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*FLOOD HAZARDS® IN GEOGRAFPHY?

'hy . N
C.M. Nama{eA

University of Zambia
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ing how the public medis such as the radio, TEle-

o
swspapers keep presenting a particular view of
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water in general and floods in particular. Floods are normally
t h

raported to the public mainly when pilaces,; pecple or property
are drowned or destroyed.  Recently, for instance, the Zambian:
press carrisd a newspaper caption entitled: "Chama, Lundazil
cut off: Floods wash away bridge,” {(Times of Zambia, 19847,

The authors of such articles; even though they do not realix
it, are bearers of a dominant viewpoint regarding the role of
water and floods in environmental experiences. This dominant
view has reigned supreme especially in Western scciety, but 1t
is anachronistic. It is a view of floods as Yhazards”. The
zame ~ view has recently been catapulted to the fore of much
gacgraphical research. Since geography and history are some-—
times held tno be cricual in Forming the national image,
{Helburn, 1972), it would be instructive to pursde tiow and why
the concept ‘of *flood—hazard” became incosrporated into
geagraphical discourse. o

LITERATURE REVIEW

In @most geographical research, the predominant view of
floods is that of "hazards", as outlined by Bilbert F. White's
monograph {(1245) . The real beginning of modern environmentzal
perception among MNorth American geooraphers appears to have
originated from Chicago with the work of White, Burton, Kates
and their collaborators on the ‘hazard®' of floods {(White 19&1,

Cguoted in  Brookfield 1749). Giibert White himseld, now
regarded as the doyen of "flood-hazard’™ research, heqan
research 1into natural hazard perception in the mid-1950s, He

later produced a2 voluminous boaok which outlined the concepts,
theories and methods to the study of floods, (hite, 1974).
Ever since, White and his associates have formed a clearly
defined school whose influsnce has been pervasive, {Haddelil

=

19770 . His collaborators spread to many Third Worid countrie
like Tanzania, Jamaice and Bangladesh where they sat in univer-
3 doing research and teaching +loods £33

work of ths "hazard’® schoocl, Waddell (13777
the studies exude particular aoeographical
ideological bases and concepts. He summarizes
these studies in thess remarks.

If ons disregards the limitations imposed by the
igor of the approach, 1t can reasonably be arqued
that ths hasic assumptions and methods arga
KIxs i to the type of sccisty for which they




conceived  — A deEstern Lrban—
talist state chaeractierized by 2a
nvironmentalist idsniogy. a
i= massively mobile and has lost
ivity to the natursl worid, and a
Hhose rﬂapan5151¢1ih for menaglng
lams is i1l1l-defined:. (Waddell

anLleﬁlcal assessment of the school, Torry (1977)
= that there has besn no systamatic critigue of this
iteraturs in print, Ffound that there has beern c=ome

o
N
.T

vague an
_’strafpgles whose recorded adjustments are mainly limited to

31ncwden+a sy Walue— loaded statements. In their response ta

Toiry ‘s - (1979) .criticisms, Burton, Eates and ®hite (198i1)

révealed their attitudinal stance with regard to rural flood—-
plain experience when they indicate that

We do not consider it necsssary, however, to spend
two wears in the village gaining. the  local under-—
standing we lack ... {p- 287}. :

Recently, even though there has been some introsmection and
chiarting of new directions in the "hazard” studies, a signifi-
cant number of Western scholars drawn from various fislds still
"suhscribes to models of adiustment, choice and risk mitigation
wherein perception of hazard risks and perception of adiustment
to hazard are fundamental components®, (Mitchell 1984, p. 3F3%.
in fact, paralleling Waddell's {1977} af+irmation of the

creation of a clearly defined school of thought within
ageography., Mitchell {1984) has noted the emergences of *hazard
‘geagraphers®, just’ a=s there are others like Thumanistic

