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Abstract and Keywords

Colonization can be interpreted as a disaster with a fixed beginning but an indeterminate 
end, whose very purpose was to dispossess, disarm and, if necessary, destroy Indigenous 
Peoples. Disasters therefore continue to fall disproportionately on disempowered Indige
nous communities, families, and individuals—and Indigenous vulnerability is the corollary 
to settler colonial, capitalist, and neoliberal resiliency. Although Indigenous Knowledges 
can and do contribute to better disaster risk reduction (DRR), it is not obvious that the 
ongoing deployment of Indigenous Knowledges will prevent or even mitigate disasters for 
Indigenous communities. Positioning Indigenous Peoples as inherently resilient risks 
reifying the status quo of vulnerability and diverts attention from a key sociological com
ponent of resilience to disasters, namely sovereignty.
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Introduction
They say this is the end of the world. The power’s out and we’ve run out of gas 
and no one’s come up from down south. The say the food is running out and that 
we’re in danger. There’s a word they say too – ah . . . pock . . . ah . . .”

“Apocalypse?”

“Yes, apocalypse! What a silly word. I can tell you there’s no word like that in Ojib
we.”

Moon of the Crusted Snow, Waubgeshig Rice (2018, p. 22)

Disasters punctuate all societies, but we could be forgiven in thinking that Indigenous so
cieties are inherently disastrous. Take the film Blood Quantum (2019, dir., Jeff Barnaby, 
Mi’kmaq), an overdue Indigenous contribution to the zombie genre. The plot revolves 
around an immunity that all the Indigenous characters have to whatever turns their non- 
Indigenous (White) neighbors into your classic undead cannibal. For all their faults, it is 
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not the residents of Red Crow Reservation who (spoiler alert) have an insatiable hunger 
for intestines, penises, and babies, but rather the descendants of colonizers. And so we 
tell ourselves, and the non-Indigenous world, that we may live in a bad way, but a zombie 
attack is just one more thing to deal with, and maybe not even the worst thing that week.

The premise at the heart of Blood Quantum has not aged well in relation to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Many Indigenous communities were disproportionately impacted (Internation
al Work Group for Indigenous Affairs & International Labour Organization, 2020; Steyn et 
al., 2020), with the Navajo Nation in the southwestern United States experiencing per
haps the highest infection rate and mortality, and in the world’s largest economy (Jim, 
2020). However, many Indigenous communities have—so far—avoided their predicted 
decimation; the rate of COVID-19 for Indigenous communities in Canada was initially low
er than that for the general population (Richardson & Crawford, 2020), as it was in New 
Zealand for Māori (McMeeking & Savage, 2020). Yet as the virus mutates and continues 
to infect and kill people, Indigenous communities remain extremely vulnerable. In the 
words of Nigerian researcher Victor Okerie, “Every disaster is a story teller” (Athayde et 
al., 2015), and the ending of COVID-19 for Indigenous Peoples has yet to play out.

What can be said of COVID-19 is that Indigenous experiences of this latest disaster con
tinue the story told in the research literature, a curious amalgam of vulnerability (Indige
nous communities are the most at risk to disasters) and resilience (epitomized by our 
communities living with environmental hazards over extended timelines). Pākehā sociolo
gist Steve Matthewman (2015, p. 4) argues that disasters “lift the veil” on how a society 
works or doesn’t work; we see what is tolerated and what is not. Indigenous observers 
well know that a disaster strips a society bare to the challenges of hazard, risk, and sur
vival in a world of inequities and inequalities.

Indigenous endurance (a more apt term than resilience) has been based on cultural insti
tutions that mediate between biophysical environments and the evolving needs and de
sires of communities through inclusive, relationship-based processes. We see this in the 
work of Durie (2005), Louis et al. (2012), Purdy (2020), and many other Indigenous schol
ars who are considerably outnumbered by the ranks of non-Indigenous scholars who sup
port, and do not support, Indigenous discourses. Surely, this vision of a more intelligent 
approach to life describes what is desperately needed in the 21st century. But despite the 
growing insights of disaster risk reduction science and policy, Indigenous societies are 

