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Abstract 
 

Drawing upon Bourdieu’s theoriescapital, field and habitusthis cross-national study 

qualitatively explores how immigrants and refugees, who are linguistic minorities, experienced 

the 2010-2011 Canterbury and Tohoku disasters. This includes their perceived social 

vulnerabilities and resilience to disasters. Sociological research has found that disasters affect 

individuals, families and communities differently. Damage and recovery are usually uneven due 

to the structural inequalities that exist prior to disasters. Immigrants, refugees and linguistic 

minorities are typically considered more vulnerable to disasters than the general population. 

However, findings drawn from 28 in-depth interviews and publicly available data demonstrate 

the complexity, contextuality and resource-dependent nature of social vulnerability and 

resilience.  

My sociological analysis focuses on four major themes: 1) disaster linguicism, 2) earned 

strength and the paradox of social vulnerability and resilience, 3) communitas and disaster capital, 

and 4) the need to re-interpret social capital. The overall findings suggest that study respondents 

purposefully and subconsciously developed practical capitals such as linguistic infrastructure, 

earned strength and durable social networks to negotiate the “everyday disasters” that they face. 

In conjunction with disaster capital, this unexpectedly became a major source of their remarkable 

resilience in the Canterbury and Tohoku disasters. However, others seemed more isolated and 

vulnerable, mainly because these capitals depend on other capitals and contexts. Social 

connectedness is a main concern here, as their social agency alone may be insufficient to cope with 

the disasters. I argue that the durable system of social oppression (e.g. racial stigma) and the 

power imbalance that results are the major reasons for differential social capital and thus 

different levels of resilience.  

These findings inform us of: 1) the need to avoid mystifying “people’s power” (or social 

agency) by individualizing resilience, 2) the need for a bottom-up approach to properly 

understand the experiences of the socially vulnerable, and 3) the requirement for greater 

inclusivity for people to own their own recovery. The key recommendation here is that, in order 

to reduce social vulnerability and promote resilience, we need to overcome social injustices. 

Policy discussion should concentrate on distributing capitals evenly, accompanied by efforts to 

effect such social transformation.    
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
 

 

This cross-national comparative study explores how immigrants and refugees who are linguistic 

minorities in Canterbury, Aotearoa (New Zealand), and Tohoku, Japan, experienced the 2010-

2011 disasters, often referred to the “2010 Canterbury Earthquake,” the “2011 Christchurch 

Earthquake” (hereinafter Canterbury disasters), and the “Great East Japan Earthquake and 

Tsunami” (hereinafter Tohoku disasters). In particular, the study will account for how social 

vulnerabilities and perceived resilience structure the immigrant and refugee experience in 

disaster settings. Sociological research on disasters has found that disasters affect individuals, 

families, and communities differently, and damage is usually uneven due to existing structural 

inequalities (e.g., Matthewman, 2015; Tierney, 2006). However, findings drawn from 28 in-depth 

interviews with linguistic minority immigrants and refugees who have experienced disasters and 

Figure 1: Tsunami aftermath in Ishinomaki, Miyagi (3 months after) (photo taken by Shinya Uekusa in June 2011) 
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two publicly available qualitative datasets will demonstrate the fluidity, complexity and 

contextuality of social vulnerability and resilience to disasters. These findings suggest that in 

some cases, the socially vulnerable can simultaneously be resilient, instead of powerless help-

seekers. Using Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical perspectives—capital, field and habitus (e.g., 1986; 

1993b), this study explores how linguistic minority immigrants and refugees, who are typically 

considered to be more vulnerable in disasters than the general population (Donner & Rodríguez, 

2008; Marlowe & Bogen, 2015), experienced these disasters and actively coped with them.  

The major justifications of this study are to fill the following gaps that I found in the current 

disaster literature: 1) linguistic minority immigrants and refugees are under-studied, 2) cross-

national comparative studies like this one are very rare, 3) disaster studies often take 

deterministic top-down approaches, and 4) disaster studies are theory light. Therefore, this study 

uses a bottom-up approach to collect and document the voices of the linguistic minority 

immigrants and refugees, which are otherwise unheard. This study also explores the 

commonalities of this diverse group, which detail-rich and event-driven case studies do not offer. 

This study will then suggest a fruitful theoretical avenue for future research since most disaster 

studies are strong in practice and description but light on theory (Enarson, Fothergill & Peek, 

2007, p.139). The concrete ways in which linguistic minority immigrants and refugees 

individually and collectively generated, deployed, and employed a variety of resources—or 

capital in Bourdieu’s term (1986)—to adapt to the rapidly changing situations can offer not only 

policy implications but also practical theoretical innovations. Ultimately, the study findings will 

provide policymakers and practitioners with more practical knowledge to develop effective, 

efficient, and inclusive disaster risk reduction (DRR) strategies.  

1.1 Backgrounds and brief outlines of the 2010-2011 Canterbury and Tohoku disasters 

 
At 14:46 on March 11, 2011, one of the biggest and deadliest earthquakes in Japanese history 

(magnitude 9.0 on the Richter Scale) struck the northeast region of Japan known as Tohoku and 

triggered a series of 30-40 foot high tsunami waves, which destroyed numerous coastal towns in 

the area. Suzuki (2012) reported that, as of December 30, 2011, 15,844 had died and 3451 were 
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missing due to the earthquake and tsunami (p.9). The Hama-dori region1 in Fukushima, home of 

nuclear and thermal power plants, was one of the most affected areas because of the “nuclear 

meltdown,” a severe nuclear reactor accident and radiation leak at the Fukushima Dai-Ichi 

Genpatsu or Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant I. “On average, this Pacific coast of Japan has been 

hit by major tsunami about once every 400 years. Each time, the communities rebuilt the towns 

and roads. This time, they have to contend with nuclear fallout” (Humber & Urabe, 2015, para.6). 

Today, over 12 million individuals are displaced, evacuated, and living in temporary housing (The 

Japan Times, 2015). The triple disaster2 of earthquakes, tsunami, and nuclear meltdown has led 

to many people suffering from unemployment, financial difficulties, uninhabitable houses, slow or 

limited recovery, and psychological and physical trauma. Suicide, “lonely deaths” or Kodokushi, 

divorce/family separation, population drain, health issues and other psychological disorders are 

some of the serious issues repeatedly reported (see Goto, 2012; Machida, Nakao, Fujiwara & Jinbo, 

2013; Sato, 2014; Suzuki, 2014; The Japan Times, 2015; Urabe, 2015; Yoshino, 2012 for the media 

and academic reports on these issues). Right after the event, a strong sense of social solidarity and 

remarkable disaster response were apparent locally, domestically and even internationally with 

significant emotional and material support arriving from all over the world (see e.g. Des Marais, 

Bhadra & Dyer, 2012); however, this solidarity and strong resilience have been slowly, but 

noticeably, diminishing across time.   

During my few visits to Japan for volunteer and research activities, I have observed the 

widening social inequality among the evacuees and victims, conflict between the victims and non-

victims, conflict between the evacuees and “host” communities and many different forms of 

prejudice that victims and evacuees experience as well as the frustration that the victims 

expressed feelings of insufficient public support and ineffective government assistance in 

Fukushima (Machida et al., 2013; Urabe, 2015). I met individuals from a group nursing home in 

                                                             
1 Hama-dori is one of the three regions of Fukushima prefecture, located easternmost of Fukushima and known as the 
prefecture’s Pacific Coastal region. 
2 As the disaster involved not only a series of earthquakes but also a tsunami and nuclear meltdown, some prefer the 
term “Tohoku triple disaster.” Others call it a “quadruple” disaster as the disaster involved a series of earthquakes, 
tsunami, nuclear alert and power shortages (Komino, 2015; The Economist, 2011), and yet others note the global supply 
chain disruptions (Matthewman, 2015, p.3).  
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Fukushima who had been displaced a number of times due to the nuclear radiation and 

subsequent government orders. I started supporting this group of caregivers and elders with 

cognitive disorders (or dementia/Alzheimer) who were also extremely vulnerable evacuees. The 

group home was located in the town of Tomioka, very close to the Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant 

I. After the evacuation order, unlike most other group nursing homes in the area who could not 

collectively evacuate, the caregivers decided to stay and evacuate with the elders, instead of 

dispersing the group and abandoning the elders. However, lack of medical, material, physical and 

other forms of necessary support to keep taking care of the elders made it extremely difficult for 

them to evacuate as a group (Uekusa, 2011). Caregivers had their own families who were 

evacuating separately, but most of them knew that, without them and medical equipment, the 

elders would not be able to survive by themselves. These elders, as well as the caregivers, were 

extremely vulnerable to the situation, especially in the first few days after the Fukushima disaster, 

without adequate and sufficient information, resources and government support. Indeed, Machida 

(2011) reported in Mainichi Newspaper that, during and after the Tohoku disasters, the death rate 

was three times higher among the disabled or infirm evacuees than the able-bodied due to the 

lack of appropriate resources and equipment. Unfortunately, some elders in this group passed 

away during the evacuation.  

As a practitioner of sociology, I could not stop thinking about how I could get more involved 

and support the victims of this devastating disaster and other on-going as well as future disasters. 

I wanted to use my research expertise in immigration and the sociology of language, my 

experiences of working with immigrant communities in Southern California, and my academic 

skills to support the socially vulnerable and invisible, particularly immigrants, refugees 3 and 

linguistic minorities. Thus, it became my interest in contributing to the on-going recovery and the 

development of more effective, inclusive and culturally (and linguistically) sensitive disaster 

                                                             
3 Defining refugee can be problematic in disaster studies, particularly because, as Marlowe (2015) explains, disasters 
displace many people and create “disaster refugees”. This can “cause groups from refugee backgrounds to become 
invisible and less likely to receive specific assistance following a disaster” (p.i189). It is important to acknowledge the 
point that Marlowe makes, yet I will use the general term and definition of “refugee” to refer to people from refugee 
backgrounds. A refugee is “someone who ‘owing to a well-founded fear of being prosecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is 
unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country’” (UNHCR, n.d., para.3, 
quotation theirs).   
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preparedness and DRR, particularly focusing on linguistic minority immigrants and refugees who 

have been so far under-studied in disaster research (e.g. Siddiqui, Purtle & Andrulis, 2011; Tan & 

Said, 2015). I recognize the significant efforts made by international scholars to examine and 

support immigrants in disasters (see e.g. Migrants in Disaster Risk Reduction: Practices for 

Inclusion by Guadagno, Fuhrer & Twigg, [2017] for a selection of academic work); however, as 

compared to the general population, linguistic minority immigrants and refugees are relatively 

under-studied. My interest in disaster studies emerged from the Tohoku disaster, but this 

experience also compelled me to study the on-going disaster recovery and resilience in Ōtautahi 

(Christchurch), New Zealand. 

On February 22nd, 2011, a powerful earthquake (magnitude 6.3 on the Richter Scale) struck 

Canterbury, New Zealand. The earthquake epicenter was very close to Christchurch’s central 

business district (CBD), and, as shown in Dudman and Fryer’s documentary film, The Day That 

Changed My Life (2015), the city was badly damaged. This was the worst shock of the series of 

earthquakes that started on September 4th 2010 and continued throughout 2012 (Potter, Becker, 

Johnston & Rossiter, 2015), and these seismic activities have triggered (technological) disasters 

and caused serious damage in Christchurch and its surrounding communities, including 185 

fatalities from the collapse of buildings such as the Canterbury Television building (CTV) and from 

the falling rocks at Redcliffs (Hayward, 2013; Montgomery, 2013). According to Becken (2012), of 

the total 185 fatalities, 80 of them were foreign nationals and New Zealander visitors (non-

Canterbury residents), including a significant number of international students mostly from Asian 

countries who were studying at an English language school in the collapsed CTV building 

(Christchurch City Council, 2014; Otani, 2016). Twenty-eight of the total fatalities were Japanese 

international students who were studying English at this language school (Fukayama, 2013). 

Thus, in terms of fatalities and injuries, foreign nationals were disproportionately affected in the 

Canterbury disasters. Furthermore, due to the extensive liquefaction in Christchurch, 

underground infrastructure such as water supplies and sewage systems was seriously damaged 

in some areas. My personal friends in the eastern outskirts of the Christchurch CBD have been, 
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indeed, affected. As McSaveney 

(2013) reported, “[i]n the weeks 

following the earthquake, about 

70,000 people were believed to 

have left the city due to 

uninhabitable homes, lack of 

basic services and continuing 

aftershocks” (para.6; see also 

Crowley & Elliott, 2012, p.212). 

This earthquake has, therefore, 

been a strong driver for the 

domestic and international 

emigration from the city of 

Christchurch.   

Today, although it has been 

over seven years since the first 

earthquake in this series struck Christchurch in September 2010 causing significant damage to it, 

the recovery has been slower and more difficult than many residents expected, or not as 

successful as portrayed by international media (see Bakema, Parra, McCann, Dalziel & Saunders, 

2017; Stylianou, 2014). There have been a number of campaigns, grassroots community projects 

and non-profit organizations such as All Right? (www.allright.org.nz), Gap Filler 

(www.gapfiller.org.nz), Rebuild Christchurch (www.rebuildchristchurch.co.nz), Re:START 

(www.restart.org.nz) and Lyttelton Time Bank (www.tindall.org.nz/time-bank) to name a few in 

Christchurch who tried to respond to the increased demands in basic services in innovative ways. 

It has been internationally regarded as a socially inclusive and exemplary disaster recovery 

process (see Crowley & Elliott, 2012). However, many residents in Christchurch are still 

experiencing a lack of public services and infrastructure, lack of public engagement in the 

recovery, higher unemployment and business closure, living in damaged houses (see Figure 2), 

Figure 2: A family in Christchurch still living in a damaged house (photo 
by Shinya Uekusa in 2014) 

 
 

http://www.allright.org.nz/
http://www.gapfiller.org.nz/
http://www.rebuildchristchurch.co.nz/
http://www.restart.org.nz/
http://www.tindall.org.nz/time-bank
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living in overcrowded rooms, living in substandard living conditions, facing eviction, experiencing 

lack of dwellings, dealing with higher rent, settlement with insurance companies, and witnessing 

increased homelessness and increased violence against women (see Carville, 2013; Bakema et al., 

2017; Daellenbach, 2013; Fukayama, 2013; Otani, 2016; Potter et al, 2015; The New Zealand 

Herald, 2014; True, 2013; Turner, 2013 for these issues reported in media and academic articles). 

Furthermore, uneven recovery and damage has become evident in Christchurch (Yanicki, 2013); 

some individuals, families and communities are still dealing with disaster damage and are 

experiencing limited and slower recovery while others have already gone back to the “new 

normal”. I felt strong sympathy and was very touched when I first visited Christchurch in August 

2012 and witnessed the serious damage but strong resilience in this multicultural garden city.  

1.2 Statement of the problem and overview of the study 

 
While my interest in disaster research was compelled by my personal experiences, disaster 

research is also of general importance because we are witnessing ever-increasing disaster 

damages, and more people are becoming subject to risks and climate change (see e.g., UNISDR, 

2014b). In response to this trend, disaster research has become popular (Lindell, Tierney & Perry, 

2001). Yet this interdisciplinary field is still new as compared to other academic disciplines, and 

this may be one of the reasons why disaster research is theory light and has limited conceptual 

consensus across disciplines. Until recently, most disaster studies were conducted in the U.S. 

American researchers such as Enrico Quarantelli and Walter Peacock and research institutions 

such as the Disaster Research Center (DRC) and the International Research Committee on Disaster 

(IRCD) played key roles in the sociological research of disasters (see Phillips, 2014; Quarantelli & 

Dynes, 1977 for the detailed historical overview of the sociology of disasters). Human response to 

disasters was the main focus (e.g., Bolin, 1986; Clifford, 1956; Dacy & Kunreuther, 1969 for their 

pioneering sociological works on disasters). However, scholars from all over the world from 

various disciplines, particularly sociology, have introduced new concepts such as social 

vulnerability and resilience to disasters to the field of disaster studies. This has resulted in a more 

balanced and international body of research among disaster response, recovery, mitigation, and 
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preparedness (Phillips, 2014; Stallings, 2002). After the 1994 Yokohama Strategy (UNISDR, 

2012), more academic efforts have been made to reduce disaster risks in preparation for 

unanticipated events, instead of solely focusing on disaster response and management (Manyena, 

O’Brien, O’Keefe & Rose, 2011, p.422).  

Sociology has made a remarkable contribution to the development of disaster research as 

compared to the scientific disciplines, particularly its revealing of unarticulated human and social 

aspects and knowledge of disaster and hazards. As Stallings (2002) explains, “[w]hat makes 

disaster research unique is the circumstances in which otherwise conventional methods are 

employed” (p.21, italics in original). Context matters in disaster research, and social science 

approaches are particularly suitable for exploring the circumstances surrounding disasters and 

the people in disaster contexts, which influence our differential experiences (see Portes, 2000 for 

sociology as analysis of the unexpected). Indeed, as Walsh-Dilley and Wolford (2015) note, 

“[c]oping with this uncertain future will, [as] resilience scholars suggest, require responses that 

are outside of our existing or dominant sets of knowledge and experience” (p.175). Sociological 

inquiries like this study hope to offer theory, practice, and policy innovations.  

1.2.1 Defining disaster and overview of disaster studies 
 

Disaster scholars and practitioners argue that disasters can happen anytime, anywhere and in 

many different forms, including earthquakes, hurricanes, cyclones, typhoons, floods, droughts, 

tsunamis, heat waves (extreme temperature), wildfires, excess rain, tornados, snow damage, 

volcanic eruptions, landslides, mudslides, avalanches, transportation events, terrorist attacks, 

conflict, war, nuclear meltdowns, industrial explosions, power outages, and disease epidemics 

(IFRC, n.d.). These disasters can overlap and trigger each other. For example, some “natech,” or 

technological disasters are triggered by natural hazards, such as the Fukushima nuclear meltdown 

or the CTV building collapse (see e.g., Picou & Marshall, 2007). A hazard is a “process, phenomenon 

or human activity that may cause loss of life, injury or other health impacts, property damage, 

social and economic disruption or environmental degradation. Hazards may be natural, 

anthropogenic or socionatural in origin” (UNISDR, 2009). The negative effect of hazards on 



 

 9 

humans is what we call a disaster, which is “a sudden, calamitous event that seriously disrupts the 

functioning of a community or society and causes human, material, and economic or 

environmental losses that exceed the community’s or society’s ability to cope using its own 

resources” (International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies [IFRC], 2014, 

para.1). Thus, we have a common understanding of what emergencies, disasters, and hazards are; 

however, in disaster research, definitions of the term disaster are still contested, and researchers 

have attempted to define the term disaster in various ways (Philips, 2014, p.6; see also Quarantelli, 

1999).  

Although drawing a line between an emergency and a disaster may still be challenging, 

scholars agree that disasters should be considered as distinct from emergencies such as car 

accidents, which “tend to be relatively daily routine events that occur daily in many communities” 

(Philips, 2014, p.6). As the IFRC (2014) suggests, disasters cause losses that exceed the capacity 

of not only individuals but also communities and societies to cope using their own resources (see 

also Perry, 2007). A passenger airplane crash, therefore, is a disaster, while a car accident is not. 

Disasters are unpredictable and catastrophic events (Kreps & Drabek, 1996). However, disasters 

can also include environmental hazards like air and water contamination, drought, beach erosion, 

and sea level change. These hazards involve more gradual and long-term processes, as compared 

to rapid onset events. These types of disasters, which involve more gradual processes, can be 

defined as slow onset disasters because they obviously exceed the capability of communities and 

societies to cope, using their own economic, physical, and social resources (Hsu, 2017; IFRC, n.d.). 

Unlike typical disasters, Joyner and Orgera (2013) explain that “[a] ‘slow disaster’ is extremely 

difficult to encourage communities to prepare for because the impact is usually realized over the 

course of years and decades instead of few hours or days, as is the case with most disasters” 

(p.207). As a result, there is “the apparent lack of learning and repetition of mistakes, including 

the fact that the humanitarian system often does not intervene until the crisis stage” (Active 

Learning Network for Accountability and Performance [ALNAP] & Prevention Consortium, 2007, 

p.1). Furthermore, some sociologists argue that the socially oppressed are perceivably 

experiencing “everyday disasters”—poverty and social disadvantages resulting from racism, 
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sexism, economic inequalities, and other forms of structural discrimination (Matthewman, 2015, 

pp.129-132)—which may not appear as typical disasters to many. These socially marginalized 

groups such as the African American, Latino, and Vietnamese residents in New Orleans in 

Hurricane Katrina experienced “double disasters” (Nguyen, 2012; see also Enarson & Fordham, 

2001 for women’s “double disasters”). It is not my aim in this research to clearly define a disaster, 

but I acknowledge that disasters take many different forms and that defining disasters may be 

problematic just like any other term in social sciences.  

Despite the definitional issue, various stakeholders such as scholars, practitioners, 

government officials, and various private sector actors are involved in this field and have 

contributed to the development of its multidisciplinarity, bringing different stakes, perspectives, 

and practices (Bates & Swan, 2007, p.8). Unfortunately, disaster research today can be described 

as chaotic. Disaster research involves multiple phases, different stakes and interests, various 

locations, various concepts and research methods, and multiple dimensions, so the coordination 

among different stakeholders from different disciplines and the production of universal 

knowledge has been a significant challenge (Fothergill, 2000, p.91). For example, while not all 

scholars are in agreement, some claim that there is no such thing as a “natural” disaster since all 

disasters are fundamentally human made, reflecting “the global distribution of power and human 

uses of our natural and built environment” (Enarson et al., 2007, p.130). Furthermore, researchers 

from different disciplines tend to focus on different phases of disasters. Disaster studies may also 

greatly vary and have different academic and political implications, possibly due to different 

interests, approaches, values, and funding (Masterson et al., 2014, p.41; see also Coetzee & 

Niekerk, 2012).  

A disaster is typically conceptualized as a “lifecycle” and is divided chronologically to better 

comprehend what types of actions, key stakeholders, and responses are required or involved at 

different phases (Masterson et al., 2014, p.41). A disaster cycle traditionally consists of 

preparedness, response, recovery, and mitigation (Fothergill, 1998, p.12; see Joyce, Wright, 

Samsonov & Ambrosia, 2009; Phillips, 2014 for the overview of each disaster phase). However, 

Manyena et al. (2011) criticize this popular conceptualization because most disaster research that 
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assumes a disaster cycle emphasizes what went wrong and seeks to develop preparedness plans 

(i.e., an error correction approach). This approach assumes that similar disasters will occur in the 

same geographic area in the relative short term (p.420). It is true that this approach may be 

particularly helpful for disaster management to achieve resilience and sustainable development 

so that communities can better prepare themselves for, respond to, and recover from ensuing 

disasters (Masterson et al., 2014, p.63), especially in areas such as the Tohoku coastal area where 

disasters are more of a norm. However, it is important to note that the disaster cycle model does 

not always apply, because disaster phases usually happen concurrently, and may vary for 

individuals, families, and communities (Lindell, 2013, p.798). For example, some people can 

quickly exit the recovery phase while others may experience limited or slow recovery. A disaster 

may not be a cycle event for some disaster victims but instead a never-ending event throughout 

their lifetime as they may never recover from damage or experience disaster after disaster (see 

e.g., Hiller & Castillo, 2013, p.10 for a Haitian family’s non-linear post-earthquake experience).  

I acknowledge that the disaster lifecycle can be a helpful theoretical metaphor in 

understanding disasters. However, the cycle is a very common scientific conceptualization of 

disaster research and management which can easily mislead practitioners when applied to human 

experiences. That said, instead of critiquing the clouded conceptualization of the disaster cycle, 

we should focus on how the disaster cycle approach can demonstrate the dynamic and contextual 

nature of human disaster experiences as exemplified in the Haitian family’s experience (Hiller & 

Castillo, 2013, p.10). Due to the issues of timing and dependence on retrospective interviews (as 

I conducted this study 3-4 years after the disasters), this study mainly focuses on the recovery 

phase, which is surprisingly the least-investigated area in disaster research (Mileti, 1999). 

Nonetheless, I do not disregard pre-disaster circumstances, or that people may deal with everyday 

disasters or simply experience disaster after disaster.  

1.2.2 Contextualizing the study: We live in a disastrous and risky world 
 

We witness dramatic images of disaster damage frequently and quickly through the TV screen or 

internet, sometimes even in real-time; for example, people from all over the world, including 
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myself, watched a series of tsunamis hitting the northeastern coast of Japan on TV. Yet it is usually 

extremely difficult to make any prediction of where and when disasters will happen. It is, however, 

certain that there has been a significant increase in the frequency and magnitude of disasters, 

especially climate change-related disasters such as storms and floods (UNISDR, 2014a). According 

to UNISDR (2012), between 1980 and 2011, the total number of major reported floods increased 

by almost 400%, and the total number of major reported storms increased by 200%. Although 

there were some years that had significantly more occurrences than other years, such increases 

were consistent in the last couple of decades and are expected to continue growing. The 

corresponding damage, particularly economic losses, caused by disasters has skyrocketed. 

UNISDR (2014b) reported that “[f]igures released today show that for the fourth consecutive year, 

direct economic losses from major reported disasters have exceeded $100 billion,” and “[s]ome 

315 disasters killed 22,000 people in 2013 and affected 95 million” (para.1). Different researchers 

estimate different dollar amounts of disaster losses, yet it is commonly understood that we have 

witnessed a drastic increase in disaster impact. The academic field of natural hazards and 

disasters has drastically grown in the last couple of decades in response to our increasingly 

disastrous times and risky societies (e.g., Chan & Burkle, 2013; O’Brien & Mileti, 2003).  

Despite the growing trend, researchers explain that “far too frequently, efforts to reduce 

[disaster] vulnerability occur only after a major event has claimed lives and destroyed individuals 

and community assets, including homes, businesses and savings” (Fordham, Lovekamp, Thomas 

& Phillips, 2013, p.2). Disaster studies are usually conducted after a major event happens, mainly 

due to the opportunistic nature of disaster research. Therefore, every time major disasters such 

as the Tohoku disasters happen, researchers, practitioners, and policymakers put in a lot of effort. 

Many academic studies and community projects are conducted, yet most studies are disaster- or 

location-specific case studies designed for a short-term “quick response”. Longitudinal, recovery, 

and comparative studies are hard to find, especially due to their higher cost and staffing issues 

(Phillips, 2014, p.9), and possibly due to declining interest. Thus, a cross-national comparative 

study like this project, which is being conducted a few years after the disasters, is very rare (see 

Chapter 4 for some methodological benefits and challenges of this study). 
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1.2.3 Sociological contribution to disaster research: Theorizing social vulnerability 
 

Based on my personal observations and previous studies on Hurricane Katrina and other 

disasters, although disaster occurrences, locations, and impacts are still unpredictable, 

differential suffering in disaster is common and somewhat predictable. Previous research has 

provided empirical evidence that disaster damage is uneven, and recovery is resource-dependent. 

This means that some resourceful people are able to get back on their feet quickly, while others 

become more vulnerable to the situation and get stuck without many resources, consequently 

experiencing slow or limited recovery (e.g., Cutter, Boruff & Shirley, 2003; Enarson, 2007). Some 

individuals and groups receive less support and resources than others in disasters, but these 

vulnerable people are often invisible. Based on my observations, research has been conducted 

disproportionately on certain “easy-to-reach” social groups, particularly those who are more 

visible and have better social networks with authorities and community organizations, while 

others remain hard-to-reach (see e.g., Minagawa, 2012) (this accessibility issue will be discussed 

in Chapters 4 & 9).   

Unlike typical approaches to disaster recovery, which tend to focus on the role of traditional 

disaster variables (e.g., disaster agents, damage, governance, aid), disaster sociologists emphasize 

the social factors that contribute to disasters and investigate how those social factors affect people 

in disasters. Numerous studies, including classic sociological work done by Clifford (1956) and 

Quarantelli and Dynes (1977), have confirmed that all phases and aspects of the disaster 

experience such as disaster or hazard risks, disaster preparedness, disaster response, disaster 

impacts, and disaster resilience are uneven. This unevenness depends on social factors such as 

class, race, and sex, possibly in addition to the traditional disaster variables such as environmental 

factors (e.g., location), spatial factors (e.g., building structure), and physical factors. Tierney 

(2006) writes, “[r]esearch has ... shown how disaster-related experiences are shaped in important 

ways by the same dimensions of stratification and inequality that influence people’s lives during 

non-disaster times” (p.110). Following Hurricane Katrina, the link between disaster vulnerability 

and poverty, or higher damage and African American communities, became obvious to 

researchers (Aldrich, 2012b, p.161; see also Dyson, 2006). This has been a significant paradigm 
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shift in disaster research. However, it is still common for many disaster scholars in “hard sciences” 

such as architecture, engineering, and infrastructure studies to understand disaster vulnerability 

in terms of geographic, physical, spatial, and environmental factors (McEntire, Fuller, Johnston & 

Weber, 2002).  

Since the 1990s, this paradigm shift has been helpful in theorizing social vulnerability to 

disasters. The shift has helped to identify, especially vulnerable populations in disasters and 

disaster-prone communities, making them more visible to researchers, practitioners, and 

policymakers. Indeed, social scientists have used numerous empirical findings to better theorize 

how certain social factors and demographic characteristics generate and are associated with 

social vulnerability to disasters (see Wisner, Blaikie, Cannon & Davis, 2004, p.11). These 

characteristics systematically disadvantage certain social groups, resulting in greater disaster 

damages and slower or limited recovery, and they actually reside in less desirable and more 

disaster-prone areas—so-called “vulnerable land” (see e.g., Blaikie, Cannon, Davis & Wisner, 

1994; Mileti, 1999). Social vulnerability theory has also been translated into practical social 

vulnerability indicators with the use of spatial social science, database development, and 

quantitative data analysis (Tierney, 2006, p.112). Based on these vulnerability models, including 

Cutter et al.’s (2003) famous “Social Vulnerability Index (SoVI)”, it became possible to map and 

pinpoint potential disaster vulnerable populations prior to a disaster.  

The socially vulnerable are facing not only greater risks but also everyday environmental 

inequalities. Nuñez-Alvarez, Marquez, and Uekusa (2012) demonstrate in their short 

documentary film how the marginalized Latino farmworker community in Southern California is 

experiencing environmental injustices and how race and income are strong indicators of where 

toxic dumps are sited in the United States. Hence, the development of social vulnerability analysis 

also helps us to re-conceptualize disaster vulnerability and to further understand why and how 

some individuals and communities are disproportionately affected by disasters and more prone 

to hazard risks and everyday environmental inequalities than majority groups (Cutter & Emrich, 

2006). Thus, we have used social vulnerability science to develop a more balanced disaster 
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vulnerability approach, focusing not only on geographic, physical, spatial, and environmental 

factors but also on social factors.  

1.2.4 The paradigm shift from social vulnerability to resilience. Then what is next? 
 

One frequently finds in the current literature some controversial exceptions to the general social 

vulnerability assumption. Some socially vulnerable persons may not necessarily be powerless 

victims when facing a disaster and may show quicker recovery and stronger disaster resilience 

than their purportedly less vulnerable counterparts (Fordham et al., 2013). Examples include the 

Vietnamese Catholic community in Eastern New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina in 2005 (Leong, 

Airriess, Li Chen & Keith 2007a; Leong et al., 2007b), which was, by general social indicators, 

socially marginalized in comparison to other ethnic groups. This community showed unusual and 

unexpected collective response and recovery; it was seen by the media as a rare success story or 

simply an exception to the social vulnerability concept. According to the existing social 

vulnerability approaches, these linguistic minority immigrants and refugees are typically 

considered more vulnerable to disasters and are often more exposed to disaster risks and 

environmental hazards than majority groups (e.g., Donner & Rodríguez, 2008). Although it is 

problematic to group these diverse communities together, these examples suggest that these 

linguistic minority immigrants and refugees, along with other minority groups such as the Māori 

in Christchurch (Kenney & Phibbs, 2014), displayed remarkable resilience despite significant 

challenges not only in the disasters but also in everyday life such as socio-economic deprivation, 

linguistic barriers, higher unemployment, political disfranchisement, and institutionalized racism. 

It is unclear if these success stories are simply exceptions to the general social vulnerability 

theory. Aldrich (2011) and other scholars argue that social capital, which binds people together 

and positively influences their disaster response and recovery, was a more or equally important 

factor compared to economic and other traditional social factors in determining whether a group 

showed resilience in the face of disasters (e.g., Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2011). Disaster scholars 

use social capital to describe resources generated via or shared through social networks. These 

networks can be considered a critical resource in disasters that can be drawn upon to be resilient 
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and less vulnerable. Therefore, social factors may make certain people vulnerable to disasters, but 

they may have other resources such as social capital that make them resilient.  

It may be appropriate to describe these groups simply as not vulnerable, or vulnerable but 

resilient. Peacock, Van Zandt, Zhang and Highfield (2015) have pointed out that “[o]ur panel 

model suggests that social vulnerability issues are important in the recovery process; however, 

the nature of their influence may be more nuanced than the literature would suggest” (p.363). In 

addition to the need to further explore the unarticulated aspects of social vulnerability such as 

“situational vulnerability” (Enarson, 2007; see also Chapter 2) and the intersectionality of social 

vulnerability (Enarson et al., 2007; Morrow, 1999), another major shortcoming of the traditional 

social vulnerability concept is its excessive emphasis on social structure (see e.g., Fordham, 1999) 

and a deterministic approach (see e.g., Tierney, 2014). This means that the traditional social 

vulnerability concept fails to sufficiently consider “people’s power” and the dynamic nature of 

social vulnerability (Fordham et al., 2013). People in disasters may not be as powerless as many 

assume because of their “social agency”—“an umbrella term for the various ways in which people 

exert personal control over their lives, futures, events, and environments” (Norris, 2010, p.10). 

Therefore, the non-linearity, complexity, and contextuality of social vulnerability in disasters 

should be more thoroughly addressed, incorporating the structure-agency concept. How then do 

we theoretically solve this structure-agency dilemma and deal with the contextuality and non-

linearity of social vulnerability in disasters? How do we operationalize a research study which can 

employ less deterministic approaches and seek more practical and generalizable findings, instead 

of event-driven and disaster-specific findings? This research hopes to answer these questions 

through employing Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts, which contribute to more nuanced 

understanding of disasters. 

In short, social factors make people vulnerable to disasters, but the same social factors can 

also make them resilient. The socially vulnerable may possess significant resources—mostly non-

financial resources like social capital—and may strategically employ them to mitigate disaster 

risks, disaster impacts, and structural vulnerability. One critical factor such as social capital may 

be sufficient to make people less vulnerable despite their high vulnerability as measured by 
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standard social vulnerability indices. A systematic, aggregated, deterministic, quantitative, and 

deductive approach tends to automatically treat individuals or communities with high 

vulnerability scores as powerless and passive victims without having properly examined their 

resilience or agency. Their ability to actively participate in their own recovery process might be 

overlooked. In other words, the socially vulnerable in disasters may have been unnecessarily 

vulnerabilized despite their resilience because their “people’s power” was ignored (see Chapter 

2). This is partly due to the structuralist top-down approaches that researchers and policymakers 

have long employed in the male-dominated disaster research community (Enarson & Fordham, 

2001, p.133). A new paradigm based on a more ground-up, non-deterministic, and inductive 

approach which takes into consideration the structure-agency concept is needed. Such a paradigm 

would be critical for not only understanding people’s vulnerability and resilience to disasters but 

also adequately theorizing their experiences.  

In addition to the theoretical challenge, we are also faced with a challenge relating to 

universality. We have learned from previous disaster studies and advanced our knowledge, but 

much of that knowledge is very disaster- or location-specific, which means that it may not be 

applicable to any disaster and any location. We should be very clear about the commonalities—

root causes of and underlying process of social vulnerability to disasters—and location- or 

disaster-specific vulnerabilities. Indeed, as Robinson and Carson (2016) argue, a comparative 

study, which is reasonably uncommon in disaster research, can help us discover and provide 

valuable information for further theoretical development in a way that disaster-specific case 

studies, despite their detailed and rich information, cannot.  

Similarly, Manyena et al. (2011) argue that “[a]ny post-evaluation [which is] restricted to 

evaluating how well, or otherwise, the event was dealt with… is single-loop learning or error 

correction” (p.420). Our disaster research community has both the opportunity and the 

responsibility to advance more practical disaster mitigation and management knowledge, which 

should not be too specific to a disaster or location because the likelihood of experiencing a similar 

disaster in the same location is very low. Thus, we need to start re-thinking and re-conceptualizing 

social vulnerability and resilience to disasters, so that we can produce and disseminate more 
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practical and applicable knowledge in order to improve our disaster management and DRR. It is 

our duty as researchers to offer replicable social vulnerability and resilience theories which can 

be more easily translated into practices and policies. 

As Dynes and Rodríguez (2007) point out, “[w]ith little knowledge or experience with the 

range of local disasters, it is likely that top government officials increased their limited knowledge 

of disaster response by watching television and distrusted reports from their knowledgeable 

employees on the ground” (p.32). It is the responsibility of qualitative researchers to inform 

authorities and policymakers that more effective and appropriate disaster preparedness plans 

and DRR should be developed based on the actual experiences, both positive and negative, and 

perspectives of the affected, particularly the socially vulnerable, and, in many cases, first 

responders to the emergency situations. Without understanding the actual experiences and needs 

of the affected, particularly the socially vulnerable such as elderly and infirm, and the particular 

contexts that influence their experiences, disaster recovery plans may harm their communities by 

destroying already existing resources, rather than helping the communities (Aldrich, 2012b, 

p.174). This is mainly because current disaster management policies and practices may not 

concern the true experiences and needs of disaster affected populations, and again they are 

primarily based on disaster studies employing top-down deductive approaches. It should be 

informed by the people who actually experienced it, like the group of people who I tried to reach 

out and interview in this study. 

1.3 Why study linguistic minority immigrants and refugees? 

 
This research documents how linguistic minority immigrants and refugees with different cultural, 

economic, ethnic, gender, linguistic and other backgrounds have experienced and negotiated the 

disasters in Canterbury and Tohoku. Focusing on this population is important not only because I 

have prior experiences of working with immigrant communities in California and have been a 

linguistic minority immigrant myself in the U.S. and New Zealand. There are two additional 

important reasons: 1) linguistic minority immigrants and refugees are often under-studied in 
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disaster research (e.g. Marlowe & Lou, 2013), and 2) what research there is suggests that they 

suffer disproportionately when disaster strikes (e.g. Bolin & Stanford, 1998).  

I am well aware that it is problematic to categorize such diverse communities and 

individuals into a group and systematically analyze them homogenously. There is an obvious 

social stratification and diversity within these proportionally small groups in Canterbury and 

Tohoku. Yet there is a benefit of this approach—similar to Espiritu’s pan-ethnic approach (1992) 

which captured commonalities amongst diverse Asian-American communities in the U.S. 

Traditional event-driven disaster case studies tend to overlook these commonalities and root 

causes of social vulnerability. There are critical overlapping circumstances among these groups: 

some immigrants can be refugees and linguistic minorities, and they have some common 

challenges and strengths in disasters such as linguistic barriers, lack of local knowledge, social-

economic deprivation, lack of political representation, durable social networks and so on (see e.g. 

Donner & Rodríguez, 2008; Marlowe & Bogen, 2015). It is important to note that, due to linguistic 

barriers, these populations may remain hard-to-reach by monolingual researchers and service 

providers and are often not included in mainstream disaster research. As I have a background as 

an aid worker and as a multilingual researcher of linguistic minorities, my experiences of working 

with immigrant communities in the U.S. whose native language is other than English have led me 

to my current research interest on this particular social group in the Canterbury and Tohoku 

disasters.  

1.3.1 Linguistic minority immigrants and refugees in Canterbury 
 

There are a number of community-based organizations such as Canterbury Refugee Council (CRC) 

who have supported linguistic minority immigrants and refugees in post-disaster Canterbury. Yet 

not much academic work on these groups in the series of the 2010-2011 Canterbury earthquakes 

has been available, with the exception of a series of works conducted by University of Auckland 

scholar, Jay Marlowe and his colleagues (e.g. Marlowe & Bogen, 2015; Marlowe & Lou, 2013). Due 

to the small percentage of the total population of linguistic minority immigrants and refugees in 

Canterbury (see Table 1 & 2) and possibly their lack of exposure to the mainstream, there is 
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unfortunately a significant gap in the literature and a strong need to study this population. This is, 

especially, because transients and foreign nationals, including linguistic minority immigrants and 

refugees, were disproportionately affected in the 2011 earthquakes (Becken, 2012). This section 

will give a brief overview of linguistic minority immigrant and refugee populations in Canterbury. 

Statistics from previous research and government officials are useful to draw a broad 

picture of these populations in the multicultural city of Christchurch and in the Canterbury region. 

According to a community profile report by Christchurch City Council (2014),  

Christchurch is becoming increasingly diverse in the ethnic makeup. People from at least 
170 different ethnic groups, speaking over 140 different languages live in the city. According 
to 2013 census, 21.1 per cent of residents were born overseas, compared with 19.6 per cent 
in 2006. One in five people in greater Christchurch was born overseas, making the 
multicultural sector a large proportion of the population (para.1). 

  
There were over 120,000 foreign-born residents in Canterbury (23.6%) and about 90,000 in 

Christchurch city (26.4%) in 20134 (see Table 1). Christchurch is the third largest city in New 

Zealand, and residents have domestically and internationally immigrated to Canterbury for 

various reasons (e.g. employment, education and tourism). The foreign-born population is 

relatively large in Canterbury but mostly concentrated in the city of Christchurch (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Birthplace of people in Christchurch city, Canterbury region and New Zealand 
 New Zealand Canterbury Christchurch City 
Total 4,242,048   539,433   341,469  

New Zealand 2,890,827 68.1% 411,996 76.4% 251,376 73.6% 

Australia 62,715 1.5% 8,520 1.6% 5,529 1.6% 

Pacific Islands5 151,530 3.6% 6,393 1.2% 5,029 1.5% 

UK and Ireland 265,203 6.3% 36,702 6.8% 22,779 6.7% 

Europe (excluding UK and Ireland) 71,430 1.7% 9,003 1.7% 6,330 1.9% 

North America 31,263 0.7% 3,906 0.7% 2,817 0.8% 

Asia 316,470 7.5% 27,129 5.0% 23,121 6.8% 

Middle East and Africa 90,285 2.1% 7,338 1.4% 5,184 1.5% 

Other 12,891 0.3% 1,560 0.3% 1,020 0.3% 
Total People Stated 3,982,611 93.9% 512,547 95.0% 323,211 94.7% 

Not Elsewhere Included6 259,434 6.1% 26,889 5.0% 18,261 5.3% 
Source: 2013 Census tables about a place: Canterbury region and Christchurch city (Statistics New Zealand, 2013) 
 

 

                                                             
4 The data from 2011, the year of the Canterbury earthquakes is not available because it was planned to take place in 
March 2011 but was cancelled due to the earthquakes. Although there was a drastic decrease in the number of foreign 
nationals in Christchurch in 2013, the 2013 Census data still helps us to estimate and briefly describe the population. 
5 As noted in the original table, this category consists of Melanesia, Micronesia and Polynesia. 
6 As noted in the original table, this category consists of inadequately described and not stated. 
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A possible challenge of using the Census data to visualize the study population is that 

individuals’ immigration status may change over time and that some linguistic minority, 

undocumented immigrant and tourist groups might have been simply excluded from the census 

data (i.e. Uekusa, 2009). However, an estimate reported by Becken (2012) gives an additional 

perspective. On the day of the February 22 earthquake, there were approximately 12,000 

international visitors 7  in Christchurch, excluding the immigrants and refugees who were 

intending to stay in Christchurch for a longer term. Thus, the group of short-term visitors was a 

significant group but has not been included in the Census data and policy/research discussions. 

Obviously, some of these international visitors are linguistic minorities even though their country 

of origin and language are unknown. This is a group of people who are largely invisible and highly 

mobile, but were disproportionately affected in the 2011 earthquake (see Becken, 2012; 

Christchurch City Council, 2014). 

Asian-born residents in Christchurch are the largest immigrant/foreign-born group (6.8%), 

followed by British and Irish (6.7%) and Pacific Islands (3.6%). What is important to note here is 

that the majority of immigrants in Christchurch (from the Asian countries, the U.K. and Ireland) 

are relatively well-educated and well-off, mainly due to the 1987 Immigration Act, which 

privileged certain characteristics for skills-based immigrants (age, education, work experience, 

and financial capital). However, as compared to Auckland (or other major cities in New Zealand), 

Christchurch has not been a major destination for voluntary immigrants, particularly from non-

European countries such as China, Japan, Korea, India and other Asian countries, though it has 

been a major tourist destination. Meanwhile, as Marlowe (2013) reports, “[p]rior to these 

Canterbury earthquakes, Christchurch was one of New Zealand’s primary resettlement localities 

for people from refugee backgrounds 8” (p.434). In comparison with Tohoku, this significant 

refugee community makes Christchurch (and Canterbury) a unique location for disaster 

                                                             
7 According to Becken (2012), her definition of international visitors is somewhat unclear. In her report, international 
visitors refer to the people who are intending to stay in Christchurch for less than a year and visitors such as 
international students who were staying for more than a year. 
8 “New arrivals of refugees to greater Christchurch has been on hold since the earthquakes” (Christchurch City Council, 
2014, para.4). 
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researchers. Indeed, refugee communities in Canterbury as “resilient” communities became quite 

visible as compared to other immigrant communities such as Asians in Canterbury.  

It is unsurprising that linguistic minority immigrant and refugee groups in Canterbury are 

culturally, economically, ethnically, linguistically, religiously and politically diverse. However, 

there are some commonalities amongst these groups (within and inter-groups) in terms of their 

disaster experiences, which are important to sociologically contextualize. For example, they share 

common disaster experiences, particularly in relation to structural constraints/inequalities, such 

as displacement, resettlement, discrimination, diaspora, language barriers, different gender roles, 

different cultural expectations, lack of employment and poverty, which researchers should 

critically analyze (see e.g. Marlowe, 2013, p.435). In disaster contexts, one of the most significant 

issues among people from refugee backgrounds was community isolation and language (Marlowe 

& Bogen, 2015), and this also applies to other immigrant groups. 

 

Table 2: Languages spoken by people in Christchurch city, Canterbury region and New Zealand 
(Census 2013) 

 New Zealand Canterbury Christchurch City 

Total 4,242,048   539,436   341,469  

English 3,819,972 90.1% 498,843 92.5% 312,846 91.6% 

Māori 148,395 3.5% 8,643 1.6% 5,940 1.7% 

Samoan 86,403 2.0% 4,476 0.8% 3,714 1.1% 

NZ Sign Language 20,235 0.5% 2,766 0.5% 1,857 0.5% 

Other 590,154 13.9% 51,495 9.5% 40,761 11.9% 

None9 67,509 1.6% 7,725 1.4% 5,112 1.5% 

Total people stated 3,973,359 93.7% 512,187 94.9% 322,911 94.6% 

Not elsewhere included10 277,614 6.5% 28,338 5.3% 19,209 5.6% 
Source: 2013 Census tables about a place: Canterbury region and Christchurch city (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). 
 

 

As shown in Table 2, linguistic minorities, who speak languages other than English as their 

native languages and/or have limited English competency, share a very small portion of the total 

population of Canterbury and Christchurch. The majority (92.5%) of all 2013 Census participants 

                                                             
9 As noted in the original table, this category consists of people who were too young to talk or unable to speak a 
language. 
10 As noted in the original table, this category consists of don’t know, refused to answer, response unidentified, 
response outside scope and not stated. 
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in Canterbury (91.6% in Christchurch city) self-reported11 that they speak English regardless of 

their competency level. The official languages in New Zealand are Te Reo Māori and New Zealand 

sign language, and 94.6% of the total 2013 Census respondents speak one of these New Zealand 

official languages or the de facto language, English. This implies that many immigrants and 

refugees self-reported that they speak English, yet it is again possible that linguistic minorities, 

some of whom became vulnerable to the disasters, might not have been included in this data (see 

also Klinenberg, 2002, p.45). It is worth noting that, as Christchurch City Council (2014) reported, 

“[e]arthquake related information continues to be mainly delivered through the medium of 

(sometimes complex) spoken and written English” (para.15). Even native English-speakers, 

whose reading level is low, might have had some difficulties understanding such information and 

communication from the authorities (Christchurch City Council, 2014). Although linguistic 

minorities in Christchurch might be a very small group (7.5% as compared to 24.6% of foreign-

born population), it is the population who are often left out in the emergency management, 

disaster preparedness and disaster studies. They can become extremely vulnerable during 

disasters, including international students who were disproportionately affected in the 2011 

February earthquakes. 

Indeed, this suggests that disaster research should include international students, who are, 

according to the traditional social vulnerability model, not necessarily socially vulnerable to 

disasters since most of them are relatively well-educated and not usually from economically 

disadvantaged families. According to Tan (2011), “[t]here were 1412 international students 

enrolled in Christchurch schools at February 22” (para.2), most of them were from South Korea, 

Japan and China. Christchurch was “New Zealand’s second largest centre for international 

education and the Government is committed to supporting the city’s schools, universities, 

polytechs and private training establishments in attracting more overseas students” (Joyce, 2012, 

para.4). In disasters, it is highly likely that international students experienced significant linguistic 

and cultural barriers, lack of family support system, lack of local knowledge, lack of social 

                                                             
11 As noted in the original table, this includes all people who stated each language spoken, whether as their only 
language or as one of several languages. Where a person reported more than one language spoken, they were counted 
in each applicable group. 
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connection to the local ethnic communities, and many other difficulties related to being transients 

and foreigners. However, largely due to their higher mobility, their experiences have not been 

well-documented. 

The issue is evident in reports prepared by Becken (2012) and the Christchurch Migrant 

Inter-Agency Group (2011), which brought up a critical question: who should be responsible for 

taking care of these international students, who typically stay in the community for a relatively 

short-period of time? How would we include these transients (or situationally vulnerable) in the 

disaster response and preparedness plans? It is quite tricky to answer these questions, yet this 

particular population should not be ignored in the discussion of disaster mitigation and 

preparedness, especially for governments who encourage tourism and international education. 

This is because again almost half of the fatalities resulted from the 2011 Canterbury earthquake 

were foreign nationals and New Zealander visitors (Becken, 2012) even though it was possibly 

due to the inadequate building codes, instead of their transient status. I was pleased to meet a 

Japanese pastor during my field research in Christchurch who accidentally became the key person 

to look after these Japanese international student survivors in the 2011 Canterbury earthquake. 

According to the pastor, these students were one of the most vulnerable and extremely desperate 

groups in the disasters. Thus, this Christchurch overview demonstrates the gap in the current 

literature, as well as the methodological challenge and complexity of understanding and 

contextualizing the linguistic minority immigrant and refugee groups in the disasters. 

1.3.2 Linguistic minority immigrants and refugees in Tohoku 
 

A clear comparison between the study populations in Canterbury and Tohoku can be made here. 

Literature on immigrants, refugees and linguistic minorities in the Tohoku disaster have been 

comparatively limited (Duncan, 2013), but this group is not overlooked. Few professionals and 

media in Japan have documented and reported the experiences of gaikokujin12 (a common term 

in Japan literary means “foreign nationals or foreigners” in Japanese, instead of immigrants) and 

                                                             
12 Commonly the generic term gaikokujin or foreigner in English is used in Japan to refer to immigrants, refugees and 
others who do not hold Japanese citizenship.  
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identified the issues related to linguistic and cultural barriers in the recent Tohoku disaster. This 

is mainly because the nation’s previous experiences of the historic earthquake, the Great Hanshin-

Awaji earthquake in 1995, which visibilized foreigners as one of the extremely disaster vulnerable 

populations, particularly due to their language barriers (Suzuki, 2012, p.11). In the Tohoku 

disasters, Japan witnessed that the immigrant support organizations and groups emerged through 

churches, ethnic communities and business networks and played a significant role in sharing 

resources and information in their native languages during the Great Hanshi-Awaji earthquake 

(Yoshitomi, 2012). However, some claim that, despite significant efforts, academic and political 

attention to this particular population in Japan has not been sufficient even though Japan is a 

world leader in disaster preparedness (Koike, 2011, p.46). Furthermore, much work on foreign 

nationals during the disasters in Japan is written in Japanese, and not much translation of their 

work is available to non-Japanese speaking scholars. Consequently, the research community in 

Japan seems somewhat isolated even though I have recently seen more work by Japanese scholars 

available in English, but it was rare when I started conducting this research in 2014.  

According to International Organization for Migration (IOM) (2012), “[t]he number of 

registered foreign nationals in Japan has nearly doubled in the past 20 years, and reached 2.07 

million as of end of 2011” (para.1). However, immigrants share only 1.9% of the total population 

in Japan (IOM, 2012), and about 0.5% in the disaster-affected Tohoku prefectures (Ministry of 

Justice, 2010). It is a very small proportion as compared to New Zealand (and Canterbury). In the 

disaster affected Tohoku area, there were 33,623 registered foreign nationals in December 2010 

(three months before the Tohoku disasters), which went down to 30,092 by the end of March 

2011 since some foreign nationals moved away from Tohoku (Lee, 2013). Like in Canterbury, the 

majority of immigrant population in Tohoku is from Asian countries. As shown in Table 3, in the 

areas in Tohoku where the Disaster Relief Act has been enacted, Chinese are the largest group of 

registered foreign nationals (33.0%), followed by Koreans (16.8%) and Filipino/as (13.8%) 

(Shindo, 2015). In terms of the actual disaster damage and loss, Xinhua News Agency (2011) 

reported soon after the disaster that “Japanese authorities have confirmed the deaths of 23 

foreigners in the twin disasters in March” (para.1). This is a very small portion as compared to the 



 

 26 

total fatalities of 15,844 in the area (Suzuki, 2012) and the disproportionate foreign national 

fatalities observed in Canterbury.  

 

Table 3: Registered foreign nationals by the country of origins in the areas affected by the Great East Japan Disaster 
(as of 3/31/2011) 

 Total Aomori Iwate Miyagi Fukushima Ibaraki 

Total 74,073   898   5,305   14,402   10,291   43,177   

China 24,466 33.0% 286 31.8% 2,269 42.8% 6,173 42.9% 4,127 40.1% 11,611 26.9% 

Korea (North and South) 12,468 16.8% 256 28.5% 1,068 20.1% 4,165 28.9% 1,923 18.7% 5,056 11.7% 

Philippines  10,219 13.8% 181 20.2% 896 16.9% 958 6.7% 2,188 21.3% 5,996 13.9% 

Brazil 7,541 10.2% 1 0.1% 97 1.8% 147 1.0% 262 2.5% 7,034 16.3% 

Thailand 4,497 6.1% 15 1.7% 51 1.0% 206 1.4% 243 2.4% 3,982 9.2% 

Peru 1,873 2.5% 3 0.3% 4 0.1% 42 0.3% 59 0.6% 1,765 4.1% 

USA 1,530 2.1% 46 5.1% 161 3.0% 478 3.3% 273 2.7% 572 1.3% 

Vietnam 1,094 1.5% 3 0.3% 142 2.7% 145 1.0% 187 1.8% 617 1.4% 

Indonesia 1,884 2.5% 19 2.1% 165 3.1% 185 1.3% 76 0.7% 1,439 3.3% 

Sri Lanka 782 1.1%   0.0%   0.0% 34 0.2% 23 0.2% 725 1.7% 

India 697 0.9% 7 0.8% 20 0.4% 115 0.8% 63 0.6% 492 1.1% 

Pakistan 547 0.7%   0.0% 25 0.5% 113 0.8% 56 0.5% 353 0.8% 

Nepal 477 0.6% 22 2.4% 26 0.5% 146 1.0% 50 0.5% 233 0.5% 

Bangradish 441 0.6% 1 0.1% 13 0.2% 116 0.8% 15 0.1% 296 0.7% 

UK 476 0.6% 6 0.7% 41 0.8% 127 0.9% 96 0.9% 206 0.5% 

Malaysia 345 0.5% 5 0.6% 28 0.5% 88 0.6% 39 0.4% 185 0.4% 

Mongol 345 0.5% 1 0.1% 32 0.6% 127 0.9% 43 0.4% 142 0.3% 

Canada 414 0.6% 14 1.6% 32 0.6% 126 0.9% 91 0.9% 151 0.3% 

Russia 418 0.6% 4 0.4% 46 0.9% 117 0.8% 59 0.6% 192 0.4% 

Iran 294 0.4%   0.0% 1 0.0% 58 0.4% 11 0.1% 224 0.5% 

Other 3,265 4.4% 28 3.1% 188 3.5% 736 5.1% 407 4.0% 1,906 4.4% 
Source: Japan Ministry of Justice, Registered foreign nationals by the country of origins in the areas affected by the Great East Japan 
Disaster (translation mine). (Ministry of Justice, 2013) 
 

 

Interestingly, the term immigrant is not popularly used in Japan; researchers, practitioners, 

policymakers and general public alike tend to use the term foreign national for people who are 

not Japanese citizens or do not look “stereotypical” Japanese (even if they hold a Japanese 

citizenship and identify themselves as Japanese). I prefer the term immigrant rather than 

foreigner as the term foreigner has an exclusive and sometimes racist connotation in Japan, and 

using this term to describe these groups may contribute to further exclusion in disaster 

governance (see Morris, 2015, pp.18-19; Kwak, 2011, pp.447-448). It is crucial to remember that 

this number does not include ever increasing foreign visitors (tourists) and short-term 
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immigrants to Japan. According to The Japan Times (2013), the number of foreigners visiting Japan 

topped around 803,000 in August 2010, a few months before the Tohoku disaster. It became a 

popular tourist destination for foreign travelers. As seen in the example of a German family who 

was stranded in the tsunami affected area (Doitsu News Digest, 2012), foreign visitors can easily 

be the situationally vulnerable to disasters in Japan, mainly due to the language barrier and other 

structural issues. As noted earlier, this is another topic that needs further exploration because, 

imaginably, chasing and conducting disaster research on the affected transient groups such as 

tourists and international students is difficult as this group is highly mobile and is less likely to 

stay in the disaster-affected areas. 

Meanwhile, as compared to Canterbury, the (former) refugee group in Japan is extremely 

small (see Kouyama, 2012, para.2; Sakamoto, 2013, para.1 for the issue of extremely low refugee 

acceptance in Japan). Very little research has been done with this group for their invisibility and 

limited access. Koike’s (2011) study is an exception. During the disasters, they “suffered 

restrictions on movement, increased impoverishment and shortage of essential information” 

(Koike, 2011, p.46). Unlike Canterbury study population, reaching out to the former refugees in 

Japan was, therefore, extremely difficult. Furthermore, the term refugee (nanmin in Japanese) is 

often used to describe the displaced due to disaster damages or risks, instead of the actual people 

from refugee backgrounds in Japan. As Marlowe (2015) explains, this can “cause groups from 

refugee backgrounds to become invisible and less likely to receive specific assistance following a 

disaster” (p.i189). In fact, “nuclear refugee” was a popular term used in a dramatized way by 

researchers and media in Japan to describe the Fukushima evacuees who have been forced to (and 

voluntarily) leave their home due to the Fukushima natech disaster.  

What is significant in this foreign national population in Tohoku is that, along with 

international students in Sendai and “trainee” immigrants from Southeast Asian countries mainly 

working in the fishery in Tohoku, marriage-migrant women from Asian countries share large 

numbers within Tohoku’s rural areas (Lee, 2013; Oishi, 2005). Although some of these women 

married to Japanese men and migrated to Japan for affective purposes, the majority married and 

migrated to Japan for better prospectus, searching for stability in their life and escaping from 
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hardships such as poverty, violence, divorce and so on. All marriage-migrant women in Tohoku in 

my study are the latter case (while all marriage-migrant women in Canterbury in my study 

married and migrated to New Zealand for affective reasons). Indeed, the number of female 

immigrants outnumber male immigrants in rural Tohoku (Shindo, 2015, p.19) due to the 

international brokered-marriages. Sometimes local governments actively involved to recruit 

brides from Asian countries in the late 1980s in order to solve the bride deficit in the rural 

communities in Japan (e.g. Cheng & Choo, 2015).  

