is true, it misses the agency

exerted by and through the individual shack, built on an

unzoned area as a means of obtaining shelter. The daily

reality for occupants of these structures is one where the

state is not delivering homes at an acceptable rate. The

local municipality is bankrupt and unable to keep bushes at

bay. Here the object of the self-built home and those next

to it physically and socially constructed onto nature has

more meaning in how people live their daily lives than

blanket statements about human vulnerability and human

causation have for the most part revealed. These structures

take on a degree of immutability and they partially direct

the flow of people, unsafe heating practices as there is no

electricity, and plant growth, for example. The subsequent
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growth of shrubs may, for example, direct the spread of

fire. Where these bushes are cut, less absorbent, denuded

surfaces speed up the flow of water and initiate erosion.

Moreover, the presence of some of these structures leads to

residents building more structures. All of these processes

usher in new iterations of the agential physical world

including elements between nature and culture. The key

here, following the ethos of the petition is to engage in

depth with local residents to uncover how the relationship

between humans and objects affect risk. Additionally, how

may the dignity of home ownership, no matter how modest,

including objects such as one’s own yard, often fenced off

with whatever materials are available, inform a safer

reality? As such, posthumanism may help to bridge local

and expert knowledge by taking notions of local ‘‘igno-

rance’’ out of the equation.

Yet disaster studies scholars continually reiterate the

distinction between nature and culture by way of the

dichotomy between hazards and vulnerability. If we were

to argue, as we have been, that ‘‘all disasters are human-

made’’ then we are in fact saying that there exists a ‘‘nat-

ural world’’ (nature) outside of human activity (that is,

culture). Similarly, the concepts or paradigms of either

hazard or vulnerability, actually imply one another, when

we employ a Laclauian logic. Laclau (1990, p. 8) notes

that: ‘‘the social never manages to fully constitute itself as

an objective order.’’ It is always dependent on a constitu-

tive outside to which it is implicitly or explicitly compared.

Stating affiliation to the one paradigm cannot fully con-

stitute that paradigm, as the other paradigm is already

implied and, as such, forms the former’s constitutive out-

side. In simple terms, this means that vulnerability cannot

exist without reference to hazard. Similarly, ascribing all

disasters to culture, as is commonplace today, inadvertently

recognizes nature as something to be contended with.

These two paradigms are continually implicitly or explic-

itly juxtaposed by disaster scholars. Therefore, the ‘‘vul-

nerability paradigm’’ remains perennially welded to the

‘‘hazard paradigm.’’ The latter has always been implied in

the former and significantly, so too has the nature–culture

distinction. Stated even differently, to argue that all dis-

asters include a human influence does not refute the

potential of nonhuman involvement. What we have been

missing is what lies between these two juxtaposed cate-

gories. Posthumanism, as briefly elaborated above, helps us

to see this.

Linking back to the political nature of disasters, we may

state that how the complexities of nature–culture interac-

tion and integration unfolds, morphs, and stagnates is a

function of power. This type of power is—borrowing from

Digeser (1992)—the power conceived of earlier in this

article, namely deliberate and inadvertent influence. This is

exactly why some aspects of vulnerability remain

inconceivable, no matter how much we lament the sup-

posed fact that disasters are preventable. We can simply do

our best in light of complexity and imperfect knowledge. In

this regard Kelman (2020), in a book that introduces the

vulnerability paradigm to an audience beyond disaster

studies, also acknowledges that we cannot address all

vulnerabilities all the time.

To properly dispense with notions of nature and culture,

we might reframe as a singular ecology what has hitherto

been known as dense economic, political, social, cultural,

and environmental realities and processes. The point is that

we must understand our various realities as part of a

complex and infinitely connected and dynamic whole—a

singular ecology. One singular ecology might work well at

the ontological level. The pragmatism described below,

however, might require contextually justifiable epistemo-

logical alternatives, which might entail a ‘‘temporary sus-

pension of ontology,’’ to serve local needs. The fact that the

world is interconnected does not mean it is uniform in all

contexts. Therefore, imposing such uniformity on each and

every context will likely reproduce the unwanted aspects of

the abovementioned impasse and work against the objec-

tives of the petition.