more exposed to risk (United Nations General Assembly, 2014). I argue there are two ob
vious reasons why Indigenous sociologists should be interested in disasters: first, to bet
ter recognize a key feature of Indigenous worlds; and second, to support these worlds in 
reducing the risks they face. With disasters projected to increase in occurrence and 
severity (World Bank & United Nations, 2010), this might even be seen as an urgent re
quirement of Indigenous sociology.
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An Indigenous Sociology of Disasters: Re
silience and Vulnerability
Mainstream disasterologists rarely acknowledge their discipline is an atheoretical space 
of great importance to society but with limited success in reducing disasters (Alexander, 
2017). Instead, most disaster-related literature is a rapidly growing collection of empiri
cal case studies and their “lessons learned.” I admit this literature does accommodate an 
expanding role for Indigenous Knowledges, and multilateral disaster risk reduction (DRR) 
agreements allow for the integration of Indigenous Knowledges into Western ones (Lam
bert & Scott, 2019); empowering Indigenous knowledge-holders, however, remains diffi
cult and contentious (Lambert & Mark-Shadbolt, 2021). The justification of a role for 
Indigenous Knowledges in managing disasters is that despite many generations of mar
ginalization and violent oppression, Indigenous communities still retain knowledges and 
practices that enable their survival in the face of traumatic and recurring events.

And so Indigenous Peoples are the epitome of resilience. The term itself has a venerable 
history in several disciplines, notably engineering (a property of materials and struc
tures), psychology (displayed by individuals, particularly children in distressing circum
stances), and ecology (the stability or recovery of ecosystems). As a system property such 
as a community might hold, we can interpret resilience as the ability of a system to ab
sorb shocks before altering its own structure in some way, or the speed of recovery of a 
system following an emergency or disaster (Adger, 2000, Ulanowicz, 2000). Paraphrasing 
non-Indigenous researchers Berkes et al. (2003), we can identify three defining charac
teristics of community resilience: the amount of change a community can undergo while 
retaining the same controls on function and structure, the degree to which a community 
is capable of self-organization, and the ability to build and increase the capacity for learn
ing and adaptation.

Yet Indigenous communities also experience ongoing vulnerability in the face of growing 
environmental and technological hazards (Rivera, 2020, Secretariat of the Permanent Fo
rum on Indigenous Issues, 2017). The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the frailty of na
tional health systems that were already failing Indigenous Peoples (Jim, 2020). Resource 
extraction from Indigenous lands and waters continues as companies “seek to shift the 
burden of recovery and make opportunistic use of the crisis” (Bernauer & Slowey, 2020). 
Too often, “disaster capitalism” (Klein, 2007) is content to continue without the trans
parency expected or required to address concerns, and now the private and public sec
tors seem beset with a franticness bought on by economic decline driven by the shutter
ing of many aspects of the economy due to COVID-19. Given the overwhelming impacts of 
colonization, is Indigenous sociology limited by a lack of attention to the details of disas
ters, given that modern Indigenous worlds can be described as post-disaster landscapes?

Of course, it is not just Indigenous communities struggling in this new world of resilience. 
While disaster fatalities in affluent countries are declining—testament to the efficacy of 
disaster sciences in mitigating disasters—the increasing deaths in poorer countries (Unit
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ed Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, 2015) speaks to the ongoing failure of poli
tics to be truly inclusive.

The Boxing Day tsunami of 2004 provides evidence of both resilience and vulnerability. 
The disaster led, rightly, to a massive international response. While cynically we might 
say this was due to the large number of Western tourists killed and injured (Keys et al., 
2006), the role of Indigenous Knowledges in the response received important attention 
within disaster studies and was credited with saving many lives (see, for example, 
McAdoo et al., 2006). Most citations refer to Simeulue Island, where estimates of deaths 
range from seven (Meyers & Watson, 2008) to 44 of the 78,000 residents (United Nations 
Information Management Service, 2005). The key Indigenous Knowledge credited with 
this result is a traditional song called a smong, the words of which warn people to seek 
higher ground after severe shaking.

Syafwina (2014) reveals the smong (actually a lullaby sung to children) was originally 
composed after a 7.8 magnitude earthquake on January 4, 1907, which caused the death 
of 70% of the Simeulue population. Of course, a successful response to one event can 
arise from an unsuccessful response or nonresponse to a previous event: societies do 
learn. But while Indigenous Knowledge can be a powerful tool for DRR, as the Boxing Day 
tsunami shows, “without recognition and utilization, it is merely a part of common things 

in community” (Syafwina, 2014, p. 573, emphasis added). The limitations of Indigenous 
Knowledges were also observed by Dutch researcher Thea Hilhorst et al. (2015) in the 
disaster response to a 2009 cyclone in the Asia Pacific region, noting the knowledge was 
“neither completely local, nor homogenous, nor shared” (p. 506). Traditional knowledges 
are just a part of the suite of knowledges accessible by Indigenous Peoples for their devel
opment and security.

