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Feminist political ecology

* Draw on women as natural resource users and managers in
environmental mitigation initiatives;

*  Increase outreach and networking berween disaster agencies and
women in environmental justice and sustainable development
organizations;

* Include women in planning and environmental science
professions and caucuses on local mitigation and preparedness
initiatives;

» * Target women as informal neighborhood leaders around
community health and safety issues for partnership with
emergency practitioners;

* Integrate gender analysis into mitigative environmental
strategies and assess sex-specific impacts, for example regarding
access to land, workload and time, and social power.
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THE INTERSECTION OF GENDER
AND SOCIAL CLASS IN DISASTER:

Balancing resilience and vulnerability

Maureen Fordham

INTRODUCTION

Those who experience disaster are widely regarded as an undifferentiated
group, labeled “victims.” In the immediate crisis period, it is difficult
for professionals to differentiate, except crudely, berween varying levels
of need and still carry out urgent duties and responsibilities. However,
it soon becomes apparent that some are hit harder than others and
that disasters are not the great levelers they are sometimes considered
to be. Close examination reveals complex variations within, and
not just between, social groups broadly understood as middle- and
working-class. This paper examines the intersection of gender and
social class in two major flood events and argues for a more nuanced
appreciation of these factors, at both the conceptual and the practical
level, to be incorporated throughout the disaster process.

Too often, those who are subject to the impact of disasters are
conceptualized as belonging to a homogeneous group called “victims,”
but this apparent similarity conceals considerable difference: difference
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[TThe differences thar are suppressed are differences from
those who occupy positions of power and who have the
authority to define knowledge . . . . Thus, to qualify for
equality means becoming indistinguishable from the
authors of this viewpoint: white, Western, bourgeois men.
And the spurious claim to universality effectively creates
excluded, minoritized groups. (Bondi 1993: 86)

A cultural politics of identity resists and challenges n_oamnwﬁ,
universalist notions of the human subject and is part of “an
emancipatory politics of opposition” (Bondi 1993: 86). However, it t00
has been criticized as, inter alia, a divisive, fragmenting process Ew._nw
reduces the potential of reaching a critical mass capable of political
action: “[I]dentity groups are about themselves, for themselves, and
nobody else” (Hobsbawm 1996: 44). o
Attempts have been made to deal with “the redistribution-
recognition dilemma” (Fraser 1995: 70) in nrmonnmmw_ terms HT_.Oﬁmr
a suggested coalition drawing on the transformarive mon.n:nn_ of a
socialist politics of redistribution linked with a n_nnmsmn‘:nﬂ:ﬁ cultural
politics of recognition (Fraser 1997: 28). Separatism is seen to be a
political “dead end” while strength lies in coalition (cited in ?n._m.am
1994: 346). However, the difficulties of forming mcnr. a no&ﬁo:
of “multiple, intersecting struggles against Es_ﬁmw_.n. intersecting
injustices” (Fraser 1997: 32) are acknowledged. It is through Hw.:m
difficult coalition, a collective project but one not without conflict
(Phillips 1997:.153), that the route to social justice __am N
Recognition of difference is closely associated with ﬂ._._a feminist
challenge to the masculine, universalizing theory of Hrw m.:rmrﬁmawﬁ
project (Di Stefano 1990) which emphasizes rationality and m_u_nnﬁ.:a
truth. However, it has itself fallen prey to its own form of biological
and cultural essentialism in which the female subject has been fixed
rather than continually re-created through processes of change and
construction. But, notwithstanding the importance of biological factors
in partly explaining women’s subordination (through reproductive
labor), women’s oppression also has a material basis (McDowell 1986,
p- 31) and is not reducible to biological difference. The concept of a
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universal female experience has been seen as “a clever confidence trick”
(cited in McDowell 1986, p. 313), but much feminist theory presents
gender as a variable of human identity independent of other variables
such as race and class (Spelman 1988 in Gould 1997, p. 149).