4 Towards a Pragmatic Political Ecology of Well-
Being

If we were to view the planet as an interconnected ecology

and simultaneously acknowledge that disaster reduction is

indeed fundamentally political, then the established tradi-

tion of political ecology might be a useful way of framing

the problem of disaster. In the natural sciences, the term

ecology has a quite specific definition: It is the study of the

interrelationships between living organisms and their

physical environment (Walker 2005). Given the discussion

thus far, we may use this definition of a system of organ-

isms and their physical environment and elaborate it to

include humans. But ours is not a political ecology that

distinguishes between the political (humans) and the eco-

logical (nature). It is a political ecology that takes as its

sine qua non the politics of well-being of, and within, a

singular ecology. As mentioned, diverse processes and

flows at various scales affect every context within this

ecology in different ways. This diversity of contexts might

require politics through advocacy, negotiation, and/or

pressure through the likes of popular mobilization in

diverse forms at various levels. Different local populations

might, for example, find allies facing similar problems

elsewhere. It is here where pragmatism helps us guide the

politics required within this ecology.

Without proper theoretical grounding, ‘‘pragmatism’’

and ‘‘well-being’’ might become rather loose terms open to
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all sorts of unwanted mobilizations. In philosophical terms,

pragmatism is antifoundational. It therefore does not sub-

scribe to one single coherent theory of how the world is

constituted. Instead, interventions are based on what is

deemed appropriate in a given context. What is appropri-

ate, however, needs at least some grounding. The manner

in which I will ground pragmatism and well-being, draws

on the work of Rorty (1989).

I define well-being in terms of the most pressing needs

of different segments of the ecology. Such a definition

arguably makes sense given the complex and dynamic

flows throughout the contemporary ecology. Disaster might

not always be the primary concern of particular commu-

nities, although this conclusion follows logically from the

recent petition, which emphasizes local needs. This con-

clusion also follows from the work of authors such as

Becker and Tehler (2013), who in the process of risk

assessment first of all ask communities: What is important?

None of this suggests that disaster reduction is not an

important pursuit. The practice should be contextualized,

however, and researchers should be as open-minded as

possible.

By drawing on Rorty (1989) we may further answer the

question: What is pragmatism in aid of? We may also

consider how to avoid a type of ‘‘anything goes’’ inter-

pretation of pragmatism. Rorty (1989) also gives us a clear

yet succinct and sufficiently broad perspective on well-

being. His praxis follows from the understanding that

words do not represent reality (Rorty 1989). They shape

reality. Rorty (1989) urges us to redescribe our past

vocabularies and how we might relate the present to an

imagined future (Bernstein 1990). We may therefore say

that Rorty (1989) allows us a way of ‘‘thinking a new

world’’ at every instance of micropolitics. This approach is

quite different from the colonialism and the ‘‘antipolitics

machine’’ of developmentalism described by Escobar

(1995) and Ferguson (1990), largely because its logic is

anti-instrumentalist. In other words, Rorty (1989) forces us

to think more openly about means and ends in context and

beyond routine and standardized developmental activities.

Rorty (1989) also notes that each of us has an unbend-

able set of principles by which we make decisions, a so-

called final vocabulary. He offers us his final vocabulary,

which is sufficiently clear as a guideline for disaster stud-

ies, but not so constrictive that it might defeat the objective

of being open to local perspectives. Rorty (1989) describes

himself as a liberal ironist. Being an ironist suggests

something on which you are not willing to compromise.