History also records a 10-year-old British girl, Tilly Smith, on holiday with her family in 
Thailand, who noticed the sea behaving strangely while on a walk and realized a tsunami 
was imminent. Ms. Smith’s knowledge came from a geography class; there is no mention 
of Indigenous Knowledges on her Wikipedia page (Smith, 2017). Of course, the wider 
death toll from the 2004 tsunami, the loss and suffering of millions of people and then 
subsequent events (the area was struck by another large earthquake in March 2005) 
make a mockery of all knowledges that might presume to inform disaster mitigation. The 
Simeulue Islanders are doing a lot of work in DRR, in more ways than one.

Lest I be thought an Indigenous Knowledges apostate, I acknowledge the sheer en
durance of Indigenous communities is proof that something works in the face of the envi
ronmental hazards, colonial genocide, pandemics, and so on; it is just not obvious exactly 
what works. I am intrigued by Indigenous conceptions of time and see disasters challeng
ing simplistic conceptions of circular time, as Indigenous disasters seem to clearly unfold 
along an irrevocable model of linear time. To better understand Indigenous societies in 
disasters, and prompt or provoke Indigenous sociology into examining disasters, I open 
four windows to look at Indigenous disaster sociology. The first two are actually post-dis
aster phases: the response and recovery to a disaster. The second two are the readiness 
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of a society, and actions to reduce the vulnerability of this society to future disasters (Na
tional Emergency Management Agency, 2021). Each phase is inextricably social, and if 
any culture can be said to exist, it must exist to inform urgent decisions as much as those 
decisions made with the benefit of reflection.

Phase 1: Response
As the lead characters of Blood Quantum realize the danger—namely White people—they 
wisely respond by taking steps to exclude all zombies from their community. This charac
terizes the COVID-19 response of many isolated communities that, when and where they 
could, simply barricaded the roads that led to their settlements. Examples can be seen in 
Canada (Macyshon & Bogart, 2020) and New Zealand (Williams & Biddle, 2020). The de
ployment of cultural practices and the mobilization of traditional institutions was also 
seen in the aftermath of the 2011 Christchurch earthquake, when Māori institutions coor
dinated a collective deployment of support (Lambert, 2014a; Phibbs et al., 2015). In a 
similar fashion, the Indigenous response to the 2015 fire season in northern 
Saskatchewan filled gaps in the official support. Mainstream organizations, principally 
the Red Cross, set up evacuation centers in major cities, a normal response. But unoffi
cial evacuation sites were also established in several Indigenous communities (Lambert et 
al., 2019). These Indigenous-led emergency responses stood out in assisting Indigenous 
evacuees, particularly Elders, some of whom had experienced racism within the official 
response. Families were kept together and traditional foods offered, with local hunters 
and fishers supplying what was called the “Rez Cross” (Betancur, 2019). Indigenous com
munities are first responders through unprompted and culturally framed practices.

Despite the presence of Indigenous communities on the front line of many disasters, legis
lation and policy often exclude Indigenous voices in emergency responses. Métis re
searcher Amy Christianson (2011) notes the decline in Indigenous participation in fight
ing wildfires as regulations increased training and fitness requirements. Many Indige
nous communities also lack the capacity and training to respond in a timely, and there
fore effective, manner. In the words of one community member, applicable to a variety of 
hazards and emergencies, “Whenever there’s a problem, you deal with it while it’s small 
before it becomes big, right?” (Asfaw et al., 2019). Indigenous first responders are oper
ating both formally, as trained front-line professionals, and informally, by default as com
munity members, as they have from time immemorial.

In this supposedly first phase of a disaster, we see Indigenous societies spontaneously 
helping those in need. Operationalized, such culturally framed responses satisfy all the 
standard requirements—shelter, food and water, hygiene, psychosocial support—with 
communal bathrooms and kitchens, and sleeping space, with experienced cooks and 
servers bringing their curious concern and collective chatter channeled through cultural 
lenses. The logistical nimbleness and empathetic sociality of Indigenous communities are 
remarkable (Yumagulova et al., 2021). But if colonization is disaster (see, for example, 
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Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014), is Indigenous sociology, or Indigenous anything, always operating in 
a post-disaster context? And if so, what are the implications of this?