geongraphers® o "phenomenolpgical geogracherse®,

_ One of thz latest statements on the "hazard school’ 1= that
by Hechi (1985) who reviews a series of papers edited by Hewitt
(;?BZ a Hecht {198%) raises similar points such as its “crude
scientism; ethnocentrism, insensitivity to cultuwrally varisd
indigenous adaptive strategies,; ahistoric emphases and the

absence of any political eccnomic context." Faul (i784) mads.
zome studies in Bangladesh along the lines of ‘natural hazards’
res=arch developed by White and his associates. Faul 11784,
howsver , discovered that the residents of Bangladesh Yperceived
tloods as a benevolent asgent providing susisnance ‘ =

farmers". Similarly, isigh angd Sim {1983 survey
attltuﬂe= and neﬁ~v1ﬁnra? respanses to floods held by

Malscocs in the Malaysian geninsular. Their
despits the fact that the residents are aware

ard™, they are neverthesless optimistic and
compl acent ~ds the flood "probkles™ The avthors, who are
students of the “hazard® school, cnulﬁ hardly explair  this

apparent contradiction in resulits,

Az d (19785 is one of the few gecgraphers to suggest  that
fionds are not ﬂa+wrﬂ1 “digsasters” but natural phenomena
jointly rconsisting of physical and socio—-economic processes.

ieve his argument. haS not bsen effective gartiy because it

prevailing anti—+flocd asrguments, terminologies and

inaccurate: treatment of ithe traditional coping .
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embodiment of the futch IHparience bElﬂg adhanceﬁ tooa g
,Setting, In this case, much of the {flcocod "language is cap
‘of becoming the obiective repository of vast accumulaztion
meaning  and esxperisnce. #hich 1t can preserve in time and
tf‘n§n1t to taliowing generations™, {Luckman and Herger 1964,
B, Sbi. Thirdly, concealed in the "flood-harard’ phrase is &
battery of subsidiary concepts, such as those of dominance and
compatition, with which that particular humar sxperience has
bean, ﬁnz+a~n=d and advanced to a semi—-global srxtent, with some

recent extensions to Zambia. 1t is evident, therefore, that if

alternatives  to the ‘flood-hazard’ or “water—control’® notions

ars to be scught, an understanding D{ the Dutch wmater
experiences, strategies and technigues over the pa ast three
centuries is of crucial importancs.

THF PRE—MODERN ERA

The nature of changes which occured in the Western world
some thres centuries ago have soms impacts on the madern
experience and treatment of water. In the history of the
relationship of human civilisations to the natural @ environmant
of water, three themes appear to be basic and most influential:

s the influence of the environment on the
opment of civilisations; second, human attitudes
d=s  aature; and third; the impact of civilisa-—
upcn the natuwal snvironment. {Hughes, 1975,
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Foreover . the. period bstween 1500 and 17040 ushered in

m

1]

=ignifi cantly .different way of thinking and or;awzﬂinq the

Some aof the main changes derive +from philosophers such
anciz BRacon and Rene DEECEFtEE. According to Leiss
Bacon formulated the concept of mastery {(useg inter-—
with “rcanteal 7 ‘doamination” or Tconguest’) aver
more forcefully than had hsen done previously.  He
argued that the attemnt to master nature through
pragress was not only a morally “innccent’ act but
? increase human material progress which he
advmcet?d tor. . Rene Descartes himself argued for
ty of scientific knowledge and the reduction of all
usntity throuah meassurement.
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I ildsoghiral underpinnings such as thoss
came to bear on peagles‘ percegtion of
ay events . wer the past centuries The Dutch
erisnces of-floodwaters since the cseventesnth
e mast of ;he points briefly cited above, :1.e2.
ith scientism, cartesianism and commercial
ct, the Nether}and= itselt was a haven faor
: i ‘gph rs G£ modern science. The freedom of
thought  which  per thp Netherlands attracted some of
the bholdest and ‘St 1n+1uent1a1 thipkers of the century, such
as Rene lDescar te Baruch ‘Spingza and John Locke, (HWil=an,
1268, p. 1485). Tﬁc Dutch conddtions depict, to soms extent, an
influence of environment on human character: in this case,
they developed both a rational and an emotional hatred +or
watar, (Grogenman 195%). A few of the available records allow
us toe cepict a gradual,spatiallénd temporary diffusion of their
water experiences from a core {(that i1s, the Netheriands} to the

entire glcobal sstting, {(Barker 1906, Wilson 1768).