These marriage-migrant women tend to be widely scattered in geographically isolated rural 

fishing and farming villages in Tohoku (see Kamato 2014, p.16; Lee 2012b, p.92). As highlighted 

by Shindo (2015) and Suzuki (2012), many of these marriage-migrant women from China, Korea 

and Philippines were recruited and came to Japan to marry Japanese husbands “who mostly work 

in farming or fishing, and [whose] in-laws usually expect a foreign bride to be a dutiful housewife, 

taking care of her husband and his family and doing the housework” (Saito, 2012, p.273). The 

feminization of global migration (e.g. Parreñas, 2000) is an important framework to contextualize 

these migrant women as reproductive labor in Japan, and they are traditionally understood as 

victims of the globalization and economic system: developing countries’ poor women unwillingly 

marrying men from developed countries for a better life (e.g. Glenn, 1992). However, as Piper 

(2003) warns, reproductive labor and marriage-migrant women are fundamentally different 

since marriage-migrant women in Japan often are very invisible, live in rural communities and 

play roles as mothers, dutiful housewives and workers in specific rural cultural contexts (p.460). 

Their unique struggles and vulnerabilities are hardly visible. 

Due to traditional patriarchal gender roles, sexism and racism in Japan, these foreign-born 

migrant brides are expected to be obeyer and dependent on their Japanese husbands, who do not 

often let their wives network with others, so they become even more isolated in Japan’s rural 

communities (see Lee, 2013, 2014). They sometimes invisibilize themselves for avoiding 

surveillance and sanctions from their host family and community “for being different” (Lee, 

2012b; see also Chapters 3, 7 & 8 for detailed discussion). Thus, they experience “double 

oppression” as vulnerable (poor) in their home countries and foreigner (being different) in Japan. 
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The classed, gendered and racialized migration patterns (see e.g. Iwata & Nemoto, 2018) 

complicated their experiences in disasters, and it is another significant difference from 

Canterbury middle-class marriage-migrants in this study, who married and migrated to New 

Zealand for affective reasons. Indeed, many international students and trainees had an option to 

flee from Tohoku (even though many felt being disloyal and evidently came back) (see Kwak, 

2011, p.448), but these marriage-migrant women were less mobile because they were afraid of 

possible sanctions for abandoning their family (Shindo, 2015, pp.17-18; Yoshitomi, 2012, p.207). 

While mainstream disaster research in Japan seems to disregard the pre-existing social 

inequality that faces this particular group, linguistic and cultural barriers are of particular 

concern. As emphasized by Shaw and Matsuura (2013), schools in Japan have played an important 

role in previous disasters in enhancing disaster preparedness such that particularly primary and 

secondary schools provide frequent evacuation training and disaster knowledge, functioning as 

evacuation centers and community hubs in emergencies. Foreigners, unfortunately, are not really 

in this picture (except the fact that they are welcome to use the facilities in emergencies just like 

other community members even though there is an “invisible” barrier). It is evident that, with 

schools functioning as strong community hubs in Japan, individuals, particularly foreigners, who 

are not nested in the local communities and have not been a part of Japanese educational system, 

may not be included in disaster preparedness plans and are less likely to take advantage of 

community resources (Neef & Matsuura, 2013). Additionally, Komai (2012) explains that 

traditionally immigration study in Japan focused on Japanese who emigrated from Japan to other 

countries but not on the migrants who are coming to Japan, thus using a very different approach 

and theoretical ideas (p.4). Despite their visibility, due to the lack of recognition and accumulated 

research on immigrants in Japan, it is logical that very few studies on these groups in the Tohoku 

disaster have been available. Most research on this topic has been done by foreign-born or 

immigrant scholars such as Lee (2012b) and Kwak (2011) who provide insightful analyses from 

their perspectives. 

It is, then, unsurprising that immigrants, refugees and linguistic minorities are still not 

included in policy and practice discussions even though Japan has experienced many catastrophic 



 

 30 

events and learned from their past experiences to develop better disaster management and 

preparedness. In disaster scholarship and management in Japan, foreigners are often simply 

treated as disaster vulnerable populations, to whom the mainstream needs to provide special 

support in a multilingual format. Morris (2015) and others challenge this simple equation, 

claiming that foreigners in the affected Tohoku area were resilient, actively playing a crucial role 

of support providers and helping other foreigners and Japanese, using their multilingual skills and 

extended national and transnational social networks (see also Lee, 2012a; Sasaki, 2012 for Korean 

and Filipino community examples). Indeed, I have heard during my field work, particularly from 

social workers and practitioners, that “foreigners” are disaster resilient, who, therefore, should 

not be receiving any special support. The main issue that I am pointing out here is that these 

discussions often concentrate on either vulnerable or resilient, and the complexity and diversity 

of their experiences have been somewhat overlooked. For example, as Lee (2015) argues, there 

are marriage-migrant women who are well-connected to their ethnic networks and outside their 

communities, but others are isolated and invisible in the rural Tohoku areas. Depending mainly 

on their length of stay and Japanese competency, some of these marriage-migrant women have 

very limited social capital (Lee, 2015). Such a binary discussion is often heard in disaster-affected 

areas, and, referring to the marriage-migrant women’ example, there is a significant gap here that 

there is a strong need of investigating the complexity of these under-studied populations’ 

experiences and re-conceptualizing the social vulnerability and resilience frameworks. 

1.4 Major themes in this thesis 

 
As briefly outlined throughout this introductory chapter, there are few gaps and themes in the 

current literature of social vulnerability and resilience that need further research. In summarizing 

this chapter, I am proposing further investigation of the following themes in this research: 

• To conduct a cross-national comparative study in a multicultural and multilingual format, 

which is reasonably uncommon in disaster scholarship 

• To emphasize the commonalities of these diverse groups (despite some methodological 

challenges) which traditional event-driven case studies may not offer 
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• To explore the complexity, contextuality and fluidity of vulnerability and resilience, given 

a particular focus on the role of Bourdieu’s capital in disasters 

• To study the socially vulnerable, particularly immigrants, refugees and linguistic 

minorities, who surprisingly show remarkable resilience but are under-studied in disaster 

research, from their perspectives, using less deterministic approaches 

• Drawing upon Bourdieu’s scholarship, to explore how immigrants, refugees and linguistic 

minorities in Canterbury and Tohoku, as active members of society and resilient 

individuals/communities, have coped and negotiated their disaster vulnerability in 

rapidly changing social situations 

• To suggest a practical theoretical framework, based on Bourdieu’s theories—capital, field 

and habitus—which may provide useful insight to deal with the social structure and social 

agency dilemma, for future research  

In order to fill these gaps, a qualitative approach is suitable since it allows me to further explore 

the contextual nature and complexity of social vulnerability and resilience to disasters, through 

the actual experiences and perspectives of the affected individuals. A comparative study between 

the two groups13 in the disasters that occurred in the same year of 2011 would help researchers 

to explore and discover the common features of the linguistic minority immigrant and refugee 

groups in disasters. Such a study would also uncover the underlying issues or processes of 

vulnerability and resilience from more multicultural and multi-dimensional perspectives. This 

comparative study is possible because I, as a research tool, have prior experience working with 

immigrant and linguistic minority communities. I also have personal connections and speak the 

de facto languages – English and Japanese – in these two different locations. 

1.5 Guide to the subsequent chapters 

 
Before moving on to the next chapter, I will give a brief outline of the coming chapters. Chapter 2 

further contextualizes this study, reviewing the literature on the two major themes—social 

                                                             
13  I acknowledge the potential issue of comparativity and methodological complexity in this research. First and 
foremost, Canterbury and Tohoku are very different in their sizes, populations, cultures, types and magnitudes of 
disasters they experienced, political systems, and various other dimensions. 
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vulnerability and resilience to disasters—and suggests the gaps in the literature that this study 

tries to fill. It identifies the needs of: 1) further exploring the unarticulated aspects of the social 

vulnerability approach, 2) theorizing and reinterpreting both social vulnerability and resilience 

theories in a more practical way, and 3) studying the under-studied population in disaster 

research.  

Chapter 3 discusses Bourdieu’s theories—capital, field, and habitus—and justification of 

the theoretical framework. Capital theory is not new in disaster research, but Bourdieu’s field and 

habitus theories distinguish his work on capital from other capital theories we often find in 

disaster research. His theories help us solve the structure-agency dilemma and conceptualize a 

study to explore the actual experiences of disaster victims as first, the victims of both disasters and 

structural oppressions, and second, resilient strategic improvisers to cope with both forms of 

disasters. Chapter 4 describes the research methodology that I used and how qualitative data was 

collected and processed. I conducted 28 in-depth interviews with linguistic minority immigrants 

and refugees and their supporting organization staff members in Canterbury and Tohoku in 2014-

2015 for my qualitative analysis. Two publicly available qualitative datasets were also added in 

order to capture more diverse voices.  

Chapter 5 will focus on the role of language in the disasters from the perspectives of 

linguistic minority respondents. Disaster linguicism is an unarticulated concept, but is extremely 

helpful to explore the minorities’ micro-level struggles in the disasters. These struggles have not 

been fully articulated elsewhere, unlike structural disaster linguicism which is typically 

manifested as “language barriers”. Chapter 6, on the other hand, emphasizes the socially 

vulnerable’s unexpected form of resilience as a manifestation of a form of cultural capital that I 

refer to McIntosh’s “earned strength” (2007). I find a paradoxical relationship between social 

vulnerability and resilience—some of the study’s participants are vulnerable and resilient 

simultaneously, or they are resilient because they are socially vulnerable. Chapter 7 reveals the 

emergence of communitas and its critical role in disasters, particularly for those who do not have 

practical or plentiful packages of capital. The socially vulnerable may be resilient not only because 

of their past experiences but also because of the various forms of support (e.g., emotional, material 
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and financial) that they receive from strangers due to disaster communism or, as I define it, 

disaster capital. This discussion guides readers to ask how we can enhance the social capital of 

the socially vulnerable by enhancing their cultural and symbolic capital, instead of simply 

engineering or promoting social capital. Chapter 8 offers a critical discussion on social capital 

theory in relation to the social vulnerability and resilience approaches. My findings suggest that 

we need to rethink social capital theory, which has been very popular and influential in disaster 

research. The social capital theory needs a radical reinterpretation in order to translate into more 

practical policies and practices.  

Finally, chapter 9 summarizes this thesis, including its implications for theory and policy. It 

is important to consider the complex relationship between social structure and agency in a way 

that recognizes that the socially vulnerable in disasters should not only be understood as disaster 

victims. This nuanced approach is key because many of them may be victims of systematic 

oppression and have social agency in the form of disaster resilience. Policies should reflect this 

complexity and allow for the socially vulnerable to be parties to their own recovery. Social 

transformation and the redistribution of resources (various forms of capital) must go hand in 

hand. The great policy challenge going forward is how to make marginalized populations more 

resourceful without subjecting them to ongoing hardship. The great hope here is that since 

deprivation is socially constructed it can also be socially eradicated. 
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Chapter 2 

Social vulnerability and resilience approaches to disasters 
 

Figure 3: Christchurch residential red zone. Residents were displaced from this northeastern suburb of Christchurch 
due to liquefaction and frequent flooding (photo taken by Shinya Uekusa in 2014) 

 
 

In this chapter, I will briefly review the current literature on the social vulnerability to disasters 

approach, followed by the disaster resilience approach, and discuss some major issues and gaps 

around these important concepts in disaster research that need further investigation. Both 

concepts, which are closely related to each other and not necessarily in opposition (Cutter, 2016a, 

p.111; Manyena, 2006, pp.439-443), have become prominent in disaster research as ways to make 

sense of linear and non-linear disaster impacts, recovery and risks. Yet, as briefly noted in Chapter 

1, mis-conceptualization and misinterpretation of these concepts have caused them to be less 

effective and operational in disaster theory, practice and policy. Thus, this chapter will highlight 
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the major criticisms of these approaches, and this review of literature will inform the appropriate 

theoretical framework and research methodology for my thesis and future disaster research.  

2.1 The emergence of social vulnerability approach 

 
The term vulnerability is not a new concept to researchers in many fields but has gained increased 

recognition among disaster research and disaster management practitioners in the last few 

decades (Vogel & O’Brien, 2004, p.1). As problematic as many other terms used in social sciences, 

its definition is contested and sometimes misinterpreted, and operationalizing the concepts and 

measuring vulnerability has been somewhat problematic. However, conceptual ambiguity has 

positive elements, as ambiguity can leave room for unanticipated aspects of the concepts (e.g. 

Fekete, Hufschmidt & Kruse, 2014: see also Walsh-Dilley & Wolford, 2015 for their argument on 

the productive potential of the conceptual ambiguity of resilience). As such, disaster vulnerability 

has been conceptualized based on different frameworks in different fields without any scientific 

consensus (Birkmann, 2006). As a result, Fordham et al. (2013) explain that “the term 

vulnerability has different meanings to varying agencies and organizations, and can be 

conceptualized in several ways” (p.4, italics theirs). For example, Lindell (2013) summarizes 

different conceptualizations of vulnerability and identifies three major premises of vulnerability 

in disaster research: place-based vulnerability (location), built environment-based (spatial and 

built structure) vulnerability and social vulnerability.  

As living locations, housing conditions and other spatial and built environmental variables 

are socially attributed, it is probably not clear to sociologists how place-based, built 

environmental-based and social vulnerabilities are different from each other. However, place-

based and built environment-based vulnerabilities have probably been the most common and 

traditional premises used in disaster science to understand why disaster damages and risks are 

unevenly distributed (Cutter & Emrich, 2006, p.103; Lindell, 2013, p.813). For instance, as I have 

observed during my field visits, the 2010-2011 Canterbury earthquakes caused different impacts 

on the west and east sides of Christchurch, mainly due to the liquefaction and frequent floods 

along the Avon River and Heathcote River, where the eastern Christchurch suburbs are located. 
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As shown in Figure 3, residents along the Avon River have been displaced, and residents who 

remained in this area have been experiencing more floods and lack of public infrastructure. It is 

quite obvious that, according to the place-based disaster vulnerability approach, there is a visible 

difference between the western Christchurch suburbs and eastern Christchurch suburbs, and one 

of the major reasons why there is such a contrast comes down to geographic factors. It is a simple 

logic that “those who are close to shore may be affected more harshly by tsunamis than others” 

(Jabareen, 2013, p.222) 

Nonetheless, it is always critical to remember the complexity of social configuration so that, 

because human settlements are socially attributed, systematic variations in people’s location 

vulnerability to disasters can also result from social attributes such as wealth and race (e.g. Webb, 

2007). In fact, previous research shows that people’s settlement patterns are not random; the 

socially powerless (e.g. racial minorities and the poor) tend to live in vulnerable areas (McCoy & 

Dash, 2013; Morrow, 1999). Thus, unlike traditional approaches which focus on the 

environmental, spatial and physical factors (such as building structure and where people live), 

disaster sociologists emphasize social factors such as class, race/ethnicity and sex, which 

contribute to differential experiences in all phases and aspects of disaster, just like how they shape 

our everyday social reality (Lindell, 2013; Peacock, Morrow & Gladwin, 1997). As noted in Chapter 

1, disaster researchers in social science have developed the social vulnerability concept, which 

helps to explain differential disaster experiences so that certain social groups such as racial 

minorities are usually affected more severely in disasters, and they receive less 

support/resources than others, resulting in slower or limited recovery (Tierney, 2014; Vogel & 

O’Brien, 2004).  

Hurricane Katrina was a critical event which seemed to clearly demonstrate a link between 

the socioeconomic status (SES) of the victims and their recovery speed (Aldrich, 2012b, p.161): 

the resulting damage was uneven such that some individuals and communities, particularly racial 

minorities and low-income communities such as African American communities, suffered more 

harm and experienced slower/limited recovery (Enarson, 2007, p.260; see also Dyson, 2006). 

Aldrich (2012b) also found that “[m]any of the communities struck hardest by the 2011 Tohoku 
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earthquake and tsunami were older, retired residents with little savings and no home or 

earthquake insurance” (p.161). Peacock et al. (2015) found in their long-term housing recovery 

study conducted in Texas after Hurricane Andrew and Hurricane Ike that “housing in wealthier 

neighborhoods retained more of their baseline assessments, meaning that they did not suffer the 

same relative damage as housing in lower-income areas…and the recovery/rebuilding process 

proceeds more quickly in higher-income areas” (p.363). Similarly, True (2013) argues based on 

her Christchurch study that women (and girls) often experience increased disaster vulnerability 

and increased violence against them in the aftermath of disasters.  

 

 
 Figure 4: Social vulnerability conceptual model (image adapted from Peacock et al., 2015, p.358) 

 

 

Based on these empirical findings, scholars have theorized the link between differential 

disaster suffering and social inequality. Bankoff (2006) explains that “[s]ocial systems generate 

unequal exposure to risk by making some people more prone to disaster than others and these 

inequalities are largely a function of the power relations (class, age, gender and ethnicity among 

others) operative in every society” (quoted in Fordham et al., 2013, p.5). In fact, it has become 
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evident that preexisting social inequality plays a significant role in determining locations to reside 

and access to support and resources (Barnshaw & Trainor, 2007; Tierney, 2006). The conceptual 

model by Peacock et al. (2015, p.358), for instance, visualizes how pre-existing social inequalities 

affect individuals and their recovering process differently (see Figure 4). 

 

Table 4: U.S. County 2010-2014 social vulnerability component summary (2010-2014 SoVI 8 components and 32 
variables) (table adapted from Hazard & Vulnerability Research Institute [2013]) 
 

Component Cardinality Name % of variance 
explained 

Dominant 
variables 

1 - Wealth 15.833 MHSEVAL 
        QRICH200K 
        MDGRENT 
        PERCAP 
        QASIAN 
2 + Race (Black and social status) 15.689 QBLACK 
        QFHH 
        QPOVTY 
        QCVLUN 
        QED12LES 
        QNOAUTO 
        QFAM 
3 + Age (Elderly) 12.483 MEDAGE 
        QSSBEN 
        QAGEDEP 
        QUNOCCHU 
        QRENTER 
4 + Ethnicity (Hispanic) and lack 

of health insurance 
  
  

10.094 QHISP 
      QESL 
      QNOHLTH 

5 + Special needs population 7.769 QNRRES 
        QHOSPTPC 
        PPUNIT 
6 + Service sector employment 5.724 QSERV 
        QFEMLBR 
        QEXTRCT 
7 + Race (Native American) 5.554 QNATAM 
8 + Gender (Female) 4.955 QFEMALE 

  Total variance explained 78.101  

 

 

Further developing the social vulnerability theory, researchers have conducted numerous 

empirical studies to explore the social/demographic factors, which generate social vulnerability 

in disasters and how they systematically disadvantage certain social groups (e.g. Cutter et al, 

2003; Enarson, 2007). This paradigm shift, largely influenced by feminist disaster scholars and 
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sociologists, has been extremely helpful not only in theorizing social vulnerability but also in 

identifying vulnerable populations based on these standardized vulnerability variables and 

visualizing how these vulnerability factors operate in specific disaster contexts (see Fordham et 

al, 2013). Deductive approaches and quantifiable concepts have helped develop a number of 

practical social vulnerability measurements in order to explain and identify the socially 

vulnerable in previous and future disasters (e.g., Cutter & Emrich, 2006; Lachlan, Spence & Eith, 

2007). For example, Cutter et al. (2003) developed the SoVI, which may be one of the most 

comprehensive and useful theoretical models available (see Beccari, 2016; Thomas, Hyde & 

Meyer, 2013 for other indicators). The SoVI uses a set of standardized vulnerability variables that 

can be seen in Table 4, which illustrates that eight components of 32 variables explain 78% of the 

variances in the U.S. (see Hazards & Vulnerability Research Institute, 2013). These composite 

indicators have helped researchers, practitioners, and policymakers to identify socially vulnerable 

groups and assess the degree of their social vulnerability in any given geographic area in the U.S.  

2.2 Social factors/variables associated with social vulnerability to disasters 

 
As repeatedly mentioned, race, ethnicity, class, and gender are perhaps the most commonly 

investigated (quantitatively and qualitatively) and recognized social vulnerability factors, 

particularly in U.S. contexts. We have, for instance, witnessed that “the majority of those who died 

as a result of Hurricane Katrina were black, and that blacks had a 1.7 to 4 times higher mortality 

rate than whites” (Brunkard, Namulanda & Ratard, 2008, quoted in Dash, 2013, p.127). As 

compared to wealthier and middle-class counterparts, “[p]oor households have insufficient 

financial reserves for purchasing supplies in anticipation of an event or for buying services and 

materials in the aftermath” (Morrow, 1999, p.3). Furthermore, “[o]f the thousands who lost their 

jobs after the hurricane [Andrew in Florida], women were not as likely to find substitute work 

related to clean-up and reconstruction activities” (Morrow & Enarson, 1996, p.14). This means 

that most women get low-wage jobs or more likely than men to be unemployed, becoming even 

more vulnerable after disasters. Thus, there has been abundant research attempting to identify 

vulnerability variables and to reveal the concrete ways in which these variables operate in specific 
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disaster contexts. The book by Thomas, Phillips, Lovekamp & Fothergill (2013), Social 

Vulnerability to Disasters, may offer the most comprehensive selection of sociological work on 

social vulnerability and associated variables, but one realizes that vulnerability-related literature 

is abundant across the disciplines in disaster research.  

Appendix I includes, but is not limited to, the major explanatory factors associated with the 

social vulnerability to disasters found in the current disaster literature and possible explanations 

of how they operate in specific disaster contexts. However, it is important to keep in mind that 

existing social vulnerability variables only include the most obvious and widely accepted 

quantifiable factors (see e.g. Cutter et al.’s SoVI [2003] for the list of commonly used variables). 

Indeed, the set of SoVI variables does not explain 22% of the variance in the U.S. context, which is, 

therefore, compromised (see Hazards & Vulnerability Research Institute, 2013). We should be 

cautious. Social vulnerability factors should not be limited to the “major” quantifiable 

demographic variables listed here, and this deterministic approach again “leads to a population-

based or ‘silo’ approach in which population groups, not the conditions in which people live, are 

the center of analysis” (Enarson, 2012, p.45).  

Often times, less traditional, context-specific and unarticulated factors are not included in 

social vulnerability indices, yet the contributing factors in the composite generalizable models and 

the ways in which they operate should not be limited to the ones described in Appendix I. This is 

because there is abundant literature on different aspects of social vulnerability available, and 

these variables may operate differently in certain situations. Examples include Beck (2009) and 

Perrow’s (1984) discussion on today’s technology producing new and uncertain forms of risks 

and hazards such as triggering natech disasters like the Fukushima nuclear meltdowns. It is 

important to note that these relatively new/uncertain forms of risks and hazards produce 

unexpected situational vulnerability. An example here being that of fragile and complex electrical 

power generation and distribution in the modern world, which, in one case, was actually disrupted 

in Italy by two trees falling in Switzerland in 2003 (Matthewman, 2015, pp.83-87). These 

technological and infrastructure failures may complicate social vulnerability (such as creating 

vulnerabilities at a distance: the Italian grid collapsed because two trees fell on power lines in 
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Switzerland) and can create a situational form of socially vulnerable communities, who may not 

necessarily be traditionally socially vulnerable. Instead of criticizing the existing indices, this 

means that we should also pay close attention to the circumstances and new/unanticipated risks 

and hazards which may trigger situational forms of social vulnerability at any time.  

The current literature suggests that, because disasters often happen unexpectedly, social 

vulnerability should be conceptualized as a more flexible, contextual, and nuanced concept, 

instead of fixed, deterministic, and dependent upon preexisting cases. Indeed, Enarson (2012) 

reminds disaster scholars of the following tendency:  

Regrettably, vulnerability analysis often picks the low-hanging fruit—simple indicators of 
the most obvious and socially accepted “special needs” groups are developed, generally 
around income, age, and ethnicity, sometimes including housing conditions or tenancy, 
health or disability, and family structure (single parents) (p.45; see also Cutter et al., 2003). 
 

Avoiding this tendency is a challenge for composite approaches which have quantitative or 

explanatory bases, because these approaches tend to emphasize more generalizable factors and 

the aggregate of these factors. This emphasis is at the expense of context-specific, unexpected, and 

situational factors, because the approaches over-generalize the social vulnerability concept and 

over-emphasize the traditional socially vulnerable groups. Consequently, we may disregard the 

specific contexts and circumstances in which social vulnerability operates differently (Enarson, 

2012, p.45). Indeed, despite the usefulness of the traditional approach and plenty of empirical 

evidence, we cannot oversimplify the assumption that the socially vulnerable are actually 

vulnerable in disasters. As Fordham et al. (2013) argue, “social vulnerability is a dynamic concept 

not a label” (p.12, italics in original; see also Browne & Peek, 2014, p.94).  

2.3 Situational and unintended vulnerabilities 

 
Just like the example which Matthewman (2015) provides, the vulnerability concept may seem 

straightforward but is rather complicated and dynamic, partly because unarticulated factors can 

impact social vulnerability in unanticipated events, at different stages of disasters, and in different 

contexts. As a result, non-traditional forms of vulnerability may be created in certain unexpected 

situations—situational and unintended vulnerabilities. Here I argue that deterministic social 

vulnerability models may overlook these forms because they may not be linear and generalizable.  
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2.3.1 Situational vulnerability 
 

As briefly indicated in Appendix I, due to the combination of urbanization, population 

concentration, our huge dependency on technology, and other related factors, we have 

increasingly become vulnerable to disasters which involve infrastructure disruptions (i.e. 

Matthewman, 2015; Matthewman & Byrd, 2014) or natech disasters such as the Fukushima 

nuclear disasters which combine technological collapse with environmental calamity (Miller, 

2016). Indeed, as exemplified in the 2011 Tohoku disasters, our increased dependency on 

privatized and technology-dependent infrastructure lifelines in urban areas, particularly 

electricity, can result in an unexpectedly large number of situationally vulnerable urban residents, 

who may not be traditionally socially vulnerable (see Ferguson, 2011). While the power is on, they 

prosper. For example, the Fukushima nuclear disasters and blackout on March 11, 2011 caused 

public transport network disruptions in Tokyo. Over 5.15 million people in Tokyo and the greater 

metropolitan area, the latter of which was not directly affected by the earthquakes and tsunamis, 

became stranded (Hiroi, 2015). Furthermore, natech disasters create “corrosive communities” in 

which residents experience recreancy 14 , litigation stress, increased health concerns, and 

community divides or antagonization, all of which may cause or exacerbate vulnerability among 

community residents (Freudenberg, 1997; see Chapter 7 for more detailed discussion on natech 

disasters and corrosive communities). 

Moreover, non-traditional socially vulnerable groups such as the middle-aged, men, and the 

middle class, are often overlooked and are not emphasized in disaster management and DRR 

policies. These groups need specific support and can become extremely vulnerable in some 

emergency situations. According to Tanaka, Takahashi, and Ueno (2010), out of the total of 91 

lonely death cases between 1995 and 1999 that occurred to the victims of the 1995 Great Hanshin-

Awaji Earthquake were male residents in their 50s and 60s and the most likely to succumb to such 

a fate (p.1817). It is somewhat surprising that middle-aged male victims are more prone to 

                                                             
14 Recreancy in disaster research refers to “the failure of institutional players – experts and organizations – to perform 
their roles responsibly and to the expected standards of proficiency” (Matthewman, 2015, p.52; see also Freudenburg, 
1997, p.33; Gill & Ritchie, 2007, p.57).  
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disaster-related lonely deaths and mental health issues in post-disaster situations (as indicated in 

Appendix I as the curvilinear relationship). This trend is mainly due to the social isolation 

experienced by these men (Klinenberg, 2002) and their assumption of the provider roles in 

disasters (Zakour & Gillespie, 2013). These two situational factors might have played prominent 

roles in the specific vulnerability of the men, regardless of more standard social vulnerability 

factors. 

After the 1994 Northridge earthquake, Bolin and Stanford (1998) observed that, in contrast 

to the general social vulnerability assumption, “the very wealthy may (voluntarily) occupy more 

physically hazardous areas than the poor, particularly those who build their large ‘view’ houses 

on the steep hillsides and canyons of the flood and fire-prone mountains of the Los Angeles basin” 

(p.23). Some of the wealthiest communities in the U.S. such as Malibu, Rancho Santa Fe, Rancho 

Bernardo, and their surrounding communities in California have experienced more severe fire 

damages and were at greater wildfire risks than poorer communities nearby during the California 

wildfires in 1996, 2003, 2007, and 2014 (see e.g., Goldberg, 1996; O’Donnell, 2007). Therefore, 

the link between traditional social vulnerability, disaster impacts, and risk may be less linear than 

most of us believe. It is true that since material recovery is more resource-dependent, these 

affluent house owners are less vulnerable in the sense that they are more likely to have the means 

to leave the area quickly (for example because of private motor vehicle ownership), be insured, 

and have disposable cash for quicker recovery (Scandlyn, Thomas & Brett, 2013, p.45). However, 

individuals in relatively affluent communities in Christchurch have also experienced deadly 

damage caused by rock falls during the 2010-2011 disasters; McSaveney (2013) reported that 

“[r]ock cliffs behind houses collapsed in the Sumner and Redcliffs area, and boulders tumbled 

from the Port Hills summits, with five people killed by falling rocks” (para.3). As Cox and Perry 

(2011) explain, based on their community psychology study after the 2003 Mclure wildfire in 

Canada, loss of place and belongings can cause a profound sense of disorientation and distress 

that may affect any disaster survivors. Unlike material recovery, psychological recovery may not 

be determined by fixed social factors such as financial resources, even though differential 
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emotional distress and trauma may be associated with other social factors such as age, race, class, 

and gender (see Peek & Mileti, 2013, pp.515-516).  

Cutter and Emrich (2006) found in their quantitative analyses of American communities in 

the Gulf area prone to coastal erosion that “[i]n examining just those countries [Plaquemines and 

Terrebonne in Louisiana] affected by Hurricane Katrina, physical attributes had more significance 

than social indicators in determining the overall coastal erosion vulnerability score” (p.110; see 

Boruff, Emrich & Cutter, 2005 for the actual coastal erosion vulnerability scores). According to 

Cutter and Emrich (2006), it is consistent that social indicators and physical attributes had almost 

the same impact on coastal erosion vulnerability in the Gulf Coast regions even though “the coastal 

erosion vulnerability for the Atlantic and Pacific Coast countries was most influenced by physical 

characteristics” (p.110). This does not underestimate the role of social attributes in disaster 

vulnerability because human settlement patterns are also social constructs; however, it again 

suggests the importance of emphasizing the conditions and circumstances in which people live, 

instead of their group characteristics (see Enarson, 2012, p.45). 

The 9/11 terrorist attacks are another example of disaster damages and risks not being 

systematically distributed, creating the situationally vulnerable (although some might argue that 

terrorist attacks are not disasters). It is true that, as Enarson (2007) writes, “[i]n the attacks of 

September 11, the dead included an estimated 500 undocumented workers employed in low-

wage service jobs, many of whom left women and children in Central American villages without 

income” (p.264). It is also true that the dead, injured, and those still suffering from psychological 

and economic damage included the non-traditionally socially vulnerable. Business elites, 

international traders, government officials, building custodians, and tourists were all victims in 

this particular catastrophic event. Moreover, as Phillips (2014) reported, because firefighters in 

the U.S. are predominantly males, almost all the firefighters who died in the September 11 

terrorist attack were men (as indicated in Appendix I as occupational vulnerability). As Fordham 

(2012) explains, “[men] face their own socially constructed roles and expectations which may also 

place them at risk” (p.428). Thus, the conceptualization of a non-traditional form of vulnerability 

should consider its situational nature (Donner & Rodríguez, 2008; Enarson, 2007).  
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Transients including tourists, homeless people, constant movers, newcomers to any given 

community, and hikers can also become situationally vulnerable to disasters when they are not in 

their normal environment, regardless of their social characteristics or in contrast to their 

generally assumed social advantages (see Drabek, 1999). Airplane crashes, train derailing, and 

other forms of accidents or hazards may involve situationally vulnerable groups who may get 

affected and killed. For instance, in addition to the traditionally socially vulnerable populations in 

Nepal and surrounding countries, many foreign Everest mountaineers were affected or killed (61 

injured and 17 killed as of April 27, 2015) by the avalanches triggered by a series of earthquakes 

in 2015 (Barry, 2015; Topping & Farrell, 2015). It is possible that the symbolic status and wealth 

of the foreigners made them rescue priorities over the poor rural Nepalese who have fewer 

resources. This potential double standard was noted by journalists (see e.g., Gerson, 2015, para.1). 

While these mountaineers were seriously affected, they were well-equipped and better prepared 

for emergencies than the local Nepalese. However, the factors that place them in situations that 

make them vulnerable to disaster have not been well studied. If their “risk-taking behavior” may 

be a significant contributing factor to their vulnerability in this particular situation, it becomes 

important to re-conceptualize social vulnerability theory. In fact, unlike “structural vulnerability,” 

situational vulnerabilities seem to emerge and often become more significant in disasters than in 

non-catastrophic situations. This is a significant challenge to the traditional social vulnerability 

paradigm, especially if we do not consider the dynamic and situational nature of vulnerability.  

Similarly, the vulnerability of international students, and tourists should not be ignored 

because they were disproportionately affected in the 2011 Canterbury earthquakes. These groups 

were not considered to be necessarily vulnerable in the dominant social vulnerability paradigm 

prior to this particular disaster (even though, according to Drabek, [1999], being transient might 

be one of the vulnerability variables). However, 80 fatalities out of the 185 fatalities in the 

Canterbury earthquakes were foreign nationals visiting New Zealand, including 28 Japanese 

international students and a significant number of international students from other Asian 

countries (Becken, 2012; Christchurch City Council, 2014). Others who survived with severe 

injuries faced significant challenges, especially due to language barriers and the lack of local 
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support networks. A study informant, who became a key person to support the group of Japanese 

students, believed that they were one of the most vulnerable groups as these newly-arrived 

international students did not speak English and did not know anyone in Christchurch. Even if 

some of them were able to quickly go back to Japan with government assistance, the extent of their 

physical damage and trauma is unimaginable. Although the report prepared by Christchurch 

Migrant Inter-Agency Groups (2011) mentions that these groups now need to be included in 

disaster management and policy discussions, not much academic work on their situational 

vulnerability has been available. 

 

 
 

Possible theoretical explanations offered in the current literature for the situational 

vulnerability of transients are the language barriers, lack of connection with local communities, 

and lack of local knowledge or culturally embedded “disaster mitigation knowledge” (see Okubo, 

2014). Scharffcher (2011) argues that “[p]eople in disaster-affected areas often have extensive 

knowledge about how nature behaves in their area and how extreme events will affect their 

Figure 5: 185 empty chairs, a temporary art installation at the former CTV building site, reflecting the loss of lives 
(many of them international students) following the Canterbury Earthquake (photo taken by Kenjiro Fujita in 2018) 
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communities” (p.66), but outsiders who happen to be in these disaster-affected areas and have no 

such knowledge can face heavier risk. Senkbeil, Scott, Guinazu-Walker, and Rockman (2014) 

found in their study of Tuscaloosa tornadoes that transients such as Latino and Mexican 

immigrants encountered increased vulnerability due to their lack of local knowledge in addition 

to the lack of risk perceptions, language barriers, and other structural constraints. Interestingly, 

as exemplified by Neef and Shaw (2013), local knowledge can become a more important factor 

than traditional vulnerability variables such as gender in specific contexts: local women are often 

very sensitive to disaster warnings, are very knowledgeable about the local environment or 

disasters, and have higher risk perception. They tend to mitigate and cope with disasters more 

effectively than men. Although these factors thoroughly may not explain the transients’ situational 

vulnerability, the examples in this section suggest that the social vulnerability concept should 

assume that vulnerability can be situational.  

2.3.2 Unintended vulnerability: Doing harm instead of good 
 

Vulnerability may not necessarily be created by unexpected hazards and situational social 

attributes. Unintended vulnerability may be, ironically enough, created by our mis-

conceptualization and misinterpretation of the concept, specifically through our humanitarian 

practices. An important vulnerability factor that disaster scholars, practitioners, and planners 

tend to overlook is our role and practice—researchers, policymakers, and practitioners—who 

can further victimize and disempower the already socially vulnerable, contributing to an 

unintended form of vulnerability. Despite our intention to help and empower disaster victims, 

sometimes we not only overlook victims’ social agency but also unintentionally hurt it. There is a 

common argument among critical disaster scholars that some current disaster relief policies, 

practices, and efforts have caused unintended harm and resulted in the disempowering and 

victimizing of the disaster-stricken, particularly local people in developing countries who might 

not necessarily have been passive help-seekers.  

Before reviewing empirical examples, I conceptualize this form of vulnerability, referring to 

studies of domestic violence against women that demonstrate how the help of outsiders—mainly 
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authorities, advocates and social workers – unintentionally further victimize the domestic 

violence victims. Advocates and social workers are often 

presuming to know better than a victim what is in her best interests, unwanted intrusion 
into her life, shaping and retelling the story of her experience, acting against her wishes, and 
stripping her of the right to choose to participate in the criminal justice system (McDermott 
& Garofalo, 2004, p.1251).  
 

Victim disempowerment is a typical phenomenon that often results from advocates’ lack of 

knowledge about the victim and her or his world. In disaster situations, unintended harm occurs 

in several ways.  

In a very simple sense, disaster scholars have observed a labeling effect where victims are 

constantly labeled as disaster victims or vulnerable by emergency aid workers and volunteers, 

and begin to believe themselves to be nothing other than vulnerable (see e.g., Chamlee-Wright & 

Storr, 2011, p.267). Fordham (1999) adds to this discussion by noting that “[p]lacing people in 

emergency rest centers and administering to them in a top-down fashion can be disempowering 

and often demeaning” (p.31). Unlike the general belief of aid workers and volunteers, socially 

vulnerable disaster victims such as refugees want to and are able to be supportive and active 

members of society (Koike, 2012). Yet effective empowerment of these victims and actor-centered 

approaches seem all too rare. Fordham (1999) reminds us of the importance of people’s self-

respect, which comes from not always being helped but being in the position to give (p.31). It is a 

complex task to achieve this in the time of disasters. However, we cannot overlook this issue 

because our practices can exacerbate or simply create the socially vulnerable in disasters, causing 

hidden injuries and unintended consequences. 

Another disaster context in which disempowerment becomes evident is when “outsiders,” 

particularly international aid organizations and rescue workers, who are not familiar with the 

locals and not well-acquainted with cultural and linguistic sensitivity, come to disaster-stricken 

communities to work for rescue and recovery. As Yila, Webber, and Neef (2014) describe, socially 

vulnerable communities who possess significant social capital can gain more external support and 

resources than those who lack social capital, but also often bring in “negative externalities”. For 
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example, Scharffscher’s (2011) study of women’s disaster response in Sri Lanka after the 2004 

Indian Ocean tsunami reported: 

the international relief operation contributed to an escalation of the violent conflict, and 
international agencies’ failure to involve capacities that already existed in the affected 
communities has been one of the reasons why [local people in Batticaloa, Sri Lanka were 
disempowered and further victimized] (p.64). 
 

Gaillard and Cadag (2009) – and indeed many others – argue that the dominant humanitarianism 

and volunteerism approaches, primarily based on Western ideologies and a top-down 

structuralist approach, tend to ignore or harm the already-existing community networks and 

potential resilience of the locals, who may simply be treated as nothing more than vulnerable. 

These approaches tend to presume that disaster victims, especially those typically considered 

vulnerable such as women and children in developing countries, do not have sufficient knowledge 

and ability to handle emergency situations. Indeed, many disaster recovery or emergency 

procedures were developed without proper knowledge and understanding of the targeted 

population, resulting in the destruction of already-existing expertise and social ecologies of 

support among the locals. Displacement is often a centralized political decision that is made to 

support the residents in disaster-stricken areas; however, randomized displacement has been 

highly problematic in many catastrophic events, destroying already-existing community and 

social networks and alienating residents, resulting in the further victimization of already 

vulnerable groups (Gaillard & Cadag, 2009, p.211; see also Yila et al., 2014).  

These are just a few of the examples of unintended harms and further vulnerabilization of 

disaster victims. The challenge here is to develop less harmful community empowerment, 

interventions, and practices. Affected communities, families, and individuals often need external 

support (financial, material, and medical) but such support, which is often developed and decided 

by “external experts”, needs to carefully consider the local contexts, capacities, needs, and 

priorities. Instead of ignoring their social agency, disaster relief and DRR efforts should focus more 

on enhancing or creating it. Fordham (1999) argues: 

The [new] vulnerability paradigm is also moving from an identification of social causation 
and the recognition of vulnerable groups (“victim”) to a more nuanced understanding of 
how social groups (defined by gender, age, race/ethnicity, etc.) differ between and within 
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themselves and how they are never simply victims, but also survivors and active agents 
(p.20). 

 
Unfortunately, it is rare in the current social vulnerability discourse to critique victimizing 

practice within disaster management, promote more integrated disaster management plans, and 

provide education for aid workers and volunteers in order to achieve more culturally sensitive 

practices and to avoid unintended and unnecessary harms. As exemplified in Fordham’s (2009) 

study with disaster-stricken communities in El Salvador, rather than systematically furthering the 

victimization of the locals and ignoring their adaptability, disaster response plans should consider 

how policies and humanitarian practices can understand the locals and enhance their already-

existing or potential capacity, knowledge, and skills to cope with disasters.  

Although there is no doubt that recovery is resource-dependent, disaster risks and damages 

should not be simply explained and predicted by our traditional social vulnerability analysis based 

on deterministic approaches. Some may argue that this is unexpected or a simple exception, but 

it has become important to note that the social vulnerability approach tends to overgeneralize 

social vulnerability and fails to consider unarticulated vulnerability, which is caused by hidden, 

situational, and contextual factors. These examples bring us to a further consideration of 

situational and unintended vulnerabilities. As Fordham et al. (2013, p.12) point out, social 

vulnerability should be conceptualized as dynamic instead of deterministic and linear, and further 

exploration of unarticulated aspects of social vulnerability will be helpful. 

2.4 Social vulnerability and intersectionality 

 
Intersectionality is a concept that explains the complexity of social vulnerability and is worth 

discussing here for developing my research framework (see Collins, 2000). Since vulnerable 

factors collide with each other (some examples shown in Appendix I), it is evident that these 

vulnerability variables should not be understood and analyzed independently or in simple 

aggregate. The concept of intersectionality is therefore beneficial for advancing social 

vulnerability theory.  

In sociology, the metaphor of intersection has been popularly used by feminist scholars to 

explain the complex system of social oppression. Crenshaw (1991) explains: 
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[It] illustrate[s] that many of the experiences of black women face are not subsumed within 
the traditional boundaries of race or gender discrimination as these boundaries are 
currently understood, and that the intersection of racism and sexism factors into Black 
women’s lives in ways that cannot be captured wholly by looking at the race or gender 
dimensions of those experiences separately (p.1244).  

 
As Crenshaw (1991) would argue, the experience of a racial minority woman in disasters should 

not be understood in terms of either their ethnicity or gender; instead, their experiences are far 

more complicated and should be understood as being racial minority women from their 

perspectives. In fact, Fordham (1999) and many other feminist disaster researchers have warned 

the disaster research community:  

In disaster research, both categories of gender and class are accepted individually as 
important explanatory variables in different sub-disciplinary areas and at different times 
but less frequently are recognized together as having some salience in understanding the 
creation of inequality and vulnerability (p.18). 
 

Evidently, we observe some commonalities among women, but women’s experiences in disasters 

are not universal due to the intersection of race, class and gender. Wealthy women may face less 

challenges, having more resources to cope with the disaster damages than the poor even though 

we are likely to see commonalities among them as women. As mentioned in Appendix I, racial and 

ethnic minority groups tend to be poorer than their white counterparts; therefore, women of color 

tend to have insufficient financial reserves for purchasing supplies to prepare for disasters, they 

have less financial ability to absorb disaster losses and they lack financial assets, particularly 

savings and disposable cash for quicker and better recovery (e.g. Tierney, 2006). Poor racial 

minority women may face increased disaster-related difficulties, mainly resulting from 

institutionalized racism, gendered employment, patriarchy, limited access to resources and 

limited resources they can use for recovery (Wisner et al., 2004). 

However, important explanatory variables, which intersect and complicate social 

vulnerability in disasters, are not limited to race, class and gender. As listed in Appendix I, factors 

such as age, language, immigration status, nationality, disability and family structure may be 

contextual yet critical social factors that intersect and shape individuals’ and groups’ disaster 

experiences (e.g. Enarson, 2012; Fordham, 1999). For example, Morrow (1999) points out:  

[Although] the association between poverty and vulnerability is easy to make… the 
mechanisms by which certain physical and social attributes (such as age, race, ethnicity and 
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gender) and living arrangements (such as single-parent households) are likely to be 
associated with limited resources and power, and thus increased vulnerability, are less well 
understood” (p.2). 
 

Enarson et al. (2007) further explain: 

Poor women are … more likely than other women to depend on community-based services 
such as public transportation and health care, including crisis counseling and shelter from 
violence; when these resources and services are destroyed or undermined by disaster 
events, poor women’s health and safety are affected (p.133, quoted from Enarson & 
Fordham, 2001).  
 

Thus, women’s disaster susceptibility is generally greater than men’s, yet women’s vulnerability 

may be more complicated and contextual than many disaster researchers believe. It requires 

disaster researchers to incorporate an intersectionality approach and to understand that women’s 

vulnerability is further compounded with other key factors, which may operate differently in 

specific situations.  

As mentioned in Appendix I, people’s age has been a strong explanatory factor for higher 

death rates among the elderly in many major disasters. Yet this statement may be too simplistic 

because, as Samuels (2013) explains, in the coastal towns of Tohoku:  

More than half of those who died [because of the tsunami in 2011] were over sixty-five years 
old, but the dead also included some five hundred school children and the parents of 240 
others who were suddenly orphaned—many because their teachers whisked them to the 
safety of higher ground that their parents could not reach (p.3).  
 

It is obvious that being young or being old does not simply contribute to their vulnerability 

because there is differential suffering among the group of children and elderly, while age is still a 

strong explanatory factor (i.e. Peek, 2013). Children are usually considered vulnerable in 

disasters, yet it is not simply their age because  

the age of the child interacts with other personal and social characteristics, such as his or 
her geographic location, family structure, socioeconomic status, physical and mental ability, 
stage of development, and nationality, to determine the likelihood of harm in a particular 
disaster event (Peek & Stough, 2010, p.1261).  

 
The intersectionality perspective should, therefore, be a very important concept in disaster 

research as disaster sociologists have adopted this theoretical concept to explain diverse 

experiences among the victims (or the increased vulnerability among certain groups), which have 

been caused by the interplay of vulnerability variables.  
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However, there may be some aspects of social vulnerability and disasters that cannot be 

fully comprehended by the concept of intersectionality. As listed in Appendix I, there are simply 

so many factors that we need to consider when we examine and explore the experiences of 

disaster victims. Although we, as sociologists, know that very underlying social issues almost 

universally influence individuals in a systematic way in disasters and non-disasters, each incident 

seems very different from another due to unanticipated and contextual factors as noted in the 

previous section. Intersectionality scholars have stressed that “intersectionality is not an ‘effort 

to identify, in the abstract, an exhaustive list of intersectional social categories and to add them 

up to determine—once and for all—the different intersectional configurations those categories 

can form’” (Carbado, 2013, p.815 quoted in Grzanka, 2014, p.XVIII). 

Another important contribution of the intersectionality approach is to suggest the 

complexity of disaster social vulnerability, incorporating feminist perspectives, bottom-up 

approaches and social agency concepts (see Fordham, 1999, p.20). People in disasters experience 

differential suffering due to intersectionality yet they have social agency to cope with the complex 

structural difficulties and possibly become less vulnerable in disasters. Indeed, the traditional 

social vulnerability model seems to have failed to incorporate the concept of social agency, which 

has resulted in disempowering survivors and overlooking factors actually contributing to social 

vulnerability. Who are actually vulnerable in specific situations may be misidentified. In the next 

section, I will highlight the concept of social agency, particularly focusing on social capital which 

has been heavily emphasized in the resilience literature, to further explore the complex and 

dynamic nature of social vulnerability to disasters. 

2.5 Social capital, social agency and vulnerability 

 
Aldrich (2017) and many others argue that, in some cases, community solidarity is believed to be 

a greater, or at least equally important factor that impacts individuals’ and communities’ 

vulnerability (and resilience) to disasters than more standardized social attributes. After 

reviewing the literature on social vulnerability and resilience to disasters, it comes to a conclusion 

that, despite significant damage and challenge, the disaster-affected (vulnerable and less-
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vulnerable alike) have social agency and are often able to respond to and cope with disasters, 

particularly by actively creating and using their social networks (see e.g. Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 

2011). In fact, we cannot ignore the fact that, regardless of the degree of hypothetical social 

vulnerability and actual impact, people collectively respond to and recover from disasters, even 

without external assistance and resources (see Neef & Shaw, 2013, p.1). Montogomery (2013) also 

explains how some communities, which were abandoned for a few days after the February 

earthquakes by the authorities in Christchurch, developed their own community emergency 

response plans without direct input and funding from national and local authorities. Social capital 

approaches, therefore, suggest numerous examples which demonstrate how disaster survivors, 

including the socially disadvantaged, can self-organize and use their own social networks to cope 

with disasters because they possess or develop their social agency (e.g. Aldrich & Meyers, 2015; 

Peacock, Morrow & Galdwin, 1997). In this sense, social capital discourse has been critical to 

disaster studies (Aldrich, 2012a; Enarson, 2007), conceptualizing that positive sociability is a 

constitutive component of community resilience and remarkable recovery (Storr & Haeffele-

Balch, 2012; Tierney, 2014).  

Figure 6: Bonding, bridging and linking social capital (image adapted from Aldrich, 2012, p.34) 
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Although there are various ways of defining and conceptualizing social capital (e.g. Coleman, 

1988; Lin, 2001), both Bourdieu’s (1986) and Putnam’s (1995) concepts emphasize the benefits 

that individuals create, share and receive from their social networks and as a result of their 

membership (see Ziersch, 2005. p.2119). According to Bourdieu (1986), “[s]ocial capital is the 

aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network 

of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition – or in 

other words, to membership in a group” (p.248). Putnam (2000) defines that “social capital refers 

to connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and 

trustworthiness that arise from them” (pp.19-22). As shown in Figure 6, Aldrich (2017) highlights 

three different forms of social capital: 1) bonding social capital (within networks or homogeneous 

community), 2) bridging social capital (between networks or communities) and 3) linking social 

capital (across vertical gradients with external organizations, government services, etc.) (pp.358-

359; see also Hawkins & Maurer, 2010, pp.1779-1781). For this school of thought, social capital is 

a community-/collective-level resource. It is logical that, in disasters, people tend to rely on 

various forms of their social networks for critical information and emotional, financial and 

material support (e.g. Kirschenbaum, 2004) as disasters cause losses that exceed our capacity to 

cope using our own resources (see Perry, 2007).  

Klinenberg’ study (2002) of the 1995 Chicago heatwaves provides a detailed picture of this: 

poor individuals and communities may respond to and cope better with disasters than others 

because they can develop and employ important social resources, as in “social infrastructure”—

the development of neighborhood ecologies of support among the Latino community in South 

Lawndale beyond merely financial. Klinenberg (2002) found this when he compared the diverging 

outcomes for two climatically, demographically and socio-economically proximate communities: 

North Lawndale (a predominantly African American community) and South Lawndale (a 

predominantly Latino community). What was significant in this comparison was that, unlike 

North Lawndale, South Lawndale escaped ghettoization and did not experience the vicious cycle 

of poverty, the culture of “fear”, civic withdrawal, vandalism and crime that exacerbated social 

segregation and vulnerability. Indeed, there was a vibrant street life in South Lawndale, and the 
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residents were well serviced (i.e. religious support, commercial activities, mutual care, etc. were 

available). Social environment made the difference such that social bonds among Latino families 

and residents were robust, and the South Lawndale residents kept a neighborly eye on each other. 

Hence, it was hard for the residents, including the elderly who are often isolated, to fall through 

the cracks. African Americans in North Lawndale, however, had very different disaster 

experiences: when the heat waves hit, there were no safe open spaces or air-conditioned places 

(e.g. shops) to cool off because public spaces were believed to be unsafe. Elders were isolated, and 

there was not much mutual help. It is thus unsurprising that North Lawndale had ten times the 

rate of fatalities of South Lawndale.     

As with Klinenberg’s study (2002), Aldrich (2011) looked at recovery rates in two very 

similar communities in his study of the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake recovery and came 

to the same conclusion: social capital conclusively proved to be a more significant and important 

recovery factor than other structural elements which are more typically employed to explain 

recovery (as recovery is believed to be resource-dependent). Aldrich (2011) demonstrates in his 

Kobe study that social capital yields three clear benefits: 1) social bonds provide networks of 

support, acting as de facto insurance, 2) strong solidarity and well-organized communities were 

more successful at leveraging resources as also exemplified in Klinenberg (2002), and 3) residents 

were less likely to leave to their communities and more likely to be able to receive various support 

because of their durable social networks (see e.g. Leong et al., 2007b). Therefore, social network, 

social infrastructure or social capital has increasingly become a key concept and explanatory 

factor for people’s social vulnerabilities and resilience to disasters. It is bringing the notion of 

social agency as manifested in community solidarity and durable social networks in the discussion 

of social vulnerability and resilience to disasters.  

In the Tohoku disaster context, Sasaki (2012) describes the strong social solidarity among 

Korean immigrants and ethnic Koreans in Tohoku and the way that they used their extended 

social networks in Japan (and transnationally) and shared information and resources among 

them. The ethnic Korean organizations and groups in Japan as well as in Korea played a critical 
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role in supporting Zainichi-Koreans15 and other Japanese who were in or around their networks. 

Just like the case of Koreans and ethnic Koreans in Japan, the Filipino/a community in Iwate 

started self-organizing and worked with other Filipino/a organizations and groups in Japan. They 

not only helped Filipino/as but also Japanese and those from other nationalities in the affected 

area, collecting and distributing donations, information and other resources via their intra- and 

international networks (Lee, 2012a). Indeed, these “[c]ommunity, faith-based, and nonprofit 

organizations have been so centrally involved in long and short-term recovery efforts, illustrating 

the importance of communities in the conceptualization of the entire spectrum of disaster 

planning and management” (Patterson, Weil & Patel, 2009, p.138).  

What is unsurprising in the study of immigrant communities in disaster contexts is that they 

tend to receive more support and critical information from their ethnic communities and home 

countries due to transnationalism since material is scarce and disaster information is sometimes 

not available in their native language in the host country (e.g. Christchurch Migrant Inter-Agency 

Group, 2011, p.16). In disaster research, transnationalism is often regarded as transnational 

governance and supports coming from the emigrated groups to their disaster-stricken home 

countries. Examples include Haitians and American-Haitians in the U.S. supporting the 2010 

earthquake victims in their home country, Haiti (Sapat & Esnard, 2012), Samoans and Samoan 

New Zealanders in New Zealand supporting the 2009 tsunami victims in Samoa (Yila et al., 2009) 

and Danish and Danish-Pakistanis in Denmark supporting the 2005 Kashmir earthquake victims 

in Pakistan (Rytter, 2010). In the case of the ethnic Koreans in Tohoku disasters, the ethnic Korean 

organizations and groups in Japan received, as of September 14th, 2011, over 3.6 million Japanese 

Yen (approximately US$ 320,000) in relief aid from their home country, Korea, to support “their” 

people in the affected area (Sasaki, 2012, p.129). Some of the other affected foreigners such as 

Filipino/as in the Tohoku area also received significant relief aids from their home country and 

redistributed through their church networks. Strong organizational structure and collective 

                                                             
15 Zainichi literally means “staying in Japan” in Japanese. Zainichi-Koreans in Japan are both Japan-born and oversea-
born ethnic Koreans who have permanent residency status or have become naturalized in Japan. In most cases, despite 
the fact that many families stay in Japan for multiple generations, a large portion of Koreans does not have Japanese 
citizenship (see Cho, 2016) 
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responses in these examples show their social agency and are reinforced by their cultural values, 

cultural norms, religious belief, solidarity, transnationalism and other characteristics—most of 

these can be defined as cultural capital in Bourdieu’s term (1986)—despite the significant social 

disadvantages such as their limited financial and material resources in disasters (see Chapter 3 

for more detailed discussion on cultural capital). 

Even though some people are socially disadvantaged based on their demographic 

characteristics, their cultural expectations, values and norms play a significant role in developing 

a strong solidarity, organizational structure and social capital for negotiating vulnerability and 

coping with disasters as a collective (e.g. Aldrich, 2012a; Usamah, Handmer, Mitchell & Ahmed, 

2014). In fact, there are many empirical examples that show their social agency and the 

importance of social capital in disaster response and recovery in the literature. Examples include 

the Vietnamese Catholic community in Eastern New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina (Leong et al., 

2007b; Storr & Haeffele-Balch, 2012), Māori communities in Christchurch (Kenney & Phibbs, 

2015; Lambert, 2014), some refugee communities in Christchurch (Marlowe & Lou, 2013), Latino 

immigrant farmworkers after the 1994 Northridge earthquake (Bolin & Stanford, 1998), and the 

Filipina community in the Tohoku disaster (Lee, 2012a) to name a few. The contribution of social 

capital theory to social vulnerability approach and resilience-thinking, along with the social 

agency concept, is critical.  

As many scholars such as Aldrich (2012b) have concluded that the degree of one’s social 

capital is a prominent factor than other vulnerability factors, it is arguable that the socially 

isolated, regardless of their social status and advantages, can become another hidden (or the 

most) socially vulnerable population in/to disasters (see Klinenberg, 2002). Indeed, those with 

weaker or limited social capital—in other words, more socially isolated such as the poor African 

American, particularly elderly residents in South Lawndale (Klinenberg, 2002), individuals living 

alone in the 1980 Italian earthquake (Dynes, 2006) or the middle-aged men living alone in Kobe 

in the post Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake (Nukada, 1999)—suffer more, especially in disaster 

recovery, than others who are socially well-nested. The issue of transients, who might have very 

weak/limited social capital and can be isolated in disasters due to language barriers, unfamiliar 
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environment and other issues, might be another consideration here. Instead of given excess 

emphasis on its social agency, those who face any forms of social isolation in disasters may be the 

ones who are extremely vulnerable, regardless of their privileged social status. Although the link 

between age (elderly), social isolation and social vulnerability has been well-conceptualized (as 

shown in Klinenberg, 2002; Ngo, 2001), social capital as a vulnerability variable and how it 

impacts social vulnerability should be further researched. Thus, although the positive role of 

social capital as a constitutive feature of resiliency is often highlighted (see e.g. Aldrich, 2017; 

Aldrich & Meyers, 2015), negative roles of social capital in disaster contexts, which often increases 

one’s vulnerability, cannot be ignored as a part of social vulnerability approach. Literature 

suggests that false sense of security (Patterson et al., 2009, p.139), failing to comply with 

evacuation orders due to cultural norms (Fordham et al. 2013, p.3) and other related issues can 

create situational or hidden vulnerability.  

In sum, the traditional vulnerability paradigm has been practical and helped researchers in 

different disciplines to map where the socially vulnerable are. Yet it has become apparent that its 

deterministic, aggregate, composite, structural and top-down approach might have contributed to 

an oversimplification of the concept of vulnerability and diverse experiences of the affected. It 

overlooks the unanticipated and contextual aspects of social vulnerability, the diverse experiences 

of disaster victims and the existence of social agency and resiliency among individuals and 

communities. In contrast to the deterministic social vulnerability approach, which emphasizes 

social structure within the disaster context (e.g. Frerks, Warner & Weijs, 2011; Scandlyn et al., 

2013), the resilience paradigm is more practice-/actor-oriented and emphasizes “human 

resourcefulness” and social agency. In other words, the approach assumes that people in disasters 

self-organize and collectively cope with disasters, so it makes sense that social capital is believed 

to be a key constitutive feature of resilient individuals and communities (e.g. Tierney, 2014) even 

though its measurement is still debatable (see Claridge, 2004 for conceptualization and 

measurement issues of social capital). To a certain extent, such actor-oriented and bottom-up 

approaches have significantly altered our thinking, and resilience-thinking has had success in 

policy governance and sustainable development and in mobilizing the vulnerable communities.   
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2.6 Resilience approach 

 
As repeatedly mentioned in this chapter, resilience has become an important concept, which is 

closely related to but not necessarily in opposition to the concept of social vulnerability. 

