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I Introduction 

 

Originally scholarly research into disasters and disruptive environmental changes was 

largely the preserve of the natural sciences. Given the great advancements in the sciences 

from the second half of the twentieth century, it was logical that ideas about the 

‘vulnerability’ of societies or their levels of exposure to ‘risk’ would be more dictated by our 

knowledge of natural phenomena. In the 1970s and 1980s, it was likely that if someone was 

talking about a ‘vulnerable society’ in the face of a potential earthquake, they were referring 

to ‘seismic risk’ – the likelihood of an earthquake actually happening in close geographic 

proximity to the society in question (Cardona 2004, p. 41). Disciplines such as geography, 

geophysics, physical and urban planning, economics, and environmental management all 

combined to create a technocratic applied-science approach to disasters. 

 Over the past half a century, however, in a process picking up speed in recent years, 

the field of disaster studies has evolved from natural sciences roots – moving forward from a 

platform set by the pioneers of disaster sociology – Russell Dynes (see 1975) and Henry 

Quarantelli (see 1987). One key point made is that environmental hazards and the disasters 

they can create are not simply ‘natural events’, but social, cultural and political processes 

that test the capacity of society to organise itself, limit destabilisation, and move onto a stage 

of recovery (more recently: Tierney 2007; Blaikie et al. 2004; Pelling 2012). These kinds of 

crises are now seen as ‘nature-induced’ rather than ‘natural’ per se (Pfister 2009, pp. 18-9). 

In a way the term ‘shock’ or ‘hazard’ more appropriately describes the natural act itself, but 

‘disaster’ now refers to the net impact of the shock (Cohen and Werker 2008, p. 796). 

Essentially, an ‘intense natural event’ is not a synonym of disaster, and risk cannot be 

understood exclusively as the chance occurrence of a natural phenomenon (Cardona 2004). 

Even those disasters resulting from hazards that human societies are powerless to prevent, 

such as the movement of tectonic plates, seismic activity and resulting earthquakes, are now 

seen as partially ‘endogenous’: the consequences of such events being dictated by the 

arrangement of societies that they come into contact with. 

 In understanding the occurrence and consequential impact of disasters, attention has 

come to focus more on the qualities and strengths of the particular societies that they strike. 

Some of the studies that employ this perspective are looking for these qualities mainly in the 

fields of technology and physical infrastructure. In doing so, they often implicitly attach 

great importance to the availability of wealth and material resources, since these enable a 

society to create technology, and employ it in order to cope with hazards (see technocratic 
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approaches in Clark 1989; El-Sabh and Murty 1988). Still persistent today in a wide 

scholarly literature is a simple notion that ‘more wealth is equal to lesser vulnerability’ in the 

face of hazards. Slowly and incrementally, however, this assumption has to some extent  

been undermined in recent years – if not fully. It is becoming increasingly evident that 

material aspects are not always decisive for allowing a society to protect itself in the short 

term nor for aiding recovery in the long term, and certainly not exclusively so. Various 

recent examples, including Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and the tsunami at Fukushima in 2011, 

show that technology and wealth on their own are not sufficient to prepare for hazardous 

events, to buffer their impact or react adequately. These recent disasters took place in the 

wealthiest and technologically most advanced societies in the world - though admittedly not 

their most advanced parts - yet they proved unable to respond effectively (Squires and 

Hartman 2006). Trust in technology as the prime solution is waning (Pelling 2012); 

technological solutions have even been said to increase risks, as demonstrated by the 

growing number of technology-induced disasters, possibly as an inherent feature of the 

modern, technological society (pioneering work by Beck 1992; 1999). Also, merely 

pumping physical and financial resources into developing or underdeveloped countries or 

regions at risk from hazards has now been shown to produce very mixed results, not 

necessarily enhancing long-term prospects for recovery. Indeed, more and more literature is 

coming to the conclusion that the failures of outside capital investment to promote 

sustainable results is connected to the institutions mediating the effective implementation of 

this finance – sometimes providing local incentives inimical to the intended outcome 

(Gibson et al. 2005). 

 Following these insights, social scientists increasingly suggest that technical 

knowledge, technology and economic resources are not necessarily the key factors for 

enhancing societal resilience, but rather more important is the institutional and cultural 

framework that channels their use  (see the pioneering research of Ostrom 1990; also Ahn 

and Ostrom, p. 89). One classic example of a related approach is the work of Nobel 

Prize-winning development economist Amartya Sen (1988), who in focusing on the 1943 

famine in Bengal, argued that mass starvation was not mainly due to basic lack of food or 

problems in food production (direct entitlement), but instead to distorted institutional 

systems of access or ‘entitlement’ to food (trade entitlement failure), and their distributional 

effects, with food being drained from those areas and people who needed the food most but 

were unable to pay for it. Likewise, sociologists, active in environmental sociology for 

instance, and geographers have pointed to the crucial role of institutional systems in coping 
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with hazards and preventing disaster, or in finding responses to hazards in the short and long 

run, or a society’s inability to do so (Tierney 2007; Blaikie et al. 2004). These systems 

include, of course, informal institutions, such as cultural values, preferences and norms, not 

formally enshrined in law. It is clear that these informal institutions can play a crucial role in 

responses to disasters, either aiding recovery or blocking it (Rivera 2014). 

 Ultimately, the intuitive notion that wealth, material resources, or technology are the 

decisive factors protecting people from environmental hazards has been increasingly refined, 

and sometimes replaced, by the awareness that the intrinsic arrangement of society and the 

institutional channels through which wealth, knowledge and technology are employed are 

also significant, perhaps even crucial (Hilhorst 2013, pp. 9-11). As suggested by Quarantelli, 

‘disasters are overt manifestations of latent social vulnerabilities, basically of weaknesses in 

social structures or social systems’ (2005, p. 345). Following these cues, and inspired by the 

input of economics and sociology, research on disasters is now more than ever emphasizing 

the role of human decision-making and formal and informal institutions in the capacity of 

certain societies to show resilience in the face of disasters.  