Phase 2: Recovery
The response phase is the most graphic, with its seemingly endless images and videos of 
frightening events streamed by subjects in the midst of the disaster to personal comput
ers and handheld devices of a potentially global audience. Yet the recovery phase is the 
focus of intense and often extended attention as figurative and literal postmortems accu
mulate, and the disputes and controversies over who benefits and who struggles are laid 
bare. Recovery is also perhaps the most subjective phase of disaster management. When 
is a disaster over? When are you expected to be “back to normal”? The temporal parame
ters of emergency powers are as contested as the conditions under which an emergency 
is declared (Loevy, 2016). Likewise, the relevant political authority and legal jurisdictions 
are contingent upon historical legacies and concurrent economic forces. States have an 
obvious and vested interest in the reassertion of the status quo, whereas a family who has 
lost a loved one is permanently altered. If you accept colonization as the defining disaster 
of Indigenous Peoples, when are these Peoples recovered? Does it end? Can it end?

The 2011 Christchurch earthquakes provide a vital case study in understanding the im
pacts of a major disaster on an urban Indigenous population. Comprising several major 
seismic events over many months, and thousands of smaller but still anxiety-inducing af
tershocks, urban Māori communities struggled to recover. A series of six “well-being” sur
veys were conducted (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2016), over which 
Māori participants disproportionately reported a decline in their well-being. Of course, 
we must be cautious about making blanket generalizations about Indigenous Peoples. In 
my own work I found Māori individuals and households with pre-disaster economic secu
rity fared better than Māori and non-Māori without economic security through the recov
ery phase (Lambert, 2014b). To say that general post-disaster well-being often declines, 
and that financial security mitigates this, are banal results but deserve mention as a re
joinder to arguments that position Indigenous endurance as prima facie evidence of 
something more elevated, a resilience somehow emanating from Indigenous DNA.

The extended temporal characteristics of Indigenous experiences can be further seen in 
the precursors and aftermath of the 1917 Halifax, Canada, explosion, the largest human- 
made explosion before the atomic era. The natural harbor of Halifax on the Atlantic coast 
of Canada was a key supply node for the Allies in World War I. On December 6, 1917, two 
ships, one carrying munitions to the front lines, collided and caught fire. The resulting 
blast devastated large areas of the city and killed over 2,000 people. Kepe’kek, a Mi’kmaq 
community also known as Turtle Grove or Cove, was almost directly opposite the explo
sion (Burke, 1994). All seven households were destroyed and nine of the 21 residents 
killed (Jeremiah Bartlett Alexis, aka Jerry Lonecloud, in Holmes Whitehead, 1991, p. 304). 
The community was thrown into an urgent response and difficult recovery.
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At the time, a White settler had sought the removal of Mi’kmaq and was pursuing this 
through lobbying government and physical harassment. After the explosion, he and other 
White settlers saw “[t]he Indians were gone, evicted by the explosion rather than by him 
or the government” (Remes, 2014, p 457). A local politician thought of the explosion as 
“the closing scene of Indian life in Dartmouth” (Remes, 2014, p. 457). Like the deliberate 
destruction of Indigenous populations in the centuries before, the disaster was imagined 
as a tragic but unavoidable disappearance. The absence of Natives meant that Whites 
who wanted land could move in without trouble or compunction. Except the Mi’kmaq 
were not gone. The majority of that community survived, and Mi’kmaq litigation for their 
rights, which had begun in the late 1800s, continued. On the centenary of the disaster, a 
young Mi’kmaq woman announced the revival of her communities’ ownership through the 
development of waterfront property (Coulter et al., 2018, Demont, 2017). Recovery is in 
the eyes of the recovered, and the time it takes to achieve is just that.