Furthermore, resilience has become a way for disaster researchers to make sense of the 

contextuality, situational nature and non-linearity of social vulnerability and of people’s power in 

disaster context. In contrast to deterministic and structuralist social vulnerability approaches, 

“resilience thinking enables a focus on strengths and opportunities, reorienting the conversation 

within impoverished communities where the usual focus is on maladjustment and deficiency” 

(Walsh-Dilley & Wolford, 2015, p.173). Instead of people’s/communities’ struggles and challenges 

to respond to and cope with disasters, their capacity is the focus here. Resilience as a concept 

reminds us of the fact that some traditionally socially vulnerable individuals and groups may not 

be affected by disasters, not only because they are “lucky” but also because of their capacity to 

cope with disasters. We can now learn from resilient individuals and communities in order to 

develop more effective DRR policies for future disasters. The concept of resilience brought a new 

discourse to the disaster research community (Cannon & Müller-Mahn, 2010; Manyena et al., 

2011). Yet, just like social vulnerability, defining resilience is problematic as its definition is highly 

contested (see e.g. Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche & Pfefferbaum, 2008, pp.129-131 for a list 

of resilience definitions and key terms in theoretical models), and resilience has been mis-

conceptualized and misinterpreted (Uekusa, 2018) 

In exploring linguistic minority immigrants’ and refugees’ experiences in this study, it has 

become obvious that understanding their resilience is as important as their social vulnerability. It 

is important to note here that, as Manyena et al. (2011) critique, “the resilience and vulnerability 

paradigms are still locked together and are increasingly being treated as if they are one and the 

same” (p.417). I assume the relationship between them but also pay close attention to their rather 

complex relationship such that promoting one’s resilience does not necessarily reduce her/his 

vulnerability (Frerks et al., 2011, pp.113-116). Additionally, one can be vulnerable and resilient 

simultaneously (e.g. Settembrino, 2015; Usamah et al., 2014). A simple equation such as, “they are 

resilient so they should not be treated as vulnerable”, was a typical misconception that I 
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repeatedly heard from service providers and community organizations during my initial trips to 

the Tohoku affected-areas. Even before I started my literature review on resilience, I was 

questioning such a conceptual issue. Indeed, despite the prominent criticisms of resilience, the 

term has gained high recognition more quickly than any other term in disaster research and now 

is a buzzword, particularly, in policies and practices without clear definition, conceptualization 

and measurement (e.g. Frerks et al., 2011; Tierney, 2014). This section will briefly discuss the 

current resilience-thinking and reinterpret the concept which will then help the development of 

my theoretical and research framework.  

2.6.1 What is resilience? What is wrong with this popular term? 
 

Resilience-thinking emerged from scholarship, particularly in ecology (Holling, 1973) and child 

development psychology (Masten, 2001). As demonstrated, the social vulnerability approach 

played a prominent role in adapting it for disaster studies (Manyena, 2006). As defined by the 

United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR, 2009), the term resilience 

implies “[t]he ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, 

accommodate to and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, 

including through the preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures and functions.” 

It was formalized in policy discourse and within the fields of disaster research with the Hyogo 

Framework for Action in 2005 (Birkmann, 2006; Cannon & Müller-Mahn, 2010). The 2015 Sendai 

Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (United Nations, 2015) now emphasizes resilience more 

than ever. The concept of resilience brought a new discourse to the disaster research community, 

which began emphasizing DRR after major disasters rather than disaster management and 

response (Cannon & Müller-Mahn, 2010; Manyena, 2011). Disaster researchers can now learn 

from resilient individuals and groups and understand what makes individuals and groups more 

resilient to future disasters, instead of focusing only on understanding why some individuals and 

groups are more prone to disasters. Therefore, one significant consequence of this has been a 

more balanced body of research between disaster response, mitigation and prevention. However, 
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its premises have been frequently challenged, particularly, for its clouded conceptualization and 

operationalization (Alexander, 2013; Manyena et al., 2011; Pike, Dawley & Tomaney, 2010). 

In the absence of clear understanding and due to the multiple interpretations of and forms 

of resilience (i.e. community, economic, infrastructure, rural/urban and social resilience), 

questions about how to define, conceptualize and measure resilience in disaster studies await 

conclusive answers, causing conceptual, philosophical and logistical problems for practitioners 

and policymakers alike (Robinson & Carson, 2016). Although there are empirical composite 

indicators to measure community resilience (see e.g. Cutter, Burton & Emrich, 2010 for their 

Baseline Resilience Indicators for Communities [BRIC], which uses six categories of community 

resilience indicators to aggregate the resilience score as an example resilience index; see also 

Beccari, 2016; Cutter, 2016b for other major resilience indicators), its conceptualization has been 

somewhat unclear and deterministic. In a very simple sense, for example, its connotation of 

bouncing back to what was before a disaster, which mainly emerged from ecological and 

engineering approaches, may not be desired for the socially vulnerable or may be simply 

untenable (Klein, Nicholls & Thomalla, 2003; Paton, 2006). New terms such as “bouncing forward” 

(Manyena et al., 2011) and “build back better” (Mannakkara & Wilkinson, 2015) might reproduce 

old inequalities (Frerks et al., 2011).  

Furthermore, just like social vulnerability indices, social causation and group 

characteristics may be overemphasized in these quantitative composite indicators. Financial 

wealth or racial privilege may not necessarily make people resilient to disasters in certain 

contexts, whereas stronger social solidarity might. In short, “people’s capacities” are overlooked 

(Gaillard, 2010, p.224), and resilience continues to be widely used as a buzzword “with a view to 

cope with a variety of threats including natural hazard, climate change and terrorism” (Frerks et 

al., 2011, p.106) and to recover from them as quickly as possible. As Manyena (2006) points out, 

“if the concept of resilience is to lead to a new way of tackling disasters and provide policy options, 

there is a need to address the philosophical questions that continue to blur the concept” (p.434). 

It is our continuing task to answer the question: “what kind of resilience and for whom?” (e.g. 

Alexander, 2013; Cutter, 2016a; Neocleous, 2013). 
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There is a consensus in disaster research that, as demonstrated throughout this chapter, 

social vulnerability and resilience are closely and undeniably related (Manyena, 2006, pp.439-

443; see also Tierney, 2014), yet promoting resilience as a political project in the belief that it 

reduces disaster vulnerability and prevents potential disaster damage and loss is somewhat 

simplistic and non-operational (Frerks et al, 2011, pp.113-116). These are, of course, two 

inseparable concepts as the same social factors intersect and contribute to individual’s and 

community’s vulnerability and resilience. However, this linkage is frequently oversimplified 

(Cannon & Müller-Mahn, 2010, p.632). As explained by Fordham et al. (2013, p.20), there are three 

main schools of thought regarding this linkage: 1) they are positioned as binary opposites (Rodin 

& Garris, 2012, p.115), 2) resilience is a component of vulnerability (McEntire, 2001; Pelling, 

2003), and 3) they are completely separate concepts (Manyena, 2006; Paton, 2006). Recent work 

notes the non-linearity of resilience, suggesting that there is a more complex relationship between 

vulnerability and resilience than has been supposed (i.e. vulnerability and resilience may exist 

simultaneously, there is a continuum between resilience and vulnerability), and that further 

research is therefore needed (e.g. Cutter, 2016a; Lorenz, 2013). Residents of Bangkok in the 2011 

flood needed to be resilient and cope with the worst flooding in its record history simply because 

they were unable to flee from the city (Aldrich, 2017). Possibly, it was not their choice to be 

resilient; they needed to be resilient because they were immobile and vulnerable. Thus, clarifying 

the linkage is important because, depending on how we frame the link, resilience promotion as a 

political project will take different forms (e.g. simply reducing vulnerability, enhancing resilience 

without reducing vulnerability), which might negatively affect the socially vulnerable. The 

complexity of the relationship between vulnerability and resilience should be more thoroughly 

and carefully examined and analyzed. Here the major concern is that political interventions may 

not be as effective as they could be. 

2.6.2 Neoliberalization of resilience and resposibilization of the victims 
 

Among the numerous prominent critiques, the most significant one to mention here is the 

neoliberalization of resilience in policy discourse (Chandler & Reid, 2016; MacKinnon & 
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Derickson, 2012), which tends to ignore social vulnerability (or believe that resilience can reduce 

vulnerability) and obscure preexisting social injustices (see O’Brien, O’Keefe, Rose & Wisner, 

2006). This critique is, particularly, important when studying socially vulnerable populations in 

disasters because, as O’Brien et al. (2006) stress, “[r]esilience does not focus on what is missing 

in crisis (needs and vulnerability) but on what is already in place (resources and adaptive 

capacities)” (p.71). While many critiques emphasize the top-down and control-oriented 

approaches and stress the need for people to be party to their own recovery (Frerks et al., 2011; 

Zebrowski, 2013), an actor-centered approach in resilience-thinking, which “has increasingly 

focused on the capacity of affected communities to recover with little or no external assistance” 

(Manyena, 2006, p.433), is troubling. Here arises one of the strongest critiques of resilience-

thinking and actor-oriented disaster response/recovery in the recent literature: the ways in which 

resilience can operate as a neoliberal discourse which transforms public issues into personal 

troubles (e.g. Grove, 2013; Joseph, 2013; Pyles, Svitova & Ahn, 2017). Pulvirenti and Mason (2011) 

have identified a “blame-shifting” in operation. This individualizing tendency connects with 

neoliberalizing strategies of the “responsibilization” of victims (Rose, 1999; Vilcan, 2017), and this 

personal responsibility is not accompanied by adequate resourcing (Cretney & Bond, 2014).  

Ironically, resilience ideology has mystified “people’s power”, while structural problems 

become an “opportunity” to work upon the self. Systems and social relations remain untouched. 

Consequently, the “implicit normative assumptions in [the current resilience debates] can 

reinforce rather than challenge socioeconomic injustices” (Neocleous cited in Hayward, 2013, 

para.14). Making communities more “resourceful” and enhancing their power should be the goal 

of resilience approaches, yet existing resilience policies and initiatives too often ignore resource-

building approaches and unintentionally extend community vulnerability (see MacKinnon & 

Derickson, 2012). Resilience in this sense works in an ideological fashion, obscuring and even 

naturalizing those preexisting and on-going social injustices which are the very reasons why the 

socially vulnerable are at greater risk in the first place. This is one of the important reasons why 

we should pay close attention to the relationship between social vulnerability and resilience and 

reframe their relationship. Even if they are not binary opposites, we cannot emphasize resilience 
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without taking into consideration contextual and social structural factors, often manifested as 

one’s vulnerability. 

2.6.3 The multi-dimensionality and contextual nature of resilience 
 

Another important theme of resilience to discuss here is its multi-dimensionality and contextual 

nature, which can cause the non-linearity of resilience (see e.g. Lorenz, 2013; Pelling & Manuel-

Navarrete, 2011). Reviewing the resilience literature in disaster research and in other disciplines 

such as psychology and child development, one finds the continuing discussion on resilience as a 

process (adaptive) or personal trait (inherent) (Tierney, 2014, p.196), or resilience “variously as 

the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation after trauma or severe stress” 

(Norris, Tracy & Galea, 2009, p.2190). In addition to the different types of resilience suggested in 

psychology (e.g. educational resilience, emotional resilience, behavioral resilience), this common 

discussion in psychology and child development might help reinterpret resilience in a disaster 

context. As Luthar, Cicchetti and Becker (2000) explain, “[e]go resiliency encompasses a set of 

traits reflecting general resourcefulness and sturdiness of character, and flexibility of functioning 

in response to varying environmental circumstances” (p.5). According to their claim, resilience in 

disasters can be considered a personal trait; however, psychologists often caution researchers to 

focus on a process rather than a personality trait. Keck and Sakdapolrak (2013) state, “social 

resilience is perceived as a dynamic process, rather than as a certain state or characteristics of a 

social entity” (p.14). Resilience in a psychological sense is rather a process of learning throughout 

our life (see Pulvirenti & Mason, 2011). Hence the psychological concept of resilience can help us 

further comprehend individual-level resilience as a subject with adaptive qualities. 

Nonetheless, what is interesting is that many “success stories” in the disaster context have 

not only individualized underlying issues but also lead to a misconception of resilience as the 

current resilience-thinking makes people believe that they are naturally resilient. As Pulvirenti 

and Mason (2011) argue based on their study, resilience may be an adaptive feature of refugee 

women—they have become resilient because of their previous experiences and external support. 

Indeed, these psychological and child development studies help disaster scholars to move away 
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from the idea of some individuals and groups being naturally resilient and help them shift their 

focus to the adaptive nature of resilience. However, the danger here is again that this idea—

anyone can adapt and be resilient—can reinforce neoliberal ideologies and responsibilizes 

disaster victims for their failure to be resilient. Resilience is also resource-dependent (Norris, 

2010; Wilson, 2012). Thus, some people may fail to be resilient due to “chronic social inequalities” 

or situational vulnerability, instead of their limited personal adaptability. Needless to say, it keeps 

us away from emphasizing the resource-dependent aspect of resilience and obscures the 

resourcelessness and social vulnerability of individuals and communities. 

It is noticeable that resilience seems very resource-dependent, contextual and 

unpredictable at the same time (Lorenz, 2013), and this is also why the poor can be resilient if they 

have adaptive qualities and attributes (see e.g. Klinenberg, 2002; Leong et al., 2007a for 

vulnerable communities’ remarkable resilience). Yet, in these particular cases, resilient people 

may only be resilient with appropriate and adequate support (see e.g. Gaillard, 2010; Tierney, 

2014). Pulvirenti and Mason’s study of refugee women (2011) illustrates how vital support from 

each other and external networks was for them to be resilient. Aldrich (2012a), Tierney (2014) 

and others have emphasized social capital as a key component of effective community resilience, 

which may indicate the importance of external support, altruism and helping behaviors in the 

development of resilience. This argument may be supported by the theoretical idea of communitas 

(a Latin word originally introduced in Turner, 1969, p.96) or “extraordinary community” (Solnit, 

2009) – a common social phenomenon often found when a calamitous event occurs: individuals 

tend to help each other, instead of being individualistic, selfish and panicking (see Chapter 7 for 

more detailed discussion on disaster communitas). It is possible that individuals and groups are 

resilient because of the material and emotional support they share within their communities and 

receive from externals, but such public support is usually not distributed evenly. Thus, 

“hypervisible” but vulnerable communities like the Vietnamese Catholic community in East New 

Orleans during Hurricane were portrayed positively in the media (as in symbolic capital in 

Bourdieu’s term [1986]) and they drew more public and political attention as a result of Katrina 

(see e.g. Dyson, 2006; Leong et al., 2007b). They then obtained more support, mobilized the 
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community and became more resilient, while other socially vulnerable communities in New 

Orleans such as African American communities remained stigmatized, immobile and less visible 

to the wider public (Leong et al., 2007b, p.175). This resulted in them receiving less sympathy and 

attention from external communities, which perceivably played an important role in differential 

resiliency (see Chapters 3 & 7 for more detailed discussion on this). This example may suggest 

that self-organization and social networking is a crucial component of resilient communities, yet 

their self-organization and social networking capabilities might have been affected by their 

symbolic capital (as in their visibility and stereotypes) which again shows the resource-

dependent nature of resilience.  

Then the awkward question is: aren’t these adaptive qualities and attributes natural to all 

human beings even if resilience may be conceptualized as resource-dependent? As typically asked 

in developmental psychology (e.g. Bonanno, 2004), have we underestimated human capacity? 

This discussion might have ironically led resilience thinking further towards individualizing 

resilience because some resilience promoters believe that all human beings possess some sort of 

adaptive qualities which can be converted into disaster resilience. Tierney (2014) notes that 

“…resilient individuals and communities can absorb losses and stresses caused by disasters and 

also cope in ways that avoid protracted disruption and dysfunctionality and enable them to adapt 

to the post-disaster ‘new normal’” (p.182). If we are discussing individuals’/communities’ 

resilience to disasters, partly as the human ability to cope with disaster damages/losses and adapt 

to the new normal, all human beings possess such ability, don’t they?  

It is logical that we, as social beings, have resilience in human spirit and abilities to learn 

and adapt. It is the matter of how to frame it and to what extent we incorporate the idea of 

resilience partly as a human trait. A tricky question here for disaster scholars, particularly 

sociologists, is that people may have some sort of natural adaptability and copability to 

environmental and contextual changes as people do not necessarily die from environmental 

changes. Human beings, indeed, can adapt to sudden or gradual environmental changes (Scandlyn 

et al., 2013, p.41) while one of the important ontological approaches in sociology assumes that 

social reality is socially constructed (even though most sociologists today have a critical yet 
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balanced approach to realism and constructivism). Larger social forces like race, class or gender 

unevenly disrupt individuals and communities’ adaptability, copability and endurance during 

disasters, but most disaster victims do not give up coping with hardships and adapting to the new 

conditions, possibly meaning that all disaster survivors have some sort of adaptability, copability 

and endurance. We cannot deny that all disaster survivors are, indeed, resilient. 

Tierney (2014) argues that there are inherent and adaptive forms of resilience: adaptive 

resilience “is activated when a disaster event actually occurs… [and] depends on ingenuity, 

flexibility, and adaptability as communities, groups and individuals face the inevitable surprises 

disasters bring forth” (p.196), while inherent resilience emphasizes the “social units and systems 

that exist prior to and independent of the occurrence of a disaster and that act as a cushion against 

extensive damage and disruption” (p.196). It is an example that these two concepts should not be 

considered separately. Tierney’s conceptualization of resilience along with others is critical here 

to remind us that we need to frame resilience more inclusively and multi-dimensionally since 

there can be different forms and layers of resilience, depending on the contexts, and there may be 

more dominant components of resilience than others, again depending upon context. 

Looking at resilience as a multi-dimensional concept brings us another important concern. 

There is a general tendency of treating resilience as a limitless human quality, but individuals and 

groups cannot be perpetually resilient without limit. Very few social scientists (e.g. Resilience 

Alliance, 2010; Wilson, 2012) have been concerned with the ecological concept of “resilience 

thresholds” or “tipping-point”—“the point at which the ecosystem loses its capacity to recover, or 

at which its resilience and integrity are lost” (Thompson, 2011, p.27). Indeed, mechanistic and 

scientific approaches of resilience assume that there is a tipping-point at which system can no 

longer bend/absorb adversity anymore and may collapse. However, the legacies of these 

approaches become ironically disregarded in disaster research as resilience (and particularly 

community resilience) might have overestimated human resourcefulness and is less likely to 

include the notion of the limits of resilience in its conceptualization. Even without an empirical 

example, it is obvious that the affected community may be resilient for a certain period of time but 

may reach a point at which they cannot take it anymore and they “break”, gradually or quickly 
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decreasing their resilience. Some individuals may commit suicide possibly because they reach this 

psychological tipping-point in post-disasters (see e.g. Krug et al., 1999). A simple logic—resilience 

can increase as adversity increases but some forms of resilience may increase only until they reach 

the tipping point—should be incorporated into the conceptualization of resilience. Nonetheless, 

empirical research on this issue and even academic discussion in the disaster research community 

is rare. 

Again, as discussed here, multiple-interpretations and unclear definitions make concept 

difficult to be translated into a solid theory and operational research, but the structure-agency 

dilemma should alter us to the rather complex theoretical relationship between resilience, 

vulnerability and disasters. Better theorizing resilience, in combination with the considerations 

of social vulnerability and disaster contexts, is an urgent task since the concept has been put into 

practice and policy without clear understanding and outcome. Resilience is not a useless concept, 

especially, because it has drawn strong public and political attention, so it could be put into 

effective disaster management and DRR policies. Indeed, as Kelly and Kelly (2017) mention, 

despite the challenges and shortcomings of the resilience concept, “resilience has been an 

influential concept that has generated new insights”, motivating solidarity and inspiring people at 

individual level to challenge and resist political agency (pp.11-12).   

2.7 Measuring vulnerability and resilience 

 
Before moving onto the theoretical perspectives and methodologies in this research, I will briefly 

explain my position on measuring social vulnerability and resilience. In general, resilience critics 

argue that the concept of resilience has been used without clear definition and measurements. 

Measuring resilience is problematic (Cutter, 2016b). I am aware that there are numerous 

evidence-based social vulnerability and resilience composite indicators such as the SoVI and BRIC 

available, but this research will not employ any of the quantitative measurements in my analysis, 

mainly because I am analyzing human experiences and personal stories, which may not be 

quantifiable.  
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Qualitative analysis might appear very abstract, cryptic and subjective to some scientists, 

yet it is necessary to explore real human experiences in the disaster contexts, which qualitative 

methods are more suitable (please see Chapter 4 for the benefits of qualitative methods in this 

study). It is a nature of evidence-based quantitative (baseline) models which tend to ignore minor 

and unexpected variables (i.e. the goal is to develop a quantitative model which explains the 

highest percentage of variances), and often these indicators utilize Census data or equivalent data 

sets, which do not necessarily include linguistic minorities, transients and other hard-to-reach 

populations. These often-excluded groups, who are typically small in number, are the populations 

that I am focusing on in this research.  

As Walsh-Dilley and Wolford (2015) argue, there may be a “productive potential of 

epistemic ambiguity”, letting us escape from the standardized analytical measurements and 

framework, which may not necessarily capture the multi-layered, unexpected and contextual 

nature of resilience (p.176). I am aware of the potential critique of “how to measure” social 

vulnerability and resilience and the advantage of operationalizing it, yet, as discussed in this 

chapter, it is quite questionable to conceptualize and operationalize these concepts in a fixed form. 

Unarticulated aspects of social vulnerability, resilience and their relationship may not be captured 

by quantitative methods, and, for these reasons, I decided to keep the concepts used and measured 

subjectively and qualitatively.  

2.8 Social vulnerability, resilience-thinking and Bourdieu’s theories 

 
Theoretically, all human species, vulnerable and less vulnerable alike, are able to “adapt to a wide 

variety of physical and social environments” (Scandlyn et al., 2013, p.41). Lack of capital/resource 

and specific situations might make people vulnerable, and possessing certain capital might make 

them resilient in some disaster contexts. We typically understand that resilience can be enhanced 

by increasing social agency through policy interventions such as community networking, 

empowerment and mobilization (Cretney & Bond, 2014; Rogers, 2015), but such resilience may 

be disrupted at any time by unsolved social vulnerability and uncertain hazards. Pelling and 

Manuel-Navarrete (2011) argue that “[s]tructure-agency complexes were found to both generate 
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and undermine resilience” (p.10). As discussed throughout this chapter, although social 

vulnerability and resilience are not binary opposite nor the same, they are closely related and 

should not be separately conceptualized when human experiences of disasters are analyzed. A 

theory which takes into consideration these two concepts simultaneously and their dynamic 

nature is the key here: a suitable theory for disaster research (and elsewhere in social science) is 

to overcome the structure-agency dilemma and assume that disaster victims have social agency 

but are also the victims of structural constrains.  

Thus, as resilience is a concept, which has become extremely important and influential in 

disaster research, theory innovations are needed. More effective and inclusive social vulnerability 

and resilience theories and DRR blueprints should consider the following points as discussed in 

the current literature: 1) the need to reinterpret and re-conceptualize social vulnerability and 

resilience, 2) the need to have an actor-centered approach to resilience, 3) the need for people to 

be party to their own recovery, and 4) the need to recognize the counter-intuitive links between 

resilience and vulnerability. Amongst the fundamental sociological concepts of use here are social 

agency and structure. Bourdieu’s theories—capital, field and habitus—will be used to elaborate 

upon these points in this research to expand already-popular social capital theory to more 

critically contextualize resilience in disaster contexts and conceptualize the link between social 

vulnerability, resilience and disasters. 
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Chapter 3 

Theoretical perspectives:  
Bourdieu’s capital, field and habitus 

 

 
 

As noted in the last chapters, my pilot study in Japan (Uekusa, 2011) and literature review have 

led me to adopt Bourdieu’s theoretical perspectives on capital, field and habitus as being 

appropriate for conceptualizing the framework for this research. Bourdieu’s theory is not 

normally found in disaster scholarship; however, a few works (Obrist, Pfeiffer & Henley, 2010; 

Scandlyn et al., 2013; Wilson, 2012) have already demonstrated the possible linkage between 

various forms of capital and resilience. Many have argued that some non-economic forms of 

capital, especially social capital, can be constitutive components of disaster resilience and its 

composite indicator models (see Cutter, 2016b). Indeed, as discussed in Chapter 2, Bourdieu’s, 

along with others’ social capital theories (e.g. Coleman, 1988; Lin, 2001; Putnam, 1995), has 

Figure 7: Stone monument in Higashimatsushima-city, which indicates the water level at which Joukan 
Tsunami reached in 896. This stone monument saved many local residents in 2011 (photo taken by 
Shinya Uekusa in July 2015) 
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already become popular, particularly in the resilience paradigm (see Aldrich, 2011; Hawkins & 

Maurer, 2010 for its application).  

Bourdieu’s focus on solving the structure-agency dilemma (please refer to Chapter 2) is of 

particular interest in this research, which conceptualizes social vulnerability and resilience as 

closely related or intertwined concepts, interdependently influencing individuals’ and 

communities’ disaster experiences (see Cannon & Müller-Mahn, 2010). Therefore, giving some 

empirical evidence as shown earlier, Bourdieu’s capital theory can be one of the fruitful theories 

for future vulnerability and resilience research and for policy innovations as it expands already-

popular social capital theory to further theorize the link between vulnerability, resilience and 

disasters. Ultimately, his theoretical perspectives will help us better contextualize individual’s and 

community’s micro-level everyday practice and experiences with macro-structural forces 

(including disaster itself) in the context of disasters. In this chapter, I will give an overview of 

Bourdieu’s theories and application of his theories to disaster research. 

3.1 Field and habitus in disaster context 

 
Before outlining each capital, I will highlight Bourdieu’s field and habitus, which are the integral 

part of his capital theory and distinguish his capital theory from other capital theories often found 

in the literature (see Department for International Development [DFID], 1999, pp.19-21). The 

important point here is that, with his field and habitus theories, we can step away from the simple 

summation of capital to contextualize individual’s and community’s social vulnerability and 

resilience (as found in many evidence-based composite indicators such as SoVI and BRIC); rather, 

we can emphasize the conditions and circumstances in which this aggregate of capital operates.  

In Bourdieu’s theory, individuals are all social agents or “strategic improvisers” who may 

not be interested in accumulating the types of capital that they do not find important, valuable 

and/or applicable in particular social situations (Swartz, 1997, p.100). Individuals usually have 

different packages of capital, have different value systems and belong to multiple/multilayered 

fields; possession of a capital or various packages of capital determines their positions in a field 

(Bourdieu, 1989, p.17; see also Anheier, Gerhards & Romo, 1995). There may be capital necessary 
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in disasters, which, in turn, social agents may ignore in non-emergency situations. This is, indeed, 

explained in his theoretical concepts of field (a social space in which social agents compete for the 

distribution of capital) (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), habitus (conditions of existence, denoting 

the internalization of social values and dispositions that inform perceptions and practices) 

(Bourdieu, 1984) and the interplay between them. These two theories are integral parts of his 

capital theory because the value of particular capital in certain contexts is determined through 

this dialectics—circular relationships between structure (field) and agency (habitus)—and its 

outcome, practice, in specific situations (Bourdieu, 1977, 1985). Thus, this is the major benefit of 

applying his theory to disaster research, particularly letting us pay close attention to the 

relationship between social vulnerability and resilience, and between social structure and social 

agency by focusing on individuals’ practice and experiences (see Costa & Murphy, 2015). 

3.1.1 Field 
 

The field is a social space, in which there are constant struggles for power among individuals and 

groups (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p.101; Costa & Murphy, 2015, p.7). Bourdieu (1989) uses 

“economic game” as a metaphor to theoretically describe field, it is a competitive social space in 

which social agents’ common goal is to accumulate as much capital as possible and/or to obtain 

the best quality capital to secure better social positions/power than others (p.17). Johnson (1993) 

more specifically explains: 

To enter a field (the philosophical field, the scientific field, etc.), to play the game, one must 
possess the habitus which predisposes one to enter that field, the game, and not another. 
One must also possess at least the minimum amount of knowledge, or skill, or “talent” to be 
accepted as a legitimate player. Entering the game, furthermore, means attempting to use 
the knowledge, or skill, or “talent” in the most advantageous way possible. It means, in short, 
“investing” one’s (academic, cultural, symbolic) capital in such a way as to derive maximum 
benefit or “profit” from participation (p.8). 

 
Thus, field is a system of social position structured internally in terms of power relations (Wallace 

& Wolf, 2006, pp.112-113), and the position in each field is a result of the interplay between field-

specific rules such as laws and norms, habitus(es) and capital (Bourdieu, 1984). According to 

Bourdieu (1993a), our social world may be divided up into multiple fields (or social arenas) such 

as art, education, religion, law, sports and work, all of which have unique sets of rules, stakes, 
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knowledge, institutions and capital, which may be senseless and disinterested for other agents 

(see also Ritzer & Goodman, 2004, p.392; Walther, 2014; pp.8-9). These fields overlap, but 

different (sub-)fields are relatively autonomous from each other (i.e. the fields of education and 

labor market overlap but have their own specific rules and institutions and, to be successful, might 

require different sets of knowledge and capital) (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p.92).  

As explained in his Sociology in Question (1993a), field is not chaos even in crisis; each field 

is self-regulated by particular laws and norms that agents create, learn and follow (p.72). Because 

a field depends on agents and their interests and stakes, the accumulation of capital or “power” is 

very context-dependent, and fields are always dynamic, instead of fixed (see Moncrieffe, 2006). 

Thus the value of a particular form of capital may not be universal: “When one speaks of specific 

capital, this means to say that this capital is effective in relation to a particular field, and therefore 

within the limits of the field, and that is only convertible into another kind of capital on certain 

conditions” (Bourdieu, 1993a, p.73). Because of this reason, one’s social power in sports culture, 

for instance, may not guarantee his/her social status in other fields such as art or religion, 

depending on the kind of capital she/he possesses. Navarro (2006) explains that field “represents 

a certain distribution structure of some types of capital and they indicate arenas of struggle 

around production, accumulation, circulation and possession of goods, services, knowledge, or 

status and the competition among agents to monopolize distinct capital” (p.18).  

As emphasized by Obrist et al. (2010), “[t]he notion of social field helps to capture the idea 

that actors have differential packages of capital and power and that they are differently exposed 

to the same hazard, and thus face different constraints and opportunities in building resilience” 

(p.288). Drawing upon psychological approaches, it is safe to say that people have different types 

of resilience such as behavioral, educational and emotional resilience because people have 

different packages of capital to be resilient in different fields, and their habituses also differ. This 

notion can be applied to explain what is variously called differential, non-linear (Resilience 

Alliance, 2007) or multi-layered (Obrist et al., 2010) resilience to disasters, and it is what 

distinguishes Bourdieu’s capital theory from other capital theories. Needless to say here, different 

packages of capital also means different amounts and qualities of resources that people possess, 
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which contributes to different levels of social vulnerability in certain disaster contexts. Thus, 

Bourdieu would argue that there can be different sources for, and manifestations of, social 

vulnerability and resilience in different situations. 

3.1.2 Habitus 
 

The habitus, in turn, is “the mental structures through which [agents] apprehend the social world, 

essentially the product of the internalization of the structures of that world” (Bourdieu, 1989, 

p.18). However, “the inventive capacity of habitus stems not from a ‘universal mind’ but from an 

experience and also a possession, a capital” (Bourdieu quoted in Swartz, 1997, p.102). Social 

agents develop multiple habituses through socializing into multiple fields, internalizing and 

structuring the specific structures (e.g. laws, rules, norms, value system, power relations and 

capital) through which they apprehend, perceive and understand particular social fields. Thus, 

individuals may possess multiple habituses, which they use in different fields. Habituses are 

“internalized, ‘embodied’ social structures” (Bourdieu, 1984, p.468) that shape agents’ everyday 

practice in certain fields: through this process, agents learn the rules, norms and valuable capital 

specific to a field. Thus, to a certain extent, their practices may be subconscious, instead of 

strategic, due to their habituses.  

Navarro’s (2006) interpretation of habitus further helps disaster researchers consider 

Bourdieu’s theoretical ideas in social vulnerability and resilience research. As Navarro writes 

(2006), the non-linearity and contextuality of power relations and the unstable and fluid social 

structure in disaster contexts are, rather, expected:  

Habitus is especially developed through processes of socialisation and determines a wide 
range of dispositions that shape individuals in a given society. It is not “structure” but a 
durable set of dispositions that are formed, stored, recorded and exert influence to mould 
forms of human behaviour. It may vary in accordance to the social environment, because 
unstable social domains may produce unstable systems of dispositions that generate 
irregular patterns of action. It does reinforce cohesion but also stimulates change and 
innovation, especially when it does not fit the surrounding social world where it evolves 
(p.16).  

 
Disaster scholars can benefit greatly from Bourdieu’s idea (and Bourdieusians’ interpretation), 

which presupposes agents’ arbitrary and improvisational practices and the unstable social 
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environment, while many social theories, especially structuralist approaches, assume stable, 

standardized and predictable social patterns.  

Bourdieu rejects the simple structuralism, for example, of Saussure or the structural 

Marxism of Althusser (which is still dominant in disaster research). He believes that social 

structure is constructed and maintained by individuals’ habitus at anytime in any social situation 

(even though he acknowledges that the dominant agents in each field have stronger influence in 

the development of habituses) (Bourdieu, 1993a). Although it is still a structuralist approach, this 

logic can help disaster researchers to hypothesize that social realities in rapidly changing 

catastrophic contexts are changing constantly not simply due to external factors such as disasters 

but also by agents’ habitus, which actually respond to the particular social contexts and 

environmental factors. Bourdieu (1990a), indeed, explains that habitus “may be superseded 

under certain circumstances—certainly in situations of crisis which disrupt the immediate 

adjustment of habitus to field—by other principles, such as rational and conscious computation 

(p.108; see also Costa & Murphy, 2015, p.7).  

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the theoretical idea of communitas (Jencson, 2001; 

Matthewman, 2015) supports Bourdieu’s point here: victims and non-victims alike in disasters 

often self-organize, collectively respond to and cope with disasters because, instead of reinforcing 

the usual field-specific rules and power relations, they improvisationally develop temporal 

disaster utopian fields and habituses (see also Chapter 7 for empirical evidence and further 

theoretical discussion). Hypothetically, it is not the top-down structural forces (except the 

catastrophic event itself) but the agents’ micro-level practices that improvisationally supersede 

or turn upside down the structured and neoliberalistic human relations in disasters (Solnit, 2009). 

Thus, as Costa and Murphy (2015) argue, “[h]abitus can … be used as a tool illustrative of the 

production of new practices” (p.7) and “[h]abitus, as an evolving structure, provides unlimited 

scope for the production of new ideas, views, and approaches” (p.7). However, Costa and Murphy 

(2015) warn that there might be significant constraint as individual practices have their own logic 

of practice and inherent regulations, which can be quite different from the ones in emergencies 

(p.8). Therefore, for Bourdieu, behavior is strategy even in the time of emergencies, so focusing 
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on their habitus and the role of capital in specific contexts guides researchers to conceptualize the 

relationship between agency and structure and the fact that power dynamics are fluid and 

context-dependent due to individual’s habitus and environmental changes.  

3.1.3 Symbolic violence 
 

As briefly noted above, the dialectics between field and habitus may be further clarified by his 

concept of “symbolic violence”. What is valuable as a form of capital, particularly in economic 

activities under capitalism, is justified and legitimized through the process of symbolic violence, 

so the value of a particular capital in a particular field is determined upon social agents’ consensus 

rather than force (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p.167; Swartz, 1997, p.89). Bourdieu’s symbolic 

violence extends Gramsci’s hegemony (1971) and the concept of ideology, which generally refers 

to “the system of ideas, beliefs, speech and cultural practice that operate to the advantage of a 

particular social group” (Mesthrie, Swann, Deumert & Leap, 2000, p.320). This soft form of 

violence is “exercised upon a social agent with his or her complicity” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, 

p.167) and, as Schubert (2002) argues, Bourdieu adds the idea that “we engage in [the] processes 

of social construction in our everyday activities” (p.1092). This is explained as a “system of 

circular relations that unite structures and practices; objective structures tend to produce 

structured subjective dispotisions that produce structured actions which, in turn, tend to 

reproduce objective structure” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p.203). As a result, external 

structures are internalized in each agent through socialization and become habitus, which 

generates certain perceptions and practices, and these normalized practices reproduce the 

external structures as fields. Thus, it is the symbolic violence through which particular (even 

temporal) ideologies and hegemony are produced, reproduced and fortified upon agents’ 

consensus and everyday practices sometimes in response to situational changes.  

Language as a form of capital may be one example here to clarify this concept and the link 

between field, habitus and capital as it is one of the main topics in Bourdieu’s work (Bourdieu, 

1991; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) and my previous research (Uekusa, 2009). Disaster scholarship 

has also paid close attention to the role of language in disaster contexts, especially among 
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immigrants and refugees who typically become vulnerable due to language barriers (see 

Appendix I; see also Chapter 5 for more detailed discussion on “disaster linguicism” and the hidden 

injuries of language ideologies).  

Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue that “language is not simply an instrument of 

communication: it also provides, together with a richer and poorer vocabulary, a more or less 

complex system of categories” (p.73). Language can be considered a form of symbolic capital 

(Bourdieu, 1991) but can be converted to/from other capital too such as cultural capital as 

discussed in his Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). 

Speaking, for instance, standard English can be a significant symbolic as well as cultural capital in 

many (smaller or larger) social arenas in the U.S. to enter and be successful, particularly in the 

educational system, where social agents agree on the value of speaking standard English (Swartz, 

1997, p.89; see also Kissman, 2001). Through the social/cultural institutions such as schools and 

agents’ everyday practices (socialization), social agents, particularly non-native English speakers, 

realize and accept the value of this particular capital, believing that speaking English is “normal” 

and advantageous in this particular field (i.e. the job market and schools in the U.S.) (see Irvine & 

Gal, 1999; Swartz, 1997). Thus, speaking English in the U.S. is normalized and internalized in social 

agents’ minds, and its value is legitimized upon their social consensus, norms, values and laws 

even though minority languages (e.g. Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Spanish) have an identity value, 

practical value and economic value in their ethnic communities. The hegemony of English is 

unquestioned by social agents at the macro level in U.S. society even though it is not the official 

language. However, speaking standard English may not be a significant advantage (or valuable 

capital) in another country or in a sub-group in the U.S in which the dominant language is other 

than English (except some social spaces where speaking English is perceived as “cool”, so it still 

functions as symbolic capital). This may remind us again that there are multiple fields (different 

linguistic landscapes) and individuals such as bi-/multilinguals who may go across different social 

fields because they have multiple habituses and packages of linguistic capital to be legitimate 

members in different fields. In turn, there are many individuals such as linguistic minority 

immigrants and refugees who do not have the specific linguistic capital and cannot go across 
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different fields due to the field-specific rules and laws (often as manifested in language barriers), 

which becomes a major issue for them in life-threatening situations when communication is vital 

(Donner & Rodrigues, 2008; Senkheil et al., 2014). 

3.1.4 Why field and habitus theories in disaster research? 
 

Emphasizing the point once again, Bourdieu’s theories of field and habitus further help 

researchers assume the relationship between social agency and structure and hypothesize that 

social agents are actively involved in creating social reality through the dialectics between field 

and habitus, always adapting and responding to constantly changing and even chaotic social 

situations. As one commentator noted, “structures serve as both outcome of and context for 

agency” (Olsson, Jerneck, Thoren, Persson & O’Byrne, 2015, p.6). Bourdieu’s view on individuals 

as active social agents—who socialize in different fields, develop different sets of habitus and 

collect different packages of capital that they employ in different social arenas and at different 

times—can support the discussion of social vulnerability and resilience as multi-layered, 

arbitrary and contextual. As mentioned in the previous chapter, a common psychological 

perspective of resilience is a complex, dynamic and interactive process rather than as a simple 

personal trait (Keck & Sakdapolrak, 2013; Pulvirenti & Mason, 2011) because individuals have 

different sets of habitus and packages of capital which may affect their social vulnerability and 

resilience differently, depending on the situations and circumstances.  

The simple but important logic here is that structure shapes individual’s experience, and 

individuals create, reproduce, modify and fortify the structure and thus their habitus. Therefore, 

as mentioned earlier, Bourdieu’s theory can reject not only simple structuralism, which focuses 

on objective social structure and underestimates social agency and construction, but also simple 

subjectivism such as Schutz’s phenomenology, Blumer’s symbolic interactionism and Garfinkel’s 

ethnomethodology, which focuses on agency but overlooks social structure (Ritzer & Goodman, 

2004, p.387). Bourdieu guides researchers to sidestep from the structure-agency dilemma and to 

focus on agents’ everyday practice as the result of the dialectics between the objective structures 

and structured dispositions (Bourdieu, 1977). Indeed, Bourdieu’s concept of field and habitus 
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reflects his effort to link subjectivism and objectivism (Aldridge, 1998). Although it is, however, 

true that the dominant agents in each field have stronger influence on the distribution of capital 

and ordinary agents’ practices (Bourdieu, 1993a), the key concept in Bourdieu’s theory of capital 

is found in the dialectics between field and habitus which ultimately determine the social agents’ 

practices and the negotiable value/quality of capital in different situations. This explains that the 

value of particular capital may change in emergency situations. 

Furthermore, there is no one in our world without any kind of capital, no one who does not 

have a habitus, and no one who does not belong to any field. Therefore, some sort of social 

vulnerability and resilience is a normative function of human adaptational systems (Masten, 

2001); human beings can adapt to sudden or gradual environmental and structural changes 

(Scandlyn et al., 2013, p.41). Human beings are able to construct the social structure and reality 

(see Giddens, 1984), and this social construction can include hazards and risks. Thus, in addition 

to guiding researchers to help overcome the structure-agency dilemma (see Bourdieu, 1977), one 

of the most important advantages of using Bourdieu’s capital, field and habitus theories in social 

vulnerability and resilience research is its notion that the field, habitus and value of capital are not 

unchangeable (Bourdieu, 1990a; Navarro, 2006). Both fields, habituses and role of capital can be 

adapted to, superseded or adjusted in unexpected situations, in crises or simply over a long period 

of time (Bourdieu, 1990a; Obrist et al, 2010). 

3.2 Bourdieu’s capital theory 

 
Bourdieu (1986) uses four forms of capital to refer to “resources” in the broadest sense (p.243). 

This capital may be economic (financial assets), cultural (knowledge, attitudes, organizational 

skills, norms, past experience and education), social (networks, social cohesion and group 

membership) or symbolic (rewards accruing from status, respectability and reputation). Like the 

Marxists’ idea, the possession of capital determines the positions of individuals, families and 

groups in the social order. However, unlike Marx’s idea of capital which technically implies 

financial resources (Marx, 1990), Bourdieu’s concept of capital implies all forms of resources— 

“accumulated labor” and “social relation of power” in Bourdieu’s words—in materialized, 
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embodied and symbolic forms (Bourdieu, 1986; Navarro, 2006). Therefore, according to 

Bourdieu, social agents, both individually and collectively, collect and accumulate a variety of 

resources in cultural, economic, social and symbolic forms of capital in order to secure and 

improve their positions in the competitive fields. The overall volume and the composition of the 

capital matters, so individuals, families and communities try accumulating and obtaining more 

and better quality capital, whatever is available to them, because this determines their social 

status in a particular social/cultural space(s) (Bourdieu, 1987, p.4; Wacquant, 2007, p.268). 

Bourdieu originally developed and employed this capital theory to explain existing educational 

inequality and the social reproduction of inequality through education (Bourdieu, 1993a; 

Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977); however, it has been applied to many social science inquires which 

involve culture and social relations of power (see Ford & Browne, 2006 for Bourdieu’s capital 

theory in surfing research). 

Bourdieu’s capital appears straightforward as it seems like a simple calculation of resources 

determines one’s position in an “economic game”. This can easily be applied to disaster contexts 

and technically any social situations: the total amount and quality of capital/resources that 

individuals and communities possess may affect their social vulnerability and resilience to 

disasters and thus their experiences in the disasters. As we have learned, disaster response, 

recovery, preparedness and many other aspects of disaster may be resource-dependent: 

more/better resources might mean quicker recovery, and the lack of capital might imply higher 

vulnerability in disasters. However, this is somehow misleading because, as noted earlier, the 

value of capital is field-dependent and convertible. The quality and weight of capital may also 

depend on other forms of capital because capital may not operate independently and may convert 

into/from other form(s) of capital under certain conditions (Bourdieu, 1986). This is another 

theoretical aspect distinguishing his theory from other disaster resilience theories, which 

consider the link between the “multiple dimensions of resources” and resilience (MacKinnon & 

Derickson, 2012). It is certain that a particular form of capital, for instance, social capital, might 

independently influence one’s social experience in a given disaster situation, yet, under certain 

circumstances, these four types of capital most likely collide with other(s), increasing, decreasing 
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or neutralizing the degree of their social vulnerability and resilience. For a capital to be effective, 

other capital and contexts matter, and the interplay of capital complicates individual’s and 

community’s disaster experiences.  

In the next sections, I will give an overview of Bourdieu’s four types of capital—social, 

cultural, economic and symbolic—and offer some empirical examples that I found in the current 

disaster literature. 

3.2.1 Social capital 
 

As outlined in the previous chapter, Bourdieu’s concept of social capital (which is also similarly 

described as social networks, solidarity, social cohesion or social infrastructure in the disaster 

literature) is commonly and overwhelmingly used by disaster researchers (e.g. Aldrich, 2012a, 

Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2009). Bourdieu (1986) explains: 

Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to 
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 
acquaintance and recognition—or in other words, to membership in a group—which 
provides each of its members with the backing of collectively-owned capital, a credential 
which entitles them to credit, in the various sense of the word (p.248).  
 

In a very simple sense, social capital implies group membership and social networks—as a source 

and outcome—which are used as resources in disaster situations, and, in an expanded sense, 

social capital helps individuals or members in a group share other forms of capital through their 

networks. Indeed, Aldrich (2012a), Tierney (2014) and many others employ such a concept to 

consider social agency in disasters and to explain the non-linearity of social vulnerability and 

resilience in disaster contexts. It is unsurprising that many resilience promotion policies 

emphasize building neighborly ties and engineering social capital (see Emergency Management 

Queensland, 2016; Kirschenbaum, 2004), and one can realize that social capital has become as 

fashionable, a buzzword as resilience in disaster research and management (Cheshire, Esparcia & 

Shucksmith, 2015; Halpern, 2005).  

It should be noted here that, as explained in Chapter 2, Aldrich and many others extend 

Bourdieu’s definition of social capital and adopted Putnam’s (1995, p.67) definition with the 

particular focus on three features/dimensions of social capital: bonding, bridging and linking 
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(Aldrich & Meyer, 2014, pp.5-6; Hawkins & Maurer, 2010, pp.1779-1781). For this school of 

thought, social capital is a community-level resource, while, for Bourdieu, it is the “resources that 

accrue to individuals as a result of their membership of a social network” (Ziersch, 2005, p.2119). 

My conceptual argument here is that Bourdieu does not ignore these different 

features/dimensions of social capital, yet, unlike these disaster scholars, Bourdieu would argue 

that these multilayered social networking capacities and memberships may be affected by capital 

conversion and the interplay of capital. Thus, as exemplified in Chapter 2 that stereotypes and 

visibility might cause differential social networking capacities in disasters, Bourdieu would argue 

that the effectiveness of social capital at different dimensions may depend on other forms of 

capital, the totality of capital and the contexts in which it operates. 

Regardless of the conceptual differences, Leong et al. (2007b) and numerous others provide 

empirical evidence that poor individuals and communities may cope better with disasters than 

their wealthier counterparts because they generated and employed important capital beyond the 

merely financial such as social capital. Empirical evidence is abundant in the literature. Aldrich 

(2011) found in his study of Kobe’s disaster recovery from the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake 

that social capital quantitatively proved a more significant and important recovery factor than 

other typically discussed factors such as physical damage and economic conditions (p.606). 

Klinenberg’s (2002) Chicago heat wave study gives a similar conclusion: social infrastructure, 

including religious support, civic activities, commercial activities and mutual care, made two 

neighboring communities’ heat wave experiences very different. In general, we have learned that 

socially vulnerable individuals and families use their social networks as their primary support 

system and informal insurance or through which they obtain necessary resources and information 

to respond to disasters and cope with recovery-related difficulties (Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 

2011; Morrow, 1997; Sasaki, 2012). In some cases, social capital may be the only significant source 

of disaster information and material support for some individuals and families such as linguistic 

minority migrants and refugees, and this can be a reason why the socially isolated (e.g. elders 

living-alone and linguistic minorities) are the most vulnerable in disasters, and some socially 

vulnerable (e.g. Latinos during the Chicago heat wave and the Vietnamese community in 
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Hurricane Katrina) can paradoxically be resilient (see Chapter 6 for the paradox of vulnerability 

and resilience). 

Social capital, however, is not a trouble-free concept. In the current literature, 1) the term 

is contested, and researchers use the term vaguely (Ziersch, 2005), 2) researchers tend to use 

social capital independently and overlook its convertibility (Harker, Mahar & Wilkes, 1990), and 

3) although social capital may also have negative consequence (see Portes & Sensenbrenner, 

1993; Putnam, 2000), many seem to believe that social capital is always a positive resource, 

particularly for the socially vulnerable who do not possess as many resources as their 

counterparts. Their challenges and issues should be addressed.  

First, as pointed out in Chapter 2, social networking capacities may depend on other forms 

of capital. After the 2011 Canterbury earthquakes, the Christchurch Migrant Inter-Agency Group 

(2011) worked with many (immigrant and refugee) ethnic associations in Christchurch and found 

that “[t]he ethnic migrant leaders, and their associations, were absolutely vital in the state of 

emergency phase and beyond” (p.16) because these leaders played a significant role in better 

organizing themselves (bonding capacity), connecting their communities to the wider public 

(bridging capacity), connecting them with key support organizations and accessing important 

resources and information (linking capacity). A community leader’s leadership skills and possibly 

symbolic status can have a positive impact on the whole community, then these ethnic community 

leaders functioned as member’s shared symbolic capital and it maximized their communities’ 

shared social capital. Then this arguably means that, without a symbolic leader like Father Vein in 

the Vietnamese community in Hurricane Katrina, even well-bonded communities may not have 

effective bridging and linking capacities. Moreover, in contrast to the “model resilient” positive 

image of the Vietnamese community, the African American communities in New Orleans 

experienced limited bridging and linking capacities (even bonding capacities among themselves) 

mainly due to the negative stereotypes such as violent, criminal and non-deserving victims (as in 

negative symbolic capital) (see Dyson, 2006).  

Second, as exemplified in Patterson et al. (2009), “[c]ommunities may also play a role that 

is detrimental to their members … community cohesion in disaster response may encourage 
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members to remain in vulnerable locations because they have a false sense of security or desire 

to maintain community solidarity” (p.139). Certain cultural practices, beliefs, norms and values 

such as gender roles can be a negative cultural capital in these communities, and community 

members are forced to share such negative resources as or through their social capital (Hishida & 

Shaw, 2014). Furthermore, as Cheshire (2015) argues, simple social capital promotion or 

engineering social networks as political intervention to build resilient community (e.g. Emergency 

Management Queensland, 2016) may be problematic or questionable because physical proximity 

and control-oriented approaches may not necessarily develop social capital (see also Small, 2009; 

Stephens, 2008). Top-down approaches in policy-making tend to ignore the practices of social 

agents who may choose with whom they develop social networks even in the time of disaster 

(Cheshire, 2015). Social networking is not random but may not be preplanned. Overemphasis on 

social capital minimizes other important factors (Cox & Perry, 2011, p.396): the development of 

social capital might involve passive and active processes as people might develop it out of 

necessity (see Chapter 8 for detailed discussion on rethinking social capital). Again these are some 

of the examples that demonstrate why Bourdieu and Boudieusians would convince researchers 

to consider the link between field and habitus, the interplay and totality of capital and specific 

contexts (particularly in disasters) in which they operate in determining one’s social vulnerability 

and resilience.  

3.2.2 Cultural capital 
 

Cultural capital was initially introduced by Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) to explain the social 

differences (or more specifically inequality) in educational system and the social reproduction 

process through education. Bourdieu (1986) explains: 

The notion of cultural capital initially presented itself to me, in the course of research, as 
a theoretical hypothesis that made it possible to explain the unequal scholastic 
achievement of children originating from the different social classes by relating academic 
success, i.e., the specific profits which children from the different classes and class 
fractions can obtain in the academic market, to the distribution of cultural capital between 
the classes and class fractions (p.243). 
 

Cultural capital, in short, is a type of capital, which consists of various legitimized cultural 

knowledge and, according to Bourdieu (1986), can exist in three different states: 1) in the 
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embodied state, 2) in the objectified state, and 3) in the institutionalized state. As it is a “culture-

based” capital, cultural capital may vary, depending on what a particular cultural 

system/institution in each field values as resource. As Bourdieu, Gramsci and other critical 

theorists emphasize, the power of culture in soft forms of violence and domination such as 

hegemony, ideology and symbolic violence perpetuates and reinforces social differences and 

stratification (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Swartz, 1997). It is important to note here that cultural 

capital is a quite abstract and broad concept and can include many different types of resources, 

including social characteristics such as race and gender. However, as Bourdieu (1984, 1989) 

argues, cultural capital is often believed to play a central role in producing and reproducing 

symbolic violence because it is more convertible from/to other forms of capital.  

“Embodied cultural capital” is a form of capital that is embodied in individuals, including 

knowledge, traditions, attitudes, ways of thinking and other culturally acquired resources. These 

embodied forms of cultural capital may include language (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), femininity 

(Huppatz, 2009), masculinity (Huppatz & Goodwin, 2013), subculture (Thornton, 1995) and 

whiteness (Hage, 2003), which can be converted from/to other forms of capital, particularly 

symbolic capital. Bourdieu (1986) explains that “[t]his embodied capital, external wealth 

converted into an integral part of the person, into a habitus, cannot be transmitted 

instantaneously (unlike money, property rights, or even titles of nobility) by gift or bequest, 

purchase or exchange” (pp.244-245). Embodied cultural capital is transmitted through 

socialization, and particular forms of embodied cultural capital may be shared within a family or 

social group through their social capital; therefore, even traditionally socially disadvantaged 

groups might possess significant and valuable cultural capital to cope with and be prepared for 

disasters (as in “local disaster knowledge”). “Objectified cultural capital” includes capital 

“objectified in material objects and media, such as writings, paintings, monuments, instruments, 

etc.” (Bourdieu, 1986, p.246), which are easily transmissible. These “cultural goods can be 

appropriated both materially—which presupposes economic capital—and symbolically—which 

presupposes cultural capital…” (Bourdieu, 1986, p.247). “Institutionalized cultural capital”, in 

turn, refers to institutionally legitimized resources such as academic qualifications and 
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credentials. In this sense, language can be both a cultural and symbolic form of capital as it is a 

legitimized resource to be successful in certain fields (e.g. education) but also offers a symbolic 

value as Bourdieu argues in his Language and Symbolic Power (1991). 

It is quite evident that cultural factors can be converted to useful cultural capital in many 

ways in disaster contexts, which are often critical to disaster response, recovery and 

preparedness. One of the most common ways in which the concept of cultural capital is applied in 

disaster contexts is (Indigenous) disaster knowledge often as a constitutive feature of community 

resilience (Berkes & Jolly, 2002; Molina, 2016). Past lessons and disaster knowledge are often 

found in objectified and embedded forms (see Figure 7). Cultural capital can include cultural 

heritages, cultural knowledge or local knowledge that has been passed on from generation to 

generation verbally and/or as cultural artifacts including stone monuments, architecture, music 

and literature. Many times such knowledge constitutes simple family or community lessons from 

the past that can be a significant cultural capital, saving some community members but can 

disadvantage others, possibly implying that such lesson transmission may depend on one’s social 

capital.  

Some examples are found in the 2011 Tohoku disasters. Mori (2011) discusses “disaster 

folk tales”, which can be found in many local communities in Japan, particularly the ones such as 

Tohoku coastal villages which have a long history of disasters. In some Tohoku coastal villages 

where there is a long history of tsunami damage, there are a lot of stone monuments (see Figure 

7) and local heritage buildings indicating the point at which it is “safer” to live beyond (Kodama, 

2013; Mori, 2011). Okubo (2014) also reported that cultural heritage buildings such as temples 

and shrines in the Sanriku area saved many lives and functioned as evacuation centers, while 

modern structurally engineered evacuation centers became useless when tsumani hit the coastal 

towns. These heritage buildings had survived previous tsunamis. 

Disaster knowledge is also found in the embedded cultural form in Tohoku. There is a 

famous traditional saying (or song in some parts of Tohoku), Tsunami-tendenko. Tsunami-

tendenko is a “rule of action that dictated one to ‘run for your life to the top of the hill and never 

mind others or even your family when the tsunami comes’” (Kodama, 2013, p.1). Kodama (2013) 
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describes an example that “[t]owns [in the tsunami struck coastal area in Tohoku] with the so-

called policy of “collective evacuation” also had heavy causalities because people spent potential 

escape time gathering and waiting at the town hall instead” (p.1). In turn, Kodama (2013) points 

out that “almost all the elementary and junior high school students in one city survived the 

tsunami because they acted on the [tsunami-tendenko] maxim that had been taught for several 

years” (p.1). These students (nearly 3,000 or 99.8% of all elementary and middle school students 

in Kamaishi city) reunited with their family members who also ran away for themselves and 

survived soon after the tsunami (Public Relations Office of the Government of Japan, 2013; Tsuga, 

2014). Some call it “the miracle of Kamaishi.” It is the local cultural knowledge (or cultural capital) 

that allowed this miracle to happen. Tsunami-tendenko is a response by the coastal region of 

Tohoku where tsunami disasters have repeatedly taken a lot of lives. It is undertaken to maximize 

the number of survivors (as in their shared cultural capital), but tsunami-tendenko is criticized for 

its selfish and immoral idea, basically teaching our children to run away for themselves and not 

stay to help others (Kodama, 2013). 

While many disaster researcher typically focus on (Indigenous) disaster knowledge as a 

constitutive feature of community resilience, especially among individuals and communities 

living in a specific location for generations (Berkes & Jolly, 2002; Takahashi, 2014), very few 

researchers highlight the role of cultural capital in social vulnerability contexts. Lack of the 

culturally embedded form of capital should be more thoroughly considered as a factor 

contributing to social vulnerability here (i.e. lack of local disaster knowledge creating “situational 

vulnerability” as discussed in Chapter 2; see also Bolin & Stanford, 1998, p.23; Enarson, 2007, 

p.267). This can further explain that residents in newly developed affluent or middle class 

communities and most importantly transients may not be aware of local natural hazards and may 

lack knowledge about location-specific disaster preparedness, thereby residing in vulnerable 

land. An important point can be made here that location-specific knowledge can be passed to 

newcomers if they are well integrated into the given community. This can be an example of 

cultural capital being transferred via social capital and converted to other individual’s or group’s 
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capital. Social capital promotion makes sense, yet the central focus should be what we develop the 

social networks for (such as knowledge transfer), instead of how to manipulate neighborhood ties. 