Rorty (1989) is an unwavering liberal. Therefore, all

pragmatic action has to conform to the principles of lib-

eralism. The choice of liberalism (or any ideological per-

spectives for that matter) leaves us with a potential

conceptual problem. The broad set of ideas that has over

the years been placed under the rubric of liberalism has so

many dimensions that using liberalism as a benchmark for

pragmatic action may at best be meaningless and at worst

serve a type of neocolonialism. This choice of vocabulary

was possibly brought on by the fact that Rorty was an

American, a context where ‘‘liberal’’ is arguably often code

for anything progressive (granted that Chicago School

economics might be an obvious exception). Luckily, Rorty

(1989) is quite clear on what he means by liberal. To be

liberal according to him is ‘‘to despise any harm to any

person.’’ Thus, he offers us a relatively precise definition of

liberal ironism. Based on the analysis above, we might

extend this definition somewhat and define our standard for

pragmatic political ecology as ‘‘any action or inaction that

attempts to prevent harm to the broader ecology or any

aspect thereof.’’ Well-being similarly may be linked to the

absence of harm, but it is a necessary addition, so we do not

get stuck on the instrumental rationality of disaster reduc-

tion. Instead, we may ask: What is harm reduction in this

context and how do we effect it? There are potential

internal tensions in this conceptualization. Harm to some

part of the ecology might sometimes be required to prevent

harm to others. But the same would equally be true for

‘‘vulnerability reduction.’’ This problematic might require

more theoretical work, in terms of the do no harm litera-

ture. But, that is beyond the scope of the current article. For

now, we might draw on Rorty’s (1989) basic premise by

using concepts, preferably by those affected by disasters or

other challenges, to shape new realities.

In accordance with the ethos of the petition, the purpose

here is not to propose any particular course of action across

time and space, beyond the suggested pragmatism based on

the liberal ironist final vocabulary. A few additional com-

ments might be made based on the ontology of a singular

ecology. As mentioned, this ontology may not always

translate into universal epistemologies. Haraway’s (1988)

notion of situated knowledge may be instructive here.

Much like the authors of the petition, she notes that no

knowledge is complete. Knowledge is always situated and

contingent. What is considered the best ways to achieve

important goals may also be a function of situated

knowledge and thus inform the previous mentioned tem-

porary ‘‘suspension of ontology.’’ The notion of situated

knowledge therefore offers a significant conceptual

grounding for heeding the principles of the petition.

Whereas appropriate posthumanism may inform praxes, by

advising us to draw on contextually appropriate

knowledges.

We may superimpose various conceptual frameworks

onto the perspectives set out in the petition and in this

article. While the article has already covered, nonexhaus-

tively, some suggestions for recognizing local knowledge, I

will now highlight one set of approaches pertaining to the
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complexity of the flows that permeate the contemporary

singular ecology. Thereafter, I will briefly touch on one

important principle that might be valuable in both

instances.

In recent years there has been an interest in disaster

studies in Sweden and South Africa, which foregrounds

systems approaches to disaster reduction (Becker 2009;

Coetzee and Van Niekerk 2018). Systems theories, of

which there are many, aim to recognize the immense

complexity, including the complexity of causal relations

within the world we inhabit. They also allow for reflexive

thought, which suspends instrumental rationality, for the

sake of more pragmatic outcomes. Coetzee and van

Niekerk (2018), quite clearly demonstrate such reflexive

thought when they ask: Should all disasters be reduced?

This is an extremely important question, given the potential

unintended consequences of intervention. There may

however also be at least one potential danger for the types

of politics conceived of through systems approaches. If

systems are viewed as complex and adaptive, then

researchers not deploying the reflexive thinking noted

above might fall into a functionalist trap. According to

such logic all that is required is for adaptation to be steered

towards ‘‘equilibrium,’’ where the system seemingly

‘‘functions.’’ We may make many empirically grounded

arguments against such a search for an ultimate telos (ul-

timate aim). Suffice it to say here that the complexity of the

ecology does not allow for such a functioning system. All

systems and subsystems simultaneously function and dys-

function. Our objective should be to intervene into the

latter as best we can. Systems Theory according to Wolfe

(2010, p. 15) in his book What is Posthumanism? is pre-

cisely valuable in the context of posthumanism for its

‘‘openness from closure,’’ which is also commensurable

with the pragmatic approach in which this article has

essentially been anchored.

It is this shared underlying logic that appeals to me as an

appropriate basis for rendering new worlds with less suf-

fering. I understand that realists might find this radical

contingency frustrating and potentially dangerous. I would,

however, maintain that all ideas, perhaps even more so

ideas that seek to transcend through a singular cogent set of

assumptions, are often open to manipulation and adverse

consequences.

