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The purpose of this article is to make a case for the centrality of geography in studying human 
dimensions of urban environmental change. The author undertakes this task by highlighting two 
potential areas of inquiry that need further attention: (a) the creation of sociospatial identities 
and (b) urban governance as it relates to disasters. For each area of inquiry, the author provides a 
conceptual statement and a brief illustration.
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A year prior to Hurricane Katrina, I visited New Orleans as part of a nationwide 
study of urban floodplain mitigation for the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA). The project involved interviews with all levels of government, community-
based organizations, and households living in the 100-year floodplains. FEMA wanted 
to know what would persuade people living in “harm’s way” to participate in a flood 
mitigation project. As part of this project, I have been chronicling the ways in which 
geography is deployed in managing disasters in cities. The purpose of this article is to 
make a case for the centrality of geographic thought for a research agenda studying 
human dimensions of urban environmental change. I undertake this task by highlight-
ing two potential areas of inquiry that need further attention: (a) the creation of so-
ciospatial identities and (b) urban governance as it relates to disasters. For each area of 
inquiry, I provide a conceptual statement and a brief illustration.

The Setup

Although there is not space to provide an overview of U.S. policy toward reducing 
flood losses, since 1993, there has been increased emphasis on predisaster mitigation 
to “move people out of harm’s way.”1 This reflects a turn toward neoliberalist policy 
aimed at reducing the federal government’s role in providing for the welfare of prop-
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erty owners through flood insurance. Since being placed under the U.S. Department 
of Homeland Security, FEMA has suffered major budget cuts and increasingly out-
sourced its activities to the private sector, which has arguably reregulated the relation-
ship between the federal government, cities, and society. A particularly important part 
of this organizational sea change has involved the geographical imagination put to 
work.

During the 1990s, multiple studies, reviews, and task forces, internal and external to 
FEMA, recommended that the organization play an advisory and coordinating role to 
regions, states, and localities, lessening its direct involvement and oversight in the day-
to-day operations of hazard mitigation (National Academy of Public Administration, 
1993; National Performance Review, 1993). These points were emphasized by the Bi-
partisan Taskforce on Disasters of the U.S. House of Representatives, which issued a 
report recommending the devolution of federal taxpayer burden to states and localities 
(Interagency Floodplain Management Review Committee, 1994). Specific to flooding, 
additional reports have called for devolution to the level of the individual, citing that 
states, localities, and people, given relevant information and notice, might need to take 
responsibility for themselves altogether if they decide not to leave the 100-year flood-
plain (Faber, 1996).

The latest federal policy to support this approach toward individual responsibility 
has been the passing of the Bunning-Bereuter-Blumenauer Flood Insurance Reform 
Act of 2004 (P.L. 108-264), aimed at holding repetitive-loss property owners respon-
sible for flood damage if they refuse offers of mitigation. Although the statute autho-
rized $40 million a year for the mitigation of repetitively damaged properties, in a 
Reagan-like approach to dismantling the welfare state, the funds were not included in 
the Department of Homeland Security’s budget request for fiscal year 2006 to fund the 
initiative (King, 2005). This has not been widely publicized, nor has the fact that ap-
proximately 40% of repetitive-loss property owners are low-income households, pri-
marily racial minorities who have lived in the segregated “bottoms” for quite some 
time. In the next two sections, I raise two particularly significant ways in which geo-
graphical analysis could provide insight to future migration efforts.