 Still, despite these potentially fruitful developments, further progress has not been as 

rapid as one might expect. As observed by Kathleen Tierney back in 2007, disaster research 

is currently in a static position despite obvious increasing academic and popular interest in 

the study of disasters. Essentially the problem at the moment is that there is a large amount 

of literature leaning towards the descriptive rather than the analytical level – an applied or 

practical focus rather than embedded within any kind of theoretical innovation (Tierney 

2007, p. 503). Persistent concern over direct policy implications can mean that there is a lack 

of theoretical rigour, which sometimes fails to match up with the standards of other social 

sciences. Further, where we do have  theoretical models for societal vulnerability, whether 

emphasizing social networks or capital and trust (Aldrich 2012), inequality, poverty, and 

disadvantage in the political economy (Tierney et al. 2004), social-ecology and the capacity 

for societies to transform natural environments (Turner et al. 2003), the capacity for 

collective action (Ostrom 1990), entitlements and the efficiency of relief institutions (Sen 

1988; Rivera 2014), adaptation to climate change (Füssel 2007), or incongruities between 

institutions and the environment (Cernea 1997), there is scarcely any consensus on the 

validity of any one of them. In part, this is because of disciplinary fragmentation, and 

because disaster research deals with such a wide diversity of types of shocks and disasters 

that occur in very different settings and domains of society, and possibly also because the 

issue may lead into polemical or even ideologically-driven terrain. But another cause of the 
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lack of consensus, as we suggest through the course of this article, is the lack of apparatus 

set-up for convincingly testing such models empirically.   

 In this article, and partly building on observations already made in recent disaster 

literature, we highlight the contribution history can make to better enable us to build and test 

coherent theoretical frameworks relating to the differential impact of hazards and shocks 

upon societies. In the second section of the article, we suggest a number of methods and 

approaches which could be more explicitly considered to create a fertile setting for the 

production of empirically testable theoretical frameworks. In turn we highlight the 

importance of broadening our approach to take in institutions not specifically geared to 

preventing or mitigating disasters and to consider these institutions not in isolation but 

within their very specific and oft-diverse social contexts. Also, we stress the necessity of 

formulating clear hypotheses that are empirically testable rather than based on intuitive 

reasoning, and how this can be facilitated by changes to the comparative method currently 

employed. In the third section of the paper, we suggest that one way of achieving these 

adaptations to methodology or general approach to our study of the differential impact of 

hazards and shocks on societies is to take a step away from contemporary events and issues 

and instead find a rich and fertile setting for building testable hypotheses and cohesive 

theoretical frameworks through the use of history. We argue that a historical approach 

allows us to employ our knowledge of distinct and diverging social structures within – 

geographically small - regions over the very long-run and offers the possibility to create 

comparisons not just between regions but also chronologically, in the process limiting 

independent variables. This approach also explicitly recognises the impact of historical path 

dependency on contemporary developments. More generally, the basic richness of the 

historical record itself enables us to make a long-term reconstruction of the social, economic 

and cultural impact of hazards and shocks simply not possible in contemporary disaster 

studies material. Therefore, disaster studies, we argue, could benefit from making more 

explicit and systematic use of the historical record: using ‘the past’ as a ‘laboratory’ to test 

ideas with relevance to the present. However, we also note there are some obstacles to this 

happening in practice – many of which having roots in the state of the field of history at 

present.  

 

II Enhancing theoretical rigour in the investigation of disasters: some avenues for 

change of approach and methodology 
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 II.a  Social contextualization of relevant institutions 

 

It is now clearly recognized that institutions are important in both protecting societies in the 

face of hazards and encouraging (or hindering) societal recovery after the event. A wealth of 

literature, particularly from the ‘Disaster Research Center’ based at the University of 

Delaware, has noted the role played by ‘official’ disaster management organisations. In 

recent years, however, the picture in the disaster literature has been sometimes usefully 

broadened to also include the role of “non-direct” institutions: that is, those institutions that 

exist in societies, regardless of the presence of hazards or not. These include socio-political 

structures,  and various forms of economic organisation, and also informal institutions, 

including cultural values and norms, and the associated networks (Aguirre et al. 1995; Bolin 

and Stanford 1998). The latter play a big part in the ‘unofficial’ responses to disaster such as 

coordination of search and rescue efforts by relatives, neighbours and friends of those 

afflicted (El-Tawil and Aguirre 2010). Their efforts are formed and crystallised through 

relationships forged in the context of households and families, neighbourhoods,  religious 

communities, and shared membership of associations and clubs, cultivated outside the direct 

domain of disasters, but vital in the rescue operations (Alrich and Meyer 2014). One recent 

book has firmly argued for the importance of ‘social capital’ in the capacity for communities 

to recover – even more important than economic resources (Aldrich 2012), while other 

recent work has noted that ‘resilience can be forged and sustained through community 

engagement in activities concerned with identifying and dealing with local issues even if 

they have little or nothing to do with hazard readiness per se’ (Ross 2014, p. 16). Rather than 

protective measures being ‘imposed’ from above or outside, some of this literature puts 

strong emphasis on local community-level, collective risk-reduction measures – with high 

levels of participation down the social hierarchy (Lavell 2008). Essentially ‘ordinary people’ 

and ‘emergent groups’ have played vital roles in different cases of disaster recovery 

(Quarantelli 1996; Voorhees 2008). In fact this is an area in which great progress has been 

made in recent years – particularly in the interrelation between culture and value systems and 

the ‘informal’ or ‘unofficial’ responses of society to hazards that are produced. Essentially it 

has been stressed by various recent works that social capital creates a certain level of trust, 

and this (in general) can create favourable resiliency outcomes in the face of severe shocks. 

As well as this kind of cohesion from the bottom-up, we must also note that trust can also be 

fostered in the perception of the efficiency and legitimacy of political institutions operating 
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from above – sometimes complementing and sometimes conflicting with the trust 

established from below (Han et al. 2011). 

  As a result of this recent literature, we now know that responses to disasters always 

take form within a broader context of institutions, many of which have nothing to do with 

the hazards per se but still significantly shape the direction of a response. In that respect a 

potential path forward for disaster research is to start more explicitly from the basic premise 

that institutions specifically needed to organise the exchange, allocation and use of essential 

resources are not always formed as the automatic and logical response of societies to threats 

such as environmental hazards. Frequently in fact, they serve other functions, often well 

outside the realm of hazards. That is to say, for example, that particular types of commodity 

markets or alignments in factor markets (in land, labour, credit, and capital) are not 

specifically formed to prevent or combat disasters, but it is clear that their arrangement 

influences the coping capacity of societies and more specifically the long-term economic 

response (Bankoff 2003a). These institutions serve multifarious goals and are not necessarily 

set up or oriented towards enhancing societal resilience.  