To best deal with complexity, disaster reduction requires

the best possible research designs, data, and interpretive

tools. These will often draw on a set of tools and tech-

niques developed and negotiated by concerned stakehold-

ers. Examples might include local researchers, external

researchers, and authorities. In order to deliver the best and

most useful knowledge and outcomes based on local needs

the process cannot be rushed. Researchers should heed

what Stengers (2018) calls slow science. It is important that

external researchers find ways of dealing with the ‘‘publish

or perish’’ phenomenon and quests for personal prestige in

ways that do not harm the quality of the research where it

actually matters. There is often too much at stake in terms

of potential harms to life and limb and financial setbacks.

One approach might be to produce parallel publications.

Some more jargon-laden papers could be aimed at aca-

demic audiences. But, the most important research output,

subject to collaboration, should be useful in the local where

it has been produced and to those by whom and for whom it

was produced.

5 Conclusion

This article has considered the recent petition for reform

within disaster studies as an opportunity to address the

nature–culture divide within the field. This nature–culture

distinction potentially oversimplifies disaster and limits our

ability to comprehend the complex dynamics of disaster

risk. As such, it also limits the conceivable and actionable

options available to at risk communities and especially

local authorities. The article has drawn on insights from

posthumanism, especially at lower levels of analysis, while

subsuming all disaster reduction under the rubric of prag-

matist philosophy. In the process I have conceived of a

pragmatic political ecology of well-being within a singular

ecology. My approach has been distinguished from the

seemingly endless juxtaposition of hazard and vulnerabil-

ity. This juxtaposition has over the past nearly 50 years

been useful in effecting a constructive mind shift in at least

some academic, practice, and policy circles. The downside

of the dominant vulnerability perspective, when taken to its

logical conclusion, is the incredible set of implications for

political action it places on researchers and practitioners.

The inability to deal with these implications has rendered

blame a de facto prevailing tool of this perspective. But

reliance on blame closes off the possibility for constructive

deliberation, especially at the micro level and at a very

early stage in discussion, through the cognitive frames with

which practitioners and researchers approach diverse

contexts.

Only if we understand that disasters are a normal part of

our singular ecology, as defined in this article, can we

begin to approach each context on its own terms. What

actionable knowledge we do and do not have differs

between contexts. Some contexts might benefit by drawing

on posthumanism. In other contexts, a more traditional

vulnerability toolkit might be equally or even more

valuable.

Having advocated for the merits of the reform petition, I

do whole-heartedly agree with Wisner (2020) as to the

dangers of the vocabulary of community participation; not
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that we do not need it. We certainly do and lots of it, but

this participation cannot be a cop-out for authorities. Par-

ticipation cannot take on a form akin to a neoliberal

responsible self, where communities are always expected

to fend for themselves. My argument has not been that

there is no use in placing pressure on authorities who

neglect their responsibilities and that macro-level root

causes should not be resisted, fiercely. While the latter is

extremely important, it is a more generic pursuit extending

beyond disaster reduction. Participation for disaster

reduction instead should be viewed as an active and

dynamic politics of agenda setting. Such a politics would

be a means by which the state can be held accountable and

through which diverse processes of negotiation, influence,

alliance formation, or demonstration can be brought to life.

We should also bear in mind, as the petition does, that there

is a potential contradiction between participation and

fashionable development buzzwords, when external

experts are closed off to local perspectives (and vice versa).

In this regard, the language of posthumanism may also be

useful camouflage for radical and open-ended politics, at

least at the level of the funding proposal.

To conclude with a final word of caution might be apt.

Even as early as the 1970s some of the pioneers of the

disaster studies field emphasized many of the issues raised

in the petition (Davis 2019; Gaillard 2019). Yet, decades

later many disaster scholars apparently needed to be

reminded of these ideals once again. As noted, we live in a

complex ecology. This makes interventions extremely

tricky. We will make mistakes. Those missteps can be

forgiven if they were initiated in good faith. But we also

live in an extremely individualist world, especially in the

West and westernized settler colonial contexts. There is

extreme competition for all jobs, including those in state,

development, and academic institutions and agencies. This

is also an era where publication metrics often play a major

role in the evaluation of research. Therefore, the threat

remains of superficial and extractive research largely aimed

at professional gains. This article has only briefly consid-

ered remedial strategies in this regard, in the form of par-

allel publications. More innovative strategies to ensure

professional survival should be contemplated at length,

while truly heeding the call to action and inclusion advo-

cated in the petition.
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