Cultural capital is not only manifested as (Indigenous) disaster knowledge but also as 

cultural attitudes and norms, which may also be constitutive features of resilience. Montgomery 

(2013) explains how, in the 2011 Canterbury earthquakes, New Zealand’s strong volunteerism 

(cultural attitudes and norms) helped disaster-affected communities respond to and cope well 

with the disasters even before government assistance arrived (p.49). The socially vulnerable in 

disaster-stricken communities can take advantage of society’s strong volunteerism—not 

necessarily their immediate resource but wider society’s cultural capital transferred through their 

social capital—can receive volunteers and key services necessary for response, recovery and 

relief (e.g. Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2011). As exemplified in Fukayama’s study (2013) on Māori 

in the Christchurch earthquakes, in the Latino community in the Chicago heat waves (Klinenberg, 

2002) and in Nguyen’s (2012) study on the Vietnamese American community in New Orleans, 

certain cultural norms and practices can bring a stronger sense of social solidarity and make 

people sacrifice themselves to support others, which may lead to stronger resilience and 

significant recovery. Continuing the discussion on social capital, certain cultural attitudes and 

norms (as in cultural capital) can enhance community’s bonding capacity and collective disaster 

response.  

Furthermore, as briefly discussed in Chapter 2 (and will be further discussed in Chapter 7), 

strong altruism, volunteerism and helping behavior may be seen as communitas, a wider social 

phenomenon in which victims and non-victims alike tend to become altruistic, selfless and less 

individualistic in disasters (see Drury, Cocking & Reicher, 2009; Jencson, 2001). Again this can be 

the only significant capital for the extremely vulnerable populations such as elders with cognition 

disorders in my Fukushima study (Uekusa, 2011) because the cultural norms made the caregivers 

decide not to go back home and stay with their vulnerable elders in the group nursing home while 

evacuating them from one site to the other. Thus, macro-level attitudinal changes (from non-

disaster to emergencies, and from competing to helping) can be significant cultural capital not 

only for the individuals at the frontlines but also for the entire disaster-affected communities and 
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society. This is one reason why we need to re-conceptualize social vulnerability and resilience 

multi-dimensionally, as transients, for example, may be vulnerable due to their lack of disaster 

knowledge but may simultaneously be resilient due to communitas which encourages people to 

help the vulnerable. 

 

Figure 8: “Let's do it together, Ishinomaki!” Sign posted by a community group in the tsunami affected area (photo taken 
by Shinya Uekusa in 2017) 
 

 

Just like social capital, cultural factors such as disaster knowledge and cultural attitudes can 

be strong contributing factors for resilience but can also negatively affect individuals and 

communities and contribute to social vulnerability. Some cultural practices, values and norms 

such as gender roles (culturally determined femininities and masculinities) sometimes amplify or 

simply cause disaster damage and negatively affect the recovery process. For example, Pincha 

(2008) explains that more women died in the Cox Bazar Cyclone in Bangladesh in 1970, not 

because of their lack of physical ability but because “women are less likely to possess self-survival 
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skills, such as swimming, climbing, and knowledge of technology, as cultural restrictions define 

gender roles and responsibilities” (p.7). The way women are culturally expected to dress also had 

a significant impact in the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami: women could not run faster, climb and 

swim simply because of their garments (see Daly, 2015). In addition, the culturally expected 

traditional gender roles often have a significant negative impact on the already vulnerable women 

in disasters, as “they are responsible for the care of children, the elderly, and the disabled, which 

adds to their vulnerability” (Pincha, 2008, p.7; see also Appendix I), experiencing the increased 

burden in disasters—so-called women’s “double disasters” (Enarson & Fordham, 2001).  

Thus, culture plays a significant role in disasters, probably more than many disaster 

researchers have believed. In the Fukushima disasters, despite the fear and risk of nuclear 

radiation, some individuals and families in Fukushima were culturally expected to stay with 

others; leaving others behind and leaving for other places was perceived as “disloyal”. This is also 

the case in Canterbury as those who left Christchurch and Canterbury after the quakes were 

labeled “quake dodgers”. Shindo (2014) found that “the survivors [of the Tohoku earthquakes and 

tsunami] leaving the home town were not only regarded as disloyal to the local community but 

also ultimately disloyal to Japan itself” (p.19). Some foreigners were, especially, criticized for this, 

and many decided to stay in Japan to avoid this negative label (Kwak, 2011). In this sense, it is 

evident that cultural expectations, norms and strong social solidarity (as in social capital) can be 

a significant resource for their resiliency but can paradoxically make community members remain 

in vulnerable, risk-prone or hazardous situations.  

3.2.3 Economic capital 
 

Conceptualizing economic capital in disaster context is rather straightforward. Economic capital 

refers to economic resources which are “immediately and directly convertible to money and may 

be institutionalized in the form of property rights” (Bourdieu, 1986, p.243). This form of capital 

includes financial materials such as cash, savings, assets, credit, jewelry and other valuables, 

which are, without a doubt, critical in disaster recovery, especially if government assistance 

and/or financial support from other third parties are insufficient, slow or nonexistent. Aldrich 



 

 94 

(2012b) concludes that, based on his empirical study in Kobe, the poor have limited recovery 

assets (e.g. income savings, insurance, health benefits), and recovery is strongly associated with 

class and is the most challenging for the poor (see also Enarson, 2007). Consequently poor 

communities often take longer to recover than the wealthy (Aldrich, 2012b), and preparedness is 

far less possible for low-income households due to their limited economic capital (Bolin, 2006; 

McCoy & Dash, 2013). Additionally, those with less economic capital may generally reside in 

vulnerable areas as compared to affluent families, which potentially increases their vulnerability 

and challenges recovery (Mileti, 1999; Morrow, 1999). Furthermore, who is more likely to receive 

low-interest disaster relief loans and grants depends not only on one’s economic capital but also 

on race and other institutionalized factors (as in cultural and symbolic capital) such that poor 

racialized minorities were less likely to receive (or may be ineligible for) low-interest loans and 

federal grants in the U.S. (Bolin & Stanford, 1991; McCoy & Dash, 2013). In this sense, as shown in 

Appendix I, economic capital (or social class/SES as we often refer to it), intersecting with race 

and other structural factors, plays a prominent role in individual’s and family’s social vulnerability 

and resilience in disaster contexts.  

Economic capital, however, does not necessarily imply “disposable” cash in some sense; as 

Zhang and Peacock (2010) explain, the primary resources for material recovery such as housing 

recovery most likely come from private resources such as personal savings, loans and insurance. 

The role of economic capital in pre-disaster might be quite different, and the role of other forms 

of capital and structural factors may determine if one’s economic capital is useful in emergencies. 

For example, a decision whether or not and how much to save for emergencies and to be insured 

may not solely depend on one’s economic capital. Risk perceptions and level of disaster 

preparedness may not simply depend on one’s income or economic resources as it may be learned 

from and influenced by non-monetary factors such as gender, race, age, occupation, education, 

past-experiences, attitudes and social networks (Ge, Peacock & Lindell, 2011, p.1680), or risk 

perception itself may be a form of cultural capital. As discussed in Chapter 2, mainly due to the 

lack of risk and hazard knowledge, even wealthy individuals and families may live in vulnerable 

areas (Bolin & Stanford, 1998, p.23; Enarson, 2007, p.267) and can become situationally 
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vulnerable (Donner & Rodríguez, 2008; Enarson, 2007). Thus, even though one’s economic capital 

is easily translatable to/from education and knowledge (Bourdieu, 1986), Bourdieu (1977, 1986) 

further emphasizes that there are resources and opportunities in the field that are not accessible 

with economic capital but require “disguised” economic capital such as cultural, social and 

symbolic capital, which may not be converted from economic capital. This becomes more obvious 

in emergency situations. 

3.2.4 Symbolic capital 
 

Bourdieu initially included the notion of symbolic power/capital in cultural capital. However, 

Bourdieu (1986) later wrote that symbolic capital is a form of “capital—in whatever form—

insofar as it is represented, i.e., apprehended symbolically, in a relationship of knowledge or, more 

precisely, of misrecognition and recognition, presupposes the intervention of the habitus, as a 

socially constituted cognitive capacity” (p.255). Furthermore, “[s]ymbolic capital is a credit: it is 

the power granted to those who have obtained sufficient recognition to be in a position to impose 

recognition” (Bourdieu, 1989, p.23), and it “refers to degree of accumulated prestige, celebrity, 

consecration or honour and is founded on a dialectic of knowledge (connaissance) and recognition 

(reconnaissance)” (p.7). A school diploma is a clear example of symbolic capital. Indeed, it is 

closely related to cultural/economic capital, Weber’s concept of “status” (1978) and “visibility” 

(Brighenti, 2007; Villegas, 2010). Calhoun (2002) gives a concrete example: symbolic capital 

includes “[r]esources available to a social actor on the basis of prestige or recognition, which 

function as the authoritative embodiment of cultural value. A war hero, for example, has symbolic 

capital in the context of running for political office” (para.1). Symbolic capital, therefore, is easily 

translatable to/from other forms of capital. 

In Bourdieu’s (1990b) early studies of Kabyle peasant society where the economy was 

predominantly based on material exchange, instead of money exchange in market economy, he 

found that, instead of economic capital, symbolic capital plays a central role as a legitimized and 

significant form of power. As a consequence, many argue that one’s symbolic capital is closely 

related to one’s economic capital (Bourdieu, 1989) such that academics not only possess symbolic 
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power but also economic, cultural and social capital (in order to obtain higher education and 

educationally succeed within a particular field or in various fields). Furthermore, as exemplified 

in the Nepal earthquake in 2015 (see Chapter 2), the perceived symbolic status of “mountaineers” 

and relatively wealthy foreigners, who were affected by earthquakes and avalanches at Mt. 

Everest base camps, probably made them the “priority” over the poor rural Nepalese. These 

outsiders monopolized the scarce resources such as helicopters to rescue them and deliver 

emergency goods. Yet, as some Western media noted, we should “worry less about wealthy, well-

equipped foreigners who choose to risk life and limb climbing the world’s tallest mountain, and 

start focusing instead on the estimated 3,200 [reported as of 4/27/2015] dead in the rural villages 

of Nepal and struggling metropolis of Kathmandu” (Gerson, 2015, para.1). 

Unfortunately, this form of capital has not been used to conceptualize any disaster research 

so far, so any empirical example is not found in the current literature. Nonetheless, there are forms 

of symbolic capital that people do not perceive as resources or forms of symbolic capital that 

scholars regard simply as economic or social capital. However, in emergency contexts, symbolic 

capital can, for example, refer to individual’s and community’s “visibility” (Brighenti, 2007), 

“hypervisibility” (Leong et al, 2007b) and negative stereotypes (Dyson, 2006), all of which 

intersect with other capital and affect individual’s and community’s vulnerability and resilience. 

Repeating the point I made earlier, being recognized is one of the keys to self-organize and receive 

external support, especially when a community does not have sufficient resources to respond to 

and cope with disasters (see Chapter 7). Depending on individual’s or community’s symbolic 

capital, externals may label them “deserving” or “non-deserving”, which causes differential 

disaster response and recovery process (see Dyson, 2006).  

The Vietnamese community in eastern New Orleans in Hurricane Katrina again clarifies how 

symbolic capital operates in disaster contexts. As mentioned earlier, the Vietnamese Catholic 

church leader, Father Vein, may be a good example of possessing symbolic capital and employing 

it to support his social network (so the community members can take advantage of his symbolic 

capital through their social capital). Father Vein is well-respected by the community members, 

gained political attention (lobbying government officials), effectively used the media to gain wider 
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public attention, brought more resources to the community surrounding the Mary Queen of 

Vietnam (MQVN) Catholic Church, and convinced the residents to return to the community to start 

rebuilding the community relatively soon after Hurricane Katrina (Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2009; 

Storr & Haeffele-Balch, 2012). His symbolic capital became a shared symbolic capital of the 

community through their durable social networks (as in social capital) and already existing 

cultural norms and community cohesion (as in cultural capital), all of which contributed to the 

community’s remarkable disaster response.  

3.2.5 Capital conversion and transfer 
 

As it has become obvious, it is important here to briefly discuss capital conversion and transfer 

because capital often involves capital conversion and may be interdependent with other forms of 

capital due to the dialectics between field and habitus. Capital conversion and value exchange are 

not as straightforward because capital may be convertible into different forms only in certain 

conditions, only when the field and habitus permit (Bourdieu, 1993a). This is why possessing 

economic capital may not necessarily mean possession of other forms of capital (or vice versa) 

and guarantee social power in some specific situations such as catastrophic events. For example, 

Lawler (2011) explains, 

symbolic capital is not a different form of capital, but rather should be seen as the 
legitimated, recognized form of the other capital. In other words, for Bourdieu, any capital 
may undergo a process of conversion so that it is recognized as legitimate “currency” or 
assets. Hence, educational credentials, for example—forms of institutionalized cultural 
capital—can work as symbolic capital because they are recognized as representing 
legitimate prestige (p.1418). 

 
Just like other forms of capital that I have already outlined in this chapter, symbolic capital in this 

sense may operate independently but it is also interdependent with other capital as symbolic 

capital gives legitimation, cultural recognition and symbolic power to other forms of capital, which 

may become enhanced or limited in specific situations. It is possible that Father Vein’s symbolic 

capital might not have been as effective outside the Vietnamese community before Hurricane 

Katrina, yet it became fortified in Hurricane Katrina for his community’s durable social ties (social 

capital) and cultural attitudes and norms (cultural capital), all of which, in turn, developed their 
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positive “deserving” victim image (symbolic capital) and enhanced their bridging and linking 

social capital capacities to take advantage of the society-wide communitas (as in cultural capital).  

In fact, according to Bourdieu (1986), capital conversions or transfers through other forms 

of capital are normal and expected. Capital “have exchange-value, though the rates of exchange 

between the various forms of capital are always contested through the struggles of social field” 

(Sayer, 1999, p.408). This means that again the value is always negotiated through the dialectics 

between field and habitus, letting us again consider social agents’ micro-level practices and 

specific contexts in which they operate. Moncrieffe (2006) gives a clear example of this: 

In one interview, a prominent Member of Parliament in Uganda, a female Muganda, 
expressed pride in women’s achievements and her own efforts to gain authority in what 
was long regarded as a “male domain” (her public face). However, she also described her 
acceptance of her husband’s domination at home: she was not allowed to eat high protein 
foods, could not sit at the table with him and was required to kneel before all male visitors 
to her home (her private face) (p.37). 

 
Just like speaking standard English, as there are multiple social fields, her social power (and 

capital she possesses) can be varied, depending on the fields (such as her private and public 

spheres) in which capital are assessed differently based on different value systems. Indeed, 

Bourdieu (1993a) emphasizes that a certain capital may be “effective in relation to a particular 

field… [and] is only convertible into another kind of capital on certain conditions” (p.73). A 

valuable capital in a particular field and time may be useless in other fields because social agents 

in the other fields do not value this particular capital, while there are some forms of capital “such 

as school diploma [which] is a piece of universally recognized and guaranteed symbolic capital, 

good on all markets” (Bourdieu, 1989, p.21). The value system is constantly challenged, modified 

and adopted through this dialectical relationship between field and habitus; interchangeability 

and convertibility may also be non-linear and contextual. This might become even more evident 

in disasters. 

3.3 Challenges and limitations: Applicability to disaster research 

 
Despite the significant theoretical advantage, the applicability and operationalization of 

Bourdieu’s theory in disaster research may be questionable as there have been very few empirical 

studies which have fully employed Bourdieu’s theory in order to explore and examine how capital 
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play a role in disasters. While a lot of critique of Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts can be found in 

the literature (such as lack of conceptual clarity16), one of the major limitations and criticism of 

his theory, particularly in this research, may be that his capital theory fails to consider sexism, 

racism and some other forms of systematic oppression which are non-ignorable part of agents’ 

social reality in any given society (Erel, 2010; Yosso, 2005). However, Bourdieusians have 

responded to this criticism in various ways. Instead of ignoring the social factors such as race and 

sex, Bourdieusians encourage scholars to think that sexism, racism and other systems of 

oppression are socially constructed, modified, enforced and reproduced through the symbolic 

violence. As Lovell (2000) explains, “femininities, like masculinities, may be assets in the labour 

market as well as the marry-and-family market, tradable therefore economic, if not for symbolic 

capital” (p.25). Hence, according to Bourdieu, both femininities and masculinities can be 

translated into different forms of capital (or become embedded in some forms of capital such as 

cultural capital), depending on social fields in which what is valuable is determined through 

agents’ habitus. Therefore, it is the field and habitus (thus practices) that determine if 

masculinities are more than just symbolic capital and how much quality this form of symbolic and 

cultural capital—masculinities—has. The definition and value of, for example, masculinity may 

vary in each field, but it is typically determined upon agents’ voluntary or forced consensus.    

Another major challenge may be the way that Bourdieu’s capital theory is often 

metaphorized as an economic game in which competitive players use their resources and fight for 

better social positions. Bourdieu calls this a “general science of the economy of practices” which 

takes into consideration “all practices, including those purporting to be disinterested or 

gratuitous, and hence non-economic practices directed toward the maximizing of material or 

symbolic profit” (Bourdieu, 1977, p.183). It would be a challenge for Boudieusians to use this 

theory in disaster research because there is often a strong notion of “battlefields” or a “zero-sum 

game” in this theory, which might not be the case under special circumstances such as disasters. 

                                                             
16 Please see Sullivan (2002) for a more detailed critique of Bourdieu’s theoretical concept, which researchers usually 
find too abstract to operationalize in their research. Others (e.g. McRobbie, 2009, p.142) point out that investigating 
multiple fields, habituses and capital simultaneously can be methodologically overwhelming and problematic as it can 
be difficult to narrow down the research focus (p.142). 
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As noted, communitas is a common disaster social phenomenon rather than individualistic and 

competitive behaviors. In disaster situations, social agents often try sharing their limited (or 

plentiful) resources through their social networks (distributing capital through their 

improvisational social capital) in order to help each other, instead of fighting against each other 

for better social positions (i.e. willingness or cultural pressure to selflessly help others may be a 

form of cultural capital). In applying Bourdieu’s theory in disaster research, researchers should 

acknowledge that social agents are not necessarily playing the game with other competitors under 

the fixed field-specific rules; rather, they are recognizing the emergency situation and 

constructing the social reality in response to the rapidly changing social environment and 

modifying the field and habitus accordingly. Social agents in disaster situations act in accordance 

with the specific norms and values (cultural capital) constructed and modified by social agents 

specifically in response to the emergency situations, meaning that some forms of 

(reserved/latent) capital may become valuable in disaster situations upon social agents’ 

agreement.  

Bourdieu (1993a) explains that the effectiveness of a particular form of capital is not 

universal: it is field-dependent. Johnson (1993) further explains that “[t]he idea that there are 

different kinds of capital which are invested in different fields of activity in accordance with the 

specific of interests of the field” (p.8) which are determined by the social agents. As mentioned 

earlier, there is a lack of interchangeability and convertibility of capital, meaning that, in turn, 

useless capital in a particular field or time may become valuable in different fields or times (or 

vice versa). Bourdieu’s theory can well concern this particular challenge that other sociological 

theories, which assume more static social conditions, cannot deal with. Thus, the major 

advantages of employing Bourdieu’s concept are flexibility and applicability to the complex, 

contextual, fluid, multi-dimensional, location specific and contingent nature of disaster contexts 

in which social agents actively negotiate individually and/or collectively their daily struggles, 

employing various resources to construct new social realities in response to rapidly changing 

social environments. The existing social vulnerability and resilience models may not apply to the 

exceptions that I have discussed in the last chapters, yet, with an expanded application of 
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Bourdieu’s theoretical concept, we would be able to hypothesize that social agents in rapidly 

changing catastrophic social situations are still achieving informal social control (where 

traditional social systems may not be in operation) and actively negotiating the damages and 

difficulties, employing the resources they possess and/or create individually and/or collectively 

if needed. 

Furthermore, Bourdieu’s capital theory, particularly social capital, can help researchers 

solve the potential issue with the clarification of the unit of analysis, which should usually be 

clearly defined for the purpose of operational and better research analysis. In this research, 

however, the unit of analysis is individuals, families, communities, and any formal/informal social 

groups, and it can be more inclusively and loosely defined because social agents individually 

and/or collectively use social capital to convert and transfer their capital. Capital, for example, 

symbolic capital that a symbolic leader in a poor community possesses can be shared with 

individuals and groups in his/her social network (including other communities within his/her 

network) and through their social networks. In this sense, an individual’s capital can simply be 

his/her families’ and communities’ collective capital. His notion of social capital may help 

researchers to assume that there is no need of separating individuals from their formal/informal 

social units in this theoretical framework.  

Despite these significant challenges, Bourdieu’s concepts can provide a useful way to 

examine how the interplay of capital affects not only individuals and communities’ social 

vulnerability but also their resilience in different times and different places. Practical capital 

(sometimes expected or unexpected) are often created and employed by social agents in disasters. 

These practical capital, their creation and employment in different times, places and with different 

people skills have not been fully articulated, explored or theorized. It is essential to note that what 

we think are practical and effective capital may be different from what are actually practical and 

effective in unexpected disaster situations. In this sense, Bourdieu’s theoretical notions can help 

us re-conceptualize not only the traditional macro-structural top-down social vulnerability 

approach but also the progressive bottom-up resilience approach, assuming that all individuals 

are active social agents but may also be victims of the social structure and actual disasters 
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simultaneously. Therefore, it lets me focus on how social agents create and employ unexpected 

capital to negotiate with “double disasters” such that we can emphasize the micro-level practice 

of social agents and macro-structural issues related to vulnerability and resilience in disasters in 

order to make our policies and practices more effective and realistic.  
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Chapter 4 

Research methodology and data collection 
 

Figure 9: Entering the field with my colleague in Ishinomaki, Tohoku for my pilot study (photo taken by Shinya Uekusa 
in June 2011) 

 
 

Based on my literature review and theoretical framework, a qualitative research method was ideal 

to answer my research questions as it would allow me to examine and explore the concrete ways 

in which the socially vulnerable—linguistic minority immigrants and refugees—had experienced, 

coped with and negotiated the 2010-2011 Canterbury and Tohoku disasters An inductive and 

exploratory qualitative approach (rather than deductively based hypothesis-testing) works best 

in capturing and analyzing social phenomena and circumstances surrounding the unanticipated 

events and complex environments because inductive approaches: 1) are not deterministic, 2) are 

open-ended and flexible (as opposed to focusing on the associations between the already-known 
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variables), 3) can more easily account for broader contexts, and 4) are interpretive (rather than 

predictive) (Philips, 2014, pp.3-4). As mentioned throughout the earlier chapters, social 

vulnerability and resilience to disasters is frequently very complex, contextual and fluid; context 

matters in disaster studies (see Stallings, 2002). As timely arrival to the field is critical in “quick-

response” disaster research (Stallings, 2007), I was unable to conduct participatory disaster 

research which might have been an ideal means to explore participants’ actual experiences of the 

disasters and post-disasters. It was, of course, not an option anymore when I planned this research 

in 2013; therefore, despite the obvious issue of retrospective interviews (see the next section in 

this chapter for the issues of retrospective interviews in disaster research), I decided to conduct 

in-depth qualitative interviews with the key-informants for my data collection to investigate their 

perceived vulnerability and resilience from their perspectives.  

This cross-national comparative research project was methodologically complicated in that 

it involved research with traditionally vulnerable populations such as immigrants, refugees and 

linguistic minorities in New Zealand and Japan. However, this study has a unique benefit. As 

mentioned earlier, a cross-national comparative disaster study is rare because most disaster 

studies are short-term event-driven case studies, offering a snapshot of the event and human 

experiences despite their rich description (see Cutter, 2016a; Robinson & Carson’s, 2016 for calls 

for comparative work in disaster research). Furthermore, this grounded approach and my 

previous experiences have helped bring me closer to understanding the social reality of the 

research populations as an insider. As Smith (2006) stresses,  

[p]articipatory action research, Kuapapa [Māori] research, oral history, critical race theory, 
and testimonio are just some examples of methodologies that have been created as research 
tools that work with marginalized communities, that facilitate the expression of 
marginalized voices, and that attempt to represent the experience of marginalization in 
genuine and authentic ways (p.160).  

 
This methodological approach has allowed me to become a unique research instrument who is 

multilingual and holds prior experiences working with socially vulnerable populations in order to 

draw from the marginalized voices and document the otherwise unheard stories in disasters. 

Thus, this type of qualitative inquiry is significant as the current dominant paradigm of disaster 

management and disaster risk management, particularly among practitioners and policymakers, 
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is structuralist, quantitative and top-down oriented, which may not necessarily include and reflect 

upon the marginalized voices in the decision making process.  

4.1 Samples and recruitment 

 
In order to explore their experiences in more authentic ways, I conducted 28 qualitative in-depth 

interviews with linguistic minority immigrant and refugee respondents who experienced the 

2010-2011 Canterbury and Tohoku disasters (and supporting organization staff who could speak 

for them) (see Appendix II & III for the complete lists). I traveled to Canterbury and Tohoku and 

spent one month in each site for recruiting and conducting 15 interviews in Canterbury and 13 

interviews in Tohoku. (I have gone back to these sites multiple times to conduct further 

ethnography and give back to the communities since the initial visits).  

Study participants’ ethnic backgrounds include Afghan, Argentinean, Chinese, Filipina, 

German, Indian, Iraqi, Japanese, Korean, Pacific Island, Russian, Scottish, Somali and South African. 

I am well-aware that grouping these diverse populations together adds a number of 

methodological complexities, yet this research aims at not only capturing a range of disaster 

experiences among diverse nationalities and cultural backgrounds but also at comparing and 

contrasting these diverse groups in order to emphasize their commonalities, valuable information 

that many detail-rich case studies do not offer (see Espiritu, 1992 for some advantages of a pan-

ethnic approach like this study). With respect to gender, I interviewed 13 males and 15 females of 

various age groups (between 20s and 50s). At the time of the interviews, the interviewees held 

different immigration statuses (four former refugees and 20 immigrants – some were naturalized 

and/or holding host countries’ citizenship) and were linguistic minorities in the host countries, 

except for four Japanese-speaking supporting organization staff members/social workers. It is 

worth noting that, in addition to refugee interviewees in Canterbury, study participants in Japan 

included marriage-migrant women whose experiences might be quite distinct (see Chapter 1). 

After gaining institutional research ethics approval (see Appendix IV), purposive snowball 

sampling method was used to recruit these 28 study participants who fit my selection criteria 

(described in the following section). Interviewees were first contacted via third parties gleaned 
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from the researcher’s personal networks, colleagues and supporting organizations such as 

Tohoku Help! and the Canterbury Refugee Council (CRC) who had already established good 

relationships with the hard-to-reach linguistic minority immigrants and refugees in Canterbury 

and Tohoku since, and in some cases prior to, these disasters. Further interviewees were then 

selected through referrals from the first sets of interviewees. The study informants include 12 

community-based supporting organization staff members (or social workers), who worked 

closely with the immigrant, refugee and linguistic minority local communities in Canterbury or 

Tohoku and were able to provide a social worker perspective on the migrant/refugee disaster 

experience. Notably, eight of the organization staff members are linguistic minority immigrants 

and former refugees. My recruitment started in June 2015, with interviews taking place in October 

2015 and February 2016. As the organizations that had developed a positive community 

reputation, it was more appropriate for them to make the first contact, particularly with those 

who are not fluent in English, Spanish or Japanese. Staff members who made contact with 

potential participants were familiar with the research protocol that all key ethical issues were 

conveyed clearly and followed (i.e., participation was voluntary, non-participation would not 

affect future relationships with CRC or Tohoku Help!, and information gathered in interviews 

would be collected by the researcher and remain confidential). 

In order to avoid study bias and to respect the significant diversity in this population, I set 

minimum purposive criteria to define research populations:  

• Interviewees are either linguistic minority immigrants and/or refugees who were 

residing in Canterbury or in Tohoku at the time of disasters and experienced the disasters 

(self-reported). 

• Interviewees are at least age 18 at the time of interview. 

• Interviewees are of upper class, middle class and working class (because intersectional 

effect of classism and economic capital are important to consider and because there is a 

significant diversity within immigrant groups).  

• Interviewees are both male and female. 
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• Interviewees have to be able to communicate with the researcher in Japanese, Spanish or 

English unless volunteer translators are available to help communicate between 

interviewees and researcher. 

Although I am aware that these very broad criteria may present methodological complexities, I 

made the very minimal criteria for the sake of convenience and to make the study feasible. This is 

because, as this study took place 4-5 years after the disasters, I acknowledged that it was going to 

be difficult to find enough study informants and depend on retrospective interviews, in which 

study informants might give “stereotyped answers” and/or might have forgotten many details of 

their experiences (Killian, 2002, pp.83-86;).  

In fact, one of the significant challenges of recruiting study participants was that it had 

already been 4-5 years since the disasters happened; as a result, some people had moved away or 

did not remember much, did not want to remember such traumatic experiences, and/or did not 

want to talk anymore. These are typical methodological issues in disaster research as quick-

response studies are often recommended (see Stallings, 2002; Tierney, 2002). Additionally, I 

found that supporting organizations were very protective of these perceived vulnerable 

communities in Canterbury and Tohoku. It was a sad truth but understandable that, as I was told, 

there was distrust against researchers after having been repeatedly exploited by researchers, 

particularly in Tohoku. Therefore, recruitment was challenging and time-consuming. Instead of 

looking solely for linguistic minority immigrant and refugee victims, I interviewed a few service 

providers; staff members from supporting organizations spoke for the immigrants and refugees 

who they had supported because they had worked together closely and were aware of the many 

issues that these communities had faced even before the disasters.  

4.2 Interviews and data collection 

 
As noted previously, the first set of study participants was contacted by the community 

organizations and my local colleagues in Canterbury and Tohoku by email or call. The Participant 

Information Sheet (PIS) (see Appendix V for the actual PIS in English) was provided to them prior 

to the initial contact. They then contacted potential interviewees, explained the nature of study and 
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scheduled the interviews for me. For these interviews, they decided where and when to meet. In 

some later cases, the first set of interviewees gave me referrals, so I called or emailed them for 

potential interview meetings. In other cases, interviewees contacted the potential interviewees by 

email or phone and scheduled interview meetings for me. When scheduling interviews, I asked 

potential interviewees (or asked the referrers to ask potential interviewees) where they would like 

to meet, and where they would feel comfortable being interviewed. Depending on what suited the 

participants, interviews were conducted in private spaces such as the participant’s home or public 

spaces that allowed for privacy, such as local cafés or organization offices. Upon arrival for 

interviews, I covered all of the ethical issues for the interview, gave them a hard copy of the PIS 

(even if electronic copy had been provided prior to the meeting), and had interviewees sign the 

Consent Form (CF) (see Appendix VI for the actual CF in English). I answered questions before 

starting the interview (and answered questions during the interview process itself should they 

arise).  

The interviews were generally informal and open-ended. A set of open-ended interview 

questions was created prior to the interviews based on a pilot study and literature review, and an 

interview took typically one to two hours. During these interviews and the process of recruitment, 

I took field notes (when needed) to supplement my interview data. English and Japanese was the 

primary language of interviews, but interviews were conducted in English, Japanese and/or 

Spanish, depending on interviewees’ preference (15 interviews were conducted in English, 12 

interviews were conducted in Japanese, and one interview was conducted in Spanish). Upon 

interviewees’ agreement, all interviews were audio-recorded, using the researcher’s phone and a 

laptop computer as a backup, and stored as electronic data in my password protected computer 

until interviews were transcribed. 

Before actual interviews started, I made sure with interviewees that they could withdraw 

anytime during the interview, and up to six weeks after the interview. There was one interviewee 

in Tohoku who withdrew for unknown reason(s). I also reminded interviewees that they did not 

have to answer the questions and/or discuss topics that they did not want to, but there was no 

interview question that interviewees refused to answer. It was a very informal open-ended 
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discussion style interview. It is important that, as a part of avoiding power inequality between the 

researcher and the researched, I tried to create a professional yet relaxed atmosphere such that 

participants would feel comfortable. In this sense, conducting interviews at their home was 

desirable if they felt more comfortable even though it was more time-consuming and costly for me 

to travel. Participants in the interview were given a copy of the PIS and my contact information and 

study details. 

It is worth noting here that conducting in-depth interviews and providing respondents with 

opportunities to talk about their own disaster experiences was an important aspect of this 

research methodology (see Browne & Peek, 2014). These interviews were conducted in a 

multilingual format if their native languages were English, Spanish or Japanese, so they could 

express themselves more comfortably. As many disaster scholars are aware, “[d]iversity in the 

language(s) spoken and understood among populations impacted by a disaster brings unique 

challenges in the field” (Mukherji, Ganapati & Rahill, 2014, p.810). It is, therefore, worth noting 

again that, although I did not speak native languages of the interviewees other than English, 

Japanese and Spanish, researchers need to employ linguistically and culturally sensitive 

approaches in order to generate more practical knowledge because disaster relief should be 

carefully informed by the experiences of those who have lived it. 

In addition to drawing on my qualitative interviews, I also analyzed two sets of the publicly 

available data such as the Women’s Voices project (Christchurch Branch of National Council of 

Women of NZ, 2014) and Experiencing Disasters in a Foreign Land: 3/11 for Koreans Living in 

Tohoku (The Great East Japan Disasters Zainichi-Korean Interview Project [ZKIP hereinafter], 

2015) were also used in order to include more voices of linguistic minority immigrants and 

refugees in these disaster-affected areas. As a result, these two publicly available datasets added 

voices of more nationalities and cultural backgrounds such as Afghan, Chinese, Ethiopian, Indian, 

Korean, Niuean, Samoan, and Tongan. These publicly available datasets, which were collected 

relatively soon after the disasters in 2011, were particularly helpful since I conducted my study 

4-5 years after these disasters and experienced difficulties recruiting potential interviewees as 

many people had moved away, forgotten their detailed experiences and/or did not want to talk 
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about such traumatic experiences anymore. Therefore, these datasets not only provided more 

diverse voices but also the experiences of the earlier phases of the disasters with more accuracy 

and details. However, due to more emphasis on women’s disaster experiences in these two 

datasets, the majority of research data now are drawn from interviews with linguistic minority 

immigrant and refugee women in Canterbury and Tohoku; their male counterparts’ experiences 

are not equally investigated. 

4.3 Data analysis 

 
The data collected a total of 28 in-depth interviews which were transcribed and translated to 

English if interviews were conducted in Japanese or Spanish. All interview audio files, 

transcriptions, translations and all signed consent forms have been saved to my password protected 

computer (electronic data) and locked file cabinet (hard copies) in my access-restricted office. 

Publicly available data was also processed and used for analysis to include more diverse voices of 

immigrants, refugees and linguistic minorities who experienced the 2010-2011 disasters in 

Canterbury and Tohoku. Seven interview transcriptions – some were summaries of the interviews 

– from the Women’s Voices project (2014) were downloaded from the University of Canterbury, 

Quakestudies website and added to my analysis. Twenty-three Korean immigrants’ and Zainichi-

Koreans’ narratives (originally written in Japanese) were selected from the book, Experiencing 

Disasters in a Foreign Land: 3/11 for Koreans Living in Tohoku (2015) and translated to English for 

my qualitative analysis. Even though the comparability and equivalence between my data and the 

publicly available data may be a methodological issue here (as the datasets were generated by 

different groups of researchers, with different sets of questions and at different times), these 

external datasets helped make my study more significant because: 1) these external datasets, when 

combined with my original data, gave the study more depth, and 2) as noted previously, they 

provided information that was gathered shortly after the disasters took place. I acknowledge that I 

did not have any control over the interview questions and was unable to understand the detailed 

contexts, including how the interviewees were recruited. Therefore, I handled these datasets very 
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carefully such that I would not misunderstand or manipulate the interviews. These translated 

transcriptions were, then, added to my data for coding and qualitative analysis.    

All data was thoroughly reviewed and cleaned up, “reducing massive amount of data to 

glean core insights” (Phillips, 2014, p.100). While briefly identifying core findings, in the odd case 

that information was expressed in an interview that identifies any individual, that information 

was anonymized or deleted in transcriptions. Then the data was coded. I used a traditional method 

of writing notes and writing codes/short descriptions on hardcopy transcriptions as a coding 

process (see Phillips, 2014). Unlike modern qualitative researchers, I did not use any computer-

assisted tools to qualitatively analyze my data. Throughout the initial data analysis process, I used 

a traditional qualitative analysis method – “grounded theory” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), which is a 

systematic method to discover theory, overarching themes and sub-themes by thoroughly going 

through the data. More specifically, it involved a gradual process – open coding (Glaser, 1978), 

selective coding (Glaser, 1978) and theoretical coding (Urquhart, 2013) – moving from coding the 

data every way and initially labeling the codes/data, to organizing the open codes into selective 

codes, relating these selective codes and identifying such relationships among data (Urquhart, 

2013). Due to space restriction, I will not provide a list of open and selective codes.  

As Phillips (2014) describes, “[g]rounded theory begins by analyzing data as they are 

gathered, and by comparing bits of information systematically to discern similarities and 

differences” (pp.109-110). Here, as Peacock (2002) warns, comparability and equivalence might 

be a serious concern in a cross-national comparative analysis if we are to conduct a systematic 

comparison of the two disasters, particularly, quantitatively (pp.244-248; see also Stallings, 

2007). However, this qualitative analysis does not utilize any measurable and comparable 

vulnerability and resilience indicators such as the SoVI or BRIC; I am comparing and contrasting 

very subjective data – people’s actual experiences – a typical approach in qualitative research. 

Peacock (2002), in fact, argues that “[r]egardless of our unit of analysis or method, as researchers 

we are explicitly or implicitly comparing our observations either against each other or against 

some theoretical or ideal type” (p.235). Peacock (1997) further points out that “[p]art of the 

purpose of comparative research is to ascertain these differences and similarities and thereby 



 

 112 

better understand their consequences for the particular issue under study” (p.127). In addition to 

the comparability of events and other phenomena such as culture, “the comparability of seemingly 

similar units of analysis such as ‘the family’” is often problematic (Stallings, 2007, p.76), yet, in 

this study, the unit of analysis issue is also solved by Bourdieu’s theoretical framework (please 

see Chapter 3 for details). There are controversies about cross-national comparative research in 

disaster studies, yet this study addresses the potential issues and pays close attention to specific 

phenomena and contexts in these two distinct countries when conducting cross-national analysis. 

While preserving the cultural and national uniqueness is important, focusing on the emerging 

commonalities and trends, particularly among the populations who are under-studied, is a great 

advantage of cross-national comparative study (Peacock, 1997, p.124). 

4.4 Ethical considerations 

 
Some ethical issues are unfortunately unavoidable in qualitative research. There were no major 

ethical issues in this study; however, owing to the small size of linguistic minority immigrant and 

refugee groups in Canterbury and Tohoku, there is always a possibility that interviewees can be 

identified even if I used a pseudonym and avoided any identifier. Although all information was 

kept confidential, for some interview transcripts, translators were used to clarify my translations 

(from Japanese to English). In order to avoid this issue, translators needed to sign the 

Confidentiality Agreement Form and understand that they must not disclose the interview 

information.  

In addition to the identity issue, some psychological issues were considered. As the research 

asks about respondents’ past experiences of disasters, interviewees might have felt discomfort 

recalling and discussing their stories (Browne & Peek, 2014). Marshall and Rossman (2006) warn 

that “[i]nterviewees may be unwilling or may be uncomfortable sharing all that the interviewer 

hopes to explore, or they may be unaware of recurring patterns in their lives” (p.102). This can be 

even worse in disasters. Stallings (2007) warns disaster researchers that “... during the crisis time 

period, researchers are intruding into people’s lives at one of the worst possible moments” (p.77). 

In this study, interviewees were reminded that they were not required to answer questions that 
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they did not want to and could withdraw anytime during the interviews. Nonetheless, it is worth 

reflecting upon my experience that, because this study was conducted 4-5 years after the 

disasters, interviewees seemed quite relaxed to talk about their traumatic experiences. Timing is 

critical.  

The research involved various ethnic and cultural groups because the research targeted 

linguistic minority immigrants and refugees. Interviews were conducted in English, Japanese 

and/or Spanish, which was not necessarily their or my native language. As I was working with 

these perceived socially vulnerable populations, I had to always be aware of the power 

inequalities between researcher and the researched, often caused by languages and other socially 

attribute characteristics, and had to use a more culturally and linguistically sensitive approach 

(see Stallings, 2007; Uekusa, 2009). It is a typical qualitative research dilemma as the researched 

from the marginalized easily become objectified and, in some cases, exploited by researchers 

(Phillips, 2014). I have prior experiences of working with socially vulnerable populations in the 

U.S. (mainly Latino immigrant populations) and well-understand the importance of culturally and 

linguistically sensitive approaches in order to avoid/minimize power inequalities between the 

researcher and participants in this study. Furthermore, while I was a native speaker in the 

Japanese context (and could have imposed the power inequality indeed), disclosing my immigrant 

experiences (including speaking English as my non-native language) in the U.S. and New Zealand 

often made the researcher-researched relationship more relatable and relaxed. I conducted most 

Canterbury interviews in English which was not a native language of mine, nor of the researched. 

Based on my experience (see Uekusa, 2009), although there is always a risk of miscommunication 

and misunderstanding in in-depth interviews conducted in our non-native languages, both 

parties’ non-native speaker status usually reduces the power inequalities in qualitative 

interviews.   

As my privilege of being a multilingual researcher who has previously worked with 

linguistic minority immigrant communities, I felt confident to minimize the known power 

inequality issue (as described above) and to represent their otherwise underrepresented voices 

in disaster research. However, some, particularly conservative qualitative researchers, might 
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criticize that the researcher is still an outsider to the target populations, so I would not be able to 

explore “their” experiences from “their” perspective. It is quite true that, particularly based on an 

intersectionality perspective, I may not have significant economic power yet still hold “symbolic” 

power of being a privileged educated male researcher. However, as Farganis (2004) refers to 

Dorothy Smith’s words and explains, “[t]he relation of observer and object of observation, of 

sociologist to, ‘subject,’ is a specialized social relationship. Even to be a stranger is to enter a world 

constituted from within as strange. The strangeness itself is the mode in which it is experienced” 

(p.377). Being a stranger and outsider may not necessarily be a negative aspect of qualitative 

research as traditional qualitative research assumes that “knowledge is not objective truth but is 

produced intersubjectively, [and that] the researcher learns from participants to understand the 

meaning of their lives but should maintain a certain stance of neutrality” (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006, p.5). It is certain that, as many qualitative researchers, particularly critical race theorists 

and feminists, warn, qualitative researchers must be sensitive to examine how to represent the 

marginalized and understand the “complex interplay of our own biography, power and status” 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p.5). With a very careful research planning and practice, we can 

represent the marginalized voices which are otherwise unheard.  

Consequently, the benefits of conducting this study have overweighed these potential risks 

and ethical considerations. As repeatedly mentioned, cross-national comparative studies like this 

are rare in disaster research and drawing the actual voices of the socially vulnerable such as 

immigrants, refugees and linguistic minorities is also rare. There might not have been any direct 

or immediate benefit to research participants, and they were not financially compensated. 

However, it is worth mentioning that some interviewees had the first time opportunity to talk 

about their own stories as these marginalized populations’ voices are often not heard, helping 

them feel empowered. Furthermore, the information collected from them, while not completely 

generalizable, has been extremely beneficial to the research community, practitioners and 

policymakers in the field of disaster studies because it is their actual voices and own experiences 

(Phillips, 2014). Study participants and supporting organizations have access to my findings, and 

the results have been and will remain available in my thesis and in other forms of publications 
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such as journal articles and book chapters as a means to give back to the interviewees and 

communities. 

4.5 Methodological challenges and study reflections 

 
Before moving on to my analysis chapters, I would like to discuss some of the methodological 

challenges I have encountered while conducting this qualitative work. It is hoped that these study 

reflections will help future disaster research that focuses on the socially vulnerable in disasters, 

particularly those who are hard-to-reach. My literature review and actual study raised the 

important methodological question of whether I was actually reaching out to the real socially 

vulnerable in this study, which focuses on the socially vulnerable. If higher social connectedness 

makes people resilient or less vulnerable, then it is even more important to pay attention to the 

isolated such as the poor African-American elders in the Chicago heat wave (Klinenberg, 2002), 

individuals living alone in the 1980 Italian earthquake (Dynes, 2006), and middle-aged men living 

alone in the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake (Nukada, 1999).  

Disaster researchers have conducted theoretical and empirical work to better develop 

effective social capital as part of DRR strategies. My study reflections support that those who are 

less connected and hard-to-reach are more likely to be vulnerable to disasters. Increasing the 

bridging and linking capacities of social capital for the socially vulnerable, especially linguistic 

minority immigrants and refugees, requires radical re-interpretation of social capital theory and 

its promotion (see Chapter 8). In addition, to conduct further theoretical discussion that is both 

effective and inclusive, we need to address several methodological issues. Our traditional 

methodologies and gate-keeping practices may not merely protect the socially vulnerable; these 

practices may also limit their social capital capacities and prevent researchers from drawing some 

of the marginalized into an ostensibly homogeneous community. Without these truly 

marginalized voices, our reconceptualization of social vulnerability and social capital theories 

may not be complete.  

In the next sections, I will highlight the following limitations on our ability to access the 

hard-to-reach: 1) institutional practices, 2) linguistic barriers, 3) timing (the gap between when 
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researchers want to interview and when victims are willing to talk), and 4) issues of over-studying 

and over-representation. Although there is limited literature available on methodological issues 

in social vulnerability research, I refer to a few articles and book chapters such as Robert Stalling’s 

chapter of “Methodological Issues” in Handbook of Disaster Research (Rodríguez, Quarantelli & 

Dynes, 2007) and Brenda Phillips’ Qualitative Disaster Research (2014) which gave me a 

comprehensive overview of methodological issues in disaster research, in order to critically 

reflect upon my experiences. 

4.5.1 Institutional practices 
 

Internal Review Boards (IRBs or also known as the University of Auckland Human Participants 

Ethics Committee [UAHPEC] in my institution) play an extremely important role to protect not 

only human subjects but also qualitative disaster researchers and their home institutions from 

potential harm. Phillips (2014) explains that the “IRB will require, as based on the Belmont Report, 

that subjects must be respected. This requires that subjects be informed of the risks, benefits, and 

procedures they may experience and consent to the research process” (p.37). Unlike laboratory 

experiments, sociological disaster research does not often involve risks of harming human 

subjects. In typical qualitative disaster research, interviewees are asked to share their traumatic 

disaster experiences with unknown researchers, which might cause trauma and emotional harm. 

The IRB/UAHPEC ensures that disaster researchers do not exploit the researched and requires 

the researchers to inform their study informants of research procedures, confidentiality, and their 

human rights. Confidentiality and privacy are particular concerns in protecting human subjects.  

Nonetheless, such institutional practices may not only do good; they can also cause major 

barriers to disaster researchers. Known issues have already been discussed by many. Stallings 

(2007), for example, explains that “[a] barrier to timely arrival at the scene of a disaster can arise 

from the Internal Review Boards (IRBs) at the researcher’s home university” (p.60). The most 

popular type of disaster studies, the quick-response study, requires quick action and entry to the 

field, yet the IRB regulations often delay researchers’ arrivals to the field.  
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A relatively distinct and undiscussed issue with the IRB regulations that I have encountered 

during my study was the recruitment. I do not intend to criticize institutional practices as I respect 

their critical role, but I would like to open a discussion for future research as the IRB may limit 

researchers’ access channels. When I was planning this research, the UAHPEC’s preference was to 

recruit potential study informants through third parties – the already established community-

based organizations in Canterbury and Tohoku. It is logical to depend on these reputable 

organizations to recruit because they had already established good relationships with the hard-

to-reach linguistic minority immigrants and refugees in Canterbury and Tohoku since, or even 

prior to, these disasters. However, depending on or working with organizations can sometimes be 

problematic for various reasons. For example, as Tierney (2002) points out, 

[v]irtually all organization, both public and private, seek a favorable public image, and one 
means to accomplish this aim is to exercise control over information, including the kinds of 
information researchers seek. The need for organizational impression management is 
probably even more marked in disaster situations than during normal times (p.359). 

 
I did not have this impression; however, as I met more interviewees, I started noticing that I had 

been hearing stories from the people who had already told their stories repeatedly. The people 

that were introduced to me by the supporting organizations had already helped researchers with 

interviews before. Most of them were very kind and supportive to answer the repeated open-

ended questions, yet I soon realized that over-studying and over-representation is an obvious 

concern in disaster research. These were the people who represented their communities, who 

were better connected to their ethnic communities and were often gate-keeping community 

leaders. What about those with less bonding social capital? In contrast, those who I recruited 

through my personal networks and other channels told me that they were not well-nested, and it 

was their first time being interviewed. They were happy to have an opportunity to share their 

stories. These people’s narratives are arguably as important as those who are easier-to-reach.  

Furthermore, although confidentiality is critical in any qualitative sociological research, 

some members of targeted marginalized groups actually wanted their identity disclosed as a way 

to gain continuing public attention for continuing support and commemoration. Similarly, at the 

seven-year mark after the Tohoku disasters, some of the study participants desperately wanted 
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the wider public not to forget about them and did not want to be anonymous. This was particularly 

evident when I interviewed some community leaders, who used to be repeatedly interviewed by 

journalists and researchers and received support from their communities due to their status as 

spokespersons. I still do not include any identifiers of these interviewees even though disaster 

researchers may be responsible for keeping these invisible populations visible to the wider public 

so that they do not return to vulnerability and can sustain communitas (see Chapter 7). Disclosing 

their identity is not the answer, although this issue may be an important reminder for us: 

continuing involvement to support the victims through research or volunteerism by helping them 

maintain and expand their social capital is important. Our research and researchers can be a 

convenient tool to increase or maintain the social connectedness of the researched. It is fair for 

them to take advantage of researchers, instead of researchers rushing into the field for quick-

response studies and then not returning after completing their initial studies.  

4.5.2 Linguistic barriers 
 

Linguistic barriers are challenges that are confronted by not only linguistic minorities, but also 

disaster researchers when they try to conduct studies on/with linguistic minorities. In disaster 

research, linguistic barriers are often understood as a simple factor associated with social 

vulnerability – linguistic minorities often have limited access to critical information during 

disasters and in post-disasters (Leong et al., 2007; Senkbeil et al., 2014; see Chapter 5 for more 

details). However, it should not be their responsibility to speak the dominant languages. On the 

other hand, it is a critical issue if disaster researchers have limited access to the linguistic minority 

immigrant and refugee communities because of the necessity of studying the socially vulnerable 

in disaster research. As many of them experience linguistic and cultural barriers, researchers also 

experience the same barriers in reaching out to this population (Portes, 1998). This is one of the 

reasons why linguistic minority immigrants and refugees are under-studied groups.  

One of the obvious issues here is that researchers are not typically from socially vulnerable 

populations, especially not from linguistic minority groups. Although there are exceptions, 

linguistic minority disaster researchers are rare. Due to disaster and language barriers, the 
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linguistic minority population is less accessible for mainstream monolingual disaster researchers 

than other socially vulnerable populations such as the disabled, elderly, women, and racial 

minorities who speak the dominant language (see e.g., Minagawa, 2012). Language might be one 

of the most overlooked factors, which contribute to a barrier between the researcher and the 

researched (Uekusa, 2009). My study was not an exception: many times during this study, I wished 

I could speak the languages of study participants, instead of asking them to speak a language that 

I could speak (English, Japanese, or Spanish). I was, however, pleased to be able to take advantage 

of my multilingual skills to at least include more voices without depending on translators. I found 

and interviewed a couple of Japanese respondents in Canterbury who were not comfortable with 

their English proficiency and would have never accepted any interviews in English. I interviewed 

some English-speakers (including non-native English speakers who nonetheless felt very 

comfortable speaking English) in Tohoku, who many Japanese scholars did not try recruiting.  

Working with and studying these populations requires special skills such as language, 

cultural knowledge, strong interest, respect, and commitment (as in our cultural and linguistic 

capital). Bi-/multilingual researchers with linguistically and culturally sensitive approaches can 

reduce the interviewer-interviewee power inequality (particularly between native speaker and 

non-native speaker) and create a more comfortable interview environment. My doctoral research 

aimed not only to contribute to the on-going recovery process but also to the development of more 

inclusive and culturally (and linguistically) sensitive disaster research practices, working directly 

with the researched to include and reflect on otherwise unheard voices. More effective and 

appropriate disaster preparedness plans should be developed based on the actual experiences, 

both positive and negative, and perspectives of the affected, particularly linguistic minority 

groups who are most vulnerable and unheard in mainstream disaster research communities. 

Including translators in the research teams would help deal with the issue. Even better would be 

the training and inclusion of more bilingual or multilingual researchers who are from the 

vulnerable groups or have better cultural and linguistic sensitivity towards those groups 

(Marlowe, Lou, Osman & Alam, 2014). They can increase the whole groups’ bridging and linking 
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social capital capacities, or themselves form the groups’ shared social capital. It might be time to 

radically reconsider what an inclusive disaster research practice is. 

4.5.3 Timing 
 

Stallings (2007), Tierney (2002), and others clearly state that timing is crucial in disaster research. 

Most journal articles and book chapters on field work in disaster studies discuss timing issues, 

assuming that typical disaster studies are relatively short-term and are conducted during the 

relatively early stage of disasters as “quick-response” studies. This is understandable if the studies 

are to investigate immediate disaster impact. However, if researchers focus on disaster recovery 

and long-term disaster impacts, longitudinal studies and studies conducted a few years later (or 

more) would greatly contribute to our knowledge on disaster vulnerability and resilience. Indeed, 

based on my experience, there is a significant gap between when the researchers want to 

interview the disaster victims and when the victims want to discuss their stories. A shift away 

from an exclusive focus on quick-response studies may be in order.  

I completely agree with Stalling’s (2007) point on timing: “... timing is usually crucial for 

gaining access to the key people to be interviewed and for acquiring invaluable documentary 

materials. Both become more difficult if not impossible later in the disaster process” (p.61). I was 

able to see this during my research. My research took place 4-5 years after the disasters happened, 

obviously not in a timely manner, and this caused some issues. Access to the key informants was 

not easy to gain, mainly because many potential interviewees had moved away (immigrants and 

refugees tend to be more mobile if they do not have a strong attachment to a particular geographic 

area in Japan and New Zealand), had been over-studied, or had already forgotten about (or did 

not want to remember) their traumatic disaster experiences. Even some key disaster relief 

organizations, which played a significant role in increasing disaster survivors’ social 

connectedness, discontinued a couple of years after the disasters and did not exist at the time of 

my research, mainly due to the lack of funding and interest. Unfortunately, I could not deny the 

fact that “... timing can be especially important in mega-disasters [like the Tohoku disasters], with 

the first researchers on the scene enjoying a ‘competitive advantage’ in access to never-to-be-
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repeated events, to people and to perishable documents” (Stallings, 2007, p.61). It was not easy 

to conduct this research because I did not have this competitive advantage. 

However, unlike what Stallings (2007) and others argue, rushing into the field may not 

guarantee researchers access to “better” information because, as I found, there is typically an 

unrecognized gap between when researchers want to interview and when victims are willing to 

talk. Some of the study respondents told me during the interviews and recruitment processes that 

“it has been long enough since the [Tohoku] disasters happened so I feel finally ready to tell my 

story to someone.” After four years, some people were finally willing to talk about their 

experiences. Some victims simply could not talk about such traumatic experiences or did not have 

opportunities immediately after the disasters when research was “booming” in the affected areas. 

Others said, “there used to be many journalists and researchers coming to talk to us but not 

anymore... I have not seen anyone like you for the last couple of years. I am happy that you came, 

people still care about us.” Hence the timing might not have been ideal, but I was still able to collect 

some otherwise unheard voices.  

For researchers and reporters, rushing into the field to enjoy a “competitive advantage” 

might be crucial, yet it is important to again ask ourselves if, from the standpoint of the researched, 

this is an “inclusive” research practice. As researchers are dealing with racially, economically, 

sexually, culturally, and linguistically diverse groups in disasters, these disaster victims are 

emotionally diverse as well. Government officials, police, rescue teams, disaster relief 

organizations, and other first responders have a duty to provide the key information needed by 

researchers and journalists. However, researchers including myself, need to respect when 

ordinary victims want to share their experiences, instead of competing to collect “better” and 

“quicker” information before others can. In this sense, we are reading literature that is based on 

information drawn mostly from the disaster victims who were willing to share their experiences 

during the relatively early stage of post-disasters. There were many others who were silent when 

there were a large number of journalists and researchers who were competing for information. 

Timing can be another unarticulated factor that influences disaster victims’ social connectedness 

and determines our accessibility to them. 
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4.5.4 Issues of over-studying and over-representation 
 

While searching for community-based organizations in Canterbury and Tohoku who could help 

recruiting potential interviewees, I was repeatedly told by the organization staff that these 

linguistic minority immigrant and refugee groups had already been over-studied and should not 

be bothered anymore. Due to a limited accessibility to the hard-to-reach under-studied 

populations (for the reasons already discussed above), it is unfortunately likely that researchers 

tend to rely on a limited source for their recruitment and data collection. It is then not surprising 

that “[t]he presence of large number of researchers in the field can create competition among 

them for access to a handful of informants” (Stallings, 2007, p.61 quoted from Tierney, 2002, 

p.364). Consequences of this competition can be serious: “...researchers become increasingly 

suspect as more and more outsiders arrive representing insurance, sales, welfare, and other 

interests” and “researchers are often seen as a threat to the organization similar to that posed by 

reporters” (Stallings, 2007, p.61). 

Because of the UAHPEC regulations and my late arrival to the study field, I partially needed 

to depend on the local community-based organizations, who had strong connections with the 

hard-to-reach groups in the areas, to recruit the study participants and speak for their community 

members. Based on my fieldnotes, they actually pointed out that these communities now distrust 

researchers because many of them rushed into these communities immediately after the disasters 

to study but never returned nor provided any study outcome reports. They expressed that they 

felt exploited and annoyed. This was a sad truth, but it is worth noting here. Hence, it is completely 

understandable that these organizations became very protective gatekeepers (see also Curtis, 

2018). As linguistic minority immigrants and refugees in Canterbury and Tohoku may be hard to 

reach (and possibly due to the institutional regulations), it is logical that numerous researchers 

and journalists had already contacted these organizations for potential interviewees. I was one of 

the suspicious researchers who came in very late. 

I was extremely pleased to work with them and was grateful that they helped; however, it 

was obvious that they (organizations, their representatives, and the interviewees they introduced 

to me) had been already well-researched or over-studied. In addition to the issue of timing, 
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researching the socially vulnerable in disasters only through a limited number of community-

based organizations and other groups can cause a serious issue. As Stallings (2007) explains, it is 

very likely that “respondents may feel besieged by multiple requests for formal interviews and 

decide to grant none. More cooperative respondents may provide rehearsed answers after being 

interviewed numerous times, making it difficult for later interviews to probe effectively” (p.61). 

Indeed, I am aware that the stories that I heard from some of them, while extremely valuable, had 

already been published by other researchers. I believe that these organizations and interviewees 

were very kind and helpful to my research because of a very simple reason: they wanted to help 

the communities they were working with and hoped that the interview information would serve 

the public good. This may imply that a handful of the socially vulnerable with significant bonding 

social capital have been over-studied and over-represented in the current disaster literature. 