 A focus on the entire institutional framework does not mean, however, that we should 

simply attempt to compare different ‘types’ of institutional systems and decide which are 

inherently ‘better’ or ‘worse’ in leading societies towards resilience and recovery. That is to 

say we should, for instance, not be led down the path of suggesting that institutions 

connected to ‘free market’ conditions are ‘better’ than institutions connected to a strong 

regulatory arm of the state, or vice-versa. Recent literature, for example, has used a 

comparison of the 1906 San Francisco Earthquake and the 1876 Chicago Fire to assert that 

privatised disaster recovery was better than a centralised response – in the process making a 

politicised or ideological statement about the ineffectiveness of the modern Hurricane 

Katrina response (Schaeffer and Kashdan 2010). Likewise, former US Republican 

presidential candidate Ron Paul suggested that ‘the key to sound environmental policy is 

respect for private property rights. The strict enforcement of property rights corrects 

environmental wrongs while increasing the cost of polluting’ (cited in Van Bavel and Thoen 

2013, p. 28). This essentialist argument has in some cases found support in some 

neo-classical economic academic literature where it is suggested private property rights 

could work towards internalising ‘external’ environmental costs – providing an incentive for 

maintaining and protecting the environment and preventing hazards in those places where 

the property is situated (Tietenberg 2006). Yet this does not really appear to square with 

other literature suggesting that failed disaster recovery in underdeveloped countries has been 
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caused by inadequate attention paid to local embedded social structures quite different to the 

‘norms’ of the post-industrial modernised West and its approval of private property rights 

(Van Leeuwen 2001). Indeed, that private and exclusive property rights are not the only way 

to achieve societal resilience has been suggested by the work of Nobel Prize-winning scholar 

Elinor Ostrom, who argues that in some social contexts, collective property regimes and 

common pool resources could provide an effective institutional framework for societal 

resilience to hazards and environmental degradation (1990). In fact a pool of very recent 

literature has put forward an almost overwhelmingly positive role for collective property 

regimes in helping raise environmental and societal sustainability and limiting risks for 

historical, contemporary and future communities in both the developed and underdeveloped 

world (Rodgers et al. 2011; Poteete et al. 2010; De Moor 2012). At the same time, it would 

be unwise to assume that collective property regimes always have positive effects on 

resilience, as they can also be shaped according to the interests of more powerful groups and 

elites (De Keyzer 2013), just like all institutions (see below, this section).  

 All this suggests that the state, market, collective institutions, households and 

property rights, do not per se have an intrinsic value in mitigating hazards, but only ‘make 

sense’ or are ‘rational’ by being embedded within very particular societal contexts. It is, 

therefore, not just necessary to orient our focus even more closely towards indirect 

institutional arrangements rather than only the direct ‘disaster-focused’ measures, legislation 

and institutions, but also to consider the value of these arrangements of institutions in light 

of their very specific contextual conditions. The latter should include an assessment of the 

different kinds of social groups who control the direction, performance, functioning and 

participation of these indirect institutional arrangements. Too often the responses to hazards 

and disasters, or the functioning of disaster-related institutions, are seen in isolation from the 

social context in which these are operating. This is a pity because we have been told from 

the earliest Quarantelli literature that social structures matter for resilience outcomes. 

Accordingly a comparison of different social structures in the face of disasters would allow 

us to tease out and clarify some of the causal mechanisms that allow societies to cope while 

others fail. In the disciplines of history, political economics, and sociology, we are 

frequently told that the negotiated interests and preferences of certain social interest groups 

(some more powerful than others) tend to dictate the effectiveness of institutions to deal with 

episodes of exogenous crisis (Nee and Ingram 1998; Ogilvie 2007). Furthermore, it has been 

suggested that exposure, resistance and resilience are all shaped by various interest groups’ 
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access to property rights, resources, and assets (Bankoff 2003b, p. 3; Oliver-Smith 1999; 

Blaikie et al. 2004). 

 However, this point has sometimes been lost in the disaster studies literature, many 

studies lamenting the poor functioning of institutions to protect ‘the vulnerable’ in the face 

of disasters, and yet little appreciation of the fact that institutions do not necessarily change 

to the betterment of wider society (for example emphasis on adaptive institutions in Boyd 

and Folke 2011). The transformation of institutions does not always work towards the 

highest level of economic ‘rationality’ or societal resilience (in the face of hazards for 

example), but evolves instead towards the needs of restricted interest groups with the most 

bargaining power and resources necessary to subsidise costly campaigns to change and adapt 

them (Ensminger 1996). The choices of one powerful individual can prejudice the welfare of 

the wider group (Oliver-Smith 1999, p. 26). In some cases institutions are configured for a 

less rational or sustainable purpose, simply because the costs are either too high to make 

structural adaptations to them (Tilly 1998), or are dominated by groups with other interests 

in mind. 

 These social interest groups are not the same everywhere across time and space – thus 

showing the incentive for systematic comparisons, since they allow us to analyse the 

divergent effects of social structure. One recent disaster studies essay thus missed the point 

entirely when suggesting that the reason why ‘disaster research does not lend itself well to 

comparative research is, among other things, the variability in ‘community characteristics’ 

(Tierney, Lindell and Perry 2001, p. 71). This is incorrect: the variability in societal 

characteristics should be the starting point for comparative research into disasters. This 

would also allow us to test some of the assumptions on this point. For instance, several 

studies from a historical angle suggest that social equality, or a ‘balance’ between 

individuals and social groups, could be most conducive to generating the institutional 

arrangements that enhance the resilience of a society (Van Bavel and Thoen 2013). Looking 

at water management boards in late-medieval Coastal Flanders, Tim Soens has shown how 

these increasingly operated independently of the village community and became dominated 

by wealthy landowners as an instrument for defending their own interests (2013). Since large 

landowners increasingly were absentee living in cities, they were mostly interested in 

short-term gains and less in long-term sustainability. This resulted in declining investments 

in water management and growing vulnerability of fragile coastal lands to storm floods. In a 

negative feedback cycle, occurring in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, water 

management institutions were undermined, making storm floods ever more disastrous, 
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eroding the viability of peasant landholding and causing peasants to abandon their land, 

resulting in further inequality and vulnerability. 

 Elsewhere, by comparing a number of different rural societies in Western Europe 

from the Middle Ages up to the nineteenth century, Daniel Curtis has demonstrated the 

impact of social context upon the effectiveness of institutions in coping with periods of 

crisis. According to this author, equitable distributions of both power (assessed qualitatively 

through packages of access rights, jurisdictions, and obligations) and property (assessed 

quantitatively) were underlying conditions in pre-industrial societies that gave ‘favourable’ 

institutions the chance to emerge, with high rates of participation down the social hierarchy, 

allowing people the freedom to choose their own fate – not necessarily reliant on one coping 

strategy but with the capacity to combine many different ones in search of optimum 

resilience (Curtis 2014, 269-72). In this work, by recourse to comparative case study 

analysis of a number of distinctive regional societies, it is shown that the same institutions 

employed in two different areas did not necessarily lead to equivalent levels of protection in 

the face of exogenous shocks. Institutions also take their effectiveness from the social 

context in which they are embedded. 