The Creation of Sociospatial Identities

In sociology, the study of identity work—the production and performance of iden-
tities that guides social interaction—has long been an area of inquiry (Goffman, 1959; 
Snow & Anderson, 1987). Human geography has enhanced this conceptualization by 
arguing that a group’s relationship to space is a physical and cultural achievement in-
volving the production of meanings that tie people and place in specific ways, support-
ing certain projects and “possible futures” over others. This sociospatial identity work 
has been examined by urban geographers and sociologists in studies that focus on how 
people make claims on space and, more generally, rights to the city (Fraser, Lepofsky, 
Kick, & Williams, 2003; Lepofsky & Fraser, 2004; Martin, 2003; Mitchell, 2003). For 
example, studies on gentrification have explicitly posited that a significant part of “tak-
ing back the city” involves defining existing residents as transgressing societal values 
(i.e., not being good caretakers of the city) and the creation of place identity that per-
mits newcomers to perform cosmopolitan identities (Smith, 1996, 2002; Zukin, 
1995).2
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How does this translate into the field of urban flood disaster management? During 
two studies between 2001 and 2005, I interviewed insurance and mitigation officials at 
FEMA.3 The respondents in the insurance division stated that the National Flood In-
surance Program was a business that had to meet fiscal bottom lines. The overall senti-
ment was that individual property owners had a responsibility to participate in mitiga-
tion efforts if offers were made to them. Risk was defined quite narrowly as the “chance 
of future flooding” and damage. These respondents added that people choosing to live 
in the 100-year floodplains were not only putting themselves at risk but also creating 
risk for society. Such a focus is individualistic and focuses on rationalizing people’s 
decision making to create a moral geography of sorts that legitimates the dismantling 
of state protection for social welfare. The state-society relationship is called into ques-
tion. Citizenship becomes a hybrid between a given status and a performative act, one 
that is thoroughly spatialized. That is, those living in the floodplains are hailed as so-
ciospatial subjects who either perform citizenship by “choosing” to not be flooded 
(mitigation) or risk being constructed as noncitizens who are not only a repetitive 
economic burden on society but also a spectral reminder that we will all need to learn 
once again to live “in the weather” as the peasant and sailor. Michel Serres (1995) 
speaks of the peasant and sailor who rely on “the state of the sky and on the seasons” 
(p. 28) to guide their everyday lives as an example of the inextricable relationship be-
tween culture and nature. He suggests that an aspect of modernity has been the con-
ceptual separation of society and nature, resultant objectification of the environment, 
and efforts to control it. I suggest that flood “victims” are implicated in this unfolding 
narrative of modernity because they represent an opening toward a different way of 
thinking the union of all bionic life and the earth. Events such as Hurricane Katrina 
are a stark reminder that though we may not seemingly “live right out in the weather” 
(p. 29) as the sailor and peasant, that is temporary.

Although a full reporting on the mobility of this sociospatial narrative is not pos-
sible here, it provides an example of one direction of study for human geography that 
ties together people and place. Questions emanating from this strand might include 
the following: What is the productive force of sociospatial narratives on disasters? How 
do these travel, and who are the agents that promote and resist them? and How do 
sociospatial narratives on disaster create the enabling conditions for the reproduction 
of social inequality and/or progressive political action?

Urban Governance

In part, the literature that supports the devolution of federal decision making and 
the movement of responsibility to more “proximate” stakeholders has a particular 
political-geographical imagination that has not been critically evaluated. Central to 
this vision is a locale, with all of its different stakeholder groups (i.e., politicians, plan-
ners, and citizens) operating more effectively, efficiently, and democratically than 
would be possible with more geographically distanced agencies. In the context of post-
disaster mitigation and recovery, this scalar line of argumentation raises the question 
of whether citizens are more empowered by this recommended reconfiguration of 
governance to the “local.”4

When Hurricane Floyd set off extensive flooding in North Carolina, the state gov-
ernment realized that postdisaster recovery initiatives hinged in part on the ability of 
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city government agencies to create effective linkages with low-income, minority neigh-
borhoods.5 To accomplish this goal, the state contracted with housing counselors at 
community development corporations (CDCs) that had histories of serving these 
populations. In two case studies I conducted in the cities of Kinston and Greenville, 
conflict emerged between the CDCs and the city officials over the “activist” orientation 
of the CDC staff members. City officials claimed that the CDC staff members