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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to determine whether it is useful to tease apart the intimately
related propositions of social production and social construction to guide thinking in the multidisciplinary
study of disasters.
Design/methodology/approach – The authors address our question by reviewing literature on disasters
in the social sciences to disambiguate the concepts of social production and social construction.
Findings – The authors have found that entertaining the distinction between social production and social
construct can inform both thinking and action on disasters by facilitating critical exercises in reframing that
facilitate dialog across difference. The authors present a series of arguments on the social production and
construction of disaster and advocate putting these constructs in dialog with vulnerability frameworks of the
social production of disasters.
Originality/value – This commentary contributes to disambiguating important theoretical and practical
concepts in disaster studies. The reframing approach can inform both research and more inclusive disaster
management and risk reduction efforts.
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1. Introduction: social production and social construction
Our question in this paper is whether it is useful to tease apart the e y21.2(u)03.5(io)17.17.m
in complex social interactions[1]. This stands in stark contrast to realism, a position that holds
that we can perceive nature and objects in the world as they are, independent of history and



(including perceptions and practices). This is in stark contrast to naïve realist perspectives
that disasters result from nature and exist outside of human agency and the social order.
For instance, Anthony Oliver-Smith and colleagues (2017) identify environmental
degradation, poverty, unbalanced development, population growth and related factors as



Wisner et al. (2004), argue that disasters originate in social conditions that may be far
removed from “disaster triggers” such as earthquakes and hurricanes. They stress that
“to understand disasters we must not only know about the types of hazards that might
affect people, but also different levels of vulnerability of different groups of people. The
vulnerability is determined by social systems and power, not by natural forces” (Wisner
et al., 2004, p. 7). As Kathleen Tierney (2007, p. 509) writes, “disasters are episodic,
foreseeable manifestations of the broader forces that shape societies.” Though authors
developing these arguments have drawn on multiple bodies of literature over the past four
decades, we trace this line of thinking through four broad movements in social science and
disasters: development critiques, postcolonial studies, environmental justice and science
and technology studies.

2.1 Development and the de-naturalization of disasters
Some of the foundational studies of the historical production of disasters focused on the
role of development. Widely regarded as a sort of opening salvo in the charge to
de-naturalize disasters, Phil O’Keefe and colleagues’ (1976) short article in Nature, “Taking
the Naturalness Out of Natural Disasters,” made the case that disasters resulted from the
collision of hazards (natural or technological) with a vulnerable population. Moreover,



important environmental knowledge and a nuanced understanding of hazards to which they
were exposed (e.g. Maskrey, 1993). They also began developing a postcolonial critique of the







possible, believable and capable of mobilizing action (see also Benadusi, 2015). Responding
to these claims by understanding the contexts from which they emerge can inform
practitioners and policy makers in devising locally appropriate and sensitive recovery and
reconstruction programs.

We might consider, then, that multiple narratives may have truth and meaning. In 2013,
the typhoon known globally as Haiyan devastated the Philippines and inspired an
impassioned debate about the consequences of climate change after Philippine leaders
raised the issue at the United Nations Climate Change Conference in Poland (Bankoff and
Borrinaga, 2016, p. 46). Yet, domestically, where the storm was known as Yolanda,
Philippine citizens focused on political responsibility at local and national levels,



4. Reframing: reconciling historical production and social constructs
Disaster study is multi-/trans-disciplinary and application oriented. It has long been
recognized that disasters, risk (and risk perception), hazards and vulnerability are
contextual, subjective and products of culturally shaped learning (see Lewis, 1999; Bankoff,
2004; Schipper, 2010; Kelman et al., 2015, 2016; Sun et al., 2018). Given the varieties of
disaster theses, it is difficult to say one framework, model, or paradigm should suit all
scenarios (e.g. Oliver-Smith, 1999b). Although there may be ontological and epistemological
differences between the social production and social constructionist approaches, we argue
that intentional exercises in synthesizing the two broad domains are both sensible and
practicable. The ways situated actors construct disasters and associated actions may
themselves become root causes of future disasters. For example, public debates about the
“construct” of climate change as anthropogenic or part of a “natural” cycle might determine
the severity of future disasters associated with such hazards as droughts, floods and storms.
And social construction process in some communities might explain how and why some
disasters obtain at the local level.

Many social scientists are accustomed to and rather comfortable with contesting the
fetishization and reification[4] of the acuity and naturalness of disaster to call attention to
distal root causes of disaster and how they might be addressed in risk reduction and
broader social and political economic changes. Well and good. Yet, while we share this
commitment, we would caution against merely dismissing varieties of social construction
of disaster and instead argue for a provincialization of all perspectives as we think
carefully about the social worlds that make t



and/or complement expert models, but simultaneously be out of step with the (often
hyperbolic) crisis rhetoric of outsider activists, media and state and nongovernmental
organizations (Marino, 2015, pp. 33-38). Thus, engaging multiple narratives should
not be an exercise in ventriloquism – seeking validation in local narratives – but a