 The issue of social contextualization is also vital to understand and explain the degree 

of resilience of different groups or categories of people within a community vis-à-vis 

hazards and shocks. Consider, for instance, the hypothetical case of people who are 

confronted with a similar hazard and who are equally poor, in real income, but possess very 

different positions in relation to the means of production. That is to say a landless 

agricultural labourer, a sharecropper (a tenant farmer providing a share of surplus to the 

owner in exchange for capital investments and use rights), and a small landowning peasant. 

They can be equally impoverished, but that does not mean their ‘vulnerability’ in the face of 

an exogenous crisis is exactly the same, and more to the point not equally vulnerable to the 

same risks. That is to say a flood or earthquake may affect the poor small farmer the most – 

his own investment and property is most exposed. Small peasants, past and present, often did 

not have the resources to buffer exceptional losses, leading to increased chances of 

abandonment or expropriation from more powerful groups. Yet a regional harvest failure or 

disruption to trade network or route through warfare may end up affecting the poor 

agricultural labourer the most if prices become unstable, due to higher reliance on market 

provisioning (Galloway 1988). Elsewhere, the poor sharecropper may be less exposed than 

the small peasant farmer to loss of capital goods and property, and may be more protected 

from the market unpredictability than the landless labourer, but then again the poor 
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sharecropper’s higher vulnerability may come from not being able to choose their own 

‘sustainability path’ – instead being more at the whim of the decisions of the actual owner of 

the enterprise, frequently dictating the what, when, where and how of the production and 

distribution process. As explained from this hypothetical situation, poverty and vulnerability 

may be connected yet not always causally – the ways in which poverty contributes to 

vulnerability must be tested systematically in different social contexts (Cardona 2004). 

Furthermore, simply emphasizing how underdeveloped societies are vulnerable to hazards 

because of their impoverished living conditions or weak warning systems is meaningless in 

that many underdeveloped societies will remain underdeveloped and poor for a long time to 

come. As is increasingly done in research into disasters, rather than focusing on ‘poverty’ 

per se, we should look more to resilience in spite of persistence in poverty: a greater 

appreciation of the different institutional and societal settings in which poverty is played out 

– the different ‘ways’ in which people can be poor.  

 

II.b The formulation of testable hypotheses 

 

In the current literature on hazards and shocks, and the explanation of the differing degrees 

of resilience of societies confronted with them, intuitively logical arguments and assumed 

links between processes play a large role. We highlight here some of the main intuitive 

arguments that come forward from a broad survey of a number of typical works, but show 

how they could be elaborated more fully into testable hypotheses. One consistent claim 

made in the disaster studies literature over the past 20 years, for instance, has been that the 

poorer segments of society have been more vulnerable to environmental hazards than the 

privileged and wealthy (Blaikie et al. 2004, pp. 46-61), and also disasters are said to be more 

severe in poorer countries (Kahn 2005; Strömberg 2007). Not so long ago, this kind of idea 

was pushed forward in a fairly polemical book by Ted Steinberg, who argued that natural 

disasters in American history (a) hit impoverished people harder than the wealthy, and (b) 

could have had their destructive effects reduced if society had been arranged more equitably 

(Steinberg 2000; also Fothergill and Peek 2004). Thus to demonstrate this point further, the 

failure to maintain levees around the city of New Orleans before Hurricane Katrina has been 

explained through distortions in the US political system: powerful interest groups with no 

electoral incentive to make necessary investments in a city with a large proportion of African 

American residents (roughly 60% of the population in 2010), and large proportions of poor 

households (Shughart 2006). A consensus emerged that a disproportionate number of people 
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victimised by Katrina had been extremely disadvantaged even before the storm (Simo 2008, 

p. 309). In other literature, the rural and urban poor are seen to ‘put themselves’ in greater 

danger by pressures on available living space, as suggested in the context of 

twentieth-century population increases in El Salvador and crowds of people on the 

hazardous low-lying barrancas or gullies (Sheets 2004, p. 119).  

 Yet the problem remains that many of these cases are presented as statements rather 

than empirically tested hypotheses. In various examples we see poor and marginalized 

groups struggling to maintain an existence after terrible environmental shocks. This should 

lead us towards two obvious research questions: to what extent are poorer societies more 

vulnerable in the face of hazards than wealthier societies, and to what extent are more 

inequitable societies more vulnerable in the face of hazards than equitable societies 

(accounting of course for all the different ways in which inequality can be measured)? Some 

limited attention has begun to more systematically address the first research question on the 

scale of comparing nations (Kahn 2005). Yet, in many instances, the issue becomes confused 

by the comparison of different types of disaster with different magnitudes and scales (Chou 

et al. 2004). Thus the factor of ‘wealth’ as a significant component of societal resilience 

becomes lost within a host of other factors that may or may not have significant causal 

effects, either endogenous or exogenous. Poor countries may be more ‘vulnerable’ than rich 

countries, but any such test on the effects of wealth is always limited by the fact that the 

same poor countries identified in many of the studies are also simply in more ‘hazardous’ 

geographical or geological environments. Thus there is always some confusion – is it wealth, 

or is it geography? This multi-causality requires us to develop a systematic analysis in order 

to arrive at meaningful insights. It also requires us to think more carefully about how we set 

up our comparative experiments or case studies, as explained in more depth in section II.c.  

 The second research question suggested about the effects of (in)equity has received 

little systematic attention. Even in those studies suggesting that the disruptive effects of 

disasters were worse on the poor than the rich of a particular society – as expressed in 

statements like ‘vulnerability is the degree to which different social classes are differentially 

at risk’ - the actual mechanisms behind an ‘equitable’ or ‘inequitable’ society’s capacity to 

cope with crisis remain obscure (Susman, O’Keefe and Wisner 1984). What is it precisely 

about inequality that makes a society less able to cope? How does this social and economic 

inequality impact on the creation and implementation of protective or risk-avoidant 

institutions? As one can see then, there are issues with causality, creating further problems. 