The histor
S described
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Ristoric
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THE EQRLY EiFFUSIGN OF THE DUTCH EXFERIENCES OF WATER IMPACT

Shout half of the Dutch land was virtually below sea level,

AN SeNormous Swamp, {Rarker 1%06). Coupled with this is the
fact that the arsa had h1qh populaticons which made high demands
for land. dan de VYries {1974} states that in general. the

drainage conditions of the Morthern Netherilands arocund the 1500
can best be described as defensive., Despite dvke construction,
the fthreat of inundation had, in fact, bescome greater. Conse-
quently, the Dutch village elders viewed half of their viliage
land 2s valusless “because it was habitually flooded or boggy®,
Jan de Nries 1974, p. 30). The same author contends that "the
uniguenass  of our region’s h1stnr1ca1 circumstances is indeed
striking. The battles against the sea ... produced an environ—
ment without 2 parallel in.Euroeope,” (ibid. p. 234). It is easy
to imagine how the experience of the marine and riverine floods
induced the inhabitants of Helland to dread floodwaters. The
sariousness of this sitdation can best be illustrated and
deducsed From the following "omotive” description from Barker s
(19041 monumental work on the experiences of the Mztnerlands:

At present 1,550 miles-of sea—-dykes, & distance mare
than twice as great as fhaL which separatee Lands’
End from John O°Groats, ™ defend Holland against her

evpr—fhgtﬂtpnlng and her most
my emchasis).

relevance of these polnts fer the medern psrception

The is
iv, the +typne of language used to describe the then and
guent human experience with water, which is mainly tingsd

in =some negative phraseoclogy like ”fiand—haz=ri“ "filood-
Rl t7. “flood-damage® and sao on. and qELﬁrdlig
t al ttacnment to land rather than water as

2

a
spawned from such a relationship. For
"gaining agrourd” is uwsually innocently used
is derived from the Dutch relationship to
in the passage below- . '




The Dutch have recovered a considerable part of their
country from the ssa, but they have to kesp up an
unra2lenting  strugale to retain the ground they have
gained. The Dutch themselwves take 2% alil as a mastier
ot course, but foreigners have maintained that this
eternal Ffight against the water has shaped the
character not only of the land but  alse of its
irhabitant {The Netherlands Government Information
i

=
Service, 17467, p. Z)-

; that the human—-water relationship has
nlane of defense or attacik.

The above experiences and perceptions of water had some
implications Ffor the Dutch agricultural endeavours, namely,
land reclamation. tand reciamation is essentially a hydraulic
problem with the double purpose of impreving beth health and
agricullture, and the removal of stagnant waters resulting from
the flooding of rivers; {Harris 1957, p. - Behind each

such proisct with water liesz some attitude qnd theory about
water; (Thijsse  1%a61). According te Harris (1957) the real
originataors ot land reclamation in Northern Europe were the
Metherlanders, +rom motives forced upon them largely by self-
preservation; their approach was predominantly "of a defensive
or an offensive character,;? (ibid 1957, n. 3Z0il.

AN ALTERNATIVE VIEW

AN lternative view of land reclamation, however,. wists.
fis disti r:t from the traditional view which dichotomizes nature
and culture as a structural dualism, an ecological approach
adepted here basically acknowledges a camplex of co—-svolution
and co—adaptation of natural and cultural systems. Such  an
approach can help reveal the dynamic snd mutual infiuences of
Ruman cul tuwre and the natural envircnment of fens (marsby iand,
swamp or bogl, which are aress in which water plays a signRi+i-
cant role. As Merchasnt (1580} points out, 1t is important to
determing how environmental quality was atfected by the frans-—