However, concepts of difference, often located within a
postmodernist discourse, have been challenged by black, lesbian and
working-class feminists, claiming feminist theory has been dominated
by white, middle-class, heterosexual women (see, for example, hooks
1982; Davis 1982; Evans 1997; Lorde 1981, 1984; Rowbotham
1973; Threlfall 1996; Walby 1990; Walker 1984). While difference
between women is now more widely accepted, nevertheless there has
been some reaction thar this differentiation has resulted, depending
On your position, in cither a dangerous fragmenting of the women’s
movement or in a maturing process of greater inclusiveness and radical
possibility. “Postmodern culture with its decentered subject can be the
space where ties are severed or it can provide the occasion for new and
varied forms of bonding” (hooks 1994: 427).

GENDER AND CLASS

This paper looks particularly at gender and class because of their
observed significance in the two case studies to be discussed and
because of their relative invisibility, in different ways, in disaster and
feminist studies. Skeggs argues that “class as a concept and working-
class women as a group have almost disappeared from the agendas of
feminism and cultural theory” (Skeggs 1997: 2). In disaster research,
both categories of gender and class are accepted individually as
important explanatory variables in different sub-disciplinary areas
and ar different times but less frequently are recognized zogether as
having some salience in understanding the creation of inequality and
vulnerability. The aim here is not to claim overriding primacy for
these two social categories over others but merely to attempt to make
manageable the complexity of particular em pirical findings in which,
for example, race/ethnicity are not salient but gender and class are. The
paper does not offer a neat, summarive theoretical proposition (the
small number of interviews and the lack of representativeness do not
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1996; Penning-Rowsell 1996; Penning-Rowsell and Fordham 1994)
in which gender analysis was merely a part. A more specific gender
and vulnerability focus has developed subsequently (Fordham 1998;
Fordham and Ketteridge 1998).

A series of in-depth, qualitative interviews were carried out at
various periods (from three months to four years) after the events
and supported by a number of informal meetings and interviews
with professionals connected with the events. The initial interviewees
were mostly working-class women from large social housing estates
who had been impacted throughout the disaster process in ways
invisible to disaster managers. However, their relatively homogeneous
social position raised the methodological question of whether these
women’s experiences were identifiably and primarily gendered or
dependent upon their class position. More interviews were undertaken
subsequently with middle-class homeowners and professionals from
various locations in the same flooded regions to explore this specific
social class dimension, and it is this which forms the basis for this paper.

In an additional study area, twelve interviews were carried out in
August 1997, one month after major flooding occurred in the Moray
region of Scotland (Fordham 1998). These were with men and women,
working- and middle-class, professionals and victims/survivors.
Occasional reference will be made to these where relevant.

The most recent research began from an initial assumption that
working-class disaster victims would be impacted harder and for
longer than middle-class victims. On a continuum from vulnerability
to resilience, the working-class community would be located ar the
vulnerable end and the middle-class community at the resilient end,
purely on the basis of access to resources (with resources recognized to
be not simply economic but also cultural). While this was generally the
case, the reality, as with most research, revealed a much more complex
matrix rather than a simple binary opposition. However, in identifying
strengths in working-class communities and weaknesses in middle-
class ones, this paper should not be read as a denial of fundamental
inequalities or special pleading on behalf of middle-class disaster victims.
The argument is not that social class has no analytical power but rather
that it must be interrogated closely to reveal an often hidden diversity.

———
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Beyond social class, vulnerability-creation and resilience-building
are also dependent upon sometimes inter-linking—sometimes
divergent—networks of individuals and groups within the wider
community. A parallel (but much larger) research project in the U.S.
on Hurricane Andrew (Peacock, Morrow, and Gladwin 1997) arrives
at a similar conclusion, thar “a community is an ecological network
of groups and organizations linked thro ugh divisions of labor based
on contingent relationships” in which competition and conflict are
inherent (Peacock and Ragsdale 1997: 24). While evidence was found,
in both Hurricane Andrew and the two case studies presented here,
of the “therapeutic community,” so also was its opposite: “While co-
operation certainly exists, recovery typically entails sets of negotiations
that can best be characterized as competitive, potentially conflict-
ridden, and stressful. Many of the network’s social units occupy
similar niches, placing them in competition for scarce resources and
services” (Peacock and Ragsdale 1997: 25). Ir is important not to see
these networks as static but rather dynamic and contingent. Disaster
management itself is an agent of change in this landscape and must
be alert to its effects. This is discussed further below.