Of course, poverty can play a role in increasing vulnerability, as has been demonstrated in a 
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wealth of laudable literature too numerous to cite in full here. Untested, however, poverty 

ultimately becomes almost a synonym of vulnerability, and this in turn creates an uncritical 

conception in Western discourse of, for example, a global south as a disease ridden, 

inhospitable place – poverty stricken and disaster prone in equal measure (Bankoff 2001). 

Recent literature has indeed iterated the likelihood of ‘poor people’ living in essentially 

‘disaster-prone’ areas of the world (Kim 2012), but the reasons why this is the case are likely 

diverse and only starting to be subject to rigorous empirical testing (Boustan, Kahn and 

Rhode 2012).  

 The relation between economic inequality and disasters can also be approached from 

the opposite direction – that is not focusing on equality/inequality as a decisive factor 

dictating the impact of disasters, but instead possible realignments of equality/inequality as a 

logical consequence of disasters. Essentially, to what extent do environmental hazards and 

shocks create more inequality within societies – a significant question given recent strong 

calls for placing distribution back into the mainstream of economic and sociological research 

(Piketty 2014). Poor people may indeed be more vulnerable to hazards, but hazards can at 

the same time produce more poor people (Delica-Willison and Willison 2013, p. 147-8), 

creating new opportunities for private enclosure, speculation, and concentration of 

ownership. Perhaps surprisingly, in the traditional historical disciplines this actually has had 

some attention even as far back as the 1960s (Herlihy 1967). Here, it has been suggested that 

the impact of the Black Death in fourteenth-century Tuscany had an egalitarian effect on 

property and wealth distribution in the short term, resulting from mass mortality and 

incessant fragmentation of patrimonies due to the prevailing system of partible inheritance 

among sons. These initial egalitarian effects were reversed over the medium- and long term 

by speculation and hoarding due to new conditions in the housing and land market – former 

peasant property eventually falling into the hands of rich urban investors and powerful urban 

institutions (also: Curtis 2012). These kinds of issues have also been brought up in 

contemporary literature, for example by Michael Cernea (e.g. 1997) in his work on the 

effects of forced displacement after severe environmental shocks such as drought and 

flooding. He shows by way of abstract modelling that in the process of uprooting and 

resettlement, previous institutional arrangements become fundamentally altered, dictating 

new dynamics for people’s access and control over property and resources. Post-disaster 

settlement policies and practices, it is said, frequently intensify inequality and 

marginalisation through indiscriminate cost-benefit analyses unreceptive to social context 

(Cernea and McDowell 2000). 
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 Even though Cernea’s work is well received in disaster research (Collins 2009, pp. 

109-10), it is clear that this avenue of research is only in its incipient stages. Where there is 

work on the redistributive impact of disasters, it often does not go into causal mechanisms 

behind this process, but instead provides us with little more than a table of statistics, often at 

a highly macro level (Yamamura 2013). Other scholars have noted that disasters ‘create both 

winners and losers’ and ‘this is not random’, but still all this amounts to is a number of 

unexplained descriptive examples (Scanlon 1988, p. 47). Although the harsher impact on the 

poor of society is frequently emphasized, there is very little evidence of the distributional 

consequences of disaster events in the long term (Karim and Noy 2013, pp. 17-8). 

 When we turn to history again, it is known that terrible events such as harvest failures 

certainly led to redistributive processes in the short term, as observed for early 

fourteenth-century England (Campbell 1984, pp. 110-8), and that this was often connected to 

the volatile and unpredictable functioning of land markets. Yet also more lasting effects have 

been recorded. For example, their financial buffers ensured that the wealthy were usually 

well-placed to limit the potential dangers of significant shocks, and to ride crisis periods, thus 

not being forced to sell land or goods out of necessity in contrast to the poor (Galloway 1988). 

This has indeed been demonstrated for medieval England in the ‘crisis’ period of the early 

fourteenth century, when the functioning of land markets in a context of rising food prices 

and growing distress led to social polarization in landholding (Bekar and Reed 2013; 

Campbell 1984), leaving indelible marks on inequality in the long-term distribution of 

resources. 

 However, more research along the lines presented above necessitates some 

methodological changes that are not often entertained in present studies on disasters. One 

change in particular would be to start to compare societies that experienced a terrible shock 

such as an earthquake or flood with nearby societies that managed to escape it. This kind of 

approach has rarely been performed systematically (one early exception is Clifford 1955). It 

is only through this comparative route that we can understand how disasters impact on social 

and economic inequality over the short- and long term, by placing the trends in direct 

relation to those societies fortunate enough to escape the same severe shocks (a way forward 

touched upon in Blaikie et al. 2004, p.66). In any case, limiting research to very extreme 

disasters creates a risk that we narrow the focus to event characteristics rather than structural 

variables as the mechanisms of resistance and adaptability (Vanhaute and Lambrecht 2011). 

As seen in the following section, part of this problem is linked to an absence of effective 

apparatus to conduct systematic comparative research projects. 
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II.c  The extension of systematic comparative research 

 

One way of empirically testing what are essentially intuitively logical hypotheses is to use 

systematic comparative research. At the moment, however, there is either a lack of explicitly 

comparative approaches, or more frequently there are problems and inconsistencies with the 

comparative method taken. Too often the research undertaken is a one-off experiment on 

individual episodes of crisis (as argued in Bankoff 2003b; Lübken and Mauch 2011). It is 

unfair to say that there have been no comparisons made – there clearly have. But the point 

made here is that these are often comparisons that have some methodological flaws. Indeed, 

papers have already made calls and recognised the need for ‘more comparisons’ in disaster 

studies, but do not go that much beyond that point to talk about their methodological 

implementation (McEntire and Mathis 2007). One of the main problems we identify is that 

frequently the comparisons that are made in disaster studies create confusion with dependent 

and independent variables, because they compare not only different types of societies or 

different chronological periods, but also disasters of different scales or magnitudes – 

sometimes even different types of disasters themselves. This is quite problematic when it 

comes to teasing out causal mechanisms. In his discussion of social science concepts and 

comparative methods, Giovanni Sartori has already noted that ‘If two entities are similar in 

everything, in all their characteristics, then they are the same entity. If, on the other hand, 

two entities are different in every respect, then their comparison is nonsensical’ (Sartori 

1991, p. 246). Disaster studies scholars have to work more on reducing the number of 

variables – one of the most important components of successful comparative research 

(Collier 1991). 