Other experiences of Indigenous recovery can be identified in the disaster literature. A 
1951 eruption of Mt. Lamington in Papua New Guinea led to “deep social and cultural 
changes” for several Indigenous communities (Gaillard, 2007). Of these, the Orokaivans 
had to leave their ancestral lands on the slopes of the volcano, losing traditional cere
monies as communal land ownership became sole tenure, and new cash crops were 
adopted. Higher mortality rates among the elderly, perhaps the ultimate indicator of 
Indigenous vulnerability, were also observed. In Peru, reconstruction after a 1970 earth
quake led to significant changes for mestizos and Indian social hierarchies (Bode, 1977) 
and the saying “first the earthquake, then the disaster” (Oliver-Smith, 1994) speaks to the 
role of corruption in disaster recovery. Resettlement of Taiwanese Indigenous communi
ties after Cyclone Morakot in 2009 saw the “interplay between power, resilience and vul
nerability . . . reconfigure as displacement or disconnection” (Hsu et al., 2019). These are 
the same brutal “recovery” decisions made on several Manitoba communities evacuated 
in 2011 because of flooding. Many community members were housed in hotels and mo
tels; some had not returned to their community after seven years (Indigenous Services 
Canada Emergency Management, 2018). Again, Elders were particularly vulnerable and 
the community’s death rate was several percentage points higher than the Manitoba av
erage (Grabish, 2017). Recovery was killing them. Phibbs et al. (2018) label this the In
verse Recovery Law, but at its simplest, Indigenous communities suffer because that is 
what dominant political-economic systems deem normal.

While the lack of Indigenous self-determination is laid bare in the constraints put on 
Indigenous communities, a significant counter to impoverishment is the experience of 
Ngāi Tahu, the local tribe in whose territories the Christchurch earthquakes played out. 
Having settled a large treaty claim in the mid-1990s, the tribe had accumulated signifi
cant assets, notably in property and joint ventures across several sectors. While the 
tribe’s corporate portfolio took a significant hit in the year after the quake, their collec
tive wealth bounced back remarkably quickly, driven by the need for rapid residential re
builds in which the tribe was able to develop its own land holdings or partner as a key
stone investor (Kenney, 2019; Wood, 2015). Treaties, where they exist, articulate sover
eignty and demand a voice (preferably multiple voices) in the decision-making process. 
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Here again, as we see with Ngāi Tahu in Christchurch, there is a need for a critical look 
at the machinations of capital beyond the platitudes of cultural renaissance.

To summarize these first two phases: Indigenous societies respond as they must, and re
cover as they can. The first phase, that of responding to an event, can have extremely 
compacted time frames of split-second life and death decisions. The second and often 
drawn-out recovery phase can be measured in months if not years and may never be com
plete.

Phase 3: Readiness
For emergency and disaster managers, readiness or preparedness is the key period in 
which a “better world” can be sought as risks are identified and then mitigated. While 
this involves training and resourcing specialized emergency services, it also includes 
planning by public and private organizations so that employees at all levels are aware of 
their roles in the event of a significant disruption to normal operations (Handmer & 
Dovers, 2007). I have already noted the importance of the community-centric Indigenous 
first response observed (but rarely acknowledged) in the immediate aftermath of many 
disasters (see also McGee & Christianson, 2021). The realization of the need for readi
ness is evident among many Indigenous leaders. The 2009 H1N1 pandemic prompted an 
emergency plan by the Beardy’s and Okemasis Cree Nation in Saskatchewan, Canada 
(Betancur, 2019), and news of an outbreak of a new virus in China led the Pasqua First 
Nation chief to stockpile supplies and prepare for quarantine (Laskowski, 2020). A nonfa
tal earthquake in Christchurch on September 4, 2010, prompted a Māori mental health 
manager in Christchurch to back up client data, a key factor in how her organization 
maintained services in the fatal February 2011 event (Lambert et al., 2014). Leadership 
matters in all phases, and readiness is one area where prescient governance and manage
ment can save lives.

These examples emphasize the deliberate underresourcing of Indigenous efforts to mini
mize the exposure of their communities to hazards and risks. While the story of COVID-19 
remains unfinished, the success of some Indigenous communities in minimizing their ex
posure to this disaster occurred despite the woefully unprepared wider pandemic readi
ness (Bell, 2020; Noyes, 2020). Sociologists, Indigenous or otherwise, will find fertile 
ground in examining the implications of intellectual and political corruption on the deci
sion-making and social behavior exposed by the window of this latest pandemic. Again, I 
draw attention to the more specific readiness that Indigenous disaster sociology might in
form. Researchers have collected considerable case studies on what was often called Tra
ditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), a foundational base to Indigenous Knowledges, as it 
focuses on the interpretation and manipulation of ecosystems by Indigenous communities 
(Aitken et al., 2021, Chisholm Hatfield et al., 2018). For instance, communities living near 
or even on volcanoes (volcanic soil is very fertile) have always integrated volcanic risks 
into the mythical, genealogical, and pragmatic interactions they have with their environ
ment (Glowczewski, 2020). Indigenous histories include the deployment of techniques 
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through a framework of belief and understanding of these worlds, including their haz
ards, as familial and therefore not alien relations.