The next section atcempts to set out, in sim plified form, some of
the socio-spatial variation within a given disaster-hit community. The
class factor is the main focus here (see Fordham 1998 and Fordham
and Ketteridge 1998 for the specifically gendered perspective on these
case studies).

“Rivertown”

Figure 1 shows a simplified community called “Rivertown” in
a landscape of flood risk. It is intended to illustrate some of the
complexity hidden in commonly used categories and concepts such
as “community,” “working-class, middle-class,” etc. Rivertown is
clearly a fictitious community but one based on specific case study
areas in Scotland, and the examples and verbarim extracts given below
are real examples. Nevertheless, it remains a simplified representation

of ideal types and it is accepted that for all the examples given, there
will be many exceprions.

EE I
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availability of disaster relief supplies sometimes does not pass further
than the household or close family. Disaster management does not
operate as expected because the emergency services (police especially)
are not seen as sympathetic, and community members’ first call for
help goes instead to social workers and counselors who are outside the
emergency response loop. Thus help is delayed, and individuals find
later that they have inadvertently bypassed the main support services
and missed out on support that others received.

Local authorities often have lists of cheap hotel and Bed and
Breakfast (in Britain, unlike in the U.S., refers to less expensive rooms)
accommodation for use in times of emergency such as floods or, more
frequently, to house homeless people. When extreme events occur, they
have to telephone around to find more. Because resources are limited
(and, arguably, sometimes because of value judgements abour those
in need), these places are at the lower end of the quality scale and may
not have been officially “vetted” for suitabilicy and standards. While
it appears to those outside the situation that social housing tenants
have been well and efficiently provided for, an insider’s view is often
at variance:

They sent us to the X Guest House. We went there and
thought “grear, this is lovely, clean.” Because upstairs
was immaculate, spotless. They took us down to show
us the rooms . .. it was filthy. The bedding, there was
cigarette burns all over it, there was urine stains all over
it. ... There were cooking facilities but only at a certain
time . . . . They wouldn’t put the heating on. When we
left the [flooded] house, we left with nothing, just what
wehadon .. .. I asked the landlady if she could give us a
wee towel, and she said no, they didn’t supply the towels
because the tenants who'd been in were stealing them, and
I'said, but we're flood victims, I'm just asking for a towel
to wash ourselves and we'll bring it straight back up. I said
the kids are filthy, they're needing [to be] washed. So for
four days and four nights, we couldn’t ger back into our
own houses to get the kids’ clothes, we didn’t know there
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were places we could go o, 1o get clothing . . . . Nobody
had told us these things, that you could £0 to certain places
to get clothing, and things thar you needed. . . . It felc
as though they weren’t doing enough for us . . . [a flood
had] never happened to us before, so they didn’t know
what they were doing . . . . Social Work department, the
Housing, you know, these people didn’t know what they
were doing, they were just as confused as we were.

This gives an insight, not just into the plight of flood victims, bur of
homeless persons who have to face this prospect daily. Clearly, when
extreme events occur, there is a major demand on accommodation
that has to be mer with whatever isavailable. However, before (or soon
after) placing highly traumarized individuals and families in temporary
accommodation, it is vital thar certain minimal checks are carried our,
Public money is being used to pay for this particular form of private
enterprise, and minimum standards must be instigated.