 Thus for example, one interesting article in the IJMED tries to systematically 

compare two floods occurring in 1993 and 1994 in two countries – Northwest Italy and the 

US Midwest (Marincioni 2001). In conclusion the author suggests that the divergent ‘human 

responses’ to the floods were connected to essential differences between the afflicted 

societies in terms of ‘socio-political traditions and organization’ and ‘levels of integration 

within communities’. Marincioni may be correct here, but his argument is overshadowed by 

the fact that we are never sure what impact the differing magnitude and scale of the 

respective floods had on societal responses, and it becomes difficult to separate factors at the 

local or national level. What could have been more illuminating is to compare responses of 

different localities, each possessing their own social characteristics, within either the US 
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Midwest or Northwest Italy on the micro or meso level. This would limit the possible 

independent variables, but would also work in practice, given that certainly historically 

(Thoen 2004), but also for the modern-day (to a lesser extent), communities and societies 

separated by a few kilometres can have entirely different social structures – particularly rural 

societies. Ultimately for disaster studies scholars, both historical and contemporary, the 

region in most cases is the appropriate unit of comparison. Only if the number of variables is 

limited and the relevant variable to be investigated is actually found at the national level, as 

in national legislation, can the nation state be the relevant unit for investigation. Otherwise 

the focus on the nation state as a unit of comparison is unsuitable, while ‘Transatlantic’ 

comparative perspectives are even more unsuitable for identifying crucial variables (Lübken 

and Mauch 2004; Lübken 2010). But even in regions not so geographically distant from one 

another, there is still the tendency to compare two or more different episodes of disaster – 

creating confusion over variables (Olson and Gawronski 2003). Fortunately in recent years 

there have been some signs that a more explicit and systematic form of comparative research 

for disasters is emerging, with a potentially fruitful and careful way of comparing case 

studies. One good example of this is the contrasting ‘historical social contexts’ behind the 

divergent vulnerabilities presented for two nearby cities in Texas (Norris-Raynbird 2005). In 

this case the ‘physical vulnerability’ or exposure to the chances of exogenous shock, 

including hurricanes and storm surges, are quite similar for both cities, but the socio-political 

background of the two settlements is quite different – allowing a clearer view on the 

important variables. The same clarity of methodological setup can be seen in a recent 

exploration into how four Newfoundland communities each dealt with 88 flights carrying 

around 12,000 people, which were re-routed and forced to land in Canada in the wake of the 

9/11 attack on the World Trade Center in New York (Scanlon 2012). The added-value of this 

kind of approach is that four communities with parallel plans faced the same emergency at 

the same time on the same day, providing unique opportunities for comparative study and 

isolation of local endogenous variables.   

  

III Bringing historical depth into the picture 

 

One of the ways to get around the three problems identified in section II of lack of social 

contextualisation, untested descriptive statements and lack of systematic comparisons is to 

make better use of history, which we argue in this section, allows us to open up a new 

‘laboratory’ to carefully setup comparative experiments and test hypotheses. Leading 
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scholars such as Uwe Lübken and Greg Bankoff have already suggested that making use of 

the past is a useful way of approaching the social construction of disaster vulnerability 

(Bankoff 2004; Lübken 2007, p. 6). Practices going back centuries can crystallise into 

institutions, including cultural values, which sometimes become difficult to shift – especially 

highlighted when faced with new circumstances brought on by exogenous shocks (‘t Hart 

1993; Dietz, Stern, and Rycroft 1989). Yet disaster studies scholars have been particularly 

slow to take advantage of all that history brings. The subjects of predominant focus tend to 

be modern or contemporary: historical literature exists, of course, but it is outweighed by the 

explicitly ‘current’ literature. Indeed, the journal ‘Disasters’ has been established since 

1977, producing four issues a year, and yet in the back catalogue, there is but a handful of 

articles devoted to disasters before the twentieth century. In the well-established 

‘International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters’ it is also much the same, while 

the situation is even worse in newer forums such as the ‘International Journal of Risk 

Reduction’. Just scouring websites for significant disaster studies departments in universities 

across the world, such as the Centre for Disaster Studies at Jamestown University (Australia) 

or the Disaster Studies Group at Wageningen (Netherlands), it seems there is much 

interdisciplinary work with insights from sociology, law, anthropology, environmental 

sciences, demography, geography, economics, and development economics, but little use of 

history. Telling is perhaps also that the overview “Disciplines, Disasters and Emergency 

Management” (McEntire 2007) lists the potential contributions of all above disciplines, and 

adds media studies, psychology and public administration, while history is still absent. 

 This lack of historical input, due not only to some reluctance in disaster studies but 

also to the current state of the discipline of history as seen below, is frustrating. First of all, 

because a number of path-breaking publications have shown that some contemporary 

disasters have had their deep causes in in historical processes: the impact of the terrible 

earthquake in Peru in 1970, for example, has been linked to Spanish colonial practices over 

500 years ago (Oliver-Smith 1999). Extreme destruction and misery were as much a product 

of this area’s long historical roots of underdevelopment as they were of the earthquake itself. 

The vulnerable large concentrated towns that came to be almost entirely destroyed were the 

long-term remnants of Spanish subjugation of the indigenous population in the sixteenth 

century. Spanish colonisers forcibly moved rural peasants out of their traditional dispersed 

habitation patterns, where they had found a complex socio-economic balance in this difficult 

environment and were able to spread and buffer risks, into these central agglomerations. Any 

kinds of collective institutions (formal or informal), redistributive systems and personal 
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reciprocity required to reduce the impact of severe shocks had long been eroded by the 

installation of hacienda-based modes of exploitation worked by mass ranks of marginalised 

Indian serfs. 

 Similarly the recent devastating earthquake that struck Haiti in 2010, killing 

approximately 250,000 people, has been linked to a pre-existing state of societal 

vulnerability inherited from very particular paths taken far back in the beginning of the 

nineteenth century (Frankema and Masé 2014). A skewed relationship between state and 

society, epitomised by frequent patterns of violence and peasant resistance and revolt, led to 

a vicious circle of reduced rent extraction opportunities, poorly consolidated political power, 

and ultimately a dearth of growth-enhancing and protective public and private institutions – 

the absence of which was keenly felt when the earthquake manifested itself in 2010, causing 

untold misery. Institutional arrangements far back in time explicitly affected the post-shock 

recovery (or rather hindered it). Many of the poor peasants actually did not have the legal 

documents to prove ownership of their ruined lands, many of which dated back to the 

division of the French colonial plantations in the early 1800s (Lundahl 2013). The 

consequences of insecurity over property registration led to widespread loss of peasant 

landownership, with many of the very poor unsure as to best prove their entitlement. 

 A second point is that long-term analysis is impossible without historical research. 