The relationships between hazard and culture present two aspects of readiness that can 
be informed by an Indigenous disaster sociology. The first is the role of the mystical and 
the prophecy of some individuals who foresee, among other things, disasters and danger. 
Of this I can say little other than it is barely examined by researchers, and the associated 
knowledges not easily or safely accessed. Still, it is a topic we should be more familiar 
with. Kronmüller et al. (2017) claim an enactment of a Mapuche ceremony, a ritual human 
sacrifice “to try to stop the end of the world” after a 1960 earthquake in Chile. There is 
the story of a ghost canoe on Lake Tarawera in the days before an 1866 eruption that 
killed many Māori (Tapuke, 2017). While evil portents have been articulated by many reli
gious leaders and their followers in the aftermath of disaster, European philosophy explic
itly dismissed metaphysical causation after the 1755 Lisbon earthquake (Coen, 2013; 
Dynes, 2000). For Indigenous observers, the “metaphysical” is both still present and still 
interpreted as a causal factor in disasters. How does an Indigenous sociology 
(re)integrate topics long dismissed by Western sociology?

The second aspect of disaster readiness worthy of attention by Indigenous disaster sociol
ogy is the explicit knowledge of hazards held by communities. Traditional early warning 
systems may still be evident in knowledge of the behavior of various animal species, such 
as floods predicted by insects moving up trees, or birds nesting higher, or weather and 
climate observations (Armatas et al., 2016; Belay-As, 2019). These knowledges might be 
communal—they are certainly described as such—but vital expertise still resides within 
the heads of individuals ( Ataria et al., 2018; Haque, 2019,). How these knowledge keep
ers collaborate with disaster specialists, government officials, and emergency managers 
will always contingent on people and systems that too often remain mired in racism and 
violence (Lambert & Mark-Shadbolt, 2021).

The concept of readying for a disaster requires us to transition into the most surreal 
phase of a disaster: the time before the event has occurred. But first, can the start of any 
disaster be easily identified? In the Hollywood hit Titanic (1997, dir. Cameron), an officer 
of the doomed ship talks to our heroine, informing her that because of the damage sus
tained after hitting an iceberg, the ship will sink. He reminds her of their previous con
versation about the lack of sufficient lifeboats to rescue all passengers. Most of the own
ers, investors, crew, and passengers of the Titanic assumed the disaster simply could not 
happen, as the ship was designed to be unsinkable; others saw that the risks could and 
should have been mitigated (a slower speed, a faster response, more lifeboats). And even 
after the Titanic had collided with a million tons of ice, most passengers still did not know 
the disaster had already happened; the ship was catastrophically compromised and was in 
the process of sinking. The band, as we now say, played on.1

Returning to Indigenous contact experiences—those years before the disaster of coloniza
tion was evident—we hear how Indigenous People showed curiosity, fear, amusement, at
traction, and repulsion (Nabokov, 1999). If colonization is the uber-disaster of Indigenous 
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societies, is disaster readiness beyond the strategic reach of Indigenous communities? 
However, rather than resign ourselves to the apocalypse, the way to a better future is 
through building a better present. How can Indigenous societies implement effective dis
aster risk reduction?