The flood-hit Rivertown may be further internally divided
through disaster management decisions for the allocation of relief
funds. The management of collections of many thousands of pounds
for disaster victims is always highly political and very sensitive. In
Rivertown a decision was made to allocate funds according to need, to
those without insurance, for example, rather than simply according to
flood experience. The “Flood Fund” became re-named the “Hardship
Fund,” and, while this may appear a just and efficient use of always
limited funds, the result here was to stigmatize those without insurance
and anger those in possession of it. It became a significant cause of
conflict within the community to the extent that neighbors no longer
spoke to each other afterwards.

The community has been cur right down the middle,
because people got a lot of money.

* * *
It was just from one side of the road to the other side of

theroad . ... The [river] did a lot of damage bur money
done more,
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I was kind of worried about my Mj 55 well because the
days [the home help] wasn’t in | would go down . . . 1o
make her supper, theq d be down 1o put her to bed,
because she’s disabled. Bur with 4] that happening 1
couldn’t go near my Ma,

‘m [wanting] somewhere Wwhere me and my daughrer
can be next to each other. Just for the sake of me watching
the bairn [child] for her, she would need to pay 3
childminder and she’s not got the money, and | wouldn’t
like anybody else to watch my grand-bairn, ¢’ my only
one, my first, I wouldn’ like anybody else to warch her.

Buteven simple friendships provide a lifeline for unemployed women
alone or with young children at home op 5 daily basis:

I'feel kind of lost just not being next o Jean. We were next
door to each other. Justbeing away from her I've fel; lost,
Justsoalone . . . Iy only weessilly things. They mean thar
much to you, by obviously People don' see it thar way
because they've not been through it . . . byr all the wee
things, they mean thar much o you and suddenly not ro
have them any more, it can upser you....Ifit happens
0 me again, I'm por coming out of my houyse . . v IS
not on.

New networks in the laundry area where 50 families had o share
one, later two, hing machines (Fordham 199g; Fordham and
HAmﬂ..nﬂ.mmm 1998):
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The camaraderie amongst the women wag second to
none. All folk were in the laundry. But nope of these
Women could identify any of the others’ partner! Theyd
be sitting in the caravans at nighr and a map would pass.
They wouldn’t be able to say who it was. Because the men
lived in solirude. They went our ro work, came back and
sat in the caravan. There wasn' the same mix, the men
didn’t mix on che site.

It was strange coming back here becayse the
neighbor we did know [before the flood], we did’na know again, if
you know what I mean. You forgot abour them, you just had to make
friends with them again . . . it was Jike Starting again.” Thys, working-

The middle-clgs communizy

The middle-class community can also be seep to be divided
into severa] sub-communjties. The first is the more @mnﬂnovaﬁmnm_,
containing relatively affuent homeowners with access t0 economic
fesources, insurance, nerworks of power and inf] uence in the wider
community, and social and cultural capital. These resources rend
to make them resilient, For example, they are betrer abje to replace
lost belongings, to influence furyre mitigation proposals in their
interest, and, through their clagg position, to command respect
(see Skeggs 1997 on the importance of respectability o working-
class women). Action groups, ser UP to campaign for flood defense
works, are often gendered and dominated by the men in the Jocg]
area who assume responsibility in this, the more public, domaip.
However, 5 key defining value of individualism, usually seen by the
middle-class a5 5 major strength, can be 5 weakness in disaster and

actas individuals to protect theiy interests with insurance companies,
builders. lerrine amanni.. c.

/
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those locations deemed o be, numerically, hardest hit, bur there is
a danger thar pressing needs on the small or individual scale will be

neglected as this example illustrates:

There was an emergency number we had seen in the paper

and we phoned this number and . . . very cheeky he was

t0o and he said, “Oh we're very busy in X [large social

housing estate], it’s looded there t00.” And | said, “Yes,
but I'm flooded here and I'm an old lady,” I says, “and I
live on my own,” and I mean by this time I was literally on
my own because nobody could ger down . . . . “Oh, leave
your name and we’ll get back 1o you.” Never heard from
them yet! At the time all I wanted was somebody to come
in and give a litdle bit of an ear or justa lirtle bit of comfort
or tell me what to do or tell me how to do things.