Whereas the short- or even medium-term impact of hazards and shocks can be measured by 

casualties, damage to capital goods, destruction of agricultural land or housing or levels of 

social conflict, the long-term responses and consequences of disasters are hard to assess by 

such measures alone. For example, we know that events such as Hurricane Katrina or 

Fukushima Tsunami caused terrible short-term damage, disruption and misery – that much is 

clear – but the actual long-term structural consequences of these disasters for society and 

economy will not become apparent for some time (Emel Ganapati, Cheng, and Ganapati, 

2013, p. 100). Thus the advantages of investing in research on, for example, the 

sixteenth-century storm surges on the North Sea coasts or the spread of rinderpest in 

Southern Africa in the late nineteenth century, is that these past societies can be used as a 

ready-made ‘laboratory’ for investigating disasters, with their advantage over the literature 

on present-day calamities being that actual social, economic and cultural consequences over 

the long term can be discerned – in these cited cases exacerbating polarisation in the 

distribution of economic resources. It thus offers the laboratory for long-run analysis at the 

macro-level that the social sciences, including disaster studies, otherwise would not possess. 
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 The benefit of history is precisely and simply the very presence of the historical 

record, even if data are sometimes patchy or hard to penetrate. The vast amounts of literature 

from ‘traditional’ historians regarding the cultural legacy of the Black Death (see the 

path-breaking Cohn 2002; 2007a), and its capacity to shape and crystallise significant social 

and economic divergences between regions over the long term is indicative of what the more 

explicit and systematic use of the past can offer us as disaster scholars (Pamuk 2007; Cohn 

2007b). Scholars focusing more on contemporary disasters have been overly pessimistic of 

what the historical record can bring with a little ingenuity and innovation (see the negative 

comments made in Blaikie et al. 2004, p. 66; Benson 2003). In the case of the Black Death, 

scholars have shown us not just the problems of recovery for societies 5, 10 or 20 years after 

the event, but how these events can shape the fates and directions of societies even centuries 

down the line – resulting in continental or global economic divergences seen today (Allen 

2001). Elsewhere, others have instead pointed to plagues in the seventeenth-century as being 

substantial shapers of divergent patterns of human social and economic development – 

apparently helping crystallise an economic reversal of fortune between Northwest Europe 

and the Mediterranean (Alfani 2013). On this point it must also be noted that some disaster 

studies scholars have a very narrow definition of what defines ‘long term’ – some literature 

on rural wages in Brazil even suggesting that 5-10 years constitutes a long-term response 

(Mueller and Osgood 2009), while a very recent paper looking at the mental health impact of 

Hurricane Katrina three years after the event apparently constituted a ‘long-term pattern’ 

(Adeola and Steven Picou 2014). This of course ties us back to the problems mentioned in 

the introductory phases of this paper where it is shown that disaster studies often display a 

preoccupation with the immediate policy implications – and less with placing the disaster 

and recovery into a perspective over the course of human development – the kinds of 

helicopter view necessary for producing coherent and testable theoretical frameworks. 

 Another benefit of an explicit use of the past is the relative ease in which comparative 

projects (of the type identified in section II.c) can be set up. What was suggested in the 

previous section was that disaster research could benefit not only from the simple need for 

‘more comparisons’, but from particular types of comparisons where the exposure to the one 

exogenous shock stays constant while the comparison is executed across a number of 

different societies with distinctive social structures – thereby limiting confusion between 

exogenous and endogenous variables. In the pre-industrial period these kinds of projects can, 

with some care, thought and attention, be easily set up because we are now well aware of the 

fact that on a regional level, small societies which were very close to each other (separated 
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by just tens of kilometres) could have very divergent social structures, economic and 

agricultural organisation, micro-demographic regimes, and tenurial complexity (Thoen 2004; 

Van Bavel 2010; Epstein 1991; Curtis 2014). Ultimately very different societies close to 

each other and exposed to the same exogenous pressure can be identified, and this is 

something far easier to find in the historical context than for the twenty-first century – 

particularly in the ‘developed’ world. Indeed, while regions of Japan or Italy, as just two 

areas of the world which have suffered strong exogenous shocks in recent years, historically 

possessed very extreme levels of regional diversity in social structures, these have 

disappeared or at least become less sharp over the second half of the nineteenth- and 

twentieth centuries under the homogenising forces of modern commerce, the nation state, 

growing transport and better communication. Diversity in social structures still exists in the 

contemporary world,  but is exhibited less frequently on the micro-regional level – the kind 

of level necessary to ensure similar exposure to geographically limited environmental 

shocks. 

 A further benefit quite inherent to the practice of history is the fact that new kinds of 

comparison can take place – opportunities not available to those studying contemporary 

developments. In particular one opportunity that historians can take advantage of is the 

possibility to make comparisons across long-term chronologies. The benefits for those 

wishing to undertake comparative research into resilience and vulnerability of societies in 

the face of environmental hazards are especially clear. What has been shown in historical 

disaster research in recent years is that small regions not only had very distinctive social 

structures, but these social structures could undergo rapid and sharp (or slow) 

transformations over certain periods (Van Bavel 2010). Thus a distinctive society identified 

for a region in the thirteenth century, may some 300 years later still be distinctive, but 

exhibit a totally different social structure. The coastal societies of Flanders in the sixteenth 

century, with its large-scale, commercial agriculture on lease farms, retained very little of the 

social, economic and political characteristics of the peasant coastal societies of Flanders in 

the thirteenth century. And in that way, two ‘different’ societies can be compared in their 

interaction with strong shocks, but removing the problem of comparing two or more 

different regions with different inherent environmental features. Naturally this kind of 

chronological comparison can only take place in those circumstances where the exogenous 

shocks are fairly recurrent and of a similar magnitude over time – such as the North Sea area 

storm surges which occurred across the long term of the late Middle Ages and early modern 

period (Soens 2013).         
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 Unfortunately, although we argue for many real benefits that history can provide for 

the study of disasters, we must also recognise that there are a number of shortcomings in the 

traditional historical disciplines acting as a formidable barrier to overcome. Indeed, 

historians themselves have not been able to fully contribute to important works on, for 

example, the chronological background of disasters, because new ideas concerning 

‘resilience’ and ‘vulnerability’ have not properly filtered on through to elements of the 

traditional historical discipline yet (Schenk 2007; Lübken and Mauch 2011, p. 4). Historians’ 

low propensity to engage in socially relevant questions long taken on in a broad range of 

social science disciplines has similarly been identified on the themes of collective action and 

common pool resources: two subjects intrinsically tied to concepts of vulnerability, 

resilience and risk management (De Moor 2012, pp. 287-8). Thus, even though the history of 

disasters is now developing into a thriving sub-field of history, the work still tends to be 

descriptive in nature and most historical studies continue to treat disasters as separate events 

(Lübken and Mauch 2011). Scholars like Gerrit Jasper Schenk and others are in the course of 

remedying this in one important aspect, namely the perception of disasters and the way 

cultures cope with them, building on the pioneering historical work on human need for 

reassurance by Jean Delumeau, for instance (Schenk 2007). This specific topic is where 

historical disaster research has made most progress in recent years and has worked most 

systematically. However, historical research looking not at perception but at causes of 

disasters, and trying to find underlying patterns and understand why some societies are 

successful in preventing disaster or recovering quickly, and others are not, has been much 

more limited. 