Phase 4: Reduction
Disaster management has transitioned from an emphasis on response and recovery in 
which hazards were theorized as external to society, to a disaster risk reduction (DRR) ap
proach that sees hazards as emanating from society (United Nations Office for Disaster 
Risk Reduction, 2015). While this paradigm shift coincides with the acceptance of Indige
nous Knowledges in DRR, the wider forces at work remain oppressive towards Indige
nous Peoples. The lack of a voice in managing Indigenous territories (Walker et al., 2013) 
is manifested in the recurring losses, evacuations, and negative experiences of Indige
nous communities through disasters. For example, flood mitigation planning by succes
sive Manitoba governments meant the 2011 flood waters were directed away from dense
ly populated metropolitan areas toward sparsely populated rural space—exactly those 
spaces reserved for Indigenous communities (Thompson, 2015). Spanish colonization of 
the Americas limited and often destroyed the ability of Indigenous populations to coexist 
with local hazards (Tory, 1979). Oliver-Smith (1994) revealed the influence of Spanish ma
terials, design, and settlement patterns in contributing to the vulnerability of Indigenous 
communities in the 1970 Peruvian earthquake disaster. This particular event gave disas
ter sociology the memorable line “first the earthquake, then the disaster!” highlighting 
how the modern corruption of dominant societies continues the disaster risk creation of 
colonization. Roles for Indigenous communities in managing fire on their lands is often 
dismissed by policymakers, but a powerful case exists for traditional fire management 
techniques in light of recurring megafires in the United States, Australia, and elsewhere, 
ecosystems in which Indigenous Peoples have lived with and managed fire risks for mil
lennia (Richardson & Goll, 2020). Given the urgency of the latest report of the Interna
tional Panel on Climate Change (2021), it is clear that Indigenous Peoples should not only 
be front-line responders but also backroom strategizers in addressing threats to local and 
global survival.

Discussion
With overlapping biophysical and socioeconomic disasters, Indigenous Peoples at commu
nity and neighborhood scales are experiencing the physical, economic, social, and cultur
al collapse of their space and place. Urban Indigenous communities add to the complexity 
of this landscape as their proportion of Indigenous societies grow, and the risks they face 
multiply. What is this world? And how can it be safer? Disaster literature has transitioned 
from a denial of Indigenous histories and abilities to a limited acceptance of Indigenous 
Knowledges as insightful, accurate, and valuable in mitigating many natural hazards. We 
can see that Indigenous communities spontaneously and logically extend their support to 
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non-Indigenous neighbors and strangers as a response to disaster. These communities 
then struggle to assert their needs in recovering from a disaster, preparing for the next 
event, and reducing their long-term exposure to future disasters. Some of these future 
disasters, such as climate change, have in a sense already happened.

Blind acceptance of “resilience” as a label for Indigenous People who are not dead in the 
face of disaster is to prescribe to Indigeneity an essentialism hardly borne out by lived ex
periences and empirical evidence. As with the fictional residents of Red Crow Reserve, 
Indigenous Peoples perform an endurance that is increasingly interpreted as the last re
sort for all humanity. Here we risk a reliance on metaphor divorced from the dynamic risk 
profile any community. The literature is dominated by well-meaning (or not) non-Indige
nous sociologists and fellow travelers who find what they are looking for in their academ
ic allyship. For example, a 2015 newspaper article (Wannan, 2015) supports the validity 
of Indigenous Knowledges in describing where a flooded stream is seen as a lizard whose 
tails flicks from side to side (Evans, 2020; Hikuroa, 2016; Jenkins, 2019). Such publica
tions read as though Indigenous Peoples are trying to convince themselves that Indige
nous ancestors knew a thing or two about the world they lived in.

Of course, Indigenous Knowledges are not to be known or judged by a single datum or 
story, and no sound bite or publication can do justice to a culture. While the role of 
Indigenous Knowledges is important for some hazards, this knowledge is fragmented and 
its relevance questionable. The appropriate response can be as simple as a lullaby or the 
intergenerational memory of a quietly meandering stream that may occasionally flood. 
For some hazards, the knowledge to be mobilized for DRR may be no more complex than 
a geography lesson mobilized through any physical or online classroom. Returning to the 
concept of time and change, are the environmental foundations of Indigenous Knowl
edges changing too rapidly for effective use? Inuit researcher Watt-Cloutier (2015), dis
cussing climate change, uses the Inuit term uggianaqtuq, which describes “a friend who 
is behaving unexpectedly, or in an unfamiliar way” (cited in Scott, 2019). The previously 
predictable weather and sea ice conditions were deteriorating and Inuit knowledge keep
ers were struggling with the pace of environmental change.