formation from psazant sconomies for the purpose of subsistence
to capitalist Zontrol for the purpose of profit. The fenlands,
marshiands and $loodplains of seventeenth century Heliand and
England clearly i1llustrate the impact of an eypanding rFruwral
markzet economy on both the ecosystem and its associated subsis-
tence ecOonomy. The impowtation by Enoland of Dutch hvdraulic
noineering technology which was more suited to reciaiming new
lanus from the sea, often disrupted the lives of people whose
=Cﬁﬁgmv was 'Ptegrallv 14nked to the marsh and Flocdplains
1926, Thirsk 195 Inn the ceventeenith t
drdlnage and rsciamaticn of thess marshe

over the next three centuries, ultimat
i neatly planted fields of grairm, =
z d by ths gsometric Arrznnem nt
lamation measures were e oohus
£ thﬂ rural +fen inhabi tantd aqj drai
oped, bGarby 195&, Thirsk 1957, #erch
the dr‘ inage under akers wonld use the
p aganda at their disposal to trv to convincs  th
cupants of such things as the ralatively low product
nealthy nature of the floodplains and the marzhes.
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fen  occupants attempted to counter the
ibing their own picture ot the fenland sconomy as 0]

Tha dndertakers bave =1way5 vilified the fens, and
; have miz-informed many parliament mern, that th ;

is. a mere quagmire, and that it is a level hur
syrrcinded and of littie or no value; but o=
wopld live in Lhe fens, ‘and are neighbours to it,” |
'74anH the contrary ... - {(Buoted in Darby 1754, p. 2Z9}.

wnong the displaced people of the fens was often

Golidarity n
verns where grinking songs for the occasion

a
Bxpressed in  ta

ingludeds

'co%e brethren of the water, and let us all agsemhlee
4o . treat upon this matter, which makes us guake and
tremble,

for we shall rue it, if't be triue, that fens be
undertaken. and where we feed in fen and reed, they
will feed hoth beef and bacon. '

The Feather’'d fowls have wings, to Fly to other
nations: But we have no such things, to help owr
transportationss : ‘ ' .
Wa must give place (oh grievous case) to horned
beasts and except that we can all agree to drive them
out by battie",

{Buoted in Merchant 1980, p. &0i.

" Merchant (1980) adds that intellectual opposition to the fen
projects was centred on both social and ecological arguments,
but after the civil war (1642-16464) and despite setbacks, the
projects  were cantinued under the banner of progress,
commercial growth and national supremacy.

‘In Zambia, today, Loziland, fias traditional peasant
economies  for the purpose of subsistence, in which capitalist
control for the ourpose of profit is slowly taking root through
the ingeption of a Dutch-aided hydro—agricultural rice proiect.
It must be reslired, however, that such measures in England not
ocnly vielded social conflicts and environmental degradation,
but thers was-a whole cnmpleﬁ idealogy and philosophy about the

status of water and wetlands which was simultanecusly propo-
gatead.. To day;' nne wrhiter in Britain czn thus remind us  that
tlangds figure prominently 1in our natianal consciousness
iy az +orbidding, dreary and harardous places”, {Froctor
2. p- 18, The wetlands referred: tn include‘éené,'smamng
. fleoodpizsirns and marshes, all of wnichn evoke a particuiar
2 in which water plays a key role. And mainly dus to  the
us - inn which watsr has persistently bkeen heid, all such
habitats are wsually considered as Twastelands® in Europs
(Gtamp 1950¢, Netherlands Newsletter 194%).
COMCL HUSIONS -
he modern diffusion of the Dutch water superiences  1i=s

T
achievard therough polder—type hydro-—agricultural projects  (such

-



e one 1n Lozilan
reclemation. As White (1545]

a
oo [I}
2
11
W
1
X o
2
Mmoo
5
r [N
1
[
d
rt
m
=
hil
I
=
-5
]
3
il
st
il
J
1

1t has become commen in scientific as weli as popular
titeraturs to consider Floods as  great natursl
advrsaries whichman sseks vizrsistently to  overoower.
Rocording to this view, floods always are wsiery
marauders which do no good, and against which society
waoas = LGitter battl fhite 1945, p. 1),

The above statement clearly shows he nhiicsophical,
bistorical and thearetical heritage which colours such  of
modern Western thinking about floods.