Therefore, we might not be hearing diverse voices from a community that may have an ostensibly 

homogeneous appearance, but may actually contain significant economic, gender, ethnic, cultural, 

religious, and linguistic diversity.    
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Chapter 5 

Disaster linguicism: Linguistic minorities in disasters 
 

 
 

In the coming chapters, I will present my analysis and offer empirical as well as theoretical 

discussions of social vulnerability and resilience to disasters, based on the disaster experiences of 

the linguistic minority immigrants and refugees who participated in this study. We generally 

acknowledge that these immigrants, refugees, and linguistic minorities, despite showing 

remarkable resilience (e.g., Klinenberg, 2002), are more vulnerable to disasters than their 

counterparts due to pre-existing structural inequality (Donner & Rodríguez, 2008, p.1096). The 

experiences of linguistic minority immigrants and refugees in both Canterbury and Tohoku 

demonstrate clear commonalities and support previous research findings. These experiences 

Figure 10: A nuclear radiation level sign on the Joban Highway which goes through the Fukushima red zone. 
This critical information cannot be understood if drivers do not read Japanese (Photo taken by Shinya Uekusa 
in 2015)  
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confirmed their social vulnerabilities to disasters due to the lack of capital and, as emphasized in 

Chapter 2, the intersection of race, class, gender, foreigner status, language, and many other 

contributing factors was highly evident.  

As noted in Chapter 1, most of interviewees in this study (and particularly in this chapter) 

are women, many of whom are marriage-migrants. Their disaster experiences were largely 

shaped by the complex intersection of international gender and race politics (see e.g., Glenn, 1992; 

Parreñas, 2000). While the women in Canterbury married and migrated for affective reasons, 

marriage-migrant interviewees in Tohoku married and migrated mainly for economic and non-

affective reasons. Unlike many female participants who were originally from countries like the 

Philippines and whose main motive of migration was to search for a better life and escape from 

hardships, none of male participants in this study were marriage-migrants. They had other 

reasons to migrate. Thus, the disaster experiences of study participants are highly classed, 

gendered, and racialized. Although I have no intention of simplifying this particular 

intersectionality aspect in their disaster experiences, my main focus in the coming chapters will 

be on four major unarticulated themes in disaster scholarship, namely 1) disaster linguicism, 2) 

earned strength as a source of “unexpected” resilience, 3) communitas and disaster capital, and 

4) re-thinking social capital. 

Giving my background in the sociology of language and involvement in community service 

and research with linguistic minority immigrant communities in the U.S., my immediate finding in 

this research was that linguistic minority immigrant and refugee respondents commonly 

experienced linguistic inequality on a macro and micro scale, which has contributed to the 

complexity of their vulnerability with regard to the disasters. I define this as “disaster linguicism”. 

This is not a novel finding. Previous disaster research has noted that “language skills/literacy” are, 

indeed, one of the major contributing variables in many social vulnerability and resilience indices 

(e.g., Cutter et al, 2003; Morrow, 1999; see also Appendix I). There has been continuing discussion 

on how to overcome “language barriers” in disasters, so that linguistic minorities will be less 

vulnerable in future disasters. Most policy discussions state that “language barriers” and “poor 

language literacy” prevent linguistic minorities from accessing critical disaster information, and a 
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major goal of disaster management and resilience initiatives is to facilitate this access to 

information (see e.g., Santos-Hernández & Morrow, 2013). 

However, the disaster experiences of linguistic minorities may not be as simple as many 

disaster researchers believe. For instance, aside from the already-known information access 

issues in disasters due to the lack of linguistic capital, the severe stress and mental health issues 

which appear to be evident for many disaster victims might be heightened for linguistic minorities 

due to their limited linguistic capacity (see e.g., Santos-Hernández & Morrow, 2013, p.265). As 

exemplified in Chapter 3, language is a means of communication, but there is a dominant language 

in any social space. This means that, as Bourdieu and Passeron (1977, p.73; see also Bourdieu, 

1991) argue, language, or linguistic capital, functions more than just a means of communication 

in our social life including in emergency situations. Furthermore, as linguicism is often 

compounded with racism (Uekusa, 2009), linguicism is rarely analyzed separately in sociological 

research and thus is not properly addressed. This chapter will emphasize the concept of disaster 

linguicism and Bourdieu’s symbolic violence (as language was his main topic in his Language and 

Symbolic Power [1991]; see also Chapter 3) in order to explore the rather complex and multi-

dimensional disaster experiences of linguistic minorities in the 2010-2011 Canterbury and 

Tohoku disasters.  

5.1 Disaster linguicism 

 
Linguicism was first introduced by Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson, who define it as “[i]deologies, 

structures and practices which are used to legitimate, effectuate and reproduce unequal division 

of power and resources (both material and non-material) between groups which are defined on 

the basis of language” (Phillipson, 1992 quoted in Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 1995, p.105). 

Although their original concept of linguicism emphasized language-related structural 

discrimination such as limited governmental service access in minority languages, linguicism 

could also be conceived as a form of linguistic discrimination which also operates at a micro-level 

(Uekusa, 2009, p.1). In an extremely simple sense, linguicism is a form of discrimination based on 

language against linguistic minorities, operating at multiple levels such that it even includes 
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discriminatory practices in everyday interpersonal interactions based on the intensity of one’s 

accent (Lippi-Green, 1997; Woodrow, 2006). Linguistic minorities in New Zealand and Japan are 

those who are not native speakers of the de facto languages, English17 and Japanese respectively, 

or those who do not speak those languages at all.  

Like racism and sexism, linguicism is often institutionalized and compounded with other 

forms of discrimination. For instance, one’s educational success and access to education is 

typically dependent on his or her primary language (Bourdieu, 1991; Train, 2007); language 

competency is required for employment and economic activities (Hakuta, 1986); government 

services may only be available in the dominant language(s) (Tierney, 2006); political participation 

is limited for linguistic minorities (Schmid, 2001) and is in operation with racism and other forms 

of discrimination (Phillipson, 1992, p.55). However, as briefly discussed in Chapter 3, what is 

different from other forms of discrimination is that linguicism is so normalized that we as social 

agents rarely recognize its existence. This is particularly due to language ideologies (see e.g., 

Cashman, 2006; Lippi-Green, 1997) and symbolic violence (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Like 

cultural hegemony, language ideology contributes to the reproduction of social power in social 

fields (e.g., culture, country), and taken-for-granted power is concentrated in the dominant 

language speaker group(s) and their dominant culture such as native English speakers in the U.S. 

(see e.g., Fairclough, 2001, p.2).  

Minority languages might have significant cultural and group identity values (May, 2005, 

p.334; Wall, 2003, p.125), yet linguistic minorities often find political, economic, cultural, and 

social advantages in acquiring the dominant languages and becoming complicit in language 

hegemony and domination (see Irvine & Gal, 1999; Swartz, 1997). Through this process of 

developing their habitus by complying with formal and informal rules in the specific social fields, 

minority languages may perceivably become “inferior” to the dominant languages and may even 

be stigmatized in their habitus (e.g., Bartolomé, 2006, p.25). The status of one’s language may 

affect her or his self-esteem (Schmid, 1992, p.206). Consequently, linguistic minorities, especially 

                                                             
17 Official languages in New Zealand are Te Reo Māori, and New Zealand sign language; however, the de facto language 
is English. 
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immigrants and refugees, are under the constant pressure to linguistically assimilate to the host 

country and culture and experience the constant feeling of anxiety and inferiority for not speaking 

the dominant languages well enough (see Bartolomé, 2006; Woodrow, 2006). However, some 

linguistic minorities also resist to a certain extent, while many others gradually become 

competent in the dominant language and may no longer need to resist. One form of collective 

negotiation of this linguistic oppression is to create social spaces and fields (e.g., diaspora, ethnic 

enclaves, and ethnic communities) in which they preserve their culture and language by offering 

themselves economic, cultural, and social activities in their languages and avoiding interactions 

with native speakers (Uekusa, 2009, pp.65-68). 

Although the dominant language is taken for granted, language, unlike ascriptive 

characteristics such as race and sex, may be achievable. Hence, linguistic minorities sometimes 

internalize linguistic oppression and try to learn the dominant language in order to succeed in 

competitive education and labor markets (e.g., Pedraza, 1996, p.11). Thus, it is unsurprising that, 

instead of promoting bi-/multilingualism18, an assimilationist approach to language is dominant 

in human services; for example, education systems which serve immigrants and refugees expect 

them to comply with the dominant language (Kissman, 2001; Swartz, 1997). This complicates 

linguistic minorities’ experience in disasters, and “linguistic human rights (LHRs)” (Phillipson, 

Rannut & Skutnabb-Kangas, 1995) are often violated. Linguistic minorities are often small in 

number in a host country or community to start with. People may gradually learn the dominant 

language as they enter a new social field, but they cannot collect this form of linguistic capital 

overnight, and it is highly problematic if linguistic minorities do not understand disaster warnings 

and cannot communicate with authorities and others in emergency situations. LHRs may sound 

unusual, yet they are “the fundamental human rights which protect linguistic minorities from 

linguicism and overcome linguistic hegemony and linguistic inequality” (Uekusa, 2009, p.1).  

Disaster linguicism is an unarticulated theme in disaster research even though most 

disaster researchers recognize the issue of language barriers and the immediate need to overcome 

                                                             
18 Bi-/multilingualism is a general term which refers to the use of two or more languages in a society (Mesthrie et al., 
2000, pp.38-39) 
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this issue due to the critical nature of communication in emergency situations. Thus, my argument 

throughout this chapter and thesis will be that we need to look beyond these immediate needs to 

consider everyday needs in order to reduce vulnerabilities. As I have backgrounds in the sociology 

of language and linguicism, it is interesting to observe the tendency for disaster researchers, 

practitioners, and policymakers to see disadvantages, especially communication difficulties and 

linguistic disadvantages, only in the disaster itself.  

In disasters, we acknowledge that “timely information is vital to the wellbeing of affected 

residents” (McKee, 2014, p.107), and the vital role of language in diffusing disaster warnings and 

relief information to disaster response studies, risk communication, and preparedness (see e.g., 

Arlikatti, Taibah & Andrew, 2014; Mitchell, 2003; Peguero, 2006). As Duncan (2013) argues, 

[f]oreign residents who do not read, understand, or speak the local language can be at a 
severe disadvantage during a disaster situation, and it can be readily predicted that they 
will become heavy consumers of information and advice from sources that use their native 
language (p.10). 

 
This is evident in numerous case studies. Petri (2009) explains, “Hurricane Katrina hit Latinos 

harder than it hit other ethnic communities. Many Spanish-speaking Latinos did not even 

evacuate—almost all storm warnings were broadcast in English” (para.4; see also Cutter et al., 

2003). McKee (2014) also contextualizes sign language users in disasters and discusses the issue 

of literacy:  

Captioning of TV broadcasts is not necessarily effective in communicating information to all 
Deaf people, due to the unfamiliarity of technical language that may be used during such 
events, and variability in the accuracy of real-time captioning. Information delivered in sign 
language is preferred by many Deaf people, as being more immediately accessible than 
speech represented imperfectly in print (p.108). 

 
The paradox here is that while human services and social work generally focus on teaching 

linguistic minorities the dominant language (Kissman, 2001), the major solution to the 

information access disparity in disaster response and mitigation is to diffuse information and 

provide services in multilingual formats. Tierney (2006) recognizes such efforts but still 

problematizes the disaster-related language planning19:  

                                                             
19 Language planning refers to “deliberate efforts to influence the behaviour of others with respect to the acquisition, 
structure, and functional allocations of their language codes” (Cooper, 1989, p.45). 
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Non-English speaking minorities experience a range of problems with respect to hazards 
and disasters [in the U.S.] Although some improvements have been made in making hazard-
related information available in Spanish and some Asian languages, a large portion of 
detailed guidance is available only in English (p.117). 

 
Much emphasis has been put on making simplified disaster-related information immediately 

accessible in multiple languages without sacrificing the amount and quality of information. 

However, this is different from profoundly overcoming disaster linguicism and providing 

multilingual services and information which would help linguistic minorities recover from and 

prepare for disasters at the same level and speed as native speakers.  

Researchers, policymakers, and practitioners have overlooked that, in addition to the 

already-known vulnerability factors such as race, class, and gender, linguistic minorities’ disaster 

experiences might be affected by linguicism and particularly language ideology. Linguicism in 

disasters may be overlooked as it is usually compounded with other characteristics which limit 

linguistic minorities’ ability to respond to and recover from disasters such as race, lower SES, 

lower educational attainment, lack of local or cultural knowledge, transience, and so on (Santos-

Hernández & Morrow, 2013, p.273). Hence, investigating how linguistic minorities negotiate 

disaster linguicism and their everyday practice in emergency situations could give us a holistic 

picture of how we can tackle the unsolved and unarticulated disaster linguicism both at the 

structural and interpersonal levels simultaneously. While providing information in multilingual 

formats is of course helpful, I argue that there is a strong need to go beyond simple information 

access in disaster response to explore and theorize disaster linguicism in order to address and 

solve the underlying issues. 

5.1.1 Structural disaster linguicism 
 

Structural or institutionalized linguicism contributed to one of the most noticeable disadvantages 

faced by many of the study participants in both locations. As mentioned above, previous empirical 

research concentrated on how language proficiency in dominant languages (such as English in 

New Zealand and Japanese in Japan) is a clear barrier to obtain disaster-related information (e.g., 

disaster warning, preparedness, relief aids, recovery), and this has put linguistic minorities in 

vulnerable situations (Marlowe & Bogen, 2015, p.126; Tierney, 2006, p.117). Indeed, of “[t]he 30 
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deaths, most of them of Mexican descent which occurred in 1987 when an F4 tornado came down 

in Saragosa, Texas, are attributed to the failures translating and transmitting the warning message 

into Spanish on time” (Aguirre, 1988; Benavides & Arlikatti, 2010 quoted in Arlikatti, Taibah & 

Andrew, 2014, p.536). Linguistic barriers may not be the reasons for differential evacuation 

behaviors since many undocumented Latinos did not evacuate for various other reasons in 

previous disasters (i.e., fear of arrest or deportation, hesitation for being visible and receiving aid, 

lower risk perceptions, nowhere to evacuate, etc.) (see e.g., Martinez & Nuñez-Álvarez, 2017; 

Petri, 2009). Yet linguicism prevents certain people from accessing critical disaster information, 

especially warning messages, and this can result in higher likelihood of fatalities and devastating 

damage. 

Study participants in Tohoku explained their firsthand experiences of disaster linguicism: 

critical information such as tsunami warnings and evacuation information were simply not 

accessible, particularly for the newcomers who were not competent in Japanese. For instance, 

Maria, a Filipina marriage-migrant woman in Tohoku, told a story about a Filipina marriage-

migrant woman who did not understand Japanese: 

one of the saddest things was, one of us perished in the tsunami… well, the thing is that she 
must have not understood the tsunami warning announcement because the announcement 
was in Japanese, you know? And the announcement was using these words that are not 
being used in everyday life. 

 
It is possible that Maria’s friend had other reasons why she could not evacuate, but we can no 

longer ask her whether or not she understood the announcement in Japanese, and as Maria 

asserts, linguicism appears to be the explanatory variable in this particular case. Wei, a Chinese 

migrant woman involved in community service, also pointed out that “many Chinese marriage-

migrant women could not communicate well in the disasters… they understood hinan (to 

evacuate) but not what takadai (higher place) meant.” While most Japanese speakers understood 

this simple message and acted accordingly, these immigrant women did not understand the 

tsunami warnings that they were supposed to evacuate to any higher places. This might not have 

directly caused more fatalities, but may have resulted in confusion and possible delay in action 
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(i.e., even if non-Japanese speakers such as Filipina marriage-migrant women in this case did not 

understand the warning, they might have seen others act and evacuated accordingly). 

It is worth noting here that technical language and jargon used in disaster warnings and 

recovery information are often problematic. The terms used are not easy to understand, even for 

native speakers. For example, in the Canterbury disasters, “[t]he initial communication from Civil 

Defense had reading levels of 17-18 years” while most newspapers have an English reading level 

lower than 14 (Christchurch Migrant Inter-Agency Group, 2011, p.8). Native speakers with a lower 

level of language literacy might also be excluded from disaster warning messages and relief 

information. Thus, as previous research indicates, the language barrier is a typical structural 

disadvantage that is often confronted by linguistic minorities and others with limited literacy in 

any given society during disasters (see e.g., Santos-Hernández & Morrow, 2013).  

Overwhelming evidence of these language barriers in life-threatening situations suggests 

the importance of diffusing disaster warnings, evacuation information, and disaster preparedness 

in multilingual formats. This makes perfect sense. However, linguistic minorities’ struggles 

continue after the initial response and short-term recovery periods. Asad, a Somali refugee in 

Christchurch involved in community service, explained: 

Obviously we are resilient, we are not on our own. We can cope and recover… but we need 
support. The [New Zealand] government is very kind… but everything is in English, very 
important information is in English. English is like… the information first comes out in 
English… so even though they are trying hard… but it’s not multicultural enough…  
 

Although Asad did not clarify the type(s) of important information that they needed in their 

language, his frustration at not being able to obtain information quickly and accurately is obvious. 

Similar accounts were communicated to me in Japan. Wei also described her frustration: 

There are lots of things foreigners didn’t understand, including important announcements, 
which were not in simple Japanese. While the Japanese understand everything immediately, 
for foreigners, there are lots of things they don’t understand at evacuation centers. For 
example, where to go to get relief goods including food, where the first-aid stations are, 
where to get drinking water… While the Japanese have all this information, the foreigners 
knew nothing. In the coastal areas where there were many foreign wives whose husbands 
were washed away by tsunami, these foreign wives found themselves in the situation where 
they can do nothing simply because they can’t communicate in Japanese. I think the 
language is the most important. So why don’t we use the simple words in announcements 
in Japanese? Foreigners could also understand. Or even make them available in multiple 
languages. Now people realized this, but such things were quite rare at that time of the 
disasters in 2011. 



 

 134 

 
We can certainly learn lessons from linguistic minorities’ previous disaster experiences and based 

on that accumulated knowledge, we can determine what type of disaster information (e.g., 

tsunami warnings, where or how to get relief goods, food, water, and first-aid) should be available 

in multiple languages.  

That said, the types of information needed might be contextual and unexpected in different 

disasters, and as Asad and Wei implicitly expressed, the frustration tends to come from the 

underlying communication disparity between native speakers and non-native speakers in New 

Zealand and Japan rather than the inconvenience. We should therefore emphasize communication 

equality in disasters because a communication disparity might be causing additional 

psychological burdens, hidden injuries that linguistic minorities have to deal with, which are more 

significant than the simple inconvenience of not understanding the disaster warnings as quickly 

and accurately as native speakers. To clarify, linguicism is the central focus here, although these 

communication disparities can also be attributed to classed, gendered, and racialized migration 

(see e.g., Iwata & Nemoto, 2018). In the cases of Tohoku marriage-migrant women, Wei speaks to 

the burdens that marriage-migrant women already carry by juggling multiple forms of minority 

status (e.g., foreigner, female, linguistic, age, and education level) that contribute to a unique 

vulnerability not experienced by male respondents in this study. As Wei explained in the above 

excerpt, linguicism is central here. However, I acknowledge that in the particular case of Tohoku 

marriage-migrants, broader global inequality surrounding gender and migration is also an 

important contextual factor that precedes the vulnerability of these women. This was even more 

evident when I analyzed their experience of micro-level disaster linguicism. 

5.1.2 Internalizing the oppression—micro-level disaster linguicism 
 

Linguistic minorities experience disaster linguicism in many different ways, and, unlike the 

examples above, sometimes they experience disaster linguicism on a micro or interpersonal level. 

It is worth noting that no matter how they experience structural disaster linguicism, the hidden 

injuries of disaster linguicism include heightened anger, stress, anxiety, depression, and other 

mental health issues. Previous linguistic and psychological studies suggest that many linguistic 
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minorities already feel anxiety, inferiority, and sometimes anger when dealing with native 

speakers in the dominant language in ordinary social situations (Woodrow, 2006, p.322). It is 

therefore important to address the proliferated psychological struggles and internalized 

oppression of linguistic minorities during disasters.  

In the time of disasters when many may already experience increased anxiety, depression, 

trauma, and other psychological issues, not being able to communicate and simply not having 

someone to talk to about their real feelings, worries, and concerns can negatively affect one’s 

mental health. Indeed, as mental health practitioners (e.g., Mental Health America [MHA], 2016) 

often suggest, it is essential for disaster survivors to simply “talk about it.” It is likely that not 

having social support and being unable to express true feelings after a disaster causes 

posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other mental health issues. Voges and Romney (2003) 

found that social support or simply having someone available to talk to about their trauma 

significantly lowers the likelihood of disaster survivors developing PTSD. Eighty-one and a half 

percent of those without PTSD reported having someone to talk to, while only 40.0% of those with 

PTSD reported having someone to talk to about their trauma (Voges & Romney, 2003, para.21). 

However, having someone available to talk to in native language(s) during disasters may be more 

difficult for linguistic minorities, especially if she or he is not competent in the dominant language 

of communication. 

Takao, a Japanese pastor involved in supporting the Japanese exchange students in 

Christchurch, spoke of the extreme importance of being able to communicate in emergency 

situations. Takao’s contribution below, while quite lengthy, demonstrates the deep need for 

linguistically diverse services in disaster situations: 

[These Japanese exchange students] didn’t know their host families well yet, they didn’t 
understand English at all… many of these severely injured young students were brought to 
the hospital and were panicking. The hospital staff just couldn’t handle because of the 
language barrier… The hospital needed a help, a Japanese specialist... they contacted some 
Japanese in Christchurch and found me. I rushed to the hospital, but the city was closed, and 
I couldn’t enter the red zone… We relocated our office and church [because it was in the red 
zone]. We just couldn’t enter this red zone. But a colleague of mine told me, “I have a pass to 
enter, come with me!” But, at this time, we could not get our cars [parked in the red zone] 
and all roads were closed… so I decided to bike to the church. Then he took me to the 
hospital… But first day when I went to the hospital and explained, “I am a Japanese, I came 
for the exchange students”, I was not allowed to go… it was only the second day after the 
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earthquake… the hospital was in chaos… Like me, there were several other people who 
volunteered to help the students, but there was no personnel to coordinate anything… The 
hospital was in chaos… We couldn’t do anything… We knew help was needed, but there was 
no procedure, no staff who could make a proper arrangement to get externals who could 
provide specific help. So I spent half day in the hospital just sitting and waiting… There was 
electricity in the hospital, so at least that I managed to charge my cell phone. That day, I 
went back home without any response from the hospital… When I came back home… It 
turned out there was a Japanese nurse in that hospital. She saw my name on the registration 
list and called me. She told me, “I am a nurse there… but I am busy with another 
responsibility now, but there are many Japanese young students here who don’t understand 
English… When I have some free time I go to check on them, but I don’t have much time and 
I can’t handle this all by myself…” There are five severely injured students then… So she 
asked me to come… I’m glad she called because I didn’t know what to do. I was not allowed 
to enter the hospital, so she came to meet me and took me straight to the ward where the 
students were… It was awful… Well, how should I say…? It was like a mixture of the cultural 
shock and trauma… Everyone was screaming in Japanese… nurses didn’t understand them. 
“I’ve never seen and can’t eat this!”, “What’s in this syringe? I don’t know what’s inside, I 
don’t want to get that shot!” and so on… It was horrible. Well, I thought they first needed 
someone to talk to in Japanese and familiar Japanese food. I asked people from the church 
to help. They gathered in the house where the kitchen was working, they made Japanese 
rice balls, they made miso soup. I took them to the hospital. I talked to the students in 
Japanese and gave them the food. It felt a great relief… I took my high school student 
daughter with me. These young students were at her age. There was only one boy in this 
group, his leg was amputated… All others were young girls, I was a man and I thought these 
young girls needed someone of their age, so I brought my daughter with me… Well, I wasn’t 
really thinking about it first… The access to the hospital was very limited, so I actually 
couldn’t bring my daughter back then… Anyway, I gave them some Japanese food, talked to 
them in Japanese, and they calmed down. Their host families also felt relieved. I felt sorry 
for the host families too… They didn’t understand each other because of the language 
barriers… They wanted to show their compassion and support the injured students, but 
they couldn’t communicate…  

 
Takao went on to say, “I think it was good that I was able to talk to them in the same language. If 

there hadn’t been a person who could speak Japanese, what would have happened to these 

Japanese students? I can’t even imagine…” Besides the obvious lack of pre-disaster arrangements 

at the hospital and many other issues that I can address in this excerpt, the point that I should 

emphasize in this section is the need for the Japanese students with limited linguistic capital to be 

able to communicate in this unexpected emergency situation, an ability which was taken for 

granted by English speakers.  

This was similar among marriage-migrant women, particularly Filipinas, in Tohoku. Maria 

also explained: 

Well, after the tsunami, since most of [Filipinas] lost houses, they lost everything actually… 
just like me. So they need materials. But first we needed someone to talk to. At that time, I 
was working… I was doing some volunteer work at one of the biggest [disaster] refugee 
centers. And so, when they felt lonely, they come to me, so I say “just wait outside, I will be 
there in a minute”, so we tried to eat lunch together, and they want… you know, bring out 
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their worries in Tagalog, they have burdens in their heart, and they are very much confused 
about what they were going to do because they can’t understand Japanese.  

 
As we see from these excerpts, the emotional aspects of language in disaster contexts should never 

be overlooked. Emotional support or, as Takao and Maria point out, simply having someone to 

talk to in their native languages, might be an immediate need for all disaster survivors, especially 

for transients and isolated marriage-migrant women.  

Similarly, Seo-yuun, a Korean migrant involved in community assistance in Canterbury, 

pointed out the increase in perceived stress in Chinese and Korean communities due to disaster 

linguicism: 

I just… wow, so many people, even who live in the west side [of Christchurch], physically or 
psychologically were badly affected by the earthquakes… so stressful… and especially for 
our community, Korean or Chinese, old communities because of the language barriers, the 
level of their stress was higher than Kiwis… lack of information, misunderstanding of the 
news or articles and everything, so…  

 
Although we cannot solidly conclude based on this excerpt that linguistic minorities have actually 

experienced higher stress than native speakers, it is likely that the issues faced by the linguistic 

minorities may not just be the difficulty of understanding the key disaster terms and accessing 

critical information. Thus, this can be conceptualized as a taken-for-granted “capital or privilege” 

that native speakers are more likely to possess during disasters. These linguistic minorities may 

not be purposefully discriminated against, yet their micro-level struggles due to linguicism are 

worth addressing in disaster research.  

Unlike these above cases in which discriminators may not necessarily be present, the 

hegemony of English and Japanese might allow native speakers to legitimately or subconsciously 

practice interpersonal-level linguicism, which exacerbates the vulnerability of linguistic 

minorities and complicates the promotion of multilingual communications in emergency 

situations. Kayo, a disaster support center staff member in Tohoku, explained a case that she 

observed: 

When we were asked to visit local evacuation centers and check on foreign nationals, there 
are many marriage-migrant women who didn’t want us to identify themselves as foreigners 
as they had tried to integrate. We could see Filipinas but usually we can’t distinguish Chinese 
and Koreans, they look like Japanese. Their husbands and families don’t want to tell others 
that their wives are from China or Korea. So we were looking for them but could not loudly 
make announcements to find them because it caused a great discomfort for them and their 
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families. Even if we find them, we could not physically separate these women from their 
husbands and families and talk in their native languages other than Japanese which their 
family members did not understand. Their husbands and mothers-in-Law feel insecure and 
suspicious if their foreign wives are talking to us in languages that they don’t understand… 
so we needed to be very cautious. 
 

Her observation illustrates an important notion of communication disparity (besides many other 

sociological points of interests): it is acceptable that these marriage-migrant women do not 

understand their family members when they speak in Japanese, while it is not acceptable that 

their family members do not understand what the migrant wives are speaking in their own 

languages. As discussed earlier, being able to communicate in one’s native language(s) or any 

language that she or he feels comfortable with during a frightening and stressful time should not 

be considered as privilege. Multilingual communication may seem simple if we do not carefully 

look into the circumstances. As Lee (2012) argues, this is one of the reasons why some marriage-

migrant women in Tohoku who look Japanese have learned to strategically invisibilize themselves 

in order to avoid unnecessary sanctions for “being different” (see Chapter 1). However, during the 

disasters, their increased stress and anxiety at not being able to communicate in the language(s) 

that they feel comfortable with should be properly and carefully addressed. Unreasonable 

sanctions and punitive responses often come from native speakers (mostly their host families and 

communities) who were apparently unaware of the power inequality and linguicist practices.  

Additional psychological burdens and possibly additional economic losses due to micro-

level disaster linguicism was particularly evident in some of the study participants’ experiences 

of dealing with insurance settlements in Canterbury. In the following instances, study participants 

were swallowing the pain and internalizing the linguistic oppression while they had already 

confronted disaster-related struggles like many others. One of the Women’s Voices (2014) 

interviewees, Hana, a Korean migrant woman in Canterbury, expressed her anger at perceived 

linguistic and psychological disadvantages of dealing with a coercive insurance company in 

English: 

I don’t want to argue with my insurance company. I felt kind of disadvantaged with my lack 
of English skills, so my family decided the easy option… we accept [the] Government’s offer, 
Option 1 [instead of negotiating a settlement on their house with the insurance company]. I 
don’t have the confidence with the language, so I gave up (p.5). 
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Even if recovery and relief information was provided in multilingual formats, that would not 

support and empower Hana to negotiate with native speakers when she felt linguistically 

disadvantaged. She had to swallow the feelings of inferiority and, to a certain extent, of being taken 

advantage of; she internalized linguistic oppression. Similarly, Chie, a Japanese immigrant woman 

married to a New Zealander in Christchurch, explained her observation of disaster linguicism that 

her friends and Japanese families were going through: 

About the insurance settlement… Many of my Japanese friend families just signed the first 
offer. Maybe my [Kiwi] husband is rare… he did a lot of research and talked to a lot of 
people… so it took 5 years… the insurance company came over and over, but he did not sign 
until he was happy. But many Japanese here were… especially Japanese families were… 
because of English, they did not want to negotiate… they got the first offer from the 
insurance companies and signed the settlement. They then fixed their houses but now [after 
a few years] started having a lot of issues for inadequate repairs… they wanna complain but 
they can’t because of English again. Even if they complained, they can’t really negotiate with 
the insurance companies… I feel like these Japanese families are totally taken advantages 
of! 

 
She continued: 

 
Especially the EQC [Earthquake Commission] looks down on Japanese... they are not 
serious... When Japanese are told to sign, they just sign without questioning. We don’t really 
understand, so we just sign without asking... yeah, language... maybe not just language, 
typical Japanese personality. If the EQC says, they did all the necessary repairs, they trust it 
and signed the settlement. When they are offered specific amount of money and asked to 
sign, they can’t really challenge the EQC even though they paid a lot of money to hire a 
professional to assess the house damage after they sign... the professional says that the EQC 
offer is ridiculously low, not even covering all the necessary repairs... after they sign, it’s too 
late, they have to pay out of their pocket to do more repairs. 
 

Settlement with insurance companies is often time-consuming and difficult even for native 

speakers since such power inequality in negotiation may also be attributed to gender, race, 

nationality, and other factors. However, the above excerpts illustrate a perceived linguistic 

disadvantage that is not confronted by native speakers. I have no intention of generalizing this 

point because native speakers can also be the victims of communication disparity. However, the 

tendency for linguistic minorities to experience linguistic disadvantages was something I noticed 

during my interviews in Canterbury. Japanese cultural norms of being non-confrontational (as in 

cultural capital) in this case might have negatively played a role, but what is important to address 

here are the linguistic minorities’ feelings of inferiority and being taken advantage of due to the 

intersection of micro-level linguicism and other forms of oppression.  
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These respondents internalized the linguistic oppression, complied with the language 

ideology, and reproduced symbolic violence (i.e., these disaster survivors may be reminded of 

their powerlessness and the need or importance of learning the dominant language). Looking 

further into micro-level disaster linguicism illustrates a clearer picture of why we need to explore 

linguistic minorities’ everyday practice and protect them in disasters through more innovative 

and multi-dimensional ways than simply providing information in multilingual formats.   

Internalizing the everyday linguistic oppression results in lower self-esteem and confidence 

to negotiate, which could exacerbate the social vulnerability of linguistic minorities in disasters. 

This can be a major reason why many of them have limited confidence to ask for the disaster relief 

aid that is their fundamental human right, even if government services are available to them. 

Krishna, an Indian immigrant involved in community assistance in Canterbury, explained further: 

Well, the challenges facing new migrants are, newcomers are... one is the information needs, 
so there is like access to information issue. They don’t know where to go, they don’t know 
who to go to, they don’t have any time to find information because they are too busy with 
this new place... what’s available to them, they don’t know that there are a lot of things 
available to them... to everyone here. I am only speaking New Zealand context, yea? So the 
access to information is not there... who’s gonna tell them how to access? Because... a lot of 
times... because of the lack of English, I am speaking for the non-English speaking 
background migrants here, they don’t have the confidence to just walk into social services 
or someone to ask for help, social service kinda department to ask for help and tell them 
“this is what I need”, even have the confidence to stop a Kiwi and say, “Hang on, hey, excuse 
me, where do I go for this? You know how to get to this place?” or whatever. This doesn’t... 
it’s not because they can’t do it, because, in new country, they don’t have the confidence... 
because they believe a lot of migrants are, a lot of times, they believe that their English is 
really bad, so they don’t say anything, but when I speak with them, it’s not bad because I am 
migrant too. They believe, in their head, it’s not good enough. The lack of confidence is very 
big thing here. 

 
As Krishna noted, a direct consequence of not having the confidence to ask for help in a disaster 

context can be devastating because people may lose access to their own assets, temporarily or 

otherwise, and usually need external help to get by.  

This can imply that if these linguistic minorities are hard-to-reach like marriage-migrant 

women in Tohoku (Lee, 2012b) and undocumented immigrants in the U.S. (Villegas, 2010) who 

invisibilize themselves, they are less likely to receive disaster relief aid unless they actively reach 

out and ask for help. Here I align my findings with Klinenberg’s (2002) Chicago heat wave study, 

which found that governments and authorities often fail to understand disaster survivors’ 
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vulnerabilities and recognize the immediate need of intervention (pp.129-164). For vulnerable 

linguistic minorities, not being able to ask for specific help can simply mean not receiving it. It is 

also important to note that decision-makers who do not understand linguistic minorities’ 

experiences of disaster linguicism often make those linguistic minorities responsible for their own 

fate. Native speakers, particularly service providers, tend to ignore the unique circumstances and 

structural oppression which existed prior to the disasters. Keiko, a disaster support center worker 

in Tohoku, argued that foreigners in Japan should be made responsible for communication: 

I know a Brazilian woman. After disaster, she didn’t know what to do and she was so scared 
that all the time she was staying in the house, she ate and drank all the food and water she 
had… didn’t know what to do next… We didn’t know what to do either. One of the prefectural 
administration officials said, “Shouldn’t we just wait until she gets hungry and gets outside?” 
In other words, we shouldn’t check on the foreigners, going from door to door and asking, 
“How do you feel? Or do you have enough food?” They must come outside and ask for help. 
If there is no one around, go to the place her husband works or to her children’s school 
teachers. You must approach somebody. That’s why “self-help” is important. I sympathize 
deeply with this Brazilian woman, she didn’t speak Japanese, she couldn’t read information 
and felt completely lost. I do sympathize. But, as someone said, she must have stood up, 
opened the door and made a step outside. 

 
Although much respect should be paid to Keiko for playing an important role in supporting 

foreigners in the Tohoku disasters, a typical responsibilization of the victims without considering 

their circumstances (see Rose, 1999) is evident here. Some linguistic minorities are blamed for 

not asking for help even in emergency situations. Instead of responsibilizing them, we should 

focus on the understanding of linguistic minorities’ disaster experiences from their perspectives, 

which is a key element that is missing in the typical discussion of supporting linguistic minorities. 

It is probable that this Brazilian marriage-migrant woman’s lower self-esteem and confidence to 

communicate with native Japanese speakers in Japanese might have been caused by everyday 

linguistic oppression in addition to her traumatic disaster experiences, yet most service providers 

and even researchers seem to overlook these factors. 

5.2 Disaster linguicism? Or everyday linguicism?  
 

It has become noticeable that, as mentioned, the struggles that linguistic minority study 

participants confronted in the disasters might not have only occurred during the disasters. The 

study of how linguistic minorities experienced disaster linguicism should begin with an 
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examination of their experiences prior to the actual 2010-2011 disasters because, for them, 

linguicism is not anything new. My interviews revealed that, for study participants, it is the 

everyday social phenomenon, which many of us might have only noticed during/after the 

disasters due to the visible language barriers. Structural efforts to solve the language barriers in 

disasters have been made (i.e. multilingual disaster warnings and relief information services, bi-

/multilingual volunteers, etc.), but these should not be temporal efforts. Indeed, Takeshi, a 

multilingual disaster support center staff member in Tohoku, pointed out: 

Well… not just during the emergencies… in our everyday work, we know that 
communication is difficult because of the language barriers… We already know this. 
Something difficult like communication with foreign nationals in non-emergency can 
become more difficult in emergency. All the infrastructure getting disrupted and the 
Fukushima disaster were unexpected… but the foreigners’ struggles were predictable… 
 

The language barriers existed prior to and will exist after the disasters too, and, as Takeshi was 

aware, for some, it was predictable that ordinary communication difficulties due to the lack of 

linguistic capital would be worse in emergency situations. Then why does society not put more 

efforts to solve everyday linguicism as part of DRR? Foreigner support organizations like 

Takeshi’s obviously stay on top of solving the language barriers, yet most efforts again concentrate 

on providing information in multilingual formats and do not seem to understand the hidden 

injuries of and root causes of linguicism. Therefore, it is worth highlighting linguicism in non-

emergency contexts, but I will briefly present study participants’ everyday experiences of 

linguicism in order to further contextualize them in the disasters.    

It was unsurprising that, instead of solely focusing on disaster linguicism, I could not avoid 

discussing with study respondents about their everyday experiences of linguicism when I asked 

their challenges in the aftermath. When I asked Laura, an Argentinean migrant woman married to 

a New Zealander and living in Christchurch, about her life difficulties after the disasters, she 

explained her feeling of linguistic disadvantage and frustration to communicate in English: 

Language is the one, you know? My accent is not good, so sometimes it’s very difficult to 
communicate with people… even I understand and I have been living here 12 or 13 years, I 
still can’t get rid of my accent… sometimes I don’t know how to improve that. I have been 
taking some lessons but… because of my accent and different way of speaking, sometimes 
even I have good qualifications, I do not have the same opportunity to get a job in New 
Zealand. It’s frustrating… 
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Unlike Tohoku marriage-migrants, Laura is middle-class and white, who married and migrated to 

New Zealand for affective reasons. Hence, it may be less appropriate to employ the feminization 

of migration framework to analyze her narrative; here the language ideology is the central 

concern. In this excerpt, although her English competency might not have caused actual 

employment disadvantages, we cannot ignore her feelings of frustration and possible 

internalization of perceived linguistic oppression in her everyday/post-disaster life. Linguistic 

minorities may confront linguicism without actual discriminators, yet they are constantly exposed 

to the language ideologies such that the internalization of linguistic oppression, as exemplified in 

this excerpt, is difficult to avoid. Similarly, Rika, a Korean marriage-migrant woman in ZKIP (2015) 

who was married to a Japanese man for better prospectus and lived in the Tohoku rural area, 

described her language-related difficulties prior to the disasters: “we got married, but it was 

difficult. At the beginning, I was crying every night… I wanted to go back to Korea. The most 

difficult thing was language… Japanese...” (p.291). Belaynesh, an Ethiopian refugee woman in 

Christchurch, in Women’s Voices (2014) also stated:  

When I came [to New Zealand] I was upset because I did not understand English. I don’t 
have the language to say my feelings. I did not know what people were saying and could 
not talk to them. And I had no friends. All my friends were in Sudan. But people were kind. 
They helped here. They took me to school to practice English (p.3). 

 
She needed someone to talk to and express her real feelings to in her language during the stressful 

times of resettlement in New Zealand even though, as she points out, she had help. Although I did 

not intend to discuss their everyday experiences of linguicism, the internalization of linguistic 

oppression was a common experience among them that they wanted to discuss.  

Another common everyday experience of linguicism that my interviews revealed was their 

experiences of social exclusion and isolation due to the language barriers. Wei pointed out a 

common experience among Chinese marriage-migrant women in Tohoku: 

If Chinese wives speak Japanese well enough, it’s fine. But there are many Chinese wives 
who have been here for a long time but don’t understand Japanese well enough… especially 
for those older wives who came to Japan when they are older… there are many foreign wives 
who have hardships in their own countries and came to Japan to restart their life when they 
are in their 30s or 40s, or even 50s. These women, even after 10 years, have difficult time 
understanding Japanese. They don’t speak Japanese well enough and live in rural 
communities… they are often ignored and isolated.  
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Rie, a Korean marriage-migrant women in Tohoku, also described her feeling of loneliness and 

being excluded due to the linguistic isolation prior to the disasters: 

Well… I feel excluded because of the language. For example, my husband’s younger 
brother… he has 4 brothers, and his younger brother lives in Sendai, and they sometimes 
come here. His wife of course speaks Japanese, but I don’t really speak Japanese… so if I tried 
to be a part of conversation, I feel like I interrupt and make them uncomfortable… they 
always say, “we don’t mind” but I know they have to stop their conversation if I interrupt… 
I have a lot of things and worries I want to talk to someone to… 

 
My focus in this thesis is not study respondents’ everyday experiences of linguicism, yet it is 

possible that chronic feelings of linguistic exclusion contribute to their isolation and everyday 

disasters. Hence, it is important to understand that this may be the true everyday feelings of 

linguistic minorities living in foreign countries where their native languages are not spoken.  

Then a major misconception in disaster research is that, as many of the study participants 

noted, disaster linguicism was not something that suddenly emerged during the disasters; it is a 

consistent form of social discrimination which exists in their everyday life in the host countries. It 

might have only become visible to the public in these disasters, but, for them, it was nothing new. 

Then, solving disaster linguicism issues might require proper investigation of linguistic 

minorities’ everyday experiences of linguicism. As Maria who teaches English to Japanese and 

Japanese to newcomers from the Philippines in Tohoku mentioned, teaching Japanese is 

empowering for these marriage-migrant Filipina women, yet this also tells us an important 

underlying issue such that they do not only need to swallow the feeling of inferiority and the 

linguistic oppression but also are responsibilized for their limited language competency. 

Language ideologies are so normalized and unquestioned. Along with the classed, gendered and 

racialized oppression, this often silences linguistic minority respondents, especially marriage-

migrant women, and keeps them away from asking for specific support just because some of them 

do not feel comfortable and confident to speak English or Japanese well enough.  

5.3 Dealing with disaster/everyday linguicism: Building social capital 

 
In this chapter, I have so far highlighted study participants’ social vulnerability to disasters due to 

disaster linguicism (or their lack of linguistic capital) even though their experiences exemplified 

might be associated with or in combination with other vulnerability factors such as gender and 
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foreigner status. This is one dimension to explore their social vulnerability to disasters. Yet it is 

important to contextualize them also as strategic improvisers who generated/used various forms 

of capital, particularly social capital, and actively dealt with disaster linguicism. Despite the 

significant disadvantages mentioned above, many linguistic minorities are resilient to disaster 

linguicism and do not give up dealing with linguicism in emergency and everyday situations. For 

example, Marlowe and Bogen (2015) found that even if the first (and second) generation refugees 

in Christchurch had limited English competency, their bi-/multilingual children played a 

significant role in helping their families get by and communicate with others (e.g. government 

agencies, local organizations, neighbors) in the Canterbury disasters. Age—being young and being 

old—is often considered as a social vulnerability factor to disasters, yet, as children of immigrant 

families often play a significant role in helping their parents live in host countries (Portes & Hao, 

2002), bi-/multilingual children can play a significant role in coping with disaster linguicism (e.g. 

Marlowe & Bogen, 2015). We should be cautious here as Portes and Hao (2002) point out some 

negativities of non-English speaking immigrant parents depending on more linguistically 

assimilated children, yet, in this specific instance, parents who lacked linguistic capital were able 

to use their social capital to take advantage of their children’s linguistic capital. This can be their 

friends’, families’ and acquaintances’ too, and this is an example of some forms of social capital 

converting to linguistic capital.  

Although I did not intend any discussions on this specific point with study participants, they 

reminded me of the importance of their social infrastructure (as in their social capital) in dealing 

with disaster linguicism. Because of the everyday linguicism and linguistic isolation, they 

improvisationally created or relied on the pre-existing social spaces in which they could obtain 

necessities/resources and critical disaster information in their own language even in the 

emergency situations. These social spaces may be fragmented/multilayered as people have 

different social connections for different purposes (e.g. work, school, casual friends, neighbors, 

etc.). I acknowledge that, as Pedraza (1996) discusses, developing ethnic social infrastructure 

such as grocery stores, restaurants, churches, mutual aid societies and other ethnic institutions 

may be a simple result of residential/occupational segregation (passive process), yet residential 
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concentration is, in turn, critical for immigrants and refugees to actively develop their own social 

infrastructure that they can rely on in their languages (p.15).  

As my previous research revealed (Uekusa, 2009, pp.65-68), some linguistic minorities 

avoid interacting with native speakers in a host country in order to avoid potential micro-level 

linguicism, which can be one of the reasons why minority language speakers develop their own 

social (physical and non-physical) infrastructure. Chie described her observation of how she does 

not need to speak English to live in New Zealand: 

We [as Japanese housewives] don’t even go to work, we don’t go to school… we only go to 
restaurants and grocery stores, so we don’t even meet Kiwis in our everyday life. We don’t 
even need to speak English… Be honest, we can survive in Christchurch without speaking 
English because everything we need is available in Japanese. As long as we are connected to 
the Japanese community, people had access to all the disaster warnings and relief aid 
information on the internet in Japanese. I don’t feel like I need English to live here. After the 
earthquake all information came from Japanese people, from the Japanese embassy, so there 
was no need to know English. For example, the Japanese Association made many 
announcements on the internet like, “The relief fund from the Red Cross will be available 
tomorrow. Please fill in an application form.” “Free gas here”, “free shower here”, “free that”, 
all kind of information came from the Japanese Association and my Japanese friends. They 
regularly send emails with information for people who couldn’t use shower with addresses 
where they could take shower for free. So even if you don’t speak English, you get this 
information and go to the place, mostly other Japanese. You don’t need English for that, do 
you?  
 

As Chie explained, developing social capital among Japanese in Canterbury can be understood as 

one of their active (but probably subconscious) strategies to deal with their lack of linguistic 

capital in their everyday life and respond to the specific needs in the disaster. Nevertheless, as my 

earlier discussion shows, there may be problems when linguistic minorities are compelled to go 

outside of their networks, as when, for example, Japanese had to deal with insurance companies 

or EQC, or when the foreign exchange students were unexpectedly in the hospital. New 

communication technologies (i.e. emails, social media) have been recognized as game changers in 

the disaster management (see also Duncan, 2013, p.9) such that, as Chie points out, it has played 

a critical role, particularly, in developing and extending intra-linguistic community social 

networks through which people also shared information and resources. Although “digital divides” 

can be problematic (Madianou, 2015; Wachtendorf, Nelan & Blinn-Pike, 2013), it is easily 

perceivable that, for non-English speaking Japanese, it would have been difficult to obtain the 

same quality and amount of information and support as Chie who was “well-nested”. 
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This particular point was supported by another Japanese interviewee in Canterbury, Emiko. 

Unlike Chie, middle-class Japanese, who is married to a New Zealander (native English-speaker) 

for affective reasons and living in Canterbury, but seems to feel less confident with her English 

competency, Emiko who is also married to a New Zealander and is competent in English showed 

a different idea about the role of Japanese community. She pointed out: 

No, I’m not part of any Japanese communities here. I almost don’t know any Japanese here. 
I have a kid who is already grown up… so if I had a younger child, I could get to know other 
Japanese moms at school or in supplementary school. I know there is a Japanese community, 
but I know nothing about it… Before I started working here, I hadn’t had any Japanese 
acquaintances at all. Maybe I didn’t really need to be a part. Even now, there were only 2-3 
Japanese people I communicated with. 

 
Although there may be multiple reasons why Emiko is distant from Japanese communities, a clear 

difference (beside many others) between Chie and Emiko was their English competency and how 

comfortable they feel to speak English. It is perceivable that Emiko did not need to linguistically 

rely on the Japanese communities in New Zealand. Therefore, diaspora, ethnic enclave or simply 

migrant community may be an outcome of structural social exclusion against new comers, while, 

like some Japanese in Canterbury, it may also be understood as an active strategy (but 

subconscious process) for them to cope with unemployment and other forms of structural 

oppression in host countries (see e.g. Kindler, Ratcheva & Piechowska, 2015, p.8). For bi-

/multilingual linguistic minorities like Emiko, there is no/less need of this form of social capital 

(connection to one’s linguistic community) in order to supplement their limited linguistic capital 

because she may purposefully or subconsciously develop her main social capital with non-

Japanese speakers (e.g. her husband’s family and friends, co-workers, neighbors). This would be 

difficult for Chie because of her limited linguistic capital, but Emiko has options. In this sense, 

developing durable social networks among linguistic minority communities may be both passive 

and active processes, and, from a linguistic point of view, people develop it out of necessity and 

convenience. 

Due to space limitation, I will not expand the discussion of social capital in this chapter as 

more detailed discussion will be offered in Chapter 8. Nonetheless, it was evident that some of 

linguistic minority study participants relied on their durable social networks through which they 
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were able to obtain necessary disaster information, emotional support and relief aids in their 

languages just like they might do in their everyday life. Although there is a great risk of not 

receiving accurate warnings and information from the authorities and mainstream media, we 

know that immigrants and ethnic minorities in the U.S. tend to trust and prefer social and familial 

networks to get credible information (see e.g., Perry & Mushkatel, 1986; Trujillo-Pagan, 2007). 

Networks might also be created by improvising (see Chapters 7 & 8 for more detailed discussion 

on disaster improvisation), yet it is worth noting that Chie (and many of the study participants) 

relied on their pre-existing ethnic networks to obtain necessary disaster information and 

resources in their languages as quickly and accurately as native speakers, thereby coping with 

disaster linguicism. Their durable social networks and remarkable resilience are often 

emphasized in disaster research, yet, as we know that these networks pre-existed in order to 

partly deal with everyday linguicism, an important implication here is that dealing with the 

language barriers and linguicism during the disasters was not anything new to them. This is an 

everyday social reality for some of study participants, and they might have developed their 

disaster resilience due to their everyday experiences of linguicism, which will be further discussed 

in Chapter 6 as their “earned strength” (McIntosh, 2007).  

Concluding this chapter, I will wait to offer concrete policy suggestions until Chapter 9 as it 

does not make sense to solely highlight disaster linguicism in the policy discussion. Indeed, it is 

important to remind ourselves that disaster linguicism may simply be a social phenomenon in 

which everyday linguicism becomes exacerbated and visible during disasters to policymakers, 

practitioners and researchers. Their resilience to disaster linguicism might not be surprising as 

they deal with linguicism everyday possibly with active strategies such as developing their own 

linguistic landscapes. Then what has been missing in disaster research and policymaking is the 

greater inclusivity, bottom-up approach and practical theories to properly understand and 

address the issues that confront the socially marginalized during disasters such as linguistic 

minorities. As this chapter focused, their experiences are complex and have not been fully 

articulated, so further research on disaster linguicism is recommended. Although our goal should 

be to overcome everyday linguicism for linguistic minorities’ wellbeing in emergencies and in 
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non-emergencies, I will later give theoretical and conceptual discussions of disaster language 

planning from study respondents’ perspectives, which will contribute to more general policy 

discussions.  
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Chapter 6  

Earned strength as cultural capital: The paradox of social 
vulnerability and resilience 

 
Figure 11: Earned strength concept word cloud 
 
 

When I started conducting my field research, some service providers in Japan (from government 

agencies and community organizations) told me, “foreigners are not socially vulnerable because 

they are resilient” or “why should we treat [foreigners] differently? They are the same [as 

Japanese], or maybe they are more resilient than us.” These were common comments from 

Japanese locals when I discussed immigrants and refugees in the Tohoku disasters with them, but 

they did not sound convincing to me. I felt that these statements were simplistic and confusing 

because many foreigners were, indeed, discriminated against and more vulnerable than local 

Japanese in various ways (see e.g., Iwata & Nemoto, 2018; Ministry of Justice, 2017 for perceived 

racial discrimination, and labor market and housing discrimination against foreign nationals in 

Japan). However, I was not comfortable labeling foreigners as either vulnerable or resilient. I knew 
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that this was not only because they are diverse groups, but also because I did not fully understand 

the conceptual issues in both vulnerability and resilience approaches.  

As I started reviewing the literature and interviewing study participants, I quickly realized 

that there was a serious conceptual issue in the current dominant paradigms. These paradigms do 

not allow for social vulnerability and resilience to coexist (see e.g., Settembrino, 2015; Usamah et 

al., 2014), or for vulnerability to give resilience. As demonstrated in Chapter 5, some linguistic 

minorities might have developed their disaster resilience due to their experiences of everyday 

linguicism, so the assumption here is that social vulnerability, especially “everyday disasters” 

(Matthewman, 2015, pp.129-132; please refer to Chapter 1), can make the socially vulnerable 

exhibit resilience when a disaster strikes. The paradox of vulnerability and resilience has become 

noticeable. This chapter will draw on McIntosh’s (2007) “earned strength” to demonstrate how 

the past experiences of study participants helped them cope with the disasters despite their 

perceived vulnerability, followed by the theoretical innovation of the “earned strength” concept, 

its contribution to disaster research, and its limitations. 

6.1 Past experience as cultural capital: “This is nothing compared to...” 

 
It is logical that those who had previous experiences of disasters were generally better equipped 

to deal with the Canterbury and Tohoku disasters. For example, Tufuga, a Niuean immigrant 

woman in Canterbury, said in the Women’s Voices (2014) project interview that “[t]he earthquake 

is nothing new to me as a Pacific island person because back at home we have hurricanes, we 

have… cyclones… we have tornadoes. So nothing new” (p.2). It is conceivable that Tufuga was 

somehow mentally prepared for the series of Canterbury earthquakes and their aftermath 

because of her previous experiences in Niue, where hurricanes regularly struck.  

The phrase “it was nothing compared to…” was typical of the mentality of study participants 

who had past disaster experiences in their home countries. For example, Ken, a Japanese migrant 

living in Christchurch who experienced the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake in 1995, stressed the 

following:  

Come on! Japanese don’t go away for an earthquake like this! Maybe some Japanese whose 
partners were Kiwis, they might have left [Christchurch] because their Kiwi husbands were 



 

 153 

scared… but Japanese couples? They wouldn’t move away for this kind of earthquakes. It’s 
not a big deal for us. You know, we are so used to [earthquakes]! 
 

Kim, a second-generation Korean in Tohoku, explained: 

[On the day of the disasters] I was worried about my family so rushed back home. My wife, 
my mother and my daughter, everyone was at home. But my wife was so calm… you know? 
We experienced the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake, so because of the experiences, she 
wasn’t panicking (laugh). When the power was out [it was in March and cold], she got a gas 
stove, gas heater… we knew what to do (ZKIP, 2015, pp.241-242).  
 

It makes perfect sense that, due to their previous disaster experiences, Tufuga, Ken and Kim were 

mentally prepared and had first-hand knowledge of how to respond to and cope with the 

disasters. However, it is also worth noting that although Ken’s perspective seems to minimize the 

earthquake damage in Canterbury, there is a difference between Japan and New Zealand in terms 

of earthquake preparedness (i.e., Japan has more resilient infrastructure, which might make the 

Japanese and people living in Japan like Ken and Kim feel more prepared for and resilient to future 

earthquakes). In my Canterbury interviews, partly because of this particular reason, the 

psychological strength of immigrants and refugees during disasters stood out to me. Although I 

did not conduct any formal interviews with Canterbury-born locals to compare their disaster 

responses, it was possible that Canterbury locals and other immigrant groups from countries 

where disasters are not the norm may have been less mentally prepared for a disaster like the 

2010-2011 earthquakes as earthquakes were not the norm20 in Canterbury. Cheng, a Chinese 

student living in Christchurch, described his first-time earthquake experience as follows:   

We were playing the computer game with my flat mates. All the sudden, the earthquake 
came… like… all my flat mates are from China, and all of us did not experience earthquake 
before, so when the earthquake came, we did not know what that was. We just sit down… 
well, we could not move… we tried to figure out what happened and what to do… 
 

He continued to explain: 

The earthquake made me feel a bit worried… you know? Like… because that was my first 
time to experience earthquakes, I was really scared… like, really deeply scared. After the 
earthquake, I was even scared to sleep at my house… so I slept in my car… a lot of my 
friends left and went back to China, but I stayed… and I am getting used to earthquakes 
now. 
 

                                                             
20 Earthquakes are not the norm in Canterbury and New Zealand. Relatively speaking, study participants did not feel 
earthquakes in Canterbury as frequently as in their home countries like Japan. Indeed, according to McClure, Wills, 
Johnston & Recker (2011), partly due to the lack of previous earthquake experiences in Canterbury, their study 
participants showed very low expectations of earthquakes in Canterbury (p.8). 
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Further confirming the relationship between past disaster experience and coping capacity was 

the fact that first-timers like Cheng had a difficult time figuring out what to do when the 

earthquake struck and had some mental health issues such as nightmares and insomnia in the 

aftermath. However, because of this experience, the aftershocks gradually became manageable for 

him. 

In fact, previous disaster experience as a factor in the resilience of non-locals’ in the 

Canterbury disasters was noted by many others. Anika observed this as a service provider:  

Some of the immigrants and refugees experienced earthquakes in their countries before 
coming here, so they stayed, you know? I guess Africans do not really have earthquake 
experiences… maybe not many in Africa? So a lot of Somalis and other Africans are the ones 
who left Christchurch after the earthquakes. And those who already had earthquake 
experiences stayed…  
 

Anika explained her assumption that those who did not have previous experiences of earthquakes 

were not prepared for them and left Christchurch and New Zealand. Laura also observed this 

tendency among the Spanish-speaking communities in Christchurch:  

There were many tourists who were so scared and immediately left… but others stayed. I 
know most Chileans stayed because there are a lot of earthquakes in Chile. For them, it does 
not matter… but Argentinean, Mexicans, Columbians… many left… I couldn’t leave because 
I have this business here… there were many aftershocks, it wasn’t great living here in 
Christchurch… so scary, aftershocks never stopped… but Chileans didn’t care. 

 
Like Anika, Laura perceived that Chileans, who in general have more disaster experiences in their 

home, were able to mentally cope with the traumatic events. This tendency was clear to many 

people in Canterbury where earthquakes were not the norm, as compared to areas like Japan 

where some of the study participants were from. Of course, it is important to remember that there 

were immobile people like Laura who had no prior earthquake experiences but did not have the 

options or means to flee from the city. Hence, some people appeared to be resilient but they 

probably needed to be resilient because they did not have any other options. The dynamic between 

locals and foreigners was different in Japan as Tohoku locals were more likely to have previous 

experiences of earthquakes and tsunamis when compared to immigrants and refugees from 

countries with less disaster experiences. This might have made local Japanese feel that fleeing 

foreigners were “disloyal” to Japan (see Kwak, 2011, p.448). 
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Past disaster experiences as a critical resilience factor is not a novel finding (e.g., Ngo, 2001), 

and the relationship appears to be a simple equation. However, what has been missing in the 

examination of past experiences as a resilience factor is an effort to theorize it. The assumption 

that those who have past disaster experiences are more resilient is too simplistic and not useful 

when translating the concept into practice and policy. Bourdieu broadly includes life-course 

experience as a form of cultural capital. It is obvious that Bourdieu (1986) believes that past 

experience is an embedded form of cultural capital just like knowledge, traditions, attitudes, and 

ways of thinking, all of which are part of, learned, or acquired through everyday experiences and 

general socialization including past disaster experiences. Although this form of cultural capital 

may not be consciously generated and collected by social agents, it was rather an unexpected but 

natural consequence of human experiences and learning processes. Theorizing past experience as 

cultural capital will help us further conceptualize the link between vulnerability and resilience, 

especially because the disaster coping capacities of respondents might have resulted not only 

from actual disaster experiences but also from everyday disasters. I will demonstrate this by using 

McIntosh’s (2007) earned strength and integrating her idea with Bourdieu’s capital theory. Before 

re-examining respondents’ experiences through this particular theoretical lens, I will give a brief 

overview of her earned strength idea. 