I take Matthewman’s (2015, p. 4) interpretation of disasters as “syndromes of our times” 
and argue that Indigenous societies occupy the front line of past, present, and future dis
asters. Viewing Indigenous societies through the windows broken open by disaster show 
our knowledges and cultures are vulnerable to loss, marginalization, and dismissal no 
matter how revered or practical they may be. The integration of Indigenous Knowledges 
into DRR (and other) science programs to build resilience “invites a fundamental question 
that must be continually revisited” (Bohensky & Maru, 2011): What is this integration 
building the resilience of, for whom, and on which scales in time and space? If risk is 
some mathematical function of hazard, exposure and outrage (Sandman, 1989), where is 
the outrage at the conditions which frame Indigenous lives? To paraphrase Engels 
(1845/1969), dominant societies are daily committing Indigenous murders (see Hubbard, 
2019) that non-Indigenous people can barely trouble themselves with.
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Recovery (quick, slow, or never-ending?) exposes the power structure of any society, and 
there are too few examples of Indigenous Peoples reclaiming this power. Time and again, 
when we unpack Indigenous experiences of disaster, we see declines in well-being, migra
tions from traditional territories, loss of resources, marginalization from decision-making, 
and not a reduction but an increase in vulnerabilities through the creation of disaster 
risks. Demands to “build back better” rarely include a revolutionary change in power and 
control but revolve around better planning and more harmonious, “nicer,” urban develop
ment (Gunder & Hillier, 2009). The limited acceptance of Indigenous Knowledges in DRR 
is unable to halt ever greater disasters as Indigenous rights, well-being, and survival 
come under renewed pressure from neoliberal systems that are accelerating their extrac
tion of wealth from fragile ecosystems. Indigenous territories are now blessed with new
found value in the currency of biodiversity, carbon, oxygen, and—the ultimate colonial in
sult—conservation parks and cultural havens.

In the atheoretical space of disaster studies, let me tentatively propose a law of disaster 
studies, the discipline’s first, and one sourced from Indigenous experiences. Wherever 
disasters fall, where the impacted societies include or comprise Indigenous Peoples, then 
Indigenous communities will be more adversely impacted, and for longer, and with 
greater vulnerability to future disasters. Let me also offer a caveat: those Indigenous Peo
ples whose sovereignty is acknowledged can better reduce the risks they are exposed to, 
ready themselves for whatever might befall them, and, should a disaster occur, respond 
more effectively and recover quicker and better than might otherwise be the case. The 
deployment of Indigenous culture and logistics in the Saskatchewan “Rez Cross” and the 
empowerment of Ngāi Tahu post-earthquake was built on a platform of continual resis
tance, community strengths, treaty rights (reiterated in the UN Declaration of the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples), and increasingly through legislated authority.

The disaster of colonization was foretold by any number of Indigenous leaders and seers 
(Nabokov, 1999). It had a beginning, we are perhaps now through the middle, and we are 
trying to bring the whole sorry experience to an end. Returning briefly to Indigenous ex
periences of time, I do not want colonization to be a recurring feature of circular or other
wise nonlinear time. Dealing with the risk of disasters requires a linear temporality in 
which preparedness to an event is an explicit requirement of an effective response 

post-event. However, although time may be an arrow for DRR, this does not preclude oth
er temporal conceptions of both the order of things—what happens and when—and the 
return and recurrence of past events. While Western-framed academia and its disciplines 
may be something of a distraction, if Indigenous societies wish to foretell the future, one 
would assume Indigenous sociology would be to the fore.

Conclusion
Colonization is a disaster with a fixed beginning and an indeterminate end. Imperial, colo
nial, and neoliberal forces embedded structures whose very purpose was to dispossess, 
disarm, and, if necessary, destroy Indigenous Peoples. From a disaster studies lens, this 
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history has built societies in which the risks from disasters fall disproportionately on dis
empowered communities, families, and individuals. In this model, Indigenous vulnerabili
ty is the corollary to settler-colonial, capitalist, neoliberal resiliency.

As urban Indigenous communities continue their rapid growth, a growing proportion of 
Indigenous Peoples will be exposed to new, compounding, and overlapping risks. It is not 
obvious that the faithful deployment of Indigenous Knowledges will prevent or even miti
gate a disaster for any community or its members. In yet another insult to Indigenous 
sovereignty, do Indigenous societies need to integrate that original disaster risk-creation 
knowledge, Western science?

Of course, Indigenous Peoples should not have to be resilient to the level of hatred direct
ed toward them. Positioning resilience as an admirable callus on our collective lives— 

built up over generations of oppression—reifies the status quo of vulnerability and diverts 
attention from a key sociological component of resilience to disaster, namely sovereignty.
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Notes:

(1) The band members all drowned, along with 1,500 of the 2,200 passengers, on the 
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