Az the wgpreceeding discussion has shown the “+ilocod-hezard®
concept  which appeared 10 geographical studies in  Western
soCigety has a very long history behind it and can, in fact, b=
linked with the dominant imprint of a =single nation and
culture,; namaly that of the Netherlands.

It is, however, rarely realired that the concept is actually
an  ideaclogical move which bas synthesized philosophical,
psychalogical , sociological, political and pedagogical issues
in & single effort. The ragld pace of modern lifte in fambia,

i
and a comples constzilation of cultural, secial arnd political
ftactors seem to impede a long—term accumulated understanding of
how floods work a2nd how the Zambian people,  in particular, can
effectively relatres to them.

8 foliow-up article on the implications of teaching the - fload-—
hazard’ concept is to appear in the next issue of GEM - Fditor.

BARKER, J.E. (19204) The Rise and Decline of the Hptrer ands: A
Political and fconomic History and a Study In Practl
Statemanship, London: Smith, Elder and Companv.

BROOKFIELD, H.C. (1969) ‘i the onvironment as Ferceived®,

Progress In Geagraphy: @ Interrnational Reviewm afkv/urrenL
Aesearch, London: é&rnold, pp. 52830,

BURTONM, 1., ang WHITE, G.F. {i¥R1! “The Future of
Hazard = A reply to Wiiliam I. Torry®, The
Canadian Gea ; « Vnl. 25, Mo. 1 Sepring. pe. PE&L—THT,

DaREY, H.O. Draining of the §fens, Cambridge:
Cambridges University Fress.

GOUDIES, 4. (1984} The Humsn Iwmpacts flarr "= Rale IF
Envirenmental Change, Lambridas: MIT Press.

GROENMAN, 5. (1959} "Calm Amidst the Faging Waves: Why the
Hetheriands is Reclaiming the Zuider Zee", Deita, Voli. Z,
Mo, 4 Winter, pop., 515



Drainage and Reclamastion®, 'In
A Hiztorv of Technology, New
=18
{1985} YR 1ew:? Environment and Flanning DY,
and Zpace, V 1., & pp. 3BI-386.

HEL RURR, N, (1v
Gunn, a.M. (
the Zeventie
Inc,

). "Implications of Curriculum Decizions®. in
y High Schaool fecgraghy Frojscl: fegacy Yor
5, Montreal: Centrzy Educat

+|

i

l“"

£t Cuiturel,

The Riszks and Harard Series I,

HEWRITT )
I ionzs of Calamity, Winchester: Allen and Unwin.

k4
nterpreta

"

HUGHES, d.D. (15753 Ecology In  Anciernt Civilisatiaons..
Albuguerque: University of HMexico Fre55,
{(19748) The Dutch Rural Ecomomy in the Goldern Age

JAN DE URIES,
ISa0-1i740, London: Yale University Press.

S

LEIGH, C.H. and SIr, L.K. {(1983) "Attitude=s and Adjiustments tc
the Flood Hazard in a Mixed Ethnic Caommunity in Malacca
Town, Feninsular ﬂalays'a s Singapore Journal of Tropical
fecgraphy, Yal. 4, No. 1 pp. 40-52,

LEISS, M. {1974y The Dowmination of Hature, Boston: Bacon
Press.

LUCKMAN, T. and BERGER, P.L. {(196&) The Social fopstruction of
Reality:s A Treatise Iin the Sociclogy 0f Knowledge, New
York: Doubhleday and Companvy.

MELTRY, E. aﬁd THRNER | E. {1983 “HWetlands of the World:
Wetlands are not Wastelands®, Seographical Magazine, Jduly;
Vol. S5 pp. 12-17.