6.2 McIntosh’s theoretical idea of “earned strength” 

 
McIntosh’s argument on earned strength (2007) mainly focuses on white and male privileges as 

“unearned power” systematically conferred upon whites and males. However, the theory does not 

explicitly highlight how the oppressed can earn strength to negotiate their disadvantages. She 

does not provide a clear difference between “unearned entitlement” and “earned strength.” 

However, her idea can be interpreted in such a way that the socially oppressed such as racial 

minorities or women can earn strength from their experiences of having to deal with limited 

resources and structural oppression such as racism and sexism in their everyday lives. The 

oppressed may be socially disadvantaged, but as Davidson and Davidson’s (2009) analysis on bell 

hooks notes, those who faced social oppression and discrimination in an everyday basis earned 
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“strength” to cope with disasters because their everyday social experiences have contributed to 

their “life competency” to circumvent difficulties (p.69). Bonanno (2004) concurs by explaining 

that “developmental psychologists have shown that resilience is common among children growing 

up in disadvantaged conditions” (p.20 quoted from Masten, 2001). Thus, Bourdieu would argue 

that earned strength can be a legitimate and expected form of cultural capital as it emerges from 

people’s past experiences (whether positive, negative, individual, or collective) of negotiating 

social disadvantage. Unlike the earned strength developed through unexpected past disaster 

experiences, the process of generating and acquiring cultural capital through negotiating social 

disadvantages may be more strategic. 

I believe that this is the first time that this concept has been utilized in disaster research. I 

acknowledge that previous research has reported that some socially vulnerable groups, such as 

refugee-background communities in Canterbury, were resilient partly because of their previous 

experiences of calamitous events and existing everyday inequalities (Marlowe, 2015; Osman et 

al., 2012). Marlowe and Lou (2013), for example, reported that “[the Bhutanese, Afghan and 

Ethiopian communities’] collective past experiences provided them with some resiliency, 

allowing them to view the current situation relative to the sometimes more traumatic experiences 

of their lives pre-migration” (p.63). What makes my research novel is the conceptualization of the 

paradox of vulnerability and resilience and the application of the theory to empirical research. I 

will now apply this concept to further investigate study participants’ unexpected disaster 

resilience with reference to their prior experiences of social marginalization. I argue that 

respondents’ various experiences of social marginalization—ranging from wars, displacement, 

resettlement, racism, sexism, linguicism, poverty, violence, and political or religious oppression—

provided earned strength to get by in the disasters.  

6.3 The paradox of vulnerability and resilience: Cases of refugees  

 
Some of study participants and the Women’s Voices interviewees, such as Afghan, Iraqi and Somali 

refugees in Canterbury, explained that because they had gone through civil wars, displacement 

and then resettlement in a foreign country, the series of 2010-2011 earthquakes was, while still 
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scary, easily within the realm of the manageable. When I asked Dari, an Afghan refugee woman in 

Canterbury, why her community was so resilient, she answered:  

…refugees have gone through… all sorts of issues. Probably some of them could not cope 
and they did not want any more… you know, headache, emotional stress… so they left [after 
the earthquakes]. But a lot of us have stayed here as well, thinking, oh, well, at least, like… 
well, nobody is shooting at us. Yes, it’s hard, yet we have been looked after, so we would 
stay, you know? At least, there is peace, there is support here. We are not kicked out of the 
city…  

 
Dari observed that the 2010-2011 earthquakes were further traumatic experiences for some of 

the Afghan refugee community members who could not deal with any more, exacerbating their 

vulnerabilities (see section 6.6 in this chapter for the limitations of earned strength). Many of 

them, indeed, moved away to other parts of New Zealand and Australia where they had families, 

relatives and/or friends in order to avoid further traumatic experiences and seek for work 

opportunities (Marlowe, 2015). However, for Dari and some of her community members, the 

disaster was more manageable than earlier frightening, traumatic and life-threatening 

experiences, particularly given the governmental and community support in Canterbury. Asad 

also explained: 

We have faced the wars and there we did not have any help. But here we have help, which 
we really appreciate… that’s the reality. I was brave enough to go beyond the earthquake, 
while it was worse after that… after shakes were worse. But I wasn’t kind of sitting at home… 
because we had skills and experiences to go through the worse disasters… so it was nothing 
to us.  

 
Similarly, Nadifa, a Somali refugee woman in Canterbury, noted: 

Because… [the] Somali community… we had the civil war, and we know how to be sturdy. 
We encourage our children, whatever happens, they have to be sturdy. They have to be 
successful because if they are sturdy, and if they are sturdy [at a] high level, whatever they 
go through, they will be successful. 

 
Nadifa’s, Asad’s and Dari’s answers are somewhat abstract, neither explicitly states what exactly 

made them resilient, but they were aware that past hardships played the key role.  

Refugees’ experiences are rather complex, and applying the earned strength concept here 

to explain their resilience may sound understandable but cryptic. It is often difficult to identify a 

particular source of their resilience—what exactly made them strong? However, because they 

needed to deal with various levels of economic, political, cultural, religious and social oppression 

during the displacement and resettlement, they developed their “reference points” to compare 
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their disaster experiences with and made them feel that they could cope with the disasters  

(Pulvirenti & Mason, 2011, p.43). Here I refer to a summary of the Women’s Voices (2014) 

interview with Belaynesh:  

Belaynesh is an Ethiopian Orthodox Christian (the religion of most people in the part of 
Ethiopia in which she grew up). She found living in Sudan very difficult because it was a 
Muslim country. “They want you to be Muslim… I have to like them—what they wear, what 
they eat, otherwise you can’t live”. She had to wear the veil and felt that there was pressure 
all the time to be Muslim. One of the things she most enjoyed when they got to the refugee 
centre in Mangere was that she did not have to wear a veil. “This made me very happy. And 
no police asks me in the street. And this is a peace country”. She appreciates New Zealand 
as a country where people can have different religion (p.3). 
 

Despite her traumatic disaster experience in Canterbury, it is perceivable that it was nothing 

compared to her reference point—experience of religious oppression during her displacement in 

Sudan. While the analysis may sound psychological, it is apparent that Nadifa, Dari, Belaynesh and 

their communities were able to cope with the disasters and their aftermath because of their past 

hardships of being refugees and possessing their resilience reference points. Nonetheless, what is 

sociologically important here is that their resilience was not pre-planned resilience. They were 

still socially disadvantaged, but their previous experiences of not only past disasters but also past 

hardships unexpectedly helped them to be resilient in the disasters, particularly their cultural 

attitudes, disaster copability and adaptability to the new challenges.   

Another Canterbury interviewee, Jahmir, a former Iraqi soldier and refugee to New Zealand, 

lived through multiple wars and had first-hand battlefield experience. He explained: 

I thought, for me, [the earthquake] wasn’t like too hard… my room was shaking, everything 
was shaking. I knew what was going on. I knew that was [an] earthquake. But, for me, it 
wasn’t hard because I have been a soldier… I knew how to survive. [Since] I was 14 years 
old, my father taught me how to shoot the gun… I was a soldier and I have seen worse in the 
battlefields. [The earthquake] wasn’t like that, you know? I [was] walking 78 hours a week… 
I walk, no food, no water… my foot skin was all coming off… and I was carrying everything 
in my bag… so I knew how to survive after the earthquakes. 

 
In comparison to his past experiences, the earthquakes were minor traumas. Indeed, he felt 

compelled to help his neighbors who panicked and who could not react quickly to protect 

themselves from the earthquakes’ direct and indirect threats. Jahmir further said: 

No, [the earthquake] was nothing. I was scared [of the earthquake] but, no, [it was not 
difficult]. My Kiwi landlord, she tried to get my family out of the house and said to them that 
I am brave. She went to check my son, but I was already carrying him out that time while 
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the house was shaking, the ground was shaking, everything was shaking... my house was… 
the garage was collapsing. 

 
It is obvious that his prior wartime experience made it easier for him to deal with shaking ground, 

collapsing houses, distraught neighbors and the general post-quake chaos.  

In addition to their war and dislocation experiences, because many of these refugees 

restarted life in the new host country without much capital, they have collected and created capital 

such as social capital (i.e. developing linguistic landscapes and durable social networks as briefly 

discussed in Chapter 5) so that they could always depend upon each other to collectively get by 

life’s everyday hardships and systemic inequalities (see e.g. Morrow, 2008; please also refer to 

Chapter 8 for detailed discussion). This study’s refugee respondents had the cultural and social 

capital to be disaster resilient: prior experiences, practical knowledge, cultural values and 

attitudes favorable to mutual support—in order to survive in chaotic situations, to survive 

without basic necessities such as water and electrical power, and to restart their life without 

major government assistance. In this sense, earned strength acted as cultural capital in the 

Canterbury disasters, which was an important yet unintended outcome of already existing social 

inequality. 

6.4 Commonalities among refugees, immigrants and linguistic minorities 

 
Although immigrants’ experiences might be significantly different from refugees’ (as they did not 

go through civil wars, displacement and related hardships of being refugees), the concept of 

earned strength helps me discuss a fundamental similarity among these diverse immigrant and 

refugee groups such that they both have gone through many hardships attributed from various 

forms of the social marginalization (e.g. linguicism as noted in Chapter 5). This is one of the 

significant benefits of employing a pan-ethnic comparative approach in this research in order to 

explore some commonalities among the diverse groups and to highlight some underlying issues 

of vulnerability and resilience. Despite their detail-rich descriptions, previous case studies, which 

usually focus on immigrant/refugee groups separately in a specific disaster/location, could not 

offer findings like this. It can then contribute to further theorizing the earned strength assumption 

and linking the social vulnerability and resilience concepts.  
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Indeed, my interviews revealed that, just like refugee respondents, this study’s linguistic 

minority immigrant respondents had previous hardships which acted as their reference points. 

Many of them in Tohoku had earned strength to go through the 2011 disasters, which was 

attributed to their pre-/post-migration experiences of the social oppression in Japan. For example, 

Jeff, a South African missionary in Tohoku, explained:  

I know a lot of foreigners left [Japan]… especially from [Tohoku], especially after the nuclear 
meltdown, so it was kind of scary for many people, especially for foreigners… but, for me, 
I… maybe living overseas for long time… for missionary in Turkey, very hard conditions, you 
know? 

 
He continued to explain: 

I definitely think [my experiences of living in Turkey] helped me deal with. In Turkey, it’s 
difficult… for Christians, it’s very hard because most people are Islam, so once they become 
Christian, it’s hard for them… sometimes their family rejected them, kicked them out of their 
house… it’s very extreme… some people lost their jobs when the company found out… it is 
difficult being Christian in Turkey. 

 
Like Balaynesh, Jeff’s experience of religious oppression (and witnessing it) in Turkey gave him 

mental capacity to respond to and cope with the Tohoku disasters or more specifically the fear of 

nuclear meltdown. In other words, despite such fear, it is conceivable that being able to more 

freely practice his religious belief in Japan gave him strength to see the Tohoku disaster as 

manageable, not as hard as living in Turkey as Christian. His religion did not act as cultural capital 

while it might have provided certain attitudes to be resilient (see e.g. Gianisa & Le De, 2018), but 

he developed his earned strength—a different form of cultural capital for being religiously 

oppressed, which unexpectedly became a prominent feature of his resilience in the disasters. 

Furthermore, some Chinese, Filipina and Korean marriage-migrant women’s stories from 

my interviews in Tohoku and the additional data helped me further understand how earned 

strength as cultural capital helped people to deal with the disasters that uniquely impacted them. 

When I asked Maria how the Filipina community coped with the 2011 Tohoku disasters and why 

they were “resilient”, she answered: 

I think it [has] something to do with our culture. We are not easily beaten by difficulties and 
hardships. Actually, the Philippines are not a progressive country, it is a poor country, we 
live in a difficult life, so that makes Filipinas stronger enough. 
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Like Nadifa and others above, Maria did not expand upon any details, but I can contextualize her 

experience sociologically. As noted in Chapter 1, it is important to understand that most of these 

marriage-migrant women decided to move to Japan to get away from the everyday hardships (e.g. 

poverty, unemployment, domestic violence) and “bad luck” that they had in their home countries 

(i.e. sociologically, much of this individual bad luck appears to arise from structural disadvantage). 

After being recruited by international marriage brokers (IMBs), moving to Japan and getting 

married to Japanese farmers and fishermen, they now faced oppression and discrimination mainly 

due to the traditional patriarchal Japanese family system, language barriers, and different cultural 

norms and expectations (see Lee, 2012b; see also Chapters 1 & 5). Isolation—not being accepted, 

not being able to integrate, not being able to communicate in Japanese, and invisibilizing 

themselves—was also a common experience among these marriage immigrant women in Tohoku.  

As exemplified in Chapter 5 (see p.144), Rie explained that she was extremely isolated and 

experienced some mental health issues due to the isolation. Yuko, a Korean-Chinese marriage-

migrant woman in Tohoku, explained her pre-disaster experiences of living in a fishing village as 

a foreigner: 

It’s really hard, working everyday... Every morning, I woke up, I have to go to kitchen and 
start cooking for family. I have to offer tea when visitors come. My grandmother is 88 years 
old, she’s getting old, you know? And I have to do all domestic work by myself and take care 
of her. And then, I need to study [Japanese] language, I didn’t really understand Japanese. 
One year later I brought my son from China, so there is PTA and taking him to/from school... 
it was hard, and I was tired… And before the earthquake, I had a breakdown for 
overworking… 
 

Yuko did not clearly explain that her pre-disaster experiences helped her to be strong enough to 

deal with the Tohoku disasters, yet it is again perceivable that her resilience was attributed from 

her hardships of living in a Tohoku rural fishing village where she needed to invisibilize herself 

and be a dutiful housewife (see e.g. Lee, 2012b). Indeed, Yuko’s migration journey was a typical 

one such that she had significant struggles, while living in Korea and China, and hoped to have a 

better life in Japan by a brokered marriage. Maria also noted: 

I had very hard time, trying to be in Japanese community, you know? Because, especially in 
province, in the country, they don’t accept you as… you know? So I really worked hard for 
them to know that I am one of “them”. Because, you know, I was the only foreigner here, and 
then, even though I can speak Japanese, they usually say “ah, she is gaijin [literally means 
foreigner or outsider in Japanese]”, you know? “She is a foreigner, she doesn’t know any 
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Japanese!” You know? Now they call us gaikokujin [means a foreign national in Japanese] 
but it was gaijin before, they used to call us “outsiders”!   

 
I found that their experiences of being oppressed and dealing with hardships, mainly attributed 

from racism, patriarchy, linguicism and other forms of discrimination in both pre- and post-

migration to Japan, have unexpectedly made them disaster resilient. It is worth noting that they 

were facing the actual Tohoku disasters and everyday disasters for being non-Japanese marriage-

migrant women.  

Past experiences, which convert to earned strength, do not necessarily have to be attributed 

from past experiences of disasters and social oppression. As people (temporarily) lost taken-for-

granted lifelines and convenience in the disasters (e.g. power, water, toilet, transportation, 

telecommunication), those who had experiences of “living without it” had better coping capacities 

with the resource/material scarcity in the disasters. (Of course, experiences of “living without it” 

may be attributed from social inequality). For example, Takao’s prior experiences of living in 

Pacific Islands without toilet, electricity, water and other taken-for-granted resources helped him 

to go through the Canterbury disasters without much frustration and stress. He explained: 

I was commuting to the CBD by bike every day because roads were closed and we couldn’t 
drive around. On my way, I was looking the houses around and saw some houses getting the 
electricity restored, thinking that maybe we will get the power restored soon too… we took 
shower at someone else’s houses… well what was good was, before moving to New Zealand 
as a missionary, we lived in Papua New Guinee and Vanuatu… we lived in very remote areas 
and didn’t have toilet, electricity and water… so we didn’t have any problem dealing with 
this earthquake. We actually enjoyed it remembering the time in those places. 

 
Like Takao, Tokanga, a Tongan women living in Christchurch, stressed in the Women’s Voices 

(2014) project interview:  

My husband and I were both brought up in Tonga—so the way that we were brought up 
and we were already exposed to having to go to toilet outside… we were OK. On TV these 
people were frustrated to be having to build an outside loo… in a moment we thought we 
were quite lucky because we can survive (p.5). 
 

Takao and Tokanga were mentally prepared for some inconvenience caused by the earthquakes—

something others may regard as life disruptions, struggles and frustration—because they had 

already had experiences of not having these taken-for-granted privileges—that McIntosh (2007) 

calls “unearned entitlement”—before moving to New Zealand. Their experiences, as compared to 

many New Zealanders who might have not experienced such inconvenience in their lifetime, 
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logically helped them deal with the “inconvenience” during the disaster. Yet it is critical to 

remember that this concept may apply not only to study participants in this study but also to other 

socially disadvantaged groups in any society such as Māori in New Zealand, many of whom might 

have prior experiences of resource scarcity due to the existing social deprivation. Indeed, as 

shown in the next section, some comparable instances, which support my point, are found in the 

existing disaster literature.  

6.5 Conceptualizing earned strength: Refugee, immigrant, linguistic minority cases... and 
beyond 

 
The Vietnamese Catholic community in Eastern New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina in 2001 is 

arguably the paradigmatic example here. Soon after Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans, the 

Vietnamese-American community showed unusual and unexpected resilience and recovery. As 

noted in Chapters 2 and 3, it was a rare success story or simply an exception to the social 

vulnerability concept. Yet it was their everyday hardships and experiences with various forms of 

oppression (of going through the Vietnam War, displacement, crossing the killing fields of the 

Khmer Rouge, resettlement half a world away, unemployment, poverty, political 

disfranchisement, racial discrimination, and linguicism in the U.S.) that helped them develop 

strength and resilience to deal with their everyday disasters. Social capital and cultural capital are 

two of the many example qualities that the community members had developed in order to 

negotiate mainly with everyday social inequalities in the place they were forced to resettle rather 

than with exceptional threats like hurricanes. This enabled them to make what many regard as an 

exemplary recovery (Leong et al., 2007a). Consequently, after all that they had endured, “Katrina 

was a minor inconvenience” (Father Vien, quoted in Shenker, 2006, para. 32).  

The paradox of resilience—that some groups and individuals are simultaneously 

vulnerable and resilient—is not only observed in immigrant and refugee communities. We also 

see it amongst other racial minority or socially disadvantaged groups such as the Indigenous 

Māori community in the Canterbury disasters. Tangata whenua in Christchurch showed 

remarkable disaster collective response and recovery (Kenney & Phibbs, 2015; Lambert, 2014), 

yet, according to New Zealand government reports, Māori are socially marginalized and 
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disadvantaged in comparison to other ethnic groups (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). Using 

Bourdieu’s conceptual schema here, their economic and symbolic capital was low compared to 

Pākehā21, but their cultural and social capital was high. Māori resilience may not eradicate social 

vulnerability; this resilience came from facing everyday hardships and inequities. Similarly, 

Settembrino (2015) observed during his ethnographic study of homeless people in Florida that, 

despite their social vulnerability to disasters, “many homeless people have developed strategies 

to protect themselves and their property from severe and inclement weather” (p.8). Tierney 

(2014) also discusses this, referring to the example of the small community of Grand Bayou, 

Louisiana, in which “otherwise vulnerable groups are resilient in the face of disasters and other 

environmental stressors” (p.189). As detailed in Chapter 2, the South Lawndale Latino community 

during the 1995 Chicago heat wave is another clear example of the socially vulnerable being 

resilient by using their social infrastructure (Klinenberg, 2002).  

These communities’ resilience is often treated as an exception to the social vulnerability 

framework (see Chapter 2); however, all of these stories, in addition to study participants’, show 

why some socially vulnerable are disaster resilient. Although the previous research did not clearly 

explore the theoretical point that I am making here, it is quite obvious that the Vietnamese 

Catholic community, Māori community, homeless people, the Grand Bayou community and Latino 

community had developed skills and strategies to cope with everyday disasters, which might have 

unexpectedly become a significant form of cultural capital and social capital during certain 

levels/types of disasters. While not directly relating to disasters, the refugee women’s study by 

Pulvirenti and Mason (2011) provides further empirical evidence that those former-refugee 

women with African backgrounds in Australia, who would be considered extremely socially 

vulnerable in many ways, demonstrated strong resilience due to their earned strength in non-

disaster context. 

However, we need to very carefully conceptualize earned strength, as there are some clear 

limitations. First, it is logical that, in some refugee cases, their past traumatic experiences simply 

                                                             
21 Pākehā is a term in Māori, which refers to a white European-decent New Zealander. 
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exacerbated their vulnerability in the disasters. Second, this concept does not apply to all socially 

marginalized groups: compare the Vietnamese community’s experiences in New Orleans or the 

Latino community’s experiences in Chicago with those of the African American communities, who 

remained vulnerable in both cases (Dyson, 2006; Klinenberg, 2002). According to my theoretical 

claim, these African Americans should have possessed earned strength to be resilient as well. 

However, as Klinenberg (2002) explained, some preexisting structural constraints such as the 

vicious cycle of neglect, civic withdrawal, vandalism and violence caused community 

antagonizm/divide and reinforced social segregation. Furthermore, as discussed later in Chapters 

7 & 8, such a clear difference might also have been a result of the interplay of capital such as 

symbolic capital. Dyson (2006, p.141) and Tierney (2006, p.115) provide an example that 

differential media presentation of these communities—“deserving” victims and “stigmatized non-

deserving” victims (as in their symbolic capital)—contributed to the different amount of disaster 

relief aids and different level of public involvement and empathy available to them. Thus, 

resourcing and social connections seem important for the socially vulnerable’s past experiences 

to be a functional form of cultural capital. While the latter point will be further explored in 

Chapters 7 & 8, in the following section, I will expand the former point based on my interviews.  

6.6 Limitations of earned strength: Past experience helps? Or exacerbates vulnerability? 

 
In contrast to the theoretical claims made thus far in this chapter, past experiences are not always 

positive cultural capital. Some former refugees’ vulnerabilities were simply exacerbated in the 

Canterbury disasters; as Dari witnessed earlier in this chapter (p.157), many refugees could not 

deal with further traumatic experiences and immediately moved away from Canterbury to 

Australia or other parts of New Zealand where they had their families and ethnic networks (see 

also Marlowe, 2015). Although they did not appear to possess earned strength, they used their 

social capital with government/private relocation assistance to get by the disasters. In the 

meantime, for those who did not have the means to flee or were immobile for various reasons, 

their past traumatic experiences not only contributed to some of their remarkable resilience but 

also affected others’ mental wellbeing negatively. 
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For instance, Alia, an Afghan refugee woman interviewee in the Women’s Voices project 

(2014), who went through the war in Afghanistan, dislocation, resettlement and social isolation 

in New Zealand, explained:  

[Seizure] happened after the after-shocks... I am still very scared of the earthquake, and 
tsunami. I think we can cope with the earthquake because the Civil Defence help and the 
children have special training, how to hold and cover, and go under the table, and go to a 
safe place—it’s OK. Earthquake is no problem, it’s just the tsunami, how should I do because 
in the past I have a very hard life. Just I want my next generation to be safe. I just worry 
about my children, my family. My family members, living in Afghanistan are not safe from 
Taliban, but here we have big step to move very far away from my country and this is the 
second tragedy—now we hope to be safe (p.11).  

 
Her psychological struggle with dealing with the further traumatic experiences in the Canterbury 

earthquakes is obvious here. Indeed, although Alia said that she was OK, she had a series of mental 

health issues and negative experiences such as insomnia and car accidents following the 

earthquakes. Therefore, for her, the previous experiences are, on the contrary, traumatic and 

exacerbated the vulnerabilities in the disasters.  

As noted in the last section, earned strength may not apply to all socially marginalized 

groups or in some contexts. Sometimes people’s vulnerability may be compounded, and there are 

limits of resilience—people might not be able to be resilient anytime and all the time, for as much 

or as long as they want—quite possibly influenced by external and internal factors such as gender, 

age, level of belonging and magnitude of past trauma (Marlowe, 2015; Osman et al., 2012). In this 

sense, earned strength is rather unpredictable such that past experiences may play positive or 

negative roles in specific contexts. Clarifying this point, the same types and levels of resilience 

among this study’s respondents may not be expected in different or unexpected types of disaster 

such as snowstorms because many refugees might have no experience with snow or extreme cold 

temperature while they have experienced collapsing buildings, distraught people, post-quake 

chaos, displacement, living in refugee camps without basic life necessities and so on. In other 

words, their cultural capital might be location/disaster-specific and may not be applicable to 

different social/disaster situations. Bourdieu would argue that, although earned strength gives 

general psychological strength, some types of earned strength collected in a social field might not 

necessarily be transferable/convertible to useful capital in other fields. The capital conversion, as 
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people go across different social fields, seems complex and unexpected because unpredictable 

environmental factors also need to be taken into consideration in the process. As time goes by, 

resilience and recovery may become more linear and resource-dependent, but, at the very early 

stage or during disasters, earned strength may be less predictable because capital associated with 

“unexpected” resilience so far have not been well-investigated, possibly excepting some forms of 

social and cultural capital, which can be prominent resilience feature in many social situations. 

6.7 Earned strength really a form of capital? 

 
The challenge ahead of us is to further theorize earned strength and make it translatable to 

practice and policy. My qualitative analysis of immigrants and refugees in Canterbury and Tohoku, 

who are socially vulnerable as they occupy a position of relative deprivation, has demonstrated 

that some of those socially disadvantaged possessed perceived resilience or earned strength 

partly because of their previous experiences of disasters, wars, conflicts, displacement, 

resettlement, poverty, racism and other forms of everyday disasters. Thus, findings in this chapter 

and previous work by Settembrino (2015) empirically claim that, unlike the major schools of 

thought in a resilience paradigm (e.g. Cannon, 2008; Kasperson & Kasperson, 2005), individuals 

and groups can be simultaneously vulnerable and resilient in disasters, or some were resilient in 

disasters because they had been vulnerable. I challenge the common misconception that if a 

person is resilient, she/he is invulnerable; therefore, developing resilience equates to reducing 

vulnerability. Social vulnerability in disasters cannot simply be reduced by promoting resilience 

because vulnerability and resilience are not necessarily binary opposites. Therefore, one of the 

significant findings in this research so far is that it not only demonstrates the adaptive nature of 

resilience but also the complex relationship between perceived vulnerability and perceived 

resilience and the unique form of cultural capital generated from their vulnerability. 

As Moana, a Pacific Island involved in social services, said of one refugee community in 

Canterbury:  

I think we think of them as a vulnerable community, but people also gotta remember that 
they are a [very solid] community. Today, we go out and visit people, and they will be like 
… 5 families in the same house at the time of the earthquake, so they were really supporting 
each other as well.  
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In the immediate aftermath of the earthquake, her organization reached out to the Somali refugee 

community, and she witnessed the paradox of resilience: 

[The Somali community members] said, “You don’t need to worry about us, we are OK, what 
can we do to help?” So they were organized themselves [providing] help to clean 
liquefaction and some support around other community members…. So we were thinking 
that … you know, vulnerable people … no, no, they are not! 

 
The service providers often had firsthand experience of observing the paradox of resilience, 

witnessing some highly vulnerable yet highly resilient immigrant, refugee and linguistic minority 

communities in these disasters. However, I repeatedly heard from service providers in my Tohoku 

interviews that these marriage-migrant women were resilient and, because of this, they were not 

vulnerable. This is an easy mistake to make, but it is also a troubling one, as the conclusion that is 

gleaned from it is that such people do not require support and resourcing (see also Pulvirenti & 

Mason, 2011, p.44). This has critical implications for future research and policies, which 

commonly and unfortunately focus on how to make individuals and groups disaster resilient 

without properly addressing the underlying causes of their social vulnerabilities such as the 

uneven distribution of social power and wealth (see Chapter 2). Without considering this 

particular point, their resilience may be easily misunderstood and mistakenly appear as “natural” 

resilience or personal trait, or simply understood as anyone can adapt and become resilient. This 

can easily mislead to the neoliberalization of resilience (Chandler & Reid, 2014) and 

responsibilization of the vulnerable (Vilcan, 2017).  

Tierney (2014) clarifies that there are two types of resiliency—inherent and adaptive— 

(p.173), and many scholars such as Mayunga (2009) have attempted to explain why these 

vulnerable groups can be resilient (see Chapter 2 for more detailed discussion) based on their 

case studies. It is worth noting here that, even though there appeared to be different factors such 

as cultural knowledge, cultural values, social networks and symbolic status that make individuals 

and groups more “resilient”, many of these entities are again from facing the everyday social 

discrimination and marginalization—their everyday disasters. In this sense, earned strength can 

be considered a form of cultural capital in these disasters, but this may also imply that socially 

vulnerable groups inherit and generate a variety of capital/resources such as durable social 
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networks, which may encompass parts of their collective earned strength in order to be 

collectively resilient and deal with everyday disasters, not just for these particular disasters. They 

have developed and obtained their disaster copabilities, which may be a by-product, resulting 

from unintended consequences of the structural social inequality.           

Then the question is: is earned strength really a form of capital? It is what made some 

interviewees and their families and communities very resilient. This is indeed a critical question. 

Our concern should be further critical as we may not strengthen this type of capital; rather, we 

need to develop a replacement because “earned strength” is, as we can see in this chapter, a by-

product or unintended consequence of structural social inequality. Earned strength may also be 

unexpected as, under certain circumstances, this form of cultural capital, collected in a specific 

social field(s), may or may not be useful in other fields. It sometimes gives specific disaster 

response/coping knowledge and skills, but, in general, it simply gives psychological coping 

capacities, which may or may not be enough, to go through the disasters. This depends on the 

circumstances/contexts in which social agents developed their earned strength and the fields in 

which they will apply it. For practical use of these finding, it is, of course, non-sense to argue that 

these individuals and communities should remain vulnerable and socially marginalized; we as 

researchers need to understand that significant resilience is simply an outcome of social 

inequality. It is the paradox of this disaster resilience that I have found in this chapter because 

some individuals maybe resilient in disasters because they are socially vulnerable. It can mean to 

weaken their disaster resiliency if we are to improve their social conditions. Then how do we 

reduce their social vulnerability without eradicating their already existing resilience? 
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Chapter 7  

Developing disaster communitas and disaster capital 

 

 
Figure 12: A Fukushima evacuee family showing their famous Tomioka cherry blossom street photo (taken in April 
2011 after all residents evacuated) and the artwork donated through Tomoe Project. I met them through my charitable 
project, and we became friends (Photo taken by Shinya Uekusa in 2012) 

 
 

As noted in Chapters 5 and 6, although study participants had various forms of capital such as 

their linguistic social infrastructure and earned strength, their resiliency did not seem as effective 

without material and non-material forms of support, including psychological support and 

empathy from others. Indeed, study participants told of their beautiful disaster stories—how they 

self-organized, helped each other, received support from unknown others, and became friends 

with them. Their self-organization, mutual help, and reception of support was a very important 

part of their disaster resilience in the 2010-2011 Canterbury and Tohoku disasters, especially 

because these relatively invisible and isolated groups would have otherwise been detached from 
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outreach services and mutual help. Indeed, I have met new friends like the Tomioka couple shown 

in Figure 12 through a charitable project and research studies (Figure 13). As explained in 

Chapters 2 and 3, people in disasters, victims and non-victims alike, tend to develop altruistic and 

extraordinary communities to selflessly help others and support each other instead of being 

individualistic, panicking, and causing chaos (Matthewman, 2015). Different labels such as 

“communitas” (Jencson, 2001), “disaster communism” (Instituut Voor Sociaal Onderzoek Van Het 

Nederlandse Volk, 1955), “emergency togetherness” (Drury at al., 2009), “extraordinary 

community” (Solnit, 2009), “post-disaster solidarity” (Oliver-Smith, 1999), “post-disaster utopia” 

(Wolfensburg, 1957), “pro-social behavior” (Rodríguez, Trainer & Quarantelli, 2006), “social 

utopia” (Fritz, 1961), and “therapeutic community” (Barton, 1960) are often used to describe this 

social phenomenon, which commonly speaks to the improvisational social bonds and altruism 

that form in the wake of disasters.  

 

Overwhelming empirical evidence has suggested that this social phenomenon 

spontaneously arises during and after disasters. For instance, Jencson (2001) found in her 

Figure13: One of the Tomoe Project fundraising events in CA, U.S.A following the Tohoku disasters (photo taken by 
Tomoe Project in 2011) 
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qualitative study after the Red River Valley Flood of 1997 that “[t]his particular flood produced a 

deep sense of communitas, which led by many to describe the month-long battle as 'Our Finest 

Hour’ and caused many victims to describe the process by which they lost their homes as a 

‘positive experience’” (p.46). Drury et al.’s (2009) study on the collective resilience after the 

London bombings in 2005 also demonstrates how communitas – togetherness and mutual helping 

– was more common than selfish behaviors. One of their interviewees described his or her feeling 

of unity during the event:  

I felt that we’re all in the same boat together [ ] and then for the feelings that I was feeling 
could well have been felt by them as well ‘cos I don’t think any normal human being could 
just calmly sat there going oh yeah this is great [ ] it was a stressful situation and we were 
all in it together and the best way to get out of it was to help each other … yeah so I felt 
exactly I felt quite close to the people near me (Drury et al., 2009, p.82). 

 
Furthermore, Solnit (2009) found in her study on various disasters such as the 1906 San Francisco 

earthquake, Halifax explosion, Mexico City earthquake, 9/11 terrorist attacks, and Hurricane 

Katrina that people become very altruistic, resourceful, cooperative, and brave in the aftermath 

of these disasters and create “extraordinary communities” instead of becoming selfish and 

creating competition for the limited resources. Indeed, my findings in this study support one of 

the most consistently observed phenomena within the disaster literature (Prince, 1920). 

Although Turner (1969) did not write specifically about disasters in his anthropological 

work, I prefer his original Latin term and conceptualization of “communitas.” This is because he 

highlighted the dialectics between unstructured and structured social relations, or between 

“subjunctive mood” and “indicative mood” in our everyday life, instead of conceptualizing 

communitas as a special disaster phenomenon. As Matthewman (2015) explains, “[i]ndicative 

moods are the everyday world of what is. By contrast, subjunctive moods gesture towards what 

could be” (p.164 italics in original). Turner (1969) points out that “for individuals and groups, 

social life is a type of dialectical process that involves successive experience of high and low, 

communitas and structure, homogeneity and differentiation, equality and inequality” (p.97). 

Typical therapeutic community concepts often focus on alternative forms of equal social relations, 

which only emerge during disasters, yet Turner (1969) highlights the dialectic of such 

developmental cycles in our everyday life, noting that “life experience contains alternating 
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exposure to structure and communitas, and to states and transitions” (p.97). His 

conceptualization gives a greater sense of hope that communitas emerges in non-disasters as well. 

Moreover, the notion of communitas helps us challenge the myths and media stereotypes of 

panicking and selfish people in disasters (see Fischer, 2002 for “disaster mythology”), and the 

predatory actions of elites in disasters whose official ideology of “disaster capitalism” is that we 

are individualistic rational utility maximizers (Klien, 2007; Loewenstein, 2015). We live in such 

neoliberal times but we may not be as selfish and individualistic as we think during disasters.  

In this chapter, I will present some empirical evidence of communitas and disaster 

improvisation in study participants’ experiences and offer a discussion to further theorize 

communitas. As noted, previous research has provided abundant empirical evidence of the 

emergence of communitas and active public involvement by improvising in major disasters (e.g., 

Thornley, Ball, Signal, Lawson-Te Aho & Rawson, 2015). Yet not much theoretical discussion has 

taken place to investigate how we encourage and sustain communitas since it is often short-lived 

(Hearn, 1980, p.316; see also Atsumi, 2014). Communitas is extremely important for disaster 

survivors like this study’s participants, who did not have extensive resources but were still 

resilient. In an extreme sense, communitas became one of the few resources that study 

participants had. Clearer understanding of communitas helps us to better translate the concept 

into practical policy discussions, which will help develop more resilient communities. In the face 

of catastrophe, resilient communities are as important as resilient infrastructure.  

7.1 “Everyone comes together!” Communitas in the 2010-2011 disasters 

 
Everyone has the same problem… not only me, not only my friend, but everyone in Minami 
Sanriku, Kesennuma and around the Sanriku Coastline. So we just can’t think of ourselves 
only… we gotta think that there are many other people suffering just like us, so we tried to 
help each other. 

 
Maria’s comment above represents the typical mentality among study participants who witnessed 

communitas or became part of altruistic communities to get by in the disasters. Maria’s comments 

exemplify how shared experiences of adversity bond people (Matthewman, 2015, p.166; Portes, 

1998, p.16). Indeed, many participants witnessed and experienced the self-organization, mutual 

help, altruism, pro-social behavior, and resilience among themselves in these disasters, all of 
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which are typical characteristics of disaster communitas (see e.g., Jencson, 2001; Solnit, 2009). 

None of the study participants reported any experiences of anti-social and selfish behaviors, 

challenging the disaster myths of panicky and selfish people.  

Some study participants relied on their existing social networks (e.g., the social 

infrastructure provided by church, family, linguistic, and ethnic networks) to collectively cope 

with the disasters (see Chapter 5). Others developed short-lived social capital by improvising and 

collectively responding to the disasters with random strangers. The former case can be 

understood as an application of the participants’ collective earned strength. The latter case 

seemed different from any types of preplanned social networks and was formed to achieve 

specific needs in particular disaster contexts. The process may be both active and passive (i.e., 

some people actively reach out to whoever needs help, and others are recipients of outreach). 

Some respondents, particularly in Canterbury, mentioned the generous help that they received 

from their anonymous neighbors (whom they did not know and had never spoken with before). 

A Women’s Voices (2014) interviewer summarized the interview with Belaynesh and reported: 

[Belaynesh’s] neighbour came to the door to check up on [Belaynesh]. At first Belaynesh did 
not want to open the door, but the neighbour said who he was and, in the end, she opened 
the door. It was good to see her neighbour who had a torch. He checked to see that she and 
her children were OK. “He makes us settle down... My head is no good... Really hard and very 
scary... I find it difficult” (p.4). 

 
Belaynesh’s unknown neighbor became a very important resource that assisted her to calm down 

and deal with the situation since her previous experiences (as in her earned strength and cultural 

capital) might not have helped her. Neighbors and anonymous others around often are the ones 

who victims and responders rely on to provide various forms of significant support. Practical yet 

unusual social bonds were formed. As it has been a consistent research finding since 1920s (see 

Prince, 1920), I will not provide more excerpts to support this point; rather, I will focus on further 

theorization of communitas, informed by study participants.  

7.2 Communitas and disaster improvisation: Power of ordinary people  

 
Wachtendorf and Kendra (2006; 2012) demonstrate the remarkable “disaster improvisation” in 

Hurricane Katrina and the 9/11 terrorist attacks, referring to the jazz orchestration in which 
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musicians play by improvising: people in these disasters self-organized and improvised roles, 

showing remarkable organizational disaster responses and helping behavior instead of panicking 

and causing chaos. In the wake of disasters, elites might panic and cause chaos because they fear 

loss of authority and control and threats to the social order (Clarke & Chess, 2008). This tendency 

is in sharp contrast to the people at the frontlines who typically self-organize and collectively 

respond to disasters (Solnit, 2009). Many people believe in disaster myths partly because the 

media misreports disasters and misrepresents disaster situations (e.g., Matthewman & Poynting, 

2017). However, as Montgomery (2013) reminds us, first responders have no choice but respond 

to the emergency situation, and they sometimes have to deal with it without enough information 

and external resources (see also Wood, Boruff & Smith, 2013, p.143). Disaster communitas often 

involves disaster improvisation. Study participants’ experiences support this point.  

Sergei, a Russian man in a Tohoku coastal town who lost his house to the tsunami, reported 

that he and other first responders self-organized with anonymous strangers and self-regulated to 

collectively respond to the emergency situations without any government help or directions. He 

explained: in the aftermath, 

[e]verything was moving, and everything was working. Of course, there were some issues, 
but… even like every person [at an evacuation center] knew something and knew what to 
do, so everyone was moving and working without any directions from the authority. One of 
my friends said, maybe we don't need the government at all because everything was 
functioning! Then our friends, relatives and even unknown people started coming here to 
help us! It’s like… here is the frontline… the police, military people, ordinary people… 
everyone worked very hard here, but, at the same time, on the TV or newspaper, you can 
see that the government is fighting or something… haha, it was kind of a joke.  

 
Sergei went on to say more about the roles of authorities and ordinary people in recovery efforts: 

People like myself who got disappointed at this volunteer operation and government here 
started looking for something else to do, something we could do to really help… and the 
[formal] volunteer centers started enforcing all the rules… you have to wear the gloves, 
glasses… boots and… you have to be protected all the time. Of course, it’s necessary but… 
it’s just my personal experience, but it was annoying… I thought… we need to go now, we 
need to work! Let’s forget about the stupid bureaucratic rules! Let’s do something to help! 
So there were a lot of volunteers, who were just sitting and waiting for directions… but there 
were also a lot of people self-organized and helped each other in my community to do what 
we really needed to do. We knew what we needed to do! 

 
He was well-aware of the power of disaster improvisation and communitas; the victims and non-

victims in this particular affected area developed emergency togetherness and instantly created 



 

 177 

an “improvisational and functional organization” (as in their strong shared cultural capital and 

extended social capital). Because of their collectivism and disaster response, he had a very 

negative feeling about the government, whose preplanned disaster management and top-down 

commands did not seem practical or useful at all. Although Sergei did not mention anything about 

“equal” social relations or less-hierarchal organization among them, it is obvious that he looked 

down on the authorities and stressed the power of ordinary people.  

Haruko, a Zainichi-Korean woman in Tohoku, also told of her experience of collective 

tsunami evacuation at a near-by driving school in Ishinomaki, Tohoku:  

We put elders in nihonma [traditional Japanese style room], and the rest of us slept on the 
floor in the classrooms. Some slept in their cars too. We all got up at 6am. Everyone did the 
morning exercise together, then we went down to clean up our [tsunami damaged] houses 
and offices, some people went down to check their families, relatives and friends’ safety. We 
all had our own things to do during the day, but we all came back to the driving school when 
it got dark. Women did meal preparation, and men carried heavy stuff and went to get the 
water for everyone. Neighbors and anonymous evacuees tried to be creative and helped 
each other to survive. It was a great teamwork, and I think we were able to do this because 
of our strong solidarity (ZKIP, 2015, pp.87-88).   

 
As Haruko explains, we can see improvisational self-organization and communal experience 

among the disaster victims, including elder and young, men and women, Japanese and foreign 

nationals, and anonymous others. For the first few days after the tsunami, this driving school 

voluntarily became an evacuation center for its neighbors and anonymous evacuees who needed 

a shelter, food and other life necessities, even though it was not officially designated to be an 

evacuation center or shelter by the local authorities (i.e., there are designated disaster evacuation 

centers—mostly public schools—in every community and neighborhood in Japan). The owner of 

the school shared his or her economic and cultural capital with the community members and 

anonymous victims, who could not or did not want to go to the designated evacuation shelters for 

various reasons, such as immobility, disabilities, or geographic isolation. In this communal 

environment, Haruko and other tsunami victims developed their strong solidarity and shared the 

responsibilities among themselves to collectively survive, thereby creating situation-specific 

habitus. As social agents, they were aware of the need to cooperate in order to get by in the first 

phase of the Tohoku disasters, instead of maintaining the ordinary structured human 

interrelatedness and competing over the limited resources. Non-Japanese respondents commonly 
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commented that the strong collectivism already embedded in Japanese culture may have helped 

in this particular case. Yet strong collectivism or, more specifically, social agents’ adjustment of 

their habitus in response to environmental changes has been seen in many different disaster 

contexts. 

Communitas as cultural capital is manifested not only in the form of self-organization and 

helping behaviors among the first responders but also in the forms of society-wide compassion, 

willingness to help, and public involvement. These forms increase bridging and linking capacities, 

resulting in increased empathy, relief aid, volunteer involvement, and various forms of support. 

Previously unknown people, whether victims or non-victims, or inside or outside the disaster 

affected areas become spontaneously connected via media, new communication technologies, and 

social media which provide “communication bridges” (Houston et al., 2014; Perez-Lugo, 2004). 

These connections become an important form of social and cultural capital for the affected, 

particularly for the resourceless, to emotionally and physically cope with the disasters. Takao 

explained: 

Cracks in the ground, soil liquefaction… there were some in our garden as well, and our 
house got a serious damage, so it became uninhabitable after the earthquake. My friend’s 
house was worse, the house was leaking, and water came into the house. So we went to help 
them. The schools were closed, so the university student shovel squads and unknown 
volunteers came to help our neighborhoods, and they actually came to our place. At that 
time, we were talking with our neighbors about how bad it was… but the damage was not 
so bad, and nobody died… and we were helping each other and getting to know our 
neighbors and random volunteers who we had never talked before. The barriers kind of 
disappeared… Anonymous volunteers came to help and brought relief goods, and we 
became friends. I felt there were a lot of good things. 

 
It is noticeable in this excerpt that this type of collective resilience occurred after the Canterbury 

earthquakes because social agents, especially non-victims from outside Takao’s neighborhood, 

recognized the need to develop social capital so that the human power and materials needed could 

be brought to Takao and others in the affected community (e.g., cleaning up the liquefaction and 

debris and bringing relief goods). More public involvement often helps to make communitas more 

practical and generates a sharing of various forms of capital in response to drastic environmental 

changes. Instead of only emphasizing actual resources, it also reminds us to observe the changes 

in the habitus of social agents during emergencies. 
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In an extreme case, this type of cultural capital may be the most important capital that the 

resourceless and socially isolated may take advantage of to deal with devastating situations. As 

noted in Chapter 6, earned strength may give people a certain extent of psychological resilience 

and practical knowledge, but they also often need material and non-material resources to be able 

to cope with disasters. External support can be critical capital for continuing resiliency and 

quicker recovery. For example, it would be extremely difficult for Takao and his neighbors alone 

to deal with soil liquefaction. Other respondents’ stories also remind us that if they did not receive 

help from unknown neighbors and anonymous strangers, their struggle would have been worse 

and their recovery would have been limited. The socially vulnerable can receive internal and 

external support to cope with disasters mainly because of the communitas that first responders 

and non-victims instantly develop, or because of the mutual help provided by preexisting formal 

or informal social networks such as church and ethnic networks and neighborhood associations. 

Thus, we know the “what” and “why” of communitas, but what is missing in the current 

communitas theory are the empirical and theoretical debates of what conditions enable and 

challenge communitas. Thus, before moving on to exploring study participants’ experiences 

regarding this theme, I will give a brief overview of the current disaster communitas theories. 

7.3 Disaster communitas as a disaster theory 

 
Pioneering works (Hearn, 1980; Jencson, 2001; Richardson, Siebeneck, Shaunfield & Kaszynski 

2014) are empirically informed and provide helpful theoretical insights into the what and why of 

disaster communitas materialization. As Barton (1969) argues, it makes perfect sense that some 

disasters are simply too overwhelming for some communities to cope with, so communitas is less 

likely to emerge. Yet our sociological debates should go beyond this simple equation. Hearn’s 

(1980) influential work focuses on “socio-cultural dislocation” (sudden, rapid, and wide-spread 

social change) by disasters, resulting in unifying people and fostering communitas, instead of 

Durkheim’s concept of “anomie”. Anomie may have a strong influence here, but in opposition to 

the typical expectation that severe disruptions in our everyday life and absence of moral 

standards in our society cause anomie, “people can and not uncommonly do respond to serious 
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disruptions in social life by meaningfully reaffirming social bonds” (Hearn, 1980, p.300). This is 

partly because, according to Hearn (1980), “socio-cultural breakdown initially generates a feeling 

of euphoria and a sense of hopeful solidarity embodied in an idealized vision of a better society—

important attributes of the context of communitas” (p.301). In other words, people can 

temporarily flee from the structured, hierarchical, and sometimes oppressive social system when 

a disaster strikes, which creates euphoria and communitas until the structured social system 

comes back in operation (Casagrande, McIlvaine-Newsad & Jones, 2015, p.353). However, it is 

worth noting again that unlike disaster researchers who typically emphasize communitas only in 

disaster contexts, Turner’s (1969) conceptualization includes the notion that our life experience 

contains alternating exposure to communitas and structured social relations (p.67). The “society 

of equals” can emerge not only in disasters but also in non-disasters. 

Jencson (2001) and Matthewman (2015) refer to Turner’s (1969) communitas concept to 

argue that a structured and hierarchical social system disappears, is temporarily turned upside 

down, or is temporarily replaced by a more communal one during disasters. Hearn (1980) notes 

that “the experience of communitas is typically short-lived but from it arise expressions of more 

human and humane organizational forms” (p.316; see also Atsumi, 2014). People in disasters, 

particularly at the early responding stages, are more likely to erase individualism and neoliberal 

subjectivities and even temporarily to supersede “previously existing stratifications like class and 

ethnicity … [until] old divisions can re-emerge and generate old and new conflicts over access to 

resources [once extra-local aid appears]” (Casagrande et al., 2015, p.353). The “society of equals” 

and equal social relations emerge, and social connectedness increases. Ironically, utopia emerges 

in disasters until the limited resources become once again abundant (Matthewman, 2015, p.165). 

However, while this theoretical concept is useful for explanatory purposes, such an analysis does 

not give concrete theoretical direction on how the sense of euphoria can be sustained and what 

challenges the formation of social solidarity in future disasters. Additionally, one might ask how 

this approach explains the non-linearity of disaster survivors’ experiences of communitas.  

In further theorizing disaster communitas, Richardson et al. (2014) discuss their case study 

on a small community in Texas which was directly struck by Hurricane Ike as exemplifying 
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“community characteristics, such as leadership, demographics, length of community residence, 

community size, and sense of community or closeness during everyday circumstances foster 

communitas during disasters” (p.211). As mentioned in the previous chapters, Klinenberg’s 

(2002) comparative study of African American and Latino communities in North and South 

Lawndale during the 1995 Chicago heat wave pays close attention to community characteristics 

as critical contributing factors for the emergence of communitas.22 Indeed, communitas may not 

emerge in “severely marginalized” communities such as the African American communities 

during Hurricane Katrina and the Chicago heat wave, who suffered from the lack of social 

solidarity and support systems. These communities “collapsed” instead of becoming altruistic and 

collective, mainly due to preexisting negative social conditions such as community distrust, 

insecurity, the culture of “fear,” high crime rate, poverty, negative stereotypes, and political 

disfranchisement (see e.g., Dyson, 2006; Klinenberg, 2002).  

Furthermore, communitas may not be developed in technological or natech disasters 

which often create “corrosive communities” instead of extraordinary communities (see Table 6). 

This is because these technological or natech disasters often produce:  

(1) a contested discourse regarding who was responsible; (2) chronic social disruption, 
anger, mental health problems, and the loss of resources for victims; (3) delayed 
restoration and recovery for impacted communities; (4) ambiguity of harm; (5) 
sociocultural disruption; and (6) litigation stress (Picou & Marshall, 2007, p.5; see also 
Erikson, 1994; Freudenburg, 1997; Picou, Marshall & Gill, 2004) 
 

Erikson (1994) adds that unlike typical disasters like tornados and earthquakes that come and go, 

these technological disasters that typically involving toxic materials have no beginning, middle, or 

end (p.148). There is a common belief in many societies that “God” causes or allows natural 

disasters, so there is no one to blame. Technological or natech disasters, on the other hand, can 

cause a “blame game” (Kaniasty & Norris, 2004; Gill & Picou, 1991). Under these conditions, it is 

difficult for residents to selflessly help others and collectively deal with “unnatural” disasters 

when they do not even know the disaster agent(s) and health impact. As a result, these 

communities commonly experience recreancy and antagonization (e.g., Erikson, 1994; Kaniastry 

                                                             
22 Klinenberg (2002) never used the term communitas, but his emphasis on strong collectivism and social solidarity, 
typical characteristics of communitas, in the Latino community is obvious.  
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& Norris, 2004; Miller, 2006). However, others also argue that threatened communities are still 

capable of collectively coping with these natech disasters. Gunter, Aronoff, and Joel (1999) 

describe the collective response of Michigan communities to the toxic contamination in 1970s and 

contended that communities are still capable of dealing with “a new species of trouble” (see also 

Kaniasty & Norris, 2004, p.218). Thus, although abundant empirical evidence for communitas and 

corrosive communities are available, we find some exceptions in the current literature. A practical 

theory can then help to answer whether we can theorize and make communitas emerge at any 

time, in any place, and at any scale.  

Table 6: Examples of corrosive communities 
Author(s) Disaster(s) Disaster agent(s) Cause(s) of corrosion 
Erikson (1994) Multiple (e.g., mercury spill 

in Ontario, gasoline leak in 
Colorado, Three Mile Island 
nuclear incident) 

Technological 
disasters 

Collective trauma, dividing 
communities 

Gill & Picou (1991) Derailing and toxic spills in 
Louisiana in 1982 

Technological 
disasters 

Toxins, increased risk perceptions, 
health concerns  

Freudenburg 
(1997) 

Multiple (e.g., Three Mile 
Island incident, Exxon 
Valdez Oil spill) 

Technological 
disasters 

Ambiguity of harm, sociocultural 
disruptions, recreancy 

Picou, Marshall & 
Gill (2004) 

Exxon Valdez oil spill in 
1989 

Technological 
disasters 

Litigation stress, work disruption, 
recreancy, future risk 

Cutheberton & Nigg 
(1987) 

Pesticides and asbestos 
events (year not specified) 

Technological 
disasters 

Ambiguity of the disaster agent and 
the possibility of health 
consequences.  

Kaniasty & Norris 
(2004) 

Multiple (e.g., Tokyo subway 
sarin gas terrorist attack in 
1995, Three Mile Island 
incident, Exxon Valdez oil 
spill) 

Technological 
disasters 

Social support deterioration 
deterrence (SSDD), uncertainty, 
erosion of social relations,  
community antagonization 

Scott, McSpirit, 
Breheny & Howell 
(2012)* 

Coal waste disaster in 
Kentucky in 2000 

Technological 
disasters 

Regulatory failure, public distrust in 
federal agencies, perceived 
environmental risk, diminishing 
social trust 

Clarke & Chess 
(2008)* 

Anthrax attacks in New 
Jersey in 2001 

Technological 
disasters 

Mis-communication and elite panic. 
Community members distancing 
each other to avoid infectious agents 

Picou & Marshall 
(2007); Miller 
(2006) 

Hurricane Katrina in 2005  Natech disasters 
(i.e. hurricane, 
infrastructure 
failure, chemical 
leaks) 

The collapse of the social institutions 
(i.e. public safety, hospitals, 
transportations, etc.), diminishing 
physical and social infrastructure,  
erosion of trust, the "blame game" 

Miller (2016) Fukushima nuclear disasters 
in 2014 

Natech disasters 
(i.e. earthquakes, 
tsunami, nuclear 
reactor 
meltdown) 

Government indecisiveness, 
perpetuating a climate of mistrust 
and fear  

Miller & Wesley 
(2016) 

Flint, Michigan, water crises 
in 2016 

Technological 
disasters 

Poor government decision-making, 
cost-saving priority 

*Authors did not specifically use the term “corrosive community” 
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Empirical evidence in this chapter and elsewhere suggests that communitas plays a 

significant role in disaster response and recovery (e.g., Jencson, 2001; Richardson et al., 2014) and 

is a critical component of successful community and individual resilience (e.g., Thornley et al., 

2015, p.30). It would therefore be logical to promote and incorporate communitas into DRR social 

policies. Nonetheless, disaster research has consistently focused on describing communitas in 

many case studies or assumed it as a characteristic of resilient communities, but we have not 

theoretically explored what conditions enabled or challenged the process of improvisational 

social bonding.  

Clouded understanding of communitas leads to a continuous misinterpretation of social 

agency and community resilience that suggests that people and communities are naturally 

resilient. This misinterpretation suggests that people are capable of bonding to each other and 

developing altruistic communities at any time, in any place, and with any people in order to 

respond to and recover from disasters with less governmental support and costly intervention 

(see Chapter 2). While people do collectively respond to and deal with disasters without 

government support, they do so because they have no other options (Neef & Shaw, 2013, p.1). As 

stressed in Chapter 2, this misconception of people’s capacity further entrenches the 

neoliberalization of resilience (Casagrande et al., 2015; Chandler & Reid, 2016; Cox & Perry, 2011) 

and responsibilization of communities (Vilcan, 2017). Turner (1969) acknowledged the resource-

dependent nature of communitas by stating that “communitas cannot stand alone if the material 

and organizational needs of human beings are not adequately met” (p.129). Communitas is 

recognized as a significant characteristic of resilience (Drury et al., 2009; Thornley el at., 2015) 

and played an important role in study participants’ experiences. However, disaster researchers 

have not substantially invested to explore and theorize the creation, operation, enhancement, and 

obstacles of communitas. The rest of this chapter will address these gaps and engage in more 

empirical and theoretical debates on communitas, based on my interview findings and previous 

research, in order to make the concept more conceivable and useful among disaster policymakers, 

practitioners and researchers. 
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7.4 Then what conditions enable or challenge communitas? Bourdieu’s contribution 

 
I refer back to Bourdieu’s theories in order to conduct further analysis and theorize communitas. 

We are aware that disasters and other shared experiences of adversity often facilitate the 

emergence of communitas and improvisational social networks (Casagrande et al., 2015; 

Richardson et al., 2014). People bond in disasters, but too much focus may have been placed on 

human spirit. Social capital theory in disaster research and resilience paradigms (e.g., Putnam, 

1995) emphasizes the role of bonding people together and positively influencing disaster 

response and recovery. Synthesizing these theories should conceptualize social networking as a 

significant component of communitas and a characteristic of strong resilience, as many 

researchers have emphasized (e.g., Aldrich, 2012; Tierney, 2014). Such improvisational (and some 

preexisting) social capital reaches out to the invisible or isolated (e.g., elders and transients) and 

anonymous others who need immediate help. This is one of the reasons besides earned strength 

(as described in Chapter 6) why socially vulnerable communities can be simultaneously resilient 

in certain disaster contexts. 

Aldrich’s (2012, pp.31-34) conceptualization of three different forms of social capital, 

namely bonding, bridging, and linking may be of particular interest (see Chapter 2 for details). 

Previous research on communitas has often highlighted individual-level bonding social capital 

(i.e., communitas among first-responders and survivors who may or may not be homogeneous). 

Limited literature is available on what conditions increase and decrease inter-community and 

macro-level bridging or linking capacities even though some scholars (e.g., Hawkins & Maurer, 

2010, p.1785; Kaniasty & Norris, 2004, p.204) acknowledge that SES and race are significant 

barriers to social capital and distribution of resources in recovery. Helping others and disaster 

improvisation in emergencies might simply reflect the human spirit, yet it is essential to 

sociologically contextualize and theorize this phenomena. I will now focus on answering why 

some people or communities are able to develop stronger social capital and benefit more from 

communitas than others. Bourdieu’s theories can help conceptualize communitas as “disaster 

capital”—a form of cultural capital that is manifested in the shared social bonds which arise from 

suffering together. This helps to construct a useful theoretical argument that examines two 



 

 185 

important themes based on study participants’ experiences: 1) resilient social system and social 

agents’ active role of creating or avoiding disaster capital (or the temporal “society of equals”), 

and 2) the role of symbolic capital in increasing or decreasing people’s disaster capital and, 

particularly social connectedness. 

7.4.1 Obstacles of communitas: Resilient system of social oppression and status 
 

Despite the positive features of disaster capital, there are articulated and unarticulated obstacles 

to developing and maintaining it. Due to the limited space, this section focuses on a micro-level 

challenge of communitas—the role of social agents. Communitas is created as a form of disaster 

cultural capital and operated by social agents who develop temporal utopian habitus, recognizing 

the need to help each other and temporarily suspending hierarchical social fields. Strong senses 

of community and shared experiences often break the traditional boundaries (attributing from 

their specific habituses) such as social status, gender, language, race, religion, and nationality (see 

e.g., Casagrande et al., 2015, p.353). Migrant and refugee participants who were often invisibilized 

and excluded in Japan and New Zealand (see e.g., Lee, 2012b for Tohoku marriage-migrant 

women’s invisibility and isolation) described that they felt welcome, recognized, connected, and 

included during their disaster experiences (see also Casagrande et al., 2015). Dari explained: 

There have been organizations and the people actually stood up and said “Hey, there are 
other people around here, there are other cultures here and have to be included!” you know? 
We all had blended… you know, us as migrants have to be just as much proactive as the main 
stream. And this basically has been happening now. You know, I think people from 
Christchurch are more aware, a lot more accepting all refugees and migrants. 
 