 The discipline of history has thus, up to now, not been able to sufficiently contribute 

to the social sciences, and to the field of disaster studies more specifically; something which 

can be understood in the light of the regrettable move by the traditional historical profession 

away from the social sciences (Van Bavel 2014, pp. 2-3). Now it seems that historians are 

more convinced than ever that history in itself cannot be used to establish regularities, 

patterns, let alone laws, and to identify these through comparative analysis, for instance 

(Evans 2012, pp. 129-60). It seems that the one thing that the historian fears more than 

anything is to be accused of being ‘deterministic’, and despite being famously dismissed by 

the Annales School back in the 1960s (as described in Stone 1979), ‘events’ and the 

‘narrative approach’ have made a revival in the mainstream of the historical discipline 

(Burke 1996), perhaps only challenged by a post-structuralist school offering up the past as 

an ‘undecidable infinity of possible truths’ (Vaughan-Williams 2005, p. 129). This, as a 
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result, has made it difficult to incorporate historical methods and evidence into coherent 

theoretical modelling and frameworks, the sad state of affairs summarized in the following 

statement: ‘political [and social] scientists are more likely to look to the past as a way of 

supporting or discrediting theoretical hypotheses, while historians are more likely to be 

interested in past events for their own sake. […] [F]or the historian, the goal of theory 

building and testing is secondary – the past interests for itself’ (Elman and Elman 2001, p. 

7). 

 Ultimately, the lacklustre contribution from history can be iterated further by the fact 

that the same imperfections in the comparative method for research into contemporary 

disasters has even been found in the bulk of literature focusing on ‘historical disasters’. One 

good example is the recent literature produced on the earthquake and tsunami that hit Lisbon 

in 1755, whereby it is suggested that the city and surrounding rural hinterlands responded 

favourably to the terrible events which unfolded (Pereira 2009; Aguirre 2012). Although of 

course the short-term impact was serious with high casualties and destruction of capital 

goods, the long-term structural economic reform was apparently positive – lessening 

Portuguese reliance on trade with Britain and weakening ecclesiastical and aristocratic grip 

on power and property. This supports a controversial idea that disasters can be a ‘force for 

good’ and can in turn lead to significant socio-political reforms, as seen in the commercial 

development after the Great Fire of Hamburg in 1842 or the urban reinvigoration after the 

1944 earthquake in Argentina (Shubert 2012; Healey 2011, pp. 296-8). Non-historical 

disaster studies scholars, who frequently believe that this work is the finest example of 

disasters being placed within their ‘historical context’ (and these pieces are admittedly 

highly innovative and well reconstructed), often view such literature positively (see the 

review of Russell Dyne’s book on the Lisbon Earthquake in Stallings 2006, p. 223). Yet 

such praise must be qualified because just like the contemporary literature, this research has 

the main weakness of not being placed within an adequate comparative framework, and thus 

we have nothing to judge so-called ‘positive recovery’ against. A similar lack of 

comparative perspective has been found elsewhere on other earthquakes. Coping strategies 

and societal responses have been researched skilfully but in isolation for the earthquakes in 

Carinthia in 1348 (Rohr 2003), eastern Sicily in 1693 (Condorelli 2012), and San Francisco 

in 1906 (Odell and Weidenmier 2007). More exceptionally, some studies are aimed at 

comparison (Parrinello 2012; Akasoy 2007), yet ultimately these suffer from the 

methodological problems already mentioned in section II.c in that they compare 

simultaneously different societies and different earthquakes. A more fruitful approach would 
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be to take the 1693 earthquake in Eastern Sicily (for example), and compare the responses 

between the numerous disparate types of rural societies already identified on the east of the 

island (Epstein 1991), or to take the earthquake and tsunami that hit Lisbon and surrounding 

regions in 1755 and compare societies with very different social structures: the large 

latifundist estates typical of the Alentejo south of Lisbon compared with the small peasant 

communities found further to the north of the city, for example (Santos and Serrão 2013, 

pp.485-6). Thus ultimately, the incorporation of chronology into the disaster studies 

literature is not just a one-way process: it also requires fundamental changes in the attitude, 

philosophy, and approach of historians working on hazards and shocks. 

 

IV Conclusion: using history as a laboratory 

 

Ultimately the way forward offered in this paper to enhance theoretical rigour of research on 

disasters is based around three interrelated facets: a proper regard for a broad range of 

institutional arrangements within their specific social context and social interest groups 

involved, greater clarity in the formation of testable hypotheses, and the greater use and 

adaptions made to the setup of comparative studies and experiments. In particular, we argue 

that we should be looking to move away from comparing disasters per se, but comparing a 

number of different societies’ experiences with one shock – in the process limiting the 

number of independent variables as far as possible. 

 The most effective way of working towards all three of these facets, we argue, is by 

making a greater use of the historical record. History not only offers a helicopter view, but 

more importantly, it enables us to test hypotheses in a careful way, as it should be one of the 

main laboratories of the social sciences, including disaster studies. The explicit benefits of 

the past for incorporating the above-mentioned facets aimed at improving the theoretical 

rigour of research into disasters includes a greater clarity and awareness of very distinct and 

divergent social structures existing very close to one another on a regional level, the 

possibility of making comparisons between societal responses to shocks spatially and 

chronologically, a recognition of the impact of historical path dependency on contemporary 

developments, and finally and most simply the basic richness of the historical record itself 

allowing for long-term reconstructions of the social, economic and cultural consequences of 

hazards and shocks, which is impossible with a narrow focus on contemporary disasters. The 

most effective way of working towards this historicised angle should be to more explicitly 

include historians within disaster studies departments and faculties, but also for historians to 
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more closely align themselves with other social sciences – actively employing and 

interacting with new sociological methodologies. 
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