MITCHELL , J.k. {1¥84) "Hazard Ferception Studies: Convergent
Concerns and Divergent Anproaches Duwing the Fast Decade® .
i Baszrirpen, T.F., Seamon, D. and Sell., J.L. feds;
Environmentalil Perception and Behavicur:s Ar Invenitoery and
Fraozpect, The Universitw of Chicagos Department of

|,.-:
My
oo
n g
'

P Epnvironmental Educaltiaon: A {femparztive
Study  of Haodern ard Traditional Svystems in Zambia, WM.Ed.
Thasig {lnpublished), McBill University, Canada.

Froilsct
Froposa

F4F2 “The Fruits of the e=arth:
erlands', Vol. 4, No. ! pp. 1-17.

$u
P



Fath . RBoM {1i¥84) "Ferception of and Agricultural Adiustment to
Fi i gl adesh™ . Huwman Ecolagy,
i1

i Jamuna Floodplain, Ran

—0y

"Polders of  the WWorid® (128621 Symposiwm and Exhibition,
YAgorat, Lelystad The Netherlands. C
F”“E =, M. (i9A3) “wWetlands of tha World &: izsiands of Bog.
Fen and Moor", Geographical Magazine, Vol. LV, No. B pp.
4183-423.

SLICHER YAN BATH, B.H. {19&3) The Agrarian Hz:fnr“ af Western
Furopes A.D. 580-18540, London: Edward fArnold.

STamP, L.D. {1930} The Land of Britain — I
London: Longmans, Gresn and Company Ltd

THIISS, J.TH. {1241 "The Dutch Hydraulics LébDratnriEE: A
Miniature World of Water", Delta, VYol. 4, Ho. 2 pp. S5—14.

THIRSK, J. (1957) English Peasant Farming: The Agrarian
History of tincolnshire from Tudor to Recent Times,

London: Routledge and Kegan Faul. -

TIMES OF 7ZAMBIA (1984} Chawma, lundazz Cutl JT z Floods Hash
Amay Bridge, HMonday, February 24; and Times of Zambia
(1986) Floods Kill Five Ethiopians, Saturday, fApril 1%.

TOFRERY W. T, 1979 "Anthropological Studies in Hazardous
Environments: Fast Trends and WNew Horizons®, Current
Anthropology, Vol. ZO, fNo. 3 pp S517-540 ‘

WADDELL ., E. (1377} "The Hazards of GScientism: A HReview
article",; Human Ecolegy, Vol. S, Mo. 1 pp &£79-7b.

WaKD. K. (1978} Floodss: A Geographical Perspective,., Mew York:
Macmillan Press.

WILSON, ©C., {1968 The Dutch Republic angd the Civiliseticen of
the Seventeenth Cerntury, HNew York: Worid University
Library., McGraw—Hill Book Company. :

WHITE., G.F. {(1245) Human Adjustment to Floods: A Geographical
Approach to the Filooed Problem in the lUnited States,
Chicago: University of Chicago, Department of Gecgraphy
Rezearch Faper No. 27.

WHITE, G&G.F. (19461) "Introduction: The Strategy of Using
Floodplains®s in White, G.F. {ed) Fapers on Flaodg
Froplems, University of Chicago, Research Paper Mo. 76,

WHITE, G.F. (172723 "International Dimensions™, 1in Bunn, A.M.
{ed? High Zchooli Geography ProJect: Legacy Tor the
Severnties, Montreal: I.6.U., Congress.

WHITE, L.F. (1974} “"Matwral Hazard Research: Conrcepis,. Methods
and Folicy Implications®; 1in White, BG.F. (ed} Natural
Hazards: lacal, HMatrtional, Globai, HMNew York: Qx+ord
liniversity Press. '



This work is licensed under a
Creative Commons
Attribution - Noncommercial - NoDerivs 3.0 License.

To view a copy of the license please see:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

This is a download from the BLDS Digital Library on OpenDocs
http://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/

Institute of
Development Studies


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
http://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/