Similarly, Rie described: 
 

Well… because of the tsunami, I met people like you. I felt like it was great. There was 
nothing in my life before [the tsunami]… I didn’t know anyone to talk to… my life was 
empty… I thought I was going to stay in that house until I die. I have some good memories 
of the house and life before the tsunami, but I did not understand Japanese and did not know 
what was happening in the world [outside the house]. I feel like the tsunami got me out of 
the house and brought me where I am. I kind of wanna thank the tsunami… 
 

Dari, Rie, and other respondents stressed that the disasters were empowering them in a sense as 

they were recognized and connected to the mainstream while they expressed their pre-disaster 

feelings of being invisible and excluded. 
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Yet, even within such a disaster utopia, some people may remain isolated or invisible and 

may not be free from micro-level power struggles and social oppression. Not everyone benefits 

from disaster capital if they lack certain other forms of capital (e.g., linguistic, whiteness, gender), 

and the society of equals has to deal with the resilient system of social oppression (see Tierney, 

2014, p.237 for her argument of social status quo being resilient to changes). This is because in 

some cases, habitus and field are so resilient that they do not want to change even in emergencies. 

In other cases, people from different fields have different packages of field-specific capital and 

habitus which might cause conflicts among them (see Obrist et al., 2010). Satoshi explained: 

The members of the neighborhood association, who were running one of the emergency 
evacuation shelters, said straight out, “I don’t like foreign students” or “I’m anti-foreigners.” 
When I asked them about the reason, they said that, since a major university is nearby that 
place, it was stormed by the foreigners. And it was “we, the elderly, who were running the 
soup kitchen and giving food to the young, whether it is office workers or foreigners. 
Somehow it doesn’t feel right, does it? I understand that a shelter is the place where anyone 
can come. The point is that the older people from the community were operating the shelter 
to help others, but there were people who didn’t belong to the neighborhood. And it’s like 
we are working so hard, but what? These people came to the shelter and just stayed there 
without helping others. And even if you understand there is language barrier or whatever, 
emotionally you just can’t accept it.”  

 
Despite the assumption of egalitarian disaster communities in which people deconstruct 

traditional social barriers and help each other, Satoshi heard from the evacuation center staff that 

there were perceived challenges to maintaining or even creating the community spirit perhaps 

because the group was not homogeneous enough. Some people expected “equal responsibilities 

and shared norms” from everyone, reinforcing specific habitus in this temporal field, but they 

disregarded the potential diversity and challenges for the non-locals and foreigners who had 

different packages of capital and habituses (i.e., social exclusion and isolation due to the language, 

immigration status, gender, and cultural barriers). As Satoshi further explained, foreign students 

at an evacuation shelter were forced to stay as a separate group by shelter managers mainly due 

to the language barrier but were simultaneously expected to share responsibility. There was not 

enough communication between the Japanese and non-Japanese, but these foreigners were 

treated as freeloaders even though they probably did not know what was happening and how to 

contribute.  
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Jeff supported this point by observing that even in the emergencies and disaster 

communitas, some cultural or religious beliefs were resilient to change, which continued to 

marginalize Christianity in the rural Tohoku area. When I asked Jeff about some obstacles to 

expanding their church networks and working with local Japanese residents, he explained: 

well… major obstacles? I still think… Japanese people don’t really want to accept 
Christianity… there are a lot of reasons, of course. But people are so set in the ways they 
grow up as Buddhist and Shintoist… they had big hardships [the earthquakes and tsunami], 
many Christians helped them, they appreciated us very much, they accepted us… but that 
doesn’t really mean that they are throwing away the generations of traditions and cultures. 
So I think people are happy to be friends, to have Christian friends. But to make shift… this 
is very difficult. 

 
Jeff’s comment speaks to the tendency of lowering the bars due to communitas (see e.g., 

Casagrande et al., 2015), but some bars may remain high and others can go back up quickly, 

depending on the practice of social agents. Through Jeff’s eyes, there was a moment of breaking 

the existing religious boundary and creating unity to cope with the disasters, yet cultural 

traditions and social hierarchies were too resilient and prevented significant, permanent, or 

longer-term changes to include Christianity or the marginalized. However, besides Jeff’s comment, 

I did not hear any other negative stories of being excluded from my immigrant and refugee 

respondents. They were in general very appreciative and talked about positive experiences of 

receiving generous support and being included in the mainstream, which did not happen prior to 

the disasters. 

In the typical theory of communitas, social status is temporary erased, but the above cases 

demonstrate how social exclusion is resilient to changes or came back in operation quickly 

because of our resilient habitus. It seems that social agents in the extraordinary communities are 

expected to act in certain ways (following existing or newly created specific habitus) which might 

still be oppressive as determined by homogeneous dominant groups. It is important to recognize 

that there are individuals—foreigners in this particular case—who had not yet developed their 

field-specific habitus and therefore cannot possess the minimum capital (e.g., language 

competency and cultural norms) to be proper members of a particular social group (as in field). 

Many other traditional boundaries may be lowered, but as discussed in Chapter 5, disaster 

linguicism was not questioned and still caused social exclusion. Disaster capital alone may not be 
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sufficient. What was needed was for agents to create a social field which could accept people who 

have different or limited packages of capital and habitus because they may not be able to develop 

those packages quickly in emergencies; we should not assume that all people have the same 

packages or can collect them as quickly as we think.  

Another possible challenge of communitas is that the strong collectivism and society-wide 

sense of egalitarianism during the disaster utopia can obscure the underlying social issues faced 

by the socially vulnerable. People under strong communitas may feel that everyone is equal and 

should share the same disaster experiences and adversity, so nobody should be treated 

differently. In fact, this was a common comment that I heard from Japanese service providers 

during my field research, and it seemed like the significant and specific needs of immigrants, 

refugees, and the other socially vulnerable might be ignored (see also Morris, Miyagi International 

Association [MIA] & Sendai International Relations Association [SIRA], 2015). Service providers 

displayed an ironic sense of egalitarianism and complained about foreigners getting special 

support that the Japanese did not. Despite their inherent disadvantage, these linguistic minority 

immigrants and refugees needed to comply with community pressure to be “equal” with the 

Japanese. Their specific struggles and pre-existing vulnerabilities were overlooked possibly due 

to communitas. 

I acknowledge that it might not be fair without further investigation to make a solid claim 

that only nationality, immigration status, or religious belief can cause such interpersonal-level 

power imbalances. However, it is fair to assume that while people can be resilient to adversity, the 

social status, system, and culture, especially stereotypes and stigma against certain social groups, 

are also resilient to changes due to our resilient habituses and fields. This challenges the 

development of disaster communitas in a true sense: less homogeneous groups (e.g., culturally, 

economically, ethnically, linguistically, politically, racially, religiously, and sexually diverse 

communities) might have a more difficult time building solidarity and including minorities. As a 

result, it is perceivable that disaster capital can be generated more easily within or between 

homogeneous groups who have certain shared habituses. This theoretical point further speaks to 

the challenges of communitas, especially looking at the bridging and linking capacities of 
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communities through which relief aid, donations, volunteers, empathy, and other forms of 

external support are unevenly distributed. In the following section, the interplay of disaster 

capital with other capital, especially symbolic capital, will be explored. 

7.4.2 How does visibility and symbolic capital influence communitas? 
 

Another important point I make in this chapter that is informed by Bourdieu’s theory is the role 

of symbolic capital in developing and sustaining disaster capital or, more specifically, bridging and 

linking social capital capacities. As stressed in Chapters 2 and 3, previous research has not 

extensively focused on the role of public images in the development of disaster capital, but it is 

logical that persons external to the disaster (victims or non-victims alike) recognize the need of 

public involvement to help the victims often after watching the devastating disaster images on 

media. Society-wide attitudes and public involvement often make the affected communities more 

resourceful and thus resilient (Thornley et al., 2015). In some cases, disaster capital can be 

extremely important for vulnerable communities, especially if the disruptions exceed their 

already-lower capacity to respond with limited resources. However, the issue is that social 

connectedness and support from external actors may be disproportionately distributed partly 

because of the recipients’ social status, stereotypes, and visibility (see Chapter 3), which may also 

be resilient to changes. A larger-scale communitas often fails to see a broader and detailed picture 

of disaster damage and assistance needs since non-victims most often depend on the media for 

information on who and where needs help. Therefore, depending on how the media depicts the 

symbolic capital of certain social groups, they receive support differently and may be able or 

unable to take advantage of disaster capital. Thus, the media images not only call for more public 

involvement but also create “worthy” and “unworthy” victims (see Dyson, 2006, p.167; Tierney, 

2006, p.115). 

Unfortunately, empirical arguments of how stereotypes and visibility can influence 

communitas and partly determine the “deservedness” of victims are rare. These arguments are 

also difficult to extract from qualitative interviews with the actual victims through their subjective 

views. Many of these victims might not be aware of or able to reflect on how others see them. 
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Alternately, the socially marginalized might not be able to control their visibility, as visibility and 

social power are closely tied (see Brighenti, 2007). An analysis based on more objective views is 

required to draw a broader picture of how public images enabled or challenged communitas in 

actual disasters. A large body of scholarship suggests that the media do not reflect but construct 

our reality (see e.g., Baudrillard, 1994), which means that misrepresentation and negative 

portrayals of disaster situations and victims (i.e., looters, violent, panicking, etc.) may be a 

significant impediment to public involvement in developing disaster communitas and the even 

distribution of support.  

In disasters, there seem to be both hypervisible and stigmatized communities that receive 

different amounts, types, and qualities of public support. This variance may affect their 

vulnerability and resilience levels. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, some social groups with 

better symbolic capital such as the Vietnamese Catholic community in Eastern New Orleans after 

Hurricane Katrina (Leong et al., 2007b) and the Filipina community in Tohoku (Lee, 2012a) might 

have grabbed more public attention, resulting in more external support and extended social 

networking. The extremely favorable image of the “model” resilient Vietnamese community led 

by a symbolic leader, Father Vien, was portrayed as “deserving” victims in media. This image 

enabled the development of disaster capital, which helped to increase their bridging and linking 

social capital capacities, especially with government officials and politicians (see Leong et al., 

2007a). Specifically, this Vietnamese community developed pan-ethnic Asian American networks, 

and were able to attract national fundraising efforts (Leong et al., 2007b, p.183).  

Similarly, some of the Tohoku marriage-migrant women who became hypervisible played a 

significant role in increasing the whole community’s bridging and linking capacities. Keiko 

recognized the role of media in increasing the bridging and linking capacities of some formerly 

invisible marriage-migrant women communities, particularly Filipinas, in the rural Tohoku area. 

She explained: 

Especially through their church networks, [marriage-migrant women, especially Filipinas] 
received abundant support. Not only because of their church networks, these women were 
focused in the media, they were on TV, interviewed, invited to talk in various workshops, 
and the former invisible housewives were suddenly in the spotlight. This helped them 
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receive more support! A great number of volunteers came, enormous quantity of goods 
were received, companies and organizations with huge money flowed into… 

 
As mentioned earlier, it was difficult to discuss the visibility and public image of linguistic minority 

immigrant and refugees with the immigrants and refugees themselves. This can be one of the 

research limitations, but it is fair to rely on outside or objective views on how these groups were 

publicly portrayed or viewed during the disasters. Keiko’s comment speaks again to the role of 

symbolic capital by demonstrating how some of the formerly-invisible Tohoku marriage-migrant 

women received significant public support because their public presence in the media projected 

a positive image of vulnerable foreigners showing loyalty to their Japanese family and Japan while 

coping well with disasters. This image triggered the increase in their bridging and linking social 

capital (see Lee, 2012b).  

What was unique about the symbolic capital of study participants was that there was 

abundant transnational support, both private and public, available to the hypervisible 

“foreigners.” In certain cases, simply being “foreigners” became a form of symbolic capital for 

some in the affected area. Immediately after the disasters, foreign embassies and international 

humanitarian organizations tried locating their citizens in New Zealand and Japan. Other 

unexpected factors gave the foreigners a specific form of symbolic capital. For example, Takao 

explained that being a Japanese living in Christchurch after the Tohoku disasters gave him a 

specific kind of empathy from the local New Zealanders: 

At that time, I really felt like Japanese living in Christchurch were getting great empathy 
from locals. It really helped us… unless you are super insensitive, the public empathy was 
so obvious… wherever I went, some Kiwis were asking me “it’s so hard for you guys 
[Japanese], is there anything we can do?” One day, I went for a walk with my wife, we went 
to a park… there was an old Kiwi gentleman, and he asked us, “are you Japanese? Staring at 
us… and said “I am very sorry… it’s hard…” Then we hugged and cried.  

 
Interestingly, the 2011 Tohoku disasters created a specific symbolic capital for Japanese living in 

Canterbury, and possibly in other countries. Because of devastating disaster images, especially 

tsunami damage, there was a noticeable empathy towards the Japanese. Takao’s nationality was 

a form of cultural and symbolic capital because of the other disasters that had happened on the 

other side of the planet. It is possible that if the Tohoku disasters in March did not happen, the 

Japanese would not have received the specific empathy which gave Takao extra encouragement 
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and emotional support to cope with the disaster. Therefore, symbolic capital takes various forms, 

and its value may depend on context. It should be understood as a contingent and dynamic 

concept.  

On the other hand, the communities that have negative symbolic capital or limited visibility 

due to existing racism, sexism, patriarchy, and other forms of oppression may struggle to cope 

with the same disasters due to the lack of encouragement, sympathy, solidarity and support. Such 

communities include African-American communities (see e.g., Dyson, 2006; Leong et al., 2007b) 

and some Tohoku marriage-migrant women (Lee, 2012b). Stereotypes that are often 

misrepresented and manipulated via media may become a strong predictor for who will be 

favored by disaster capital and external support (see Lee, Yamori & Miyamoto, 2015; Scanlon, 

2007 for the role of media in uneven distribution of donations and support).  

During Hurricane Katrina, highly stigmatized African American communities faced obvious 

struggles to receive necessary disaster aid including material and emotional support. These 

struggles resulted from the violent, looter, and “non-deserving” victim images, reinforced by the 

media (see Dyson, 2006, p.141). I did not find any personal narratives from my interviews, but 

Leong et al. (2007b) explain: 

While African Americans may not have faced linguistic barriers to emergency aid, the 
reports of African Americans of the far eastern side of the city indicate that cultural and 
racial barriers may have contributed to the delay in emergency relief efforts. Racial 
stereotypes of African Americans as violent, combined with the reports of looting and 
gunshots, may have kept police and emergency relief personnel from entering certain 
communities. Since the immediate coverage of Hurricane Katrina, there has now been 
reported a second bridge incident in which parish police prevented people fleeing the 
flooding based on fears of violence and crime (p.175).  

 
The racial stereotypes formed negative cultural or symbolic capital for the African-American 

community and challenged the development of communitas even among themselves. Indeed, 

Tierney (2006) explains that “[j]udgements concerning who constitutes a ‘deserving’ disaster 

victim are also shaped by social class factors” (p.115). She continues: “[t]he poor are often 

characterized in media and official discourses as taking advantage of programs and entitlements 

following disasters and as responsible for the conditions under which they are forced to live” 

(Tierney, 2006, p.115; see also Dyson, 2006). This is one of the reasons why certain communities 
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collapse instead of forming therapeutic communities, and receive limited public empathy and 

involvement in their disaster response, recovery, and preparedness. 

In addition to the hypervisible and highly stigmatized groups in disasters, we cannot ignore 

the tendency for there to be isolated, invisible, and resourceless groups such as transients to 

whom help may not even reach even if it is forthcoming. For example, Chie explained how the 

Japanese community made an effort to use the Internet to reach out to invisible and highly isolated 

transient Japanese on working-holiday visas, who had very weak social ties (see her excerpt in 

Chapter 5, p.146). This is an example of improvisationally developing digital social capital via the 

Internet (or “latent social capital” as Robinson and Ritchie [2010, p.41] define) to reach out, 

connect, and share resources with these invisible and isolated Japanese who were not competent 

in English. They were typical transients and vulnerable to disasters, especially as they lacked 

cultural and linguistic capital (as in English competency and social networking capability). 

Without internet access, the support from the Japanese community would not have reached these 

needy Japanese transients who could not otherwise get help due to their language barrier, 

invisibility, and other obstacles. Similarly, Karl, a German student in Tohoku, stated: 

[A day after the disasters], a friend came to my apartment because he was worried about 
me. I think he knew that I didn’t have anything to eat or drink. One of my few Japanese 
friends in my small circle of friends, he took me to his place by his bike. His family was really 
really nice. They had no electricity, but they had enough food, and gas was working, so 
candles set up in the house…It was great because I did not have anything to eat, all stores 
were empty… we were talking about the situation but didn’t know what to do.  

 
If Karl’s Japanese friend did not find him, Karl might have had a difficult time obtaining life-

necessities due to his limited social capital. Those who were low in cultural, social, and symbolic 

capital may have found it difficult to be connected to the altruistic and helpful groups of people. 

Even if help is available, such help might not effortlessly reach the people who need it in 

emergencies; those who are more visible or somehow on the radar of supporting organizations 

and altruistic individuals are more likely to receive it. Only people who are considered “deserving” 

may take advantage of disaster capital. The interplay of symbolic and disaster capital was worth 

noting. Therefore, it is nonsense to place responsibility on those who have limited social capital 

or negative symbolic capital to make themselves visible to the public and present positive and 
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deserving images. The absence of symbolic capital and having negative symbolic capital are 

neither synonymous nor oppositional. The role of the media and existing stereotypes or stigma 

should be more critically examined. Other forms of capital, especially cultural capital, can be 

converted into symbolic capital or influence one’s symbolic capital positively or negatively. Thus, 

as Bourdieu (1986) and Brighenti (2007) would argue, visibility and the interplay of capital, 

especially cultural and symbolic capital, should be one of the important theoretical considerations 

in the research of communitas.  

7.5 The complexity of visibility and symbolic capital in theorizing disaster capital 

 
In this chapter, I have explored the complexity of communitas and offered theoretical arguments 

of what influences disaster capital. There is a strong need to theorize communitas in order to make 

it more predictable and practical because, as Richardson et al. (2014) argue,  

the presence of communitas may have a significant impact on a community’s recovery 
process following a disaster … [so] recognizing communitas as useful framework for 
understanding successful and efficient disaster recovery in small communities may aid 
emergency management officials in the creation of effective short-term and long-term 
recovery strategies (p.212). 
 

Indeed, Bourdieu’s focus on the practices of social agents and his idea of the interplay of capital is 

important here. It is also worth stressing that we should conceptualize disaster communitas in a 

more nuanced fashion to suit its dynamic nature. For future research, Bourdieu’s theoretical 

approaches will further help researchers discuss contributing factors, including gender and race 

capital (see Huppatz, 2009; Huppatz & Goodwin, 2013; Hage, 2003), for the emergence, 

maintenance, and even or uneven distribution of disaster capital. In concluding this chapter, I 

argue that the resilient system of social oppression and hierarchy at both the micro and macro 

level of human relations results in certain stereotypes, non-deserving victim images, and an 

uneven distribution of empathy and support. This effect needs to be properly addressed in 

disaster research. Instead of looking at communitas or disaster capital simply as a positive 

outcome, it is important for us to look at its process and source more carefully. This helps us to 

focus on why some socially vulnerable groups take advantage of disaster capital and become 

resilient, and others are not included in extraordinary communities and thus remain vulnerable. 
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In an extremely simple sense, empathy and actual help coming from society-wide and in-group 

communitas during disasters are unevenly distributed, just like wealth in any given society. The 

distribution is determined by race, class, gender, other social attributes, and the intersection of 

those attributes. Although my focus in this thesis is disaster, I stress that, as Turner (1969) 

emphasizes, this concept should be also applied to everyday disasters, which confront the socially 

disadvantaged on an everyday basis for the same reasons. Disaster capital emerges in the wake of 

disasters, but communitas can and should emerge and challenge everyday social injustices. 

Communitas can be complicated and unexpected for the socially vulnerable in disasters 

because their visibility and symbolic capital are difficult for them to control (see Brighenti, 2007; 

see also Chapter 3) due to existing social inequality. As repeatedly stressed, this is the reason why 

the socially vulnerable should not be responsibilized for their own visibility and public images. 

Indeed, I argue that symbolic capital can be problematic if it makes formerly invisible groups, such 

as Tohoku marriage-migrant women, too visible. As visibility and social power are closely tied, 

this can imply that the formerly powerless may face a backlash if they become powerful and 

recognized due to disaster.  

As Brighenti (2007) notes, social sciences have not paid close attention to or adequately 

theorized visibility, although it can help us further contextualize both visibility and communitas 

sociologically. Brighenti (2007) argues: 

one’s positioning behind or beyond the thresholds of fair visibility raise the problem of the 
management of one’s social image in one’s own terms. Therefore, when philosophers and 
political activists support the claims for recognition put forward by minority groups, one 
should be aware that the very social relationship producing recognition can produce denial 
of recognition, too (p.330).  

 
Brighenti’s theoretical argument can help us hypothesize why the hypervisibility of some Tohoku 

marriage-migrant women caused a backlash and denial of recognition. Kayo shared her 

observation about changes in their visibility and local residents’ reactions to them:  

There was a little bit of backlash... these are rural communities... these foreigners used to 
live there as ordinary community members... yet all the sudden they were in the spotlight, 
especially the Filipinas... the media portrayed them as pity foreigner victims... and there 
were many external organizations who wanted to specifically support these “foreigners”... 
yes, there was a backlash against them. 

 
Giving another example here, Rie expressed her mixed feeling of going from invisible to visible: 
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Before the tsunami, I didn’t have many friends… now I know my neighbors [at the 
temporary housing]. But, here, you have to be careful, there is a lot of trouble. I didn’t like 
living here… but I got used to it… Now I’m just living from day to day without thinking much. 
You always feel you are being watched. Neighbors ask, “do you feel bad?” or “did something 
happened?” They look after each other, but when the visitors like you come, they ask, “why 
did this person come to your house?” or “who is that?” I hate all this, that’s why we are here 
[at a near-by café] today. It feels like I’ve become famous, but I don’t want to. That makes 
me sick… They even say, “why do these people only come to your house?” “why do you… 
why? why?” I hear this a lot. I hate this, so when I’m asked for an interview, I try to meet 
somewhere outside where I am not seen.    

 
Rie recognized the change in her visibility status and perceived that it was causing her some 

trouble with her new neighbors, who expected Rie to be a dutiful, obeying housewife and to take 

care of her husband and his family (see also Saito, 2012). Rie’s psychological struggles might have 

resulted from various other stressors, but her hypervisibility and her neighbors’ reaction 

probably played a significant role. Consequently, she learned that she needed to control her 

visibility to avoid backlash and uncomfortable situations with her new neighbors. 

These marriage-migrant women’s visibility and increased social connectedness went 

above the threshold of fair visibility. Then, “[they] enter a zone of supra-visibility, or super-

visibility, where everything [they] do becomes gigantic to the point that it paralyzes [them]” or 

even punishes them (Brighenti, 2007, p.330). It is evident that people around them, particularly 

those who were also isolated, invisible, and vulnerable such as elderly farmers, fishermen, and 

fisherwomen in the rural communities, tended to deny the increased recognition of the formerly 

invisible and willingly subordinate marriage-migrant women. Thus, the good relationship that 

these women developed with their family and locals through invisibilizing themselves and 

accepting subordination can be ruined instantly because they could not control their visibility and 

power in a disaster situation (see Chapters 1, 3, 5 & 8). I imagine that many marriage-migrant 

women in this area had similar experiences. I argue that we need further investigation into the 

complex relationship between communitas, visibility, and symbolic capital for further 

theorization of disaster capital and effective DRR strategies.  
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Chapter 8 

Rethinking social capital theory 

 

 

 

So far, the role of social capital has emerged as an overarching theme of this thesis, which looks at 

the experiences of linguistic minority immigrants and refugees in the 2010-2011 disasters. In the 

last three chapters which explored the themes of “disaster linguicism,” “earned strength,” and 

“communitas or disaster capital,” the important role of social capital in many aspects of study 

participants’ disaster experiences has become obvious. Social networking and the creation of 

linguistic landscapes are crucial strategies (which are purposive and subconscious processes) for 

some linguistic minorities in Canterbury and Tohoku to negotiate both disaster and everyday 

linguicism (see Chapter 5). Social networking is also a prominent feature of their earned strength: 

Figure 14: Spontaneous social bond. Christchurch reconstruction workers taking a lunch break and listening 
to a jazz band (Photo takenby Shinya Uekusa in 2017) 
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through their past experiences of hardships and everyday disasters, refugees and immigrants 

know and learn how to collectively cope and negotiate their lack of other forms of capital (see 

Chapter 6). When communitas emerges in disasters, linguistic minorities bond by improvising and 

increasing their social connectedness to generate disaster capital (see Chapter 7). Indeed, our 

general assumption in disaster scholarship is that disaster affected communities and individuals 

that have or develop strong social solidarity to collectively cope with disasters are more likely to 

be disaster resilient (e.g., Aldrich, 2017; Tierney, 2014; see also Chapter 2). Social capital 

promotion to increase community resilience has been globally popular, leading to authorities and 

community organizations overwhelmingly attempting to artificially build social networks and 

innovatively increase social connections among local residents as the key strategies for disaster 

management and DRR (e.g., Lyttleton Harbour TimeBank). Although the conceptualization and 

measurement of the promotion of social capital is still debatable (see Claridge, 2014), as Aldrich 

and Meyers (2015) argue, promoting social capital theoretically helps developing resilient 

communities. However, my study suggests that there is something more to consider. 

As briefly discussed in Chapter 3, mechanistic approaches to artificially engineer social 

capital are not as effective or realistic as we believe. This is because people are strategic 

improvisers who usually have rational reasons, instincts, and preferences that guide the 

development of social capital, which might not be mechanically manipulable (see Cheshire, 2015). 

Moreover, some people already had durable social capital prior to disasters because they needed 

those networks to cope with everyday disasters (see Chapter 5, pp.135-138 for linguistic 

minorities’ reliance on their linguistic infrastructure). Unfortunately, social capital theory can be 

noticeably misinterpreted, especially when the mechanistic approach of highlighting cause 

(source) and positive effect (outcome) without considering process is translated into practice and 

policies (e.g., Emergency Management Australia, 2016). Due to the opportunistic nature of 

disaster research, we tend to learn lessons from successful stories of resilience, and testing any 

pre-planned social network promotion and policy intervention is extremely difficult (see 

Manyena et al., 2011). Klinenberg (2002) noted that the isolated ones who died alone during the 
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Chicago heat wave were the most socially vulnerable in disasters, yet he was clearly not able to 

study the deceased post-heatwave.  

In this chapter, I will offer empirical as well as theoretical discussions of rethinking social 

capital, focusing on why people, especially the socially vulnerable, develop durable social capital 

in disasters. My sociological discussion will provide a radical reinterpretation of social capital, 

which should contribute to the development of DRR strategies and disaster governance.  

8.1 Why rethink social capital? 

 
Drawing influence from Bourdieu (1986), the dominant social capital theory almost exclusively 

focuses on source and outcome but not process (see Knoke, 1999, p.18; Small, 2009, p.9). This is 

the case in disaster research generally. We know that some people do better in disasters because 

they have higher social connectedness (Aldrich, 2017). As Small (2009) argues, “if some do better 

because they have more ties than others … it certainly seems important to understand why they 

have more ties” (p.9). It would be problematic to fail to pay attention to the practices of social 

agents in order to answer why people formed, did not form, did not want to form, could not form, 

or were excluded from forming disaster social capital. The “why” and “how” of successful and 

failed social capital need to be more carefully examined by, as Bourdieu would argue, looking at 

the field of practice—the practices of social agents and its contexts (see Chapter 3).  

It has been argued that “vulnerable yet disaster resilient” individuals and communities 

developed their durable social capital not because they wanted or pre-planned for disasters, but 

because they lacked other forms of capital (see Chapter 6). Indeed, Trujillo-Pagan (2007) found 

that “Latinos’ reliance on informal networks was in part a limited effort to compensate for the 

devastating impact of exclusive social policies. Latinos could not find support from local and 

federal government agencies” (p.166). They needed to depend on their own resources and 

independently generate capital due to their limited bridging and linking capacities (i.e., language 

barriers, lack of linguistic capital, and lack of political representation). Others preferred not to 

develop social capital in order to avoid any experiences of structural oppression (see e.g., Koike, 

2011; Lee, 2012b; Villegas, 2010). I am broadly conceptualizing social capital so that the actions 
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of social agents—developing and not developing certain social capital—are both passive and 

active processes for the socially vulnerable to negotiate their social disadvantages or simply a 

result of social segregation (Padraza, 1996, p.15; Portes, 1998, p.13). During my fieldwork, I 

started wondering if it would be possible or realistic to engineer study respondents’ social 

networks or artificially increase their existing social connectedness. It is difficult to understand 

why we focus too much on a control-oriented approach.  

Furthermore, a strong emphasis on the outcome and source of social capital without 

examining actors’ practices frequently ignores underlying issues of their “resourcelessness” and 

social disadvantages, resulting in the neoliberalization of resilience and responsibilization of 

disaster victims (Cox & Perry, 2011, p.396). Actors often build ties to collectively deal with these 

issues. This has been a consistent criticism of social capital and resilience paradigms, which tend 

to overemphasize social agency and overlook social vulnerability (see Chapter 2; see also 

Chandler & Reid, 2016; Portes, 1998). This gives rise to critical issues for researchers, 

policymakers, and practitioners alike who often employ a control-oriented approach to engineer 

social capital as a political agenda. In this chapter, I am asking a critical question: can we 

strategically develop social capital which will be practical and effective in disasters while avoiding 

a key critique of the resilience paradigm—that it makes disaster victims responsible for their own 

fate? Study participants reported that they developed important forms of social capital by 

improvising in the disasters (see Chapter 7): people self-organized and connected to others simply 

because they needed to in response to particular situations, not because these actions were 

preplanned. Can improvisational social bonds in disaster communitas, which we have observed 

in many disasters (see Chapter 7), be preplanned? If not, what needs to be done? 

8.2 Is durable social capital developed for disasters or for “everyday disasters?” 

 
As noted in Chapters 2 and 3, previous sociological research (e.g., Portes, 1998; Warren, 

Thompson & Saegert, 2001) demonstrates that the socially marginalized, especially immigrants 

and refugees, often develop durable social capital and rely on it as their main source of assistance 

in a host country and its education and labor markets. This is because they lack other forms of 
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capital, such as economic and cultural capital. Although there are different migrating patterns and 

experiences, there tends to be a common reliance on linguistic or ethnic networks for many in the 

early phases of settlement. It is true that all individuals form and rely on multifaceted, segmented, 

dynamic, and temporal social networks, but ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and religious networks 

most likely form the basis of main social capital for immigrants and refugees (see e.g., Edmondson, 

2003). Furthermore, day-to-day networks on an individual level (bonding social capital) form the 

main networks for immigrants and the socially disadvantaged, mainly due to residential 

segregation and concentration (Hawkins & Maurer, 2010, p.1788). Social capital scholarship 

outside disaster research further supports this point by stressing that socially disadvantaged or 

immigrant communities tend to develop their main social networks within geographically 

proximate neighborhoods (i.e., diaspora and ethnic enclaves) due to geographic concentration 

and social isolation, while their affluent and more advantaged counterparts may develop their 

social capital with people outside their neighborhoods (Portes, 1998; Szreter, 2002).  

Differential networking means that affluent and poor people develop different types and 

levels of social capital depending on their interests and networking capacities. Rivera and Nickels 

(2014) argue that the socially disadvantaged have stronger localized social connections to “get 

by,” while their wealthier counterparts usually have broader social connections to “get ahead” 

(p.185; see also Szreter, 2002). In non-disaster situations, broader and “wealthier” ties are 

advantageous for purposes such as getting jobs (see Grandvetter, 1973). Because of differential 

networking purposes, as Massey (1996) explains, “affluent residents of U.S. urban areas were 

increasingly likely to interact only with other affluent people, and progressively less likely to 

interact with other classes, especially the poor” (p.399). Thus, a major sociological question to ask 

in the discussion of reconceptualizing social capital is: how do we create the conditions for social 

capital to be built “by” communities rather than “for” them? And how do we do so positively 

without marginalizing and subjecting them to systemic or institutional discrimination? 

Even though this specific discussion in disaster scholarship is rare, we can assume that these 

durable localized social networks might have been developed to cope with everyday disasters. It 

may sound like an unusual argument to disaster researchers, practitioners, and policymakers to 
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claim that the durable localized social capital of socially vulnerable communities is comprised of 

their day-to-day bond as a by-product of social inequality. However, this argument was not even 

surprising to some migrants in the Canterbury and Tohoku disasters. Krishna explained: 

Good thing about the immigrant communities is that we come from the Eastern world… it’s 
very family-oriented, so that makes many immigrants less vulnerable because they have 
families who care for them, whereas the Western world, you know, families are not exactly… 
they are kind of free from each other, especially when you are grown up, you know? And 
even as a community… because we are migrants, we know that we have to lean [on] each 
other, you know? Whereas if you are born here, you don’t feel like you have to lean [on] 
anyone… but because you are in a different country, you have Japanese community, Indian 
community, Chinese community… and their associations help you… of course, during the 
earthquakes, they help you more! You know… talk to each other and be with each other and 
lean [on] each other more, especially because you are in different country, migrating, you 
know? So that is… sort of becoming strength by default. 
 

Krishna did not provide any specific examples of what they lean on each other for, but he made a 

significant observation that immigrants in Canterbury seemed to routinely help each other for 

better prospects, which became their disaster strength by default.  

As discussed in Chapter 5, this cooperation was more apparent among some of the linguistic 

minority respondents who have developed linguistic landscapes for supporting themselves on an 

everyday basis in foreign countries. These landscapes became their critical source of information. 

Combined with the opposing example of Emiko who did not have to rely on Japanese networks 

and had more network options (see Chapter 5, p.147-148), my argument supports Small’s (2009) 

theory of people forming social capital for specific needs and having different level of capacities 

to do so. As described in Chapter 5, it would have been difficult for Chie to develop main social 

networks with non-Japanese speakers because her limited linguistic capital made it more difficult 

for her to possess the same level of social connectedness as Emiko. However, linguistic minorities 

may learn the dominant languages over time, so their reliance on their linguistic social 

infrastructure may theoretically decline as the majority or later generations of community 

members become competent in the dominant languages and have greater social capital capacities. 

Examples of such members include Emiko and the second generation refugees, or refugee youth, 

in Christchurch in Marlowe and Bogen’s (2013) study who were competent in English. Indeed, 

unless there is consistent in-flow of new immigrants and transients who need such linguistic 
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landscapes, often immigrant languages and their linguistic landscapes face a risk of extinction 

over generations (Rumbaut & Massey, 2013).  

The logic here is that immigrants will respond to a lack of capital by attempting to develop 

and share it among themselves in order to survive in new host countries. Day-to-day bonding 

social capital plays a prominent role as individuals need to be “nested” in order to take advantage 

of the shared but limited capital. In turn, this can be a double-edge sword, as “the same strong ties 

that bring benefits to members of a group commonly enable it to bar others from access” (Portes, 

1998, p.15). The resilient system of oppression and exclusion may not allow certain individuals to 

be nested in certain networks (see Chapter 7). This is why we should consider social networking 

as active and passive processes. As I will discuss later in this chapter, this can also be a 

methodological issue for researchers. Increased collective identities and solidarities, ironically 

deriving from the lack of resources and the social isolation (i.e., possessing limited bridging or 

linking capacities), helped minorities become tight-knit resilient communities in disasters. This 

was noticeable among this study’s linguistic minority immigrant and refugee respondents. Other 

traditionally marginalized groups such as the Māori in Christchurch during the Canterbury 

disasters also exhibited strong social bonds and thus collective resilience (Kenney & Phibbs, 

2014). I therefore suggest a more nuanced approach which takes into account the dynamic and 

multifaceted natures of social capital to increase one’s social capital capacities. Such an approach 

is preferable to engineering actual social capital. As stressed in Chapters 5 and 7, linguistic and 

symbolic capital can be some of the critical factors which increase or decrease one’s social capital 

capacity; therefore, in order to promote social capital, the first steps to consider can be the 

teaching of dominant languages and implementing multilingualism (see Chapter 9). 

8.3 The paradox of social capital 

 
I have no intention of over-generalizing this point because study participants’ stories and previous 

research also inform us that the socially vulnerable can avoid developing their ethnic or linguistic 

bonding social capital in order to avoid everyday disasters. As this contradicts the previous 

research and my claim in the previous section, the complexity and paradox of social capital will 
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be critically assessed here. As briefly mentioned in earlier chapters, strategic invisibilization is an 

important concept which explains one of the unarticulated aspects of social capital discussion in 

disaster research.  

Strategic invisibilization refers to a “method for undocumented migrants [in the U.S.] to 

circumvent the oppressive forces exercised upon them through the production of illegality … [t]he 

purpose of strategic invisibilizing oneself is merely to appear as part of the mainstream in order 

to deflect suspicions about their immigration status” (Villegas, 2010, p.161; see also Chavez, 

1992). Many undocumented immigrants invisibilize themselves in a society, giving up their 

“power and recognition,” and accepting subordinated positions (Brighenti, 2007; Villegas, 2010). 

They do so to stay in the U.S. while benefiting from “better” prospects without experiencing racial 

profiling, arrest, deportation, and other forms of oppression. While they may develop “member 

exclusive” bonding social capital among themselves (see Portes, 1998), they consider many forms 

of bridging or linking social capital to be simply negative factors to avoid. 

As briefly explained in Chapters 1 and 7, marriage-migrant women face specific and 

invisible struggles due to racism, patriarchy, and other forms of discrimination in Japan (see also 

Kamoto, 2014). However, in exchange for staying in Japan and having better prospects, they prefer 

to “swallow the pain” and internalize the oppression. However, as Lee (2012b) argues, 

internalizing oppression and performing the requisite reproductive labor and gender roles may 

not be enough to show the acceptance of their subordinated position within their new Japanese 

families and communities. Like undocumented immigrants in the U.S., marriage-migrant women 

in Tohoku who came to Japan to marry Japanese farmers and fishermen, especially Chinese and 

Koreans who look like Japanese, invisibilized themselves in order to avoid collective sanctions and 

oppression for being different in their families and communities in rural Tohoku (Lee 2012b; 

Takeda, 2006). Their invisibilizing strategies include using only Japanese names, not being 

associated with their ethnic communities, not leaving the house or community, and becoming 

naturalized Japanese citizens (e.g., Lee, 2012b; Nakazawa, 1996; Takeda, 2006). This implies that 

some Chinese and Korean marriage-migrant women avoided developing bonding social capital 

among themselves as part of a strategy to invisiblize themselves and to gain trust from their 
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families and communities (Takeda, 2006, p.560). Consequently, they became extremely isolated 

and invisible to authorities, rescue workers, and humanitarian groups during the disasters. Maria, 

who was involved in supporting foreign nationals in the Tohoku coastal area, explained: 

[When I was asked to confirm the safety of foreign nationals in this area], the thing is that 
it’s much easier to find information about us [Filipinas], you know? You catch one, and that 
one knows 2 or 3 people because we have closer ties. But, for the Chinese, you ask one, most 
of the answers you would get is “I don’t know any other Chinese around here…” So it was 
very hard for Chinese… Well, Koreans too... we couldn’t really find them. 

 
As Maria explains, Filipina marriage-migrant women were loosely or fragmentedly connected to 

each other prior to the disasters (see Storr & Haeffele-Balch, 2012, p.310 for loosely connected 

communities), while Chinese and Korean marriage-migrant women might not even have had 

latent forms of ethnic and linguistic networks. Unlike Filipinas who do not look like typical 

Japanese and did not have the option of invisibilizing themselves, some Koreans and Chinese who 

strategically invisibilized or physically distanced themselves from their ethnic networks were 

extremely difficult to locate during the Tohoku disasters (see Minagawa, 2012). Except those who 

became more assimilated and competent in Japanese, many new marriage-migrant women have 

consciously and subconsciously learned the benefits of invisibilizing themselves and “swallowing 

the pain” through socializing in the isolated rural communities in Tohoku. Bourdieu would argue 

that these marriage-migrant women developed a very particular habitus, which taught them to 

give up certain forms of social capital while living and socializing in their new home and 

community. Thus, I stress here that habitus is an internalization of social milieu and a set of 

dispositions that allowed the women to negotiate that milieu. 

Similarly, some asylum seekers and refugees avoided mingling with and relying on the same 

ethnic communities for political, religious, and other reasons (Koike, 2011). Other kinds of 

migrants like transients may purposefully or subconsciously distance themselves from their 

linguistic and ethnic networks, which can potentially put them in “situational vulnerability” to 

disasters (Drabek, 1999; see also Chapter 2). Indeed, Takao perceived that voluntary Japanese 

immigrants in Canterbury prefer to distance themselves from the Japanese community:  

Some people think, “why hang out with Japanese when we are here in New Zealand?’” I 
know there are a lot of people who have this kind of mentality. And, for various reasons, 
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there are some Japanese who don’t wanna be Japanese or stay away from Japanese while 
they are in New Zealand.  

 
For reasons ranging from political to personal, some refugees and immigrants may refuse to 

maintain or develop certain types of social capital and thus may have very limited social 

connections to rely on when a disaster strikes. As Takao noted, voluntary Japanese migrants in 

New Zealand seem to have particular reasons, such as practicing English and having more 

authentic foreign experiences, for distancing themselves from the Japanese community. Cheshire 

(2015) supports this point with her study of the 2011 Queensland floods, which illustrates that 

neighboring relationships are diverse and dynamic in that sometimes people choose not to build 

or simply have hostile relationships with certain neighbors (pp.1090-1091). Klinenberg (2002) 

even found that individualism and self-sufficiency in American culture were other important 

reasons why people distance themselves and live alone without much social interaction (see also 

Putnam, 2000). Thus, people have specific reasons and instincts to build or not build networks 

with certain individuals (Cheshire, 2015).  

In significant disasters, even historic enmities can be put aside (see Matthewman, 2015, 

p.166 for former Yugoslavian countries’ and people’s solidarity in the Bosnian and Serbian 

flooding in 2014), as people bind and show positive qualities of humanity. Thus, the challenge is 

how to convince social agents to develop strong social capital with people who they do not want 

to connect with in non-disaster situations in which people may not recognize the need of relying 

on their neighbors or ethnic and linguistics communities. 

Controversially, some people like Tohoku marriage-migrant women may avoid developing 

social capital in order to avoid everyday disasters, while others develop social capital to negotiate 

everyday disasters. Bourdieu’s capital and other social capital theories may not sufficiently 

explain this paradox. However, Bourdieu’s field and habitus theories would suggest that since 

strategic improvisers socialize in particular fields and learn what forms of capital are 

systematically valued in each field, actors might rationally or subconsciously choose not to collect 

certain types of capital that they think are negative resources—social capital as manifested in 
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ethnic or linguistic communities in this particular case. It is their everyday socialization and 

habituses that help people make the decisions of building or not building certain social capital.  

8.4 Why is enhancing one’s improvisational social bonding capacities important? 

 
Although disaster improvisation was discussed in Chapter 7, it is critical to engage in a further 

conceptual discussion as part of reinterpreting social capital. Disaster improvisation was an 

important aspect of study participants’ networking experiences even though, as discussed in 

Chapter 7, it can obscure the underlying issues of the challenges to networking capacities, such as 

visibility and symbolic capital.  

Many have simply problematized the centralized and randomized disaster evacuation and 

dislocation processes which have destroyed the pre-existing social capital among the victims (see 

e.g., Gaillard & Cadag, 2009). However, we should not forget that people, including the socially 

vulnerable, were capable of developing or modifying various forms of social capital by 

improvising or relying on non-dominant and non-typical forms of their social capital. Durable 

social networks and resilient communities can emerge from loosely connected communities, 

latent social networks (e.g., unknown neighbors, internet communities, or people who share the 

same nationality/experiences of being migrants or refugees), or groups of responders completely 

unknown to each other. Indeed, Rie explained her experiences of forming a new social network 

with other unknown evacuees, probably in order to meet their immediate needs: 

We weren’t friends before [going to the evacuation center and moving into the temporary 
housing], but we became friends and closer, only because of the disasters. And I met people 
like you. They are not very close in our general life… I was not in touch with my [original] 
neighbors at all… I didn’t know where they were…  

 
When I asked Dari if she knew any of the people who she helped, she answered: 

No, I didn’t know my neighbors and some people at the mosque… but we started getting to 
know each other after the earthquakes… like a new family because we were pretty much 
living together. Occasionally we had dinner together, it was like everyone living together.  

 
It is obvious from these excerpts that in the immediate aftermath of disasters, victims and non-

victims alike engaged in pro-social behavior and tended to help each other in order to achieve the 

shared goal of getting by. As emphasized in Chapter 7, common experience of adversity can 

cement solidarity and create disaster capital. Shared experiences and goals become an important 
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temporal bonding factor among victims and non-victims alike. Coleman (1988) emphasizes a 

specific goal as one of the important resources of social capital that “[a] prescriptive norm within 

a collectivity that constitutes an especially important form of social capital is the norm that one 

should forgo self-interest and act in the interests of the collectivity” (p.S104: see also Portes, 

1998). Repeating the point I made in Chapter 7, once the adversity fades out, people move on to 

the next phase where their focus may no longer be on the collective disaster response. Then, most 

people’s main social networks may go back to their ordinary ones, or they newly develop the main 

networks necessary to adapt and live in the new normal.  

As stressed in Chapter 2, there is not much doubt that a top-down process of randomized 

displacement has been highly problematic in a number of catastrophic events, destroying the 

already-existing community and social networks (see Yila et al., 2014). However, as most people 

often possess multiple network options, disrupting any major forms of social capital can be highly 

problematic for those who have limited social connectedness and connectability. Some people 

with limited networking capacities such as the elderly and individuals living alone (see e.g., Dynes, 

2006; Klinenberg, 2002; Nukada, 1999) may have no other options beyond their limited social 

capital, such as their unknown neighbors. However, scholarship on disaster improvisation and 

communitas suggests that victims generally develop formal or informal, purposeful or non-

purposeful, and physical or digital networks through improvisation in order to cope with and 

recover from the disasters. To clarify my point here, in addition to coming up with a solution to 

maintain the already-existing social capital in emergencies, our discussion should also point 

toward enhancing capacities to develop social capital by improvising. In doing so, we need to 

overcome the already-known challenges of increasing bonding, bridging, and linking capacities 

such as language barriers, stigma, negative racial stereotypes, and invisibility, all of which may 

affect improvisational social bonding and disaster capital (see Chapter 7).  

8.5 Dynamic and multifaceted nature of social capital: Communitas as one of the multiple 
social networks 

 
As people’s needs may change over time, their predominant forms of social capital may also 

change in different contexts (see Kirschenbaum, 2004). As argued above, communitas emerges so 
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that people bond improvisationally, yet it often also emerges because of the shared goal of 

responding to the disasters. Study participants reported that in the immediate aftermath of 

disasters, they focused solely on collectively responding to and recovering from the disasters 

instead of other daily routines such as work or recreation. Sergei explained his multifaceted social 

networks and how the roles of different networks had changed over time: 

Well, I have a job at school. I run a [karate] gym, so I see my students and my friends from 
this organization… I didn’t really see my co-workers [after the disasters]… I am also in the 
surfer community here… but it changed. The professional circle and gym circle didn’t really 
change, maybe… but the surfing community changed a lot and still… and our neighbors… I 
didn’t know where they went… because the disaster affected all of us… after that, the 
reconstruction process started, the process affected us as surfers. I don’t see my surfer 
friends… a lot of people quit surfing and moved away… but people from my gym, like I said, 
it’s part of recognized national organization, so they collected donations from all over the 
country and gave me a lot of stuff, and I shared with other members… and people around us 
at the evacuation site and temporary housing… but my surfing community and people from 
my work… the problem was… the surfing community was very liquid… people are from 
different backgrounds just come to the beach and share the waves, so it’s hard to organize… 
I used to see them everyday! 

 
Sergei belonged to different communities for different purposes, and some of them, such as his 

surfing and work communities, became less important during the disasters. During those 

disasters, he developed a new disaster community with random evacuees for the specific purpose 

of collectively adapting to their new normal. Indeed, we generally understand that people have 

different connections in different social spaces (e.g., religion, work, school, friend, recreation, etc.) 

(Stephens, 2007). Thus, different types of social capital play significant roles in different stages of 

disaster and in different situations (Wood et al., 2013, p.161). Hence, as Hearn (1980) would 

explain, disaster social capital can be a temporal and short-lived social phenomenon, much like 

disaster capital. Our general assumption is that one’s social capital in disaster is rather complex, 

contextual, dynamic, segmented, multifaceted, resource-dependent, and probably unexpected 

(see Edmondson, 2003; Du Plessis, Sutherland, Gordon & Gibson, 2015). 

To support the contextual and dynamic nature of disaster social capital, it is important to 

emphasize the different types of social networks for different needs in our theoretical and policy 

discussions. Sergei also made a comment that helps us expand our current discussion:  

We really helped each other. Japanese are great, I felt closer to Japanese people, especially 
the affected people in the disaster area. I felt closer to the Japanese around me… but it didn’t 
last too long… maybe a few months, then the recovery started… now everyone is for him- or 
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herself. Everyone was busy, everyone started rebuilding their own house, started working 
again, some decided to move away. It was getting back to what it was used to be. 

 
It is possible that the newly formed disaster social capital might have faded out as the people in 

Sergei’s community no longer found that capital necessary. They started adopting an attitude of 

dealing with recovery individually instead of communal. Thus, social capital engineering approach 

should recognize the practice of social agents and take an actor-centered approach to more 

specifically explore how people respond, what they need, and when they need it. As I have found 

during my field research in Canterbury and Tohoku and reviewe of the existing literature, the 

already-existing neighboring ties as their day-to-day main social networks were extremely 

important for “less-connected” and “less-connectable” disaster victims. Yet, as disasters can cause 

unexpected social situations which may disrupt or enhance our everyday social interactions, the 

dominant social capital discourse should more critically investigate the practice of social agents 

and start focusing on how to make people “resourceful” so they may not need to only depend on 

their existing social capital, which might be disrupted or became inaccessible in emergencies 

(Tierney, 2014, pp.208-215).  

8.6 Can practical and effective social networks be strategically developed?  

 
Practical and effective social networks can be developed as DRR strategies, despite Portes’ (1998) 

argument that “there is little ground to believe that social capital will provide a ready remedy for 

major social problems” (p.21). However, based on my analysis and existing literature, we need to 

re-direct our social capital theory and policy discussion.  

I have argued that emphasizing the practice of social agents gives us a clearer picture of why 

people develop different social networks for different reasons at different times. If people do not 

recognize these needs, they may not be consciously or subconsciously interested in the networks 

that they do not think are important or beneficial. One approach, therefore, is to increase the 

awareness of these needs. Creating some clear and shared goals which bond and benefit people 

would achieve this (see e.g., Coleman, 1988; Small, 2009). Wood et al. (2013) give a clear example 

of this; the Greenest Street competition hosted by Kapiti Coast District Council in New Zealand 

had the secondary goal of building ties with neighbors, and the shared goal to win the competition 
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increased neighbor ties (pp.158-159). Disaster evacuation drills at school, work, and community 

events in Japan have been useful for this reason, so any social capital promotion or pre-disaster 

civic engagement without shared goals may not be practical (see e.g., Wood et al., 2013). 

Nevertheless, as noted earlier, many “get to know your neighbors” campaigns (e.g., Emergency 

Management Australia, 2016) may work for affluent communities whose main networks are often 

not localized. On the other hand, the socially disadvantaged typically experience residential 

segregation and thus concentration, and may already know their neighbors well and have their 

social infrastructure in place (see e.g., Klinenberg, 2002).  

Furthermore, bringing back Bourdieu’s idea, social agents are rational strategic improvisers 

who make rational choices and may not be interested in social capital that is perceived to be 

invaluable (see Coleman, 1990; Lin, 2001). Their rational choices are based on their internalized 

habitus, learning specific constraints, rules, and norms (including institutionalized racism or 

sexism and language barriers) that exist in specific fields through socialization. Hence, their 

decision-making is also a subconscious process due to their internalized habitus. This determines 

who they rationally and subconsciously get connected with and how some of them are excluded 

(Stephens, 2008, p.1179). Even small groups (i.e., within bonding social capital) can develop their 

own fields and habituses such that an ethnic community may have their own cultural institutions, 

hierarchies, and value system. In this sense, it would be highly problematic to engineer social 

networks without considering the complexity of networking processes. Showing the local 

residents of any targeted communities a clear goal of forming social networks designed 

particularly for disasters alone may not be sufficient. We should remember that the types and 

degrees of social capital that people develop may depend on their habitus or be in response to 

specific fields and environmental changes.  

Social capital can be an everyday strategy to negotiate the everyday disasters, which 

unexpectedly became a prominent feature of disaster resiliency. Hence, social capital promotion 

as DRR strategy needs to focus more on the field of practice, with changing actors accompanying 

the changing of the structure. This approach is more preferable than the promotion of single-

layered “fixed” social ties (i.e., knowing neighbors may not provide any practical resources, which 
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can be useful in disasters) (Edmondson, 2003). Throughout this thesis, I have emphasized that 

study participants have the ability to develop or convert the types of social networks they need in 

specific disaster contexts but might experience obstacles such as resource scarcity and racism.  

By looking into actors’ practices, we may better understand that what people need may not 

be the types of social networks that researchers, policymakers, and practitioners think would be 

important and useful in a given field. Rather, people need other forms of capital that can convert 

into or help generate new and disaster-specific social capital. Capital conversion is another 

unexplored topic in disaster research that needs more attention. An overemphasis on the positive 

outcomes of social capital and its source in resilience policies and initiatives overlooks critical 

social vulnerability factors (Cox & Perry, 2011, p.396). This mystifies “people’s power” and 

entrenches the individualization and neoliberalization of resilience (Chandler & Reid, 2016; 

MacKinnon & Derickson, 2012). As Portes (1998) already warned decades ago, social capital is a 

convenient concept for policymakers to seek less costly, non-economic solutions to social 

problems (p.3). This point brings us back to the social transformation question of how can we 

make vulnerable people resourceful (Pelling & Manuel-Navarrette, 2011).  

One remaining area to be explored is whether we are really reaching out to the socially 

vulnerable in disasters. The above and earlier discussions and my personal observations conclude 

that if those who have limited social connectedness are the socially vulnerable (see also 

Klinenberg, 2002), then it is important to determine if we have been able to reach out to the highly 

vulnerable, such as the undocumented immigrants and Tohoku marriage-migrant women who 

actively distance and invisibilize themselves. The opportunistic nature of disaster research means 

that we most likely study whoever we have access to. However, it is difficult to make a solid 

conclusion on a group without reaching out to and exploring their experiences even though they 

may be a very small population in any given society. 
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Chapter 9 

Summary, conclusion and discussion:  
Towards greater inclusivity 

 
Figure 15: Christchurch’s iconic Re:START container shopping mall (Photo taken by Shinya Uekusa in 2014) 
 
 

This study has explored the experiences of immigrants and refugees, who are linguistic minorities, 

in the 2010-2011 Canterbury and Tohoku disasters. Their lived disaster experiences (and those 

of supporting social agencies) suggest the complexity and dynamic nature of social vulnerability 

and resilience. However, I could not give voices to all 28 study participants in this short thesis. All 

of their narratives are worth listening to and should be brought to academic discussions. As 

argued in Chapter 4 as methodological challenges, it is obvious that, due to their limited social 

capital, there are many more to whom researchers and practitioners have not reached out to yet. 
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Although the group is a relatively small portion of many societies like Japan, I strongly suggest 

that we continue working on and with these hard-to-reach, invisible and under-studied 

populations because they may be one of the most socially vulnerable and/or resilient groups in 

disasters, as social capital (or lack thereof) plays a huge part in making people vulnerable and/or 

resilient to disasters (see Klinenberg, 2002). Yet, even drawing upon very limited voices in this 

research (28 interviews and publicly available data), my qualitative analysis and theoretical 

arguments on this diverse group have found commonalities and underlying issues around the 

social vulnerability and resilience approaches and draw out some important implications.  

For theory and policy innovations, I align myself with Aldrich's (2011, p.595) call for more 

“usable knowledge” in disaster research for better preparedness and holistic recovery. Despite 

the lack of generalizability, examples of the concrete ways in which study participants individually 

and collectively experienced and coped with the disasters, using a variety of capital, provide 

usable knowledge to help researchers, practitioners and policymakers develop more effective 

DRR strategies. The empirical evidence in this study suggests that disaster linguicism, which 

disaster scholarship has only superficially investigated (i.e., current research near-exclusively 

focuses on the language barriers to disaster communication), caused an unarticulated and specific 

form of social vulnerability. My findings revealed a hidden form of social vulnerability—micro-

level disaster linguicism (see Chapter 5). Although disaster linguicism should be more carefully 

examined as a special disaster phenomenon, linguistic minority study participants experience and 

negotiate linguicism on a daily basis. It is also worth noting that linguicism intersects with the 

classed, gendered and racialized migration patterns and complicates the experiences of linguistic 

minority immigrants and refugees, especially among Tohoku marriage-migrant women. 

Due to their past hardships and everyday disasters, some of these socially vulnerable 

developed and possessed earned strength to deal with the disasters and negotiate the lack of 

linguistic and other forms of capital (see Chapters 5 & 6). In a sense, some study participants 

demonstrated that, unlike the typical social vulnerability and resilience conceptualization, social 

vulnerability gives resilience. Unexpected capital conversion and the interplay of capital are worth 

mentioning here since they contributed to the complexity and fluidity of their social vulnerability 
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and resilience. Hence, as I argued that social vulnerability and resilience are inseparable concepts, 

it is realistic to use both social vulnerability and resilience lenses simultaneously to properly 

understand human disaster experiences. These concepts should not be positioned in opposition 

to each other (Cutter, 2016a, p.111) but should not be conceptualized as separate either. Many 

study participants were vulnerable in one way or another but could still draw on social agency to 

negotiate structural constraints even in the disasters. Thus, this particular finding in Chapter 6, 

along with Bourdieu’s idea of structure-agency integration, offers an important implication for 

social vulnerability and resilience scholarship. As with other studies, this work gives policymakers 

pause for thought about those affected by disasters: they are not passive victims; rather, they are 

resourceful agents. Yet, both social vulnerability and resilience may be contextual and resource-

dependent such that, in some cases, past experiences may further traumatize people and simply 

exacerbate their vulnerability, instead of giving them strength. 

Disasters exacerbate our existing social vulnerability and disrupt our existing resources 

including social capital, so our own social agency and resilience alone may not be enough to 

respond to, and cope with, disasters. The point is, as Tierney (2014, p.227) argues, without 

sufficient and appropriate capital, our ability to be resilient in disasters may be compromised at 

any time. This is why earned strength alone may not be enough as it might not necessarily fulfill 

material needs, and disaster capital should be considered as an important part of collective 

disaster coping mechanisms. As noted in Chapter 7, disaster binds people and creates communitas 

through improvisation. Due to the experiences of “suffering together” and often the absence of 

any authorities, people, victims and non-victims alike, become altruistic, resourceful and 

cooperative, self-organize and help others. Communitas was evident in study participants’ 

experiences. Because of such disaster capital, some of the study participants, who were formerly 

invisible and isolated, became spontaneously connected and resourceful. They demonstrated 

resilience.  