Such women alone can be very vulnerable during a disaster (having
few or no neighbors to call on for help to move property to safety or to
help them evacuate) and afterwards in terms of access to information
and psychological support.

Fourthly, there may be women victims of domestic violence who
may be invisible in their own households or, potentially, more visible
in shelters for battered women. This s a group not as yet widely
recognized in disaster management (Morrow and Enarson 1994;
Enarson 1998) and therefore potentially vulnerable:

Severe weather events . . . isolate women at home in
unsafe environments withour working telephones or
accessible roads; contact with crisis counselors may be cut
offand court-ordered protection unavailable when major
disasters disrupt or destroy lifeline services, including law
enforcement agencies. (Enarson 1997: 2)

Domestic violence is not confined 1o a particular social class, and
such cases could be found anywhere. Where a refuge is known to
exist, then its parricular vulnerability in time of disaster should be

i

..Il.lllllj
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Thus the middle-class women, perceived to be 4t the resilient
end of the vulnerability-resilience continuum through their access to
fesources, may not always be so, They may be isolated and cut off from

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND
RECOMMEN DATIONS

.ﬂ:”m Paper examines gender and, more specifically, social class in
™Wo major flood events and argues for a more nuanced appreciation

.o.m these factors, ar both the conceptual and the practical level, to be

social setting and faj] ro recognize the internal diversity of communiies
n_._mﬂ. may demand grearer, fewer, or different fesources. A recognition
of difference, a5 suggested above, can lead 1o more efficient, effective,

Br.mbm noam_nﬂn control and overriding existing networks and abilities
(chis is particularly the case jp working-class areas). Placine nann-
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need ar all stages and for all disaster workers. Clearly resources are
not infinite, and choices must be made about where to allocate thern.
The bulk of resources must still 80 to the areas containing the largest
numbers or the hardest hit (in terms of physical damage or danger), but
other groups and individuals outside this area musr also be evaluated
for need. We cannot assume thata woman in a middle-class area, with
some capirtal and insurance, will necessarily be resilient in‘an extreme
event. A minimum level of support must be available, should it be
necessary. But neither can we assume thar a working-class woman is
without all resources or the ability to articulate her needs, A sensitivity
to différence is required.

CONCLUSION

Disasters are not the great levelers that they are sometimes claimed
to be, burt neither are they understood in terms of a simple code of
social stratification. This is not to deny thar social class remains 2 key
determinant of vulnerability and thar working-class communities
generally will be materially more affected, but rather to claim a greater
variability than disaster managers sometimes recognize. Gender-
sensitive analyses also show a differential experience and response, but
much more work remains to be done in this area, particularly with
men’s experiences. This paper argues for a more nuanced appreciation
of these factors, at both the conceprual and the practical level, 1o be
incorporated throughour the disaster process.
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GENDER AND DISASTER:

A synthesis of flood research in Bangladesh

William E. h@w@hﬁ.ﬁ

INTRODUCTION

Despite the wide body of literature on disasters and their impacts,
there has been a persistent “gender silence” in disaster work (Bhart
1995:3; Enarson and Fordham 2001; Fothergill 1998). Bolin, Jackson,
and Crist (1998: 29) argue, “the voice of women is indeed the most
noticeable absence in the literature.” This gender silence is systemic as
it is very evident within the larger political arena and social structure.
As Siddiqui (2001: 1A) states “sill they [women] are subjects of
discrimination in every day life and cannot achieve minjmum humane
respect from the male-dominated social systems.” Gender is a critical
variable that researchers have o0 often ignored. A gender-neutral
stance is frequently taken in disaster research which causes the
differential impacts and experiences of disasters to be overlooked and
men’s experience is considered to be representative (Fordham 1998).
Furthermore, the research community has only recently admitred that
“exposure to risk of disaster is shaped by overarching social structures of
caste and class, race and ethnicity, age and physical ability, and sex and
gender” (Enarson and Morrow 1998:2) \W. mner adlemasdado
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