Nonetheless, such remarkable social and disaster capital often obscure the underlying 

issues of resourcelessness among the socially vulnerable and the resource-dependent nature of 

resilience. As further discussed in Chapters 7 and 8, study participant’s social connectedness and 
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social capital capacities increased in disasters due to disaster capital, yet social and disaster 

capital depends on other forms of capital, including symbolic capital, such that even society-wide 

altruism may not reach out to highly stigmatized, “non-deserving” and highly invisible disaster 

victims (see also Dyson, 2006; Leong et al., 2007a). Furthermore, Tohoku marriage-migrants’ 

experiences further suggest the complexity of symbolic capital and visibility. For some of these 

migrant women, as visibility and social power are closely tied (Brighenti, 2007), becoming too 

visible and recognized in the disasters caused a significant denial of recognition and punitive 

responses from their own families who expected these migrant women to be obedient, powerless 

and invisible dutiful housewives. This particular discussion shows that the resilient system of 

social oppression and injustices produces major obstacles for the emergence and maintenance of 

disaster capital and challenges our social connectability (see Chapter 7).  

After analyzing study participants’ experiences, it became evident that, for the socially 

vulnerable, there may not be much difference between coping with disasters and dealing with 

everyday disasters. Resource scarcity and structural constraints may be a part of their everyday 

life in Japan and New Zealand. As discussed in Chapter 8, for linguistic minority immigrants and 

refugees, one way to negotiate the lack of capital and social injustices is to build durable social 

networks, which then became a critical source of their disaster resilience. The misinterpretation 

of social capital needs to be avoided in policy and practice discussions, as their durable social 

capital was not preplanned for specific disasters. Instead, it was to circumvent their resource 

scarcity and experiences of social oppression in host countries. Furthermore, what makes this 

discussion of “why people develop social capital in the first place?” more complex is that social 

agents have specific reasons, needs and preferences to build or not build social networks with 

certain people in non-disaster situations. As stressed in Chapter 8, these reasons include that the 

socially vulnerable avoid certain social interactions in order to invisibilize themselves to deal with 

everyday disasters. Instead of superficially engineering social capital, it is important to consider 

how to enhance people’s social connectedness in a true sense and how to overcome what 

challenges people’s social connectability, such as racial stigma and economic stratification.  
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Social capital theory has been vital in disaster research, yet my findings, along with 

Bourdieu’s theoretical perspectives, suggest that we take more nuanced and bottom-up 

approaches to reconceptualize social capital as more dynamic, multifaceted and resource-

dependent. Thus, we should not frame social capital as a concept independent from other forms 

of capital, social agents’ practices (habitus) and structural constraints (field). It is a crucial concept 

that allows us to emphasize people’s social agency in disasters, yet it can easily be misused to 

entrench the neoliberalization of disaster resilience and the responsibilization of the socially 

vulnerable in disaster response, preparedness and recovery (see Chapter 8).  

From these findings, I argue that one important (and long needed) DRR strategy is to employ 

actor-centered approaches, promote greater inclusivity and participation, and overcome all forms 

of social inequality. As demonstrated throughout this thesis, social injustices are the very root 

causes of social vulnerability, network inequality and differential resilience in disasters, which the 

resilience approach, particularly those promoting social capital, have overlooked. Traditional top-

down approaches have prevented researchers from reaching out to the invisible and isolated 

socially vulnerable and have challenged the proper identification and understandings of social 

vulnerability and resilience, which is significantly influenced by social deprivation. Yet, the great 

hope here is that, since deprivation is socially constructed, it can also be socially eradicated. Thus, 

I agree with the general conclusions and recommendations in sociological studies, which suggest 

that in order to reduce disaster risk, social changes, especially overcoming various forms of social 

inequality, are key. Although general policy and theory recommendations found in disaster 

research typically concentrate on engineering social capital and building resilient communities 

without significant efforts to solve the underlying issues like classism, racism and sexism (see e.g. 

Aldrich, 2012), we need to achieve social transformation by redistributing the wealth and social 

power, making all citizens more resourceful and challenging hegemonic power (see e.g. Pelling & 

Manuel-Navarrette, 2011; Tierney, 2014). Our goal should be to support and empower the 

marginalized, instead of further victimizing and responsibilizing them. Our theory, research, 

discourse, practice and policymaking should be directed towards this particular goal. In this 
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concluding chapter, I will discuss some implications for methodology, theory and policy, which 

should contribute to the advancement of knowledge and to a just society.  

9.1 Methodological implications for future disaster research 

 
Disaster researchers who are interested in the topics of social vulnerability and resilience must 

answer the critical methodological question of whether they are really reaching out to the socially 

vulnerable who have experienced disasters. I would have to answer in the negative based on my 

study and literature review. As discussed in Chapter 4, I personally feel that I have heard from the 

respondents who already had significant social capital to be resilient, such as those who had good 

connections to the community-based organizations and their leaders, but I did not necessarily 

reach more socially isolated linguistic minority immigrants and refugees like some of the other 

Tohoku marriage-migrant respondents. I did meet a couple of respondents who were not well-

connected to their ethnic communities and who had limited bonding social capital. Their stories 

are valuable, especially for the sake of reinterpreting resilience and social capital concepts. Even 

among the immigrant and refugee communities, there were people who were isolated yet still 

wanted to invisibilize themselves or distance themselves from their own ethnic communities for 

political, religious, and other reasons. Unfortunately, we tend to misconceptualize that these 

groups are homogeneous and that they form their main networks with others who speak their 

language and are from the same country. Indeed, as exemplified in Emiko’s case, some of the study 

participants had very minimal connections with communities of their national origin and had very 

different disaster experiences from others in my study (see Chapter 5, p.147-148). Diversity 

within relatively small ethnic communities should also be respected, and these might be the 

people who are less visible in the margins of society and are more socially vulnerable to disasters 

than people who researchers can more easily contact.   

Previous empirical research on disasters shows that those with higher social capital 

demonstrate stronger resilience, so many “success stories” are known. This research is not an 

exception. My findings prove that those with stronger bonding, bridging, and linking capacities 

seem to have coped with the disasters better. It is not clear whether this is because I was able to 
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more easily connect with, or only had access to, those resilient communities who have stronger 

social capital capacities. More attention should be paid to invisible, vulnerable, and less resilient 

individuals and communities who have very low level of symbolic capital and social 

connectedness. It is not clear if anyone has really reached out to these groups and explored what 

it was like to go through the disasters in their situation. Due to their lack of social and symbolic 

capital and our research practices and methodological issues, some of these vulnerable 

individuals remain very hard to find by researchers and supporting organizations. As a 

consequence, these groups are far less likely to be included in the discussions of policymaking and 

disaster mobility, which is regrettable. For those who are interested in social vulnerability, we 

should once again consider and develop a research framework and methodological strategy that 

enables us to reach out to the hard-to-reach populations, even if they may not be quantitatively 

significant. Using different recruiting or sampling methods, conducting longitudinal research, 

conducting research a few years after a disaster happens, flexible research practices, and 

encouraging and including more bilingual and multilingual disaster researchers are my 

recommendations to consider for future research. New findings from more inclusive and bottom-

up approaches will further help re-conceptualize social vulnerability, resilience, and social capital 

theories.  

9.2 Theory implications: Bourdieu’s contribution and beyond 

 
I would like to stress how, along with my insider-outsider position and cross-national 

comparative approach, the application of Bourdieu’s theories made this research unique and 

worthwhile. Findings in this research call for the need for future disaster research, which should 

more holistically focus on social vulnerability, resilience and capital. If we are to further 

investigate social vulnerability and resilience to disasters, we need to employ: 1) a bottom-up 

approach that gives voice to the invisible and isolated, 2) a better theory-practice integration, 3) 

a balanced approach between objective (outsider) and subjective (insider) views, and 4) theories 

which solve the structure-agency dilemma. Bourdieu’s notion of capital, habitus and field were 

extremely useful for these reasons.  



 

 220 

Although I am aware that Bourdieu’s theories have some limitations (e.g. lack of 

consideration given to race and gender) and are often criticized for their conceptual ambiguity 

(see Chapter 3), his theoretical approach helps us draw a broad picture which allows us to 

sociologically contextualize the socially vulnerable in disasters. Like Mills’ (1959) “sociological 

imagination”, his theoretical idea of the dialectics does not only allow us to develop a “bird’s eye 

picture” but also help us connect subjectivity (insider experiences) with objectivity (larger social 

forces). The general dilemma in social research is that insider perspectives may be biased and 

particularistic, while outsider perspectives may lack subjective insight. This study has looked to 

augment Bourdieu’s ideas and offset criticisms of them by expanding his conceptual universe: 

Collins’ (2000) “intersectionality”, McIntosh’s (2007) “earned strength”, Turner’s (1969) 

“communitas”, and additional “social capital theories” (Aldrich, 2012a; Coleman, 1988; Lin, 2001; 

Putnam, 2000; Small, 2009). Instead of employing theories which assume solid social 

environment, theories for disaster research require more flexibility to assume the dynamic, 

contextual and unexpected nature of human experiences in disasters. 

Extending this theory discussion, I have reached the point where I feel that it is not fair to 

focus exclusively on rapid onset catastrophic “events” after employing Bourdieu’s theories and 

exploring how linguistic minority immigrant and refugee study participants experienced the 

2010-2011 disasters in Canterbury and Tohoku. It has become apparent that they had already 

been facing everyday disasters, which made some of them highly vulnerable and resilient (see 

Chapter 6). Especially if I align myself with Matthewman (2015), there may not be significant 

differences between disasters and everyday disasters in terms of the way in which the socially 

disadvantaged experience and deal with them. Both are socially constructed. Why do we then so 

conservatively conceptualize disaster as a naturally occurring event, which can be “done and 

gone”? The more privileged may not realize that the socially disadvantaged confront “disasters” 

every day, and/or they may never fully recover from disaster damage due to their chronic 

resource scarcity and social inequality. Victims of natech/technological disasters also experience 

long-term or even lifelong struggle (Erikson, 1994). Probably due to the typical interpretation of 

disaster as “God’s will” or the work of nature, we are so tempted to see it as something beyond 
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social. Thus, theories only applicable to disaster context may seriously limit our analytical power 

since, as we know, preexisting social conditions affect our social vulnerability and resilience in 

unexpected and complicated ways. From the perspective of social vulnerability, in order to better 

prepare for disasters, we shall also be better prepared for everyday disasters. 

A part of our goals in conducting inductive research is to build replicable and robust 

theories (Cutter et al., 2003, p.257). It is logical that “[l]essons from past disasters can help 

planners anticipate the problems that are likely to emerge when the next disaster strikes and to 

design policy to address them” (Zhang & Peacock, 2010, p.6). However, one of the significant 

challenges that we face in disaster research is the fact that existing social vulnerability and 

resilience models/concepts may be more location-/time-specific than many scholars suppose. 

The point to make here is that learning from past experiences is important, but we need to 

remember that pre-disaster plan testing, such as preplanned social networks, or theory testing 

are difficult due to the opportunistic nature of disaster research and planning (Manyena et al., 

2011). We tend to believe in the disaster cycle (i.e. the error correction approach), but is it realistic 

to assume that the same disasters will occur in the same place (see e.g. Manyena et al., 2011, 

p.420)? In disaster research, a disproportionate number of contributions to knowledge have been 

made based on case studies, so the knowledge and DRR plans may not be universal and applicable 

to different disasters, times and social groups. The current social vulnerability, resilience and 

social capital paradigm offers significant explanatory power to disaster research, but its 

theoretical conceptualization in this field may lack an exploratory framework.  

9.3 Policy implications: Capital distribution and social transformation 

 
For policy innovations, I would like to take a slightly different stand and offer a creative and 

holistic approach, informed by Bourdieu’s theories. Bourdieu includes the notion of capital 

conversion, the interplay of them, and the interrelatedness of them with habitus and field. As 

explained in Chapter 3, this distinguishes from other capital theories and typical social capital 

theories, which have been popularly used in disaster research but do not necessarily consider the 

contextual, dynamic and resource-dependent nature of capital as extensively as Bourdieu’s. This 
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research, along with previous research in the sociology of disasters, demonstrate that simple 

capital distribution may not be as effective; rather, capital distribution, as resourcing and 

empowering 23  people, needs to be accompanied by structural changes (deconstructing the 

resilient field and habitus). Thus, our focus in the policy discussion should not be generating and 

distributing just a single form of particular capital. Our discussion should concentrate on 

generating all forms of capital and evenly distributing them, while we should also attempt to 

develop social fields in which legislation and norms prevent social injustices by deconstructing 

resilient systems of social oppression and domination. A holistic approach is key here, as missing 

one particular form of capital or ignoring some aspects of field and/or habitus may disrupt other 

forms of capital, sometimes unexpectedly.  

Based on my research and previous findings (e.g. Klinenberg, 2002; Lovekamp & Arlikatti, 

2013; Tierney, 2014), what we should consider for policy and community program development 

for disaster resilience, response and recovery along the line of Bourdieu’s four types of capital is 

as follows: 

• Cultural capital: Creating community centers, community empowerment/mobilization, 

achieving educational equality, providing skills, sharing past experiences, proper language 

education, minority language promotion (multilingualism), knowledge distribution, 

deconstructing traditional gender roles, deconstructing racial stereotypes.  

• Economic capital: Redistribution of wealth, progressive taxation, providing financial 

assistance, affordable housing, more community funding, employer incentives, 

employment/work experience schemes. 

• Social capital: Enhancing our networking capacities, group memberships, social media use 

(as community binding agent), helping communities develop social infrastructure, general 

conditions for people to flourish (e.g. shops, community centers, good public 

transportation, social housing and health care system), greater outreach to include the 

hard-to-reach, inclusion for consultancy in recovery. 

                                                             
23 As Lovekamp and Arlikatti (2013) explain, “[e]mpowerment is providing power to people who have been historically 
marginalized or who are most vulnerable, and providing them with the ability to make choices that are beneficial to 
them in the future” (pp.450-451).  
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• Symbolic capital: Anti-discrimination legislation, anti-misrepresentation of certain social 

groups in media, policies aimed at promoting inclusivity, accurate and appropriate 

disaster media reports to encourage disaster capital.  

The list goes on. Implementing all the legislation, policies and community programs to cover all 

these points is challenging. However, this is not even enough to achieve our ultimate goal—social 

transformation. More manageable policies and programs, which fulfill one of these needs, are 

more implementable and realistic, yet simplifying the whole picture for feasibility and developing 

implementable legislation or community programs will simply overlook the broader/underlying 

issues, that being the resilient system of social oppression and domination which confers systemic 

advantage and disadvantage. As Klinenberg (2002) suggests, one of the ultimate goals is civic 

resourcing, which helps communities to develop durable social infrastructure. This was evidenced 

in the 1995 Chicago heatwave. Social agents can collect/generate capital even in unexpected ways 

(see Chapter 6), yet, as repeatedly stressed, proper resourcing is the key for more successful and 

consistent community resilience (see Tierney, 2014). Thus, we should emphasize and invest not 

only in physical infrastructure, including telecommunications and electricity (see Figure 16), but 

also in social infrastructure and transformation in order to develop safer and more sustainable 

communities.  

 

Figure16: Higashi-Matsushima solar farm. One of the community-based disaster recovery projects to use the tsunami 
red-zone and make the community more self-sustainable (photo taken by Shinya Uekusa in 2017). 
 

However, symbolic violence, which is the result of the dialectics between habitus and field, 

may not be challenged by simply distributing these capital. The resilient system of social 

oppression and domination should be more clearly addressed as the underlying issue if we want 

to search for social justice and effective DRR plans in a true sense. Identifying and challenging 
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symbolic violence as the contributing factor to the complexity of social vulnerability and resilience 

among study participants is the strength of my approach in this research. As I have focused on 

immigrants and refugees, who are linguistic minorities in disasters, it made more sense to think 

of policy recommendations along the line of disaster linguicism and language ideology. 

Furthermore, language planning and multilingualism are critical yet often missing pieces in social 

capital discussions. Therefore, I will focus on how “serious multilingualism,” which looks beyond 

the simple implementation of multiple official languages, can be an unusual yet realistic political 

intervention to develop more effective DRR strategies and inclusive disaster governance, 

empower the socially vulnerable and contribute to a just society. Despite my limited linguistic 

discussion on multilingualism in this thesis, it offers not only a logical solution (e.g. disaster 

communication) but also the decentralization of social power in both micro-/macro-level social 

relations. From a sociolinguistic point of view, serious multilingualism, along with the capital 

distributions mentioned above, has a potential to challenge the hegemonic power and enhance 

our social connectedness, which will theoretically contribute to a safer, more resilient and more 

sustainable society. Thus, serious multilingualism not only benefits linguistic minorities. As 

previous research in linguistics and the sociology of language informs, there are economic, 

political and social power dynamics behind language planning (e.g. McRae, 2007). This may be a 

less familiar debate for disaster researchers, yet language planning can decentralize power and 

assist with plans for equality (see Schmid, 2001). 

9.4 “Serious multilingualism” 

 
Serious multilingualism does not simply aim at implementing multiple official languages but 

rather promotes the decentralization of social power and encourages us to challenge symbolic 

violence. It is a way to encourage multiculturalism, celebrate diversity and search for social justice. 

We know that it is not logistically possible to make all languages spoken in any given 

society/country official (e.g. there are 140 languages spoken in Canterbury). Due to space 

limitations, I will not offer a technical discussion on multilingualism as it is available elsewhere 

(see e.g. Cooper, 1989; May, 2004; Tollefson, 1991). In this research, I will highlight serious 
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multilingualism as a political intervention which contributes to: 1) better language education for 

linguistic minorities’ empowerment, 2) the development of multi-directional communication, and 

3) the decentralization of social power and deconstruction of hegemony. 

9.4.1 Teaching linguistic minorities the dominant language(s) 
 

Firstly, one might reach a simple conclusion that linguistic assimilation is a realistic and rational 

approach to DRR plans if we want to develop more effective communication and social relations 

in disasters. Effective and accurate information exchange is the key in disaster management (e.g. 

Skinner & Rampersad, 2014). Hypothetically, if local residents are linguistically homogeneous, 

there should be fewer logistical issues of diffusing disaster warnings and information in a single 

language. Technically, all linguistic minority immigrants and refugees are able to learn a new 

language in host countries and comply with language hegemony. Nonetheless, linguistic 

assimilation is not an easy solution as there may be people who are less interested/able, and thus 

remain marginalized and powerless. However, this is critical, possibly for different reasons. 

The major dilemma here is that, while general language planning and policy in the U.S., 

Japan and other countries focuses on linguistic assimilation (see e.g. Tollefson, 1991), the current 

disaster language management near-exclusively emphasizes diffusing disaster information and 

providing services in multilingual formats. Even though linguistic assimilation contributes to 

fortifying linguistic hegemony, studying English in New Zealand and Japanese in Japan often 

empowers linguistic minority immigrants and refugees, especially those who are more isolated, 

and provides them with both linguistic capital and social capital. Keiko explained: 

After the earthquake, we realized that the Japanese language classes were the places where 
foreigners gathered to help each other and share information, more effective place than 
governmental spaces like the international communication associations or city halls. With 
this in mind, we run the Japanese language class more often as a place where the foreign 
nationals can gather and get to know each other. It is not simply for teaching Japanese 
language, it’s the place to go, the place to meet with people, the place where they get 
connected to other foreigners and even locals. 

 
Belaynesh also explained in her Women’s Voices interviews (2014) to the interviewer: 

After the quakes, [she] returned to her English classes at CPIT [Christchurch Polytechnic 
Institute of Technology] and she still goes there 9-12 most days. She meets people there 
from Thailand and Bangladesh and Afghanistan and China. “I like meeting with people, 
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talking with people. Make me fresh head. Make me happy to talk with people. I don’t want 
to be alone, sitting at home” (p.6). 

 
The practicality and rationality of teaching the dominant languages is paradoxically evident here 

as the schools became critical support networks (both bonding, bridging and linking social capital) 

for them to learn local knowledge, exchange information and share resources, including emotional 

support, in the disasters even if it can mean to fortify the language hegemony. Language schools 

are their social capital where they can generate and collect more resources. Thus, although it is 

not realistic to assume that everyone can acquire a new language as quickly as others, language 

acquisition may be important for different reasons, providing important cultural and social 

capital. Developing more effective and inclusive language education, especially for adult linguistic 

minorities, is an important political intervention. 

9.4.2 Developing multi-directional communication schemes 
 

The second point here is that, reflecting on the discussion on social capital theory in Chapter 8, it 

is important to integrate social capital theory with serious multilingualism. As discussed language 

can be a barrier for linguistic minorities’ linking, bridging and bonding capacities, but what I 

suggest here is to create/enhance multi-directional bonding, bridging and linking social capital by 

multilingualism. The logic here is that if each individual in a linguistic minority immigrant or 

refugee community potentially has better resources to more easily or directly network with 

people from different communities and/or support groups through vertical gradients, the (latent) 

channels of communication and support will not be limited. What I believe is limiting such 

capacity (and narrowing the intercommunity communication) is the dominant idea of 

unidirectional communication such that linguistic minorities are responsibilized for learning the 

dominant languages, which creates some linguistic minority community members dependent on 

select people in the community who speak the dominant language(s) well to communicate with, 

and receive support from, other communities and support groups in disasters.  

Multi-directional communication is the critical point. This implies that dominant language 

speakers learn minority languages and cultures to reach out to linguistic minority groups, instead 

of responsibilizing linguistic minorities to learn dominant languages and integrating them into the 
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dominant society. It requires mutual efforts to connect to each other and understand diversity, 

which will develop more social integration. My argument of serious multilingualism promotion 

should be considered as a critical intervention to enhance our social capital and conceptualized as 

a way of reducing/overcoming potential challenges to building mutual social relations. It is, of 

course, nonsense to release the critical disaster information in hundreds of languages, yet if more 

people in any given society or situation speak multiple languages, understand cultural diversity, 

become less biased, possess sociological imagination and become latent social networking 

sources of communication within and between communities, there is greater latent social capital 

for everyone. What I argue, based on this research, is that more multi-directional communication-

targeted multiculturalism will potentially create more (latent) channels of communications in 

(non-)emergencies. Those who do not have strong bonding capacities with members of a 

homogeneous community such as international students, marriage-migrants and transients might 

still have strong potential for bridging and linking capacities as there might be someone in other 

communities or support groups who speak her/his language(s), so those with less/least bonding 

capacities do not necessarily have to depend on other community members.    

9.4.3 Decentralizing the social power and deconstructing the hegemony 
 

Lastly, it might sound naïve, but I argue that, from the sociolinguistic point of view, the ultimate 

solution to social vulnerability, particularly attributing from disaster linguicism, is to 

develop/implement serious multilingualism in which we avoid the language hegemony that 

centralizes social power in one language group. Therefore, I have to be absolutely clear here that 

the point is not to send critical disaster warnings and information in all the existing languages in 

any given society. I agree with the importance of multilingual warnings/information, multi-format 

warnings/information (e.g. sign language, text, voice), simplicity of language, and social media as 

a community binding agent. We know that it is not realistic to provide human services and 

distribute critical information in all the languages spoken in a society without sacrificing the 

amount of information in one language (see e.g. Tierney, 2006). Even linguistic minorities are 

aware that including all their languages in human services and education in host countries is not 
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realistic. Moreover, not all native speakers may be interested in minority languages evenly due to 

language hierarchies such that some minority languages are more valued than others. The point I 

am making here is to achieve: 1) the decentralization of social power, 2) linguistic minorities’ 

empowerment, and 3) greater inclusivity and participation in disaster research, practice and 

policymaking. 

Multilingualism in Switzerland, for example, “emphasizes the recognition of formal 

language quality and adequate political and social participation of linguistic minorities” (Schmid, 

2001, p.138) and aims to accomplish “[s]ocial integration … fostered by language quality, 

decentralized democracy, community autonomy, political accommodation, and power sharing 

among the linguistic groups” (Schmid, 2001, p.143). Multilingualism can be realized in many 

different ways such that we can learn from countries like Canada, Spain and Switzerland which 

have implemented official bi-/multilingualism, but our argument, particularly from a sociological 

point of view, should focus on the aspect of decentralization of social power and more social 

integration even at the interpersonal level. In such a globalized world, the scheme of two or three 

official languages in any given society may not reflect various forms of diversity existing in any 

given society. We need a common language of communication but should avoid a language which 

centralizes the power and contributes to hierarchy. New Zealand is officially a multilingual 

country, yet the struggle of linguistic minority immigrants and refugees is evident in this research 

and elsewhere. It requires more multi-directional efforts to develop multilingual and 

multicultural communities where native speakers also reach out to linguistic minority groups and 

their cultures, instead of linguistic minorities being responsible for adapting to the dominant 

language and culture (see e.g. Mitchell, 2003 for various international examples). Power sharing 

and avoidance of the language hierarchy can help us overcome both macro-/micro-level disaster 

linguicism and other forms of discrimination.  

Although multilingualism is counter-hegemonic, one of the known challenges is that there 

is always language hierarchy even within a linguistic group (e.g. Wright, 2007), so the feasibility 

of implementing multilingualism will anyway be a controversial debate. Linguistic minorities 

seem to quickly learn and are aware of the linguistic hierarchy and hegemony—what language is 
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more valued in certain social fields. Rie explained her perception of how English is more valued 

as a second common language for non-native Japanese speakers in the Tohoku context: 

This was not only after the earthquake, it happened before too. Now there are flyers and job 
advertisements in Chinese and Korean, and, even in toilets, there are signs in Chinese and 
Korean. But there was nothing like that before, so it was a really hard time because I don’t 
speak Japanese or English. It would have been OK if I could speak English…  

 
This excerpt does not explicitly demonstrate a logistical issue of multilingualism, but again her 

observation of the language hierarchy and her constant feeling of inferiority towards not only 

Japanese-speakers but also other linguistic minorities who speak English should not be ignored.  

Frankly, releasing information in Japanese and English may reach out to most people in 

emergencies in Japan without sacrificing the amount, speed and accuracy of the information. It 

might be a rational decision to use popular language(s) to diffuse information to maximize the 

number of people who can be reached, but it was highly problematic for, in this case, those who 

did not speak them. This is the logistical and ethical dilemma of multilingualism in disasters. 

However, this may not be the case in Canterbury. In fact, although governments and support 

centers put significant effort into offering multilingual social and disaster relief services (e.g. 

“Language Line” is now available in 44 languages24 in New Zealand), there is still a major gap 

between the major languages and minor languages/dialects in terms of its recognition and 

availability in human services.  

Furthermore, we cannot ignore the fact that people from the same country, ethnic group 

and community may not speak the same language. There might be multiple dialects/variations of 

a language spoken in an immigrant “community”. The mis-conceptualization of “community” as 

linguistically homogeneous is often evident (see Kirschenbaum, 2004), and a typical top-down 

approach obscures the hardships of minority language speakers. Keiko spoke for the linguistic 

minorities in the Filipina community: 

When relief goods came from the Philippines for Filipina migrant communities, they needed 
to self-organize. There were Filipina communities before the disasters, but they needed to 
extend the networks, to create a big Filipina community and work with other Filipinas that 
they did not even know before. It seem like the community got too big… all of a sudden, they 
became “friends” with someone they did not know, so some Filipinas could not like each 
other and get along with certain Filipinas… There are of course some Filipinas who are from 

                                                             
24  Please refer to the list of 44 languages available in “language line” service sponsored by The Office of Ethnic 
Communities (2012). 



 

 230 

small islands and don’t even speak Tagalog nor English… so they needed to communicate in 
Japanese. There was clear regional hierarchy among their community. 

   
Keiko informed of multiple important points in this excerpt such that the Tohoku disaster was a 

trigger for Filipinas in the Tohoku rural areas to develop community social networks and connect 

to each other (even though some of them were connected through churches prior to the disasters). 

Yet the clear issue here is the misconception of “one immigrant community, one language” belief. 

Social agents practice the power dynamics in sub-fields too, so there may be linguicism within an 

immigrant community. Then the ethical question is: if there is only one Filipina who does not 

speak Tagalog or English in the Filipina “community”, should her LHRs be compromised?  

Anika explained a similar issue of language diversity that she observed among Canterbury 

immigrant/refugee communities:  

So there is a “language line” [for those who don’t speak English]. People can call and have 
an interpreter on the phone but then… the feedback that I hear from refugees and 
immigrants… a lot of times, dialects are difficult to understand and are very different 
sometimes. One language has many dialects, so they might not understand all the dialects 
so interpreters do not understand what the person is trying to say.  

 
Anika’s observation tells a clear issue of the top-down implementation of interventions without 

reflecting users’ actual experiences and considering the linguistic diversity based on speakers’ 

various backgrounds such as region, social class, gender, age and so on (e.g. Bourdieu, 1977, 

1991). Such linguistic diversity can cause a logistical issue. It may be unrealistic to have as many 

interpreters as the number of languages and dialects spoken in a geographic location like the city 

of Christchurch. However, the obvious dilemma here is that disaster language planning must be 

operational and functional in emergencies, but it should not justify linguistic minorities’ hardships 

even if the group is small in numbers. This is the main reason why the central argument of serious 

multilingualism should concentrate on the decentralization of power, social integration, 

empowerment/more participation of linguistic minorities, better cultural understandings of 

others and greater inclusivity. We need to address the language ideologies as the root cause for 

disaster linguicism. Going back to the point of identifying and understanding disaster linguicism 

from their perspectives, these two cases are clear examples that not practicing bottom-up 

approaches and inclusive governance can (in)directly cause disaster linguicism.  
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9.5 Greater inclusivity in disaster research, practice and policymaking 

 
All the implications above call for a concluding discussion focusing on greater inclusivity in 

disaster research, practice and policymaking. As scholars have already suggested, the best 

disaster management and recovery practice is inclusive (Bakema et al., 2017). It makes sense to 

allow linguistic minorities take more active roles as policymakers, practitioners and researchers 

in order to develop more inclusive, collaborative and multilingual practices and to explore and 

reflect upon their actual experiences and needs (see e.g. Marlowe et al., 2014). One important 

reason for this is to more properly identify the otherwise invisible issues and needs among the 

socially marginalized as they see it. For example, while interpersonal-level linguicism is 

overlooked in current disaster research, I found that linguistic minorities are often expected to 

accept their hardships and are responsibilized for learning English or Japanese in these countries. 

Understanding linguicism and other forms of structural constrains in disasters seems to be 

difficult for native speakers, partly because they might feel that everyone is facing the same 

difficulties in disasters. Keiko made a comment: 

We also thought of foreigners as the socially vulnerable to disaster because they didn’t 
understand the language and faced problems like [not understanding tsunami warning 
messages]… But, for instance, vulnerable people who don’t understand the language… are 
people really vulnerable because they don’t understand the language? Because they can’t 
read? Well, when I asked to give specific examples, maybe the cases like, “They couldn’t 
understand the tsunami alerts”, “They couldn’t understand the words in the warnings”. 
Then I wonder, “What words couldn’t they understand?” I thought about this. Maybe they 
didn’t understand the words “takadai (higher place)”, “hinan (evacuation)”. But I can only 
think of just a few like these… Was the death rate of foreigners actually higher because they 
didn’t understand the words “takadai” and “hinan”? No way! Many people died, but it was 
not because they were foreigners. 

 
Like Keiko, native speakers, service providers in particular, might feel overwhelmed dealing with 

the language barriers and simply assume that, for DRR purpose, non-native speakers just need to 

learn and know the key terms in disaster contexts to protect themselves, as a quicker solution. 

Keiko’s tremendous efforts to support the affected foreigners in Tohoku should never be 

discredited, yet immediate solutions to the “language barriers” in disasters, often suggested by 

practitioners and policymakers, ignore linguistic minorities’ specific vulnerability, which does not 

just emerge during disasters. Indeed, there have been a lot of efforts and plans to work with 

culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities, particularly in Australia and New 
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Zealand (e.g. Christchurch Migrant Inter-Agency Group, 2011; Mitchell, 2003), and to collaborate 

with practitioners and researchers from their communities (e.g. Marlowe et al., 2014). 

Collaborative and inclusive approaches may empower the linguistic minority immigrant and 

refugee communities and solve the issues illustrated in the previous sections, especially 

understanding the real needs and issues in this hard-to-reach under-studied group (even though 

maintaining the subjectivity-objectivity balance may be challenging). This applies to our disaster 

researchers, practitioners and policymakers: our practice should be more inclusive. 

Creating and promoting social spaces and agents for linguistic minorities to bond, bridge 

and link with each other and with externals (e.g. authorities, service providers, community 

organizations, and other ethnic communities) is a major strategy for linguistic and practical 

reasons. What is significant here is that, supported by serious multilingualism, more 

bi/multilingual linguistic minorities can play active service provider roles to support their own 

communities and connect their communities with the external world. Interpreters and translators 

have been vital in communicating with linguistic minorities regarding disaster recovery and 

preparedness. Satoshi pointed out: 

The city [of Sendai] had hosted some international exchange events and had volunteer 
translators. Then many of them became the city’s emergency support/translator 
volunteers, but when the city was recruiting these volunteers, we were looking for bilingual 
Japanese. But now more than half of the volunteers are foreign-born who speak Japanese. 
We have tried to host events and reach out to foreign nationals and foreign-born Japanese 
in the city so we had already had a team of volunteers who provided multilingual disaster 
response and relief efforts during the disasters.  

 
In a sense, this is empowerment for the linguistic minorities in Tohoku such that their own 

bilinguals take active roles in bridging and linking their communities with external organizations, 

authorities and local communities. These agents can help inform the actual experiences and real 

needs of their communities. Removing and lowering the linguistic boundaries between fields 

should be main efforts at structural level even though, as discussed in Chapter 7, disasters may 

temporarily remove the traditional boundaries. However, instead of relying on disaster capital, 

we need more bi-/multilingual social agents who can bi-directionally move across these fields, 

and, so as to achieve structural changes, we need to create spaces for them to do so.  
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In addition to recruiting more bi-/multilingual linguistic minority key-players, our 

discussion should concentrate on how we can empower the linguistically isolated individuals and 

communities as a whole without racializing and fortifying negative stereotypes, including those 

who have no/limited social capital such as international students, marriage-migrants and 

transients. There are linguistic communities/networks, which help them overcome structural and 

micro-level linguicism, and their practice should be incorporated as lessons to learn in the disaster 

planning. In fact, as Chie mentioned, the new communication technologies (i.e. emails, websites, 

social media) have become game changers in disaster management (see also Duncan, 2013, p. 9) 

and have been especially helpful for culturally and linguistically isolated individuals and 

communities without relying on the mainstream channels. Identifying and enhancing their social 

agency is a goal. Empowerment is possible and critical, but we should not overlook the 

circumstances in which people experience disasters and everyday disasters. This is why 

Bourdieu’s theoretical idea, which solves the structure-agency and objectivity-subjectivity 

dilemma, is crucial. We can only learn these circumstances when investigating social agents’ actual 

disaster experiences from their perspectives.  

9.6 Concluding comments 

 
In the process of conducting my doctoral research and publishing articles, I have witnessed the 

multidisciplinary field of disaster research growing globally. There are numerous disaster 

journals, and countless articles and books have been published. Case studies proliferate. 

Contributions have been made from all over the world and from numerous disciplines. This is 

positive if it makes for greater diversity and inclusivity. However, I have noticed that theoretical 

innovations are few, conceptual consensus is elusive (e.g. what does resilience mean?), and, while 

researchers stress the need for community cooperation when it comes to disaster recovery, they 

frequently fail to manifest this in their own research practices (see also Fothergill, 2000). As 

emphasized in Chapter 7, people in disasters often self-organize, selflessly help each other and 

others, and successfully improvise in disasters. Communitas has been consistently observed. 

Traditional barriers such as social status and language are removed. However, I do not see the 
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same level of altruism and communitas within our disaster research community. As Turner 

(1969) argues, our life experiences contain alternating exposure to both structured and 

unstructured social relations. We witness this alternation in disasters but not among ourselves 

even though we advocate for stronger communities.    

We as researchers are not as well-organized and well-connected as we could be. A large 

body of disaster research is available in Japan but it remains inaccessible if one does not read 

Japanese. In turn, if we do not understand English, it probably means that, given that English is 

the lingua franca, we have limited access/contribution to mainstream disaster research 

knowledge. Collaborating with authorities and practitioners is challenging as different groups 

have different stakes. Cross-cultural research is rare. Competition among us to enter the field after 

a major disaster strikes is ironic. Any delay in arriving to the field may mean a lost opportunity 

(see e.g. Stallings, 2007). Many researchers are competing for better research outcomes and 

funding. It is a very competitive field. After short-periods of site research, many researchers leave 

and never return. Researchers are too busy chasing the next disaster(s) to commit to long-term 

support. This begs the question: What is our research for? I cannot generalize my observation 

since there are many dedicated and enthusiastic researchers selflessly supporting disaster victims 

through research and activism on a long-term basis, yet short term commitment seems to be the 

general tendency.  

As a Ph.D. candidate in sociology, I cannot be so naïve as to say that my research should be 

entirely for the disaster victims. Credentials are important, so is making a living. However, this 

research has caused me to reflect upon our research practices. Giving voices to the marginalized 

is crucial. This is why I conceptualized my research in a way that took advantage of being 

multilingual (linguistic capital) and my cultural familiarity of being both an immigrant and 

linguistic minority (cultural capital), which increased my social connectedness (social capital), in 

order to: 1) give more voices to those who would otherwise remain unheard, while 2) recognizing 

my status as an outsider (I did not directly experience the disasters, and as a disaster researcher 

I can bring professional insights to bear on the case studies).  



 

 235 

I stress that our very conservative academia and our research practices should be 

deconstructed and reconstructed. If we are to suggest social transformation as a prominent DRR 

strategy, we should probably start it from within our institution. We should stop pointing fingers 

to practitioners and policymakers; a greater inclusivity should start from academia. For instance, 

going back to the discussion of linguicism and language hegemony, academia is one of the most 

linguistically hegemonic and homogeneous institutions. Japanese is the language in Japan. English 

is the language in New Zealand. Under these conditions, how can we understand and practice a 

greater inclusivity in a true sense?   

I sometimes feel uncomfortable over “giving voice” to those who would otherwise be 

unheard and remain invisible. Instead of giving voice, we should give space and opportunity for 

these people to take part in academia, to represent themselves. I had the privilege of representing 

them and I want to give back. However, I do not need to represent them: it would be infinitely 

more preferable that they represent themselves. They should play the leading roles in research, 

practice and policymaking to contribute to the knowledge in the area of social vulnerability and 

resilience. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix I: List of social vulnerability factors  

Factors and how they operate in disasters References 

 Race/ethnicity  
 

 Institutionalized racism  

   Politically disfranchised minority groups have limited access to resources Dash (2013) 

 
  Latinos (both legal and undocumented immigrants) are systematically excluded from federal 

aid in disasters 
Bolin & Stanford (1998), Trujillo-
Pagan (2007) 

 
  Some minority groups suffer due to the language barriers Lindell & Perry (2004), Trujillo-

Pagan (2007) 

 
  Racial minorities live in undesirable areas with high hazard risk due to residential segregation 

and social marginalization 
Cutter et al. (2003), Dash (2013), 
Peacock et al. (1997) 

 
  Post-disaster (e.g., Hurricane Katrina) race-based house search exclusions Weil (2007) 

 
 Risk perception  

 
  Racial minorities were less likely to evacuate in the face of warnings due to lower risk 

perception, and some are simply unable to 
Bolin (2006), Perry & Mushkatel 
(1986)  

 

  Ethnic minorities trust social and familial networks to get credible information instead of the 
authorities and mainstream media, so critical disaster information may not reach them 

Donner & Rodríguez (2008), 
Morrow (1997), Perry & Lindell 
(1997), Perry & Mushkatel (1986), 
Tierney (2006) 

 
  Racial minorities with lower educational attainment have lower risk perception and less 

disaster preparation Cutter et al. (2003) 

 
 Negative stereotypes and stigmas  

 
  Media image of “non-deserving victims” can cause less or limited support to be available to 

certain minority groups  
Bolin & Stanford (1998), Dyson 
(2006), Tierney (2006) 

 
 Compounded with class  

   
Insufficient financial reserves for purchasing supplies to prepare for disasters Morrow (1999) 

 
  Less likely to be insured Donner & Rodríguez (2008) 

 
  Limited resources to evacuate (i.e., not having private vehicle, hotels are not affordable) in 

emergencies  Van Zandt et al. (2012) 

 
  Insufficient financial reserves for buying recovery services and materials in the aftermath. Morrow (1999) 

 
 Compounded with religion  

 
  Some religious groups refuse to evacuate and mingle with certain religious groups even in 

emergencies, giving limited evacuation options Dash (2013) 

  Class/socioeconomic status   

 
 Institutionalized economic inequality  

 
  Federal grants in the U.S. were available mostly to middle-class and non-minority victims Bolin & Stanford (1991, 1998) 

 
  Low-interest loans for housing recovery are not available to low-income families in the U.S. Bolin (1986), McCoy & Dash 

(2013) 

 
  Poor communities are located in vulnerable land (e.g., floodplains) McCoy & Dash (2013), Morrow 

(1999) 

 
  Developing countries suffer more (e.g., Haiti) due to their lack of resources to prepare, 

respond, recover from disasters, and for other reasons Rentschler (2013)  

 
 Economic disadvantage  

 
  Lower-income families and individuals have limited ability to financially absorb losses Cutter et al. (2003), McCoy & Dash 

(2013) 

 
  The poor have limited recovery and preparation assets (e.g., income savings, insurance, 

health benefits).  
Bolin (2006), Enarson (2007), 
McCoy & Dash (2013) 

 
  Low-income families in the U.S. often find affordable housing in mobile or modular 

homes, which are more easily destroyed in disasters  
Cutter et al. (2003), Morrow 
(1999) 

 
  Lower-income families tend to have single income-earners, and if he or she loses a job in 

a disaster, there will be no family income McCoy & Dash (2013) 

 
  The poor experience higher dependence on undependable public transportation in 

disasters, such as to evacuate and access relief supply depots) Enarson (2007) 

 
  Increased vulnerability for people who are dependent on social services (e.g., poor, 

disabled), which often cease to function in disasters 
Cutter et al. (2003), Morrow 
(1999) 
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 Income inequality and mental health  

 
  Low-income victims living in neighborhoods characterized by an unequal income distribution 

had higher levels of depression than those living in neighborhoods characterized by a more 
equitable income distribution (p.796) 

Ahern & Galea (2006) 

 
 Home ownership  

 
  The poor are more likely to be renters who do not have control over their buildings. Many 

federal programs in the U.S. are intended for homeowners Morrow (1999), Tierney (2006) 

 
  Renters and poor homeowners are less likely to be insured Fothergill & Peek (2004), Zhang & 

Peacock (2010) 

 
  Renters have greater difficulty finding housing in post-disaster McCoy & Dash (2013) 

 
  Lower income households are more likely to occupy (rental) dilapidated buildings and 

unreinforced masonry structures (URM), which can be affected more in disasters Bolin & Stanford (1998) 

  Gender/sex   

 
 Uneven resource allocation and gender insensitivity  

 
  Critical resources to anticipate, prepare for, cope with, respond to, and recover from disasters 

are not equally available to women and men in any society (e.g., including transportation, safe 
housing, secure income, time, good health, political voice) 

Tobin-Gurley & Enarson (2013), 
Wisner et al. (2004) 

 
  Lack of gender sensitive approaches and a consideration of women's and LGBT communities’ 

unique needs in disaster response, management, and DRR Gaillard et al., (2017), Saito (2012) 

 
 Women and poverty  

 
  Single-parent and women-headed households are more likely to be poor and often lack many 

forms of resources in disasters as compared to two-parent household and men-headed 
households. 

Morrow (1999) 

 
  As women age, they tend to live alone and on a fixed income (e.g., Social Security) Tierney (2006) 

 

  Decline in “gendered jobs” in the informal or underground economy (e.g., house-cleaning, 
laundry, child care, the neighborhood selling of produce, housewares, and cosmetics) in 
disasters often results in higher unemployment rate for women 

Morrow & Enarson (1996) 

 
  Most women-owned businesses are small enterprises, an unstable sector of the economy, 

which is affected more in disasters Morrow & Enarson (1996) 

 
 Risk perception  

 
  Women take disaster warnings more seriously than men.  Donner & Rodríguez (2008), Solvic 

(2000), Tierney (2006) 

 
 Heightened violence against women  

 
  “Double disaster” for womenincreased domestic violence in disasters are man-made 

hazards  
Enarson & Fordham (2001), 
Jenkins & Phillips (2008) 

 
  Women engage in unwanted sexual contact for material and emotional assistance and 

protection Yoshihama et al. (2013) 

 
  Disasters (e.g., the 2005 Indian Ocean tsunami) expose females to human trafficking Fisher (2009) 

 
 Additional burden and increased gender norms  

 
  Women need to perform unpaid domestic responsibilities, and reproductive and community 

labor due to certain cultural practices and increased gender norms 
Enarson & Fordham (2001), 
Enarson et al. (2007) 

 
  Women become responsible for vulnerable family members such as dependent elderly and 

children Morrow (1999), Tierney (2006) 

 
  Women become responsible for male partners' emotional needs, so being married is a risk 

factor for women, but it is the opposite for men. 
Norris et al. (2002), Tobin-Gurley 
& Enarson (2013) 

  Age   

 
 Being young  

 
  Dominant models of risk communication exclude children and youth, assuming that their 

parents will inform and protect them. Without their parents, they can be extremely 
vulnerable 

Mitchell, Haynes, Hall, Choong & 
Oven (2008), Peek (2013) 

 
  School age children and youth are not necessarily with their parents in emergencies (e.g., at 

school, home alone) and lack of familial support and protection Phillips & Hewitt (2005) 

 
  Childcare providers, teachers, and school bus drivers may be more concerned with their 

family and cannot be responsible for their school children and perform their duties Peek (2013) 

 

  Not much psychological support or emotional outlets (e.g., art, sports) are available for 
children or youth, and there is a lack of concern for the unique needs of children or youth in 
disaster management  

Looman (2006), Peek (2013) 

 
  Increased physical abuse against children in post-disasters Curtis, Miller & Berry (2000) 

 
  Increased risks of sexual abuse and human trafficking (following the 2004 Indian Ocean 

Tsunami) Enarson et al. (2007) 

 
 Being old  

 
  

Most disaster victims are aged over 60.  Hewitt (2007), García-Herrera, 
Diaz, Trigo, Lutherbacher & 
Fischer (2010), Nakamura (1995), 
Peek (2013) 

 
  Age specific concerns are not integrated into the current preparedness plans, leading to old 

people's needs and abilities being unknown Tuohy & Stephens (2011) 
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  Certain cultural practices (e.g., living in traditional wooden houses, many of which collapsed 

in the 1995 Kobe earthquake) can result in higher death rate among older people Tierney (2014) 

 
  Older individuals tend to work in the fishery in Tohoku and lived or worked in the tsunami 

affected area Tastuki (2016) 

 
  Many nursing homes for the elderly were located in the tsunami affected areas in Miyagi (for 

better views) and retirement homes in the U.S. coastal communities 
Cutter & Emrich (2006), Tastuki 
(2016) 

 
 Limited physical ability (elderly & young)  

 
  Physical decline, unable to react to the warnings and dangers. Older people are more likely to 

be injured or die during emergencies 

Cutter et al. (2003), ), García-
Herrera et al. (2010), Perry & 
Lindell (1997) 

 
  Physical immaturity (for very young children, problems in disasters include clinginess, 

dependence, etc.) to deal with disasters Norris et al. (2002) 

 
 Limited mental ability (elderly & young)  

  
 Older people are unable to respond to disaster warning, recognizing dangers and risks Peek (2013, p.180) 

 
  Adapting to the “new normal” and “new reality” is a significant challenge for the elderly Humber & Urabe (2015) 

 
  Increased psychological problems among children and youth including PTSD, fear, separation 

anxiety, sleeping disorders, aggression, risk taking behavior, etc. Norris et al. (2002), Peek (2013) 

 
 Social isolation  

   Older adults tend to live alone and have limited social capital Aldrich (2017), Klinenberg (2002), 
Ngo (2001), Tuohy & Stephens 
(2011) 

   Many “lonely deaths” people dying lonely in the Great Hanshin Awaji Earthquake in 1995, 
Chuetsu Earthquake in 2007, and Tohoku disasters in 2011 due to living in the margins with 
no friends or relatives, little or no money, and few personal resources 

Goto (2012), Klinenber (2002), 
McDonald (2012), Nemoto (2009) 

   Older people tend to experience difficulty with communication technologies to be connected Peek (2013) 

 
 Economic deprivation  

 
  Older people have smaller or fixed incomes (e.g., Social Security) Ngo (2001) 

 
 Past experience and resiliency  

 
  The elderly may show lower psychological vulnerability due to their past disaster experiences Ngo (2001) 

 
 Age & vulnerability: Curvilinear relationship?  

 
  Greatest mental effects seen in middle-aged adults who provide much more social support 

and help to others than they receive. Zakour & Gillespie (2013) 

 
  Middle-aged with less or no social ties also experience lonely death Tanaka et al. (2010) 

  Disability   

 
 Economic deprivation  

 
  Many people with disabilities are poorer and unable to financially absorb the disaster losses Tierney (2006) 

 
  The disabled tend to live in unsafe structures. Tierney (2006) 

 
 Physical impairment  

 
  People with disabilities face significant challenges to properly respond to disasters (taking 

protective actions, escaping by their own, evacuating without life necessities, etc.) 

Davis, Hansen, Kett, Minch & 
Twigg (2013), Peek & Stough 
(2010) 

 
  People with disabilities do not often find “appropriate” resources and equipment (e.g., 

wheelchair access, medical access) in the evacuation centers.  Saito (2012) 

 
 Mental impairment  

 
  Disaster management does not include their special needs (e.g., mental stress, cognitive 

impairment) in emergency Saito (2012) 

 
  People with disabilities may face difficulty recognizing dangers and risks and require 

caregivers to survive in disasters 
Davis et al. (2013), Peek & Stough 
(2010) 

  Education   

 
 Higher education and risk perceptions  

 
  People with higher education have better understanding of risks and warning information 

and are more likely to be insured Cutter et al. (2003) 

 
  People with higher education have better knowledge about certain types of disasters to 

protect themselves Senkbeil et al. (2014) 

 
  People with higher education have better access to recovery information Cutter et al. (2003) 

 
 Local schools and disaster education  

 
  Disaster education (i.e., evacuation drills) is provided at local schools in Japan, so only those 

who go to schools in Japan have disaster education opportunity Shaw & Matsuura (2014) 

 
 Educational level compounded with class/SES  

 
  The higher the level of education, the quicker and better recovery due to higher earnings Cutter et al. (2003), Tierney 

(2006) 

  Role of the states/governments   
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Bureaucracy  

 

 
 Some people (those who are new to the country, poor, minorities, etc.) are not familiar with 

bureaucracy and have difficulty navigating the system to receive recovery support and relief 
aid 

Christchurch City Council (2014), 
Cutter et al. (2003) 

 

 
 Governments' lack of inclusive approaches in emergency management and policymaking 

disadvantages the already socially marginalized groups Phillips (2014) 

 

 
 Random displacement of the evacuees destroys preexisting social cohesion and resources  Gillard & Cadag (2009), Yila et al. 

(2014) 

 

 
Neoliberalism and privatization  

 
  Infrastructure resilience compromised for higher profit Tierney (2014) 

 

  Solutions to emergencies are more technology dependent Tierney (2014) 

 

 
 U.S. Government does not take an active role in housing recovery, resulting in the 

responsibilization of victims 

Chandler & Reid (2016), 
Klinenberg (2002), Vilcan (2017), 
Zhang & Peacock (2010) 

 

 
Political marginalization  

 
  “Better-off” victims have better access to governmental and community disaster assistance 

programs. Resource allocation is decided by policymakers, and their voices are heard more 
Bolin & Stanford (1998), Tierney 
(2006) 

 
  Land-use planning, zoning, building codes, and other policies put certain social groups (often 

poor and minority) in more disaster prone areas 
Bolin & Stanford (1998), Donner & 
Rodriguez (2008) 

  Family/household structure   

 
 Family structure  

 
  Public policies and assistance are still based on a “traditional” family model, failing to adapt 

the greater variation of family structure (e.g., female-headed, multigenerational families, 
LGBT households, families with children, families with elderly) 

Gladwin, Gladwin & Peacock 
(2001), Peacock (1997), Tierney 
(1999) 

 
  Households or families with pets are less likely to comply with evacuation order Heath et al. (2005) 

 
  Lower evacuation rate among single-parent households Van Zandt et al. (2012) 

 
 Family size  

 
  Larger families tend not to evacuate because of the higher evacuation cost Donner & Rodríguez (2008), 

Tierney (2006) 

 
  Larger (multigenerational) families tend to evacuate to public shelters or stay in motels due 

to their family size, instead of private or personal evacuation destinations Wachtendorf et al. (2013) 

 
 Family resource  

 
  Quicker recovery for families with higher number of healthy and resourceful adults with 

available flexible time Morrow (1999) 

  Occupation   

 
 Aftermath struggle and types of occupation  

 

  Occupations involving resource extraction (e.g., agriculture, fisherman) may more easily lose 
their resources or businesses in disasters (e.g., Somali fisherman village in the 2005 Indian 
Ocean Tsunami) 

Cutter et al. (2003), Manyena et al. 
(2011), Morrow & Enarson (1996) 

 
  Demand for low-skilled service jobs (housekeeping, childcare, and gardening) declines. This 

means higher unemployment for low-skilled laborers after disasters Cutter et al. (2003) 

 
  Limited (paid) reconstruction jobs available to unemployed disaster victims Morrow (1999) 

 
 High risk occupation  

   Low-paying jobs are riskier McCoy & Dash (2013) 

 
  Firefighters, rescuers, and other emergency responders experience higher risk of getting 

affected Phillips (2014) 

 
  People working service industry jobs in high risk coastal area (e.g., tourist industry, care and 

nursing industry) experience higher disaster risks or impact  Cutter & Emrich (2006) 

  Urbanization and unsustainable development   

 
 Changing demographic patterns  

 
  Large population settlement and concentration in urban areas Donner & Rodriguez (2008), 

Pelling (2003), Perrow (2007) 

 
  Overexploitation of natural services and overconsumption of natural assets can result in 

higher frequency of disasters Pelling (2003) 

 
  More settlements in high disaster risk areas (e.g., coastal communities, hill top) Donner & Rodriguez (2008) 

 
  Lack of infrastructure in rural areas. Traffic congestion when evacuating. Aid is slow to arrive. Cutter et al. (2003), Manyena et al. 

(2011) 

 
  Lack of employment and lower income in rural area. Greater reliance on resource extraction 

economy. Cutter et al. (2003) 

 
  Aging population in rural areas or certain regions (e.g., Florida coastal communities) Cutter & Emrich (2006), Donner & 

Rodriguez (2008) 

 
 Urbanization/urban disasters  

   Reduced run-off capacity in urban areas created higher risk of floods and urban disasters Kumagai & Nojima (1999) 

 
  Limited escape routes for urban residents in emergencies Donner & Rodriguez (2008) 
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  Shortage of open and safe places for evacuation Cutter et al. (2003) 

 
  Higher density metropolitan areas require longer time for rebuild or recovery Aldrich (2011) 

 

  Increased dependency of urban areas on infrastructure and lifelines, particularly electricity, 
can result in a large number of vulnerable urban residents in disasters and infrastructure 
disruptions 

Matthewman & Byrd (2014), 
Winner (2004) 

 
  Excessive faith in the ability of technology to deal with disasters (e.g., levees and failed pumps 

during Hurricane Katrina). No alternatives in case of failure.  Beck (2009), Matthewman (2015) 

 
 Social disorganization in American urban areas  

 
  Poverty, segregation, neighborhood decline, lack of community services, lack of 

infrastructure, blighted conditions, high crime rate, and high fear of crime, all making it 
difficult for residents to self-organize  

Cutter & Emrich (2006), 
Klinenberg (2002) 

  Immigration/citizenship status   

 
 Social isolation  

   Immigrants and refugees experience a fear of government officials even in the time of disaster 
because of their past experiences with repressive regimes in their former countries Morrow (1999), Tierney (2006) 

   Undocumented immigrants avoid being visible to the mainstream in the time of disasters and 
hesitate to receive relief aid due to fear of arrest and deportation 

Bolin & Stanford (1998), Martinez 
& Núñez-Álvarez (2017) 

   Some asylum seekers and refugees avoid mingling with and relying on the same ethnic 
communities for political, religious, and other reasons Koike (2011) 

   Language barrier causing immigrants and refugees to not obtain warnings, relief, or recovery 
information 

Cutter et al. (2003), Petri (2009), 
Tierney (2006) 

  Lack of local knowledge  

 
  Immigrants and refugees are not familiar with bureaucracy and have difficulty navigating the 

system in the host or new country Christchurch City Council (2014)  

 

  Unlike locals, transients and newcomers do not have prior disaster experiences, local 
knowledge, location-specific disaster risk knowledge, information access, and any dependable 
social networks, which often help people cope with disasters well 

Bankoff (2004), Christchurch 
Migrant Inter-Agency Group 
(2011), Drabek (1999) 

 
 Past experience exacerbating vulnerability  

   Already displaced refugees getting displaced again in disasters Marlowe (2013) 

 

  Past traumatic experiences exacerbate their vulnerability 
Marlowe (2015), Osman, 
Hornblow, Macleod & Coope. 
(2012) 

 
 Bureaucratic constraints  

 
  Asylum seekers and refugees in Tohoku were immobile due to bureaucratic and other 

political restrictions or constraints. Permission is required to move Koike (2011) 

 
  Federal or government aid might not be available to non-citizens and transients Cutter et al. (2003), Tierney 

(2006), Trujillo-Pagan (2007) 

 
 Tourist vulnerability  

   Resorts and tourist destinations are located in high disaster risk areas Morrow (1999) 

  Language   

 
 Language competency in dominant language  

 
  Language competency limits accessing critical disaster information and warning messages 

Aguirre (1988), Arlikatti, Taibah & 
Andrew (2014), Senkheil et al. 
(2014) 

 
  Lack of available risk communication in minority languages Benavides (2013), Benavides & 

Arlikatti (2010), Peguero (2006) 

   Linguistic minorities can misunderstand disaster warnings Donner & Rodriguez (2008) 

 
  Difficulties in applying for disaster relief aid and dealing with insurance Leong at al. (2007b), Tierney 

(2006) 

 

  Emergency service providers could not appropriately communicate with linguistic minorities 
and provide appropriate support and resources on health and safety  

Arlikatti, Taibah & Andrew (2014), 
Nuñez-Alvarez, Martinez & Hoff 
(2010) 

 

  Isolation caused by linguistic barrier (e.g., the Vietnamese community in New Orleans, 
Chinese trainees in Tohoku) in emergencies which further vulnerabilizes them 

Leong et al. (2007b), Kojou, 
Uesawa, Yajima & Sugimura 
(2011) 

 
 Emotional issues and language  

 
  Inability to openly communicate in their languages negatively affects linguistic minorities. 

The stress and struggle caused by language barrier in disasters 
Santos-Hernández & Morrow 
(2013) 

 
 Lack of consideration given to linguicism   

   Information for sign language users McKee (2014) 

  Information accessibility and literacy   

 
 Digital inequality and narrowcasting  

 
  Accurate and timely information only distributed via certain media sources such as the 

internet 
Donner & Rodríguez (2008), 
Tierney (2006) 

 

  
“Digital divide” is a significant barrier, as some information was disseminated through 
mediums that require high information competency such as the internet. The higher the 
information competency, the more likely and quickly people can access critical disaster 
information 

Madianou (2015), Wachtendorf et 
al. (2013) 
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 Literacy associated with disaster information  

 
  Disadvantages posed by illiteracy or lack of language proficiency acquiring critical 

information 

Christchurch Migrant Inter-Agency 
Group (2011), Enarson (2007), 
Morrow (1999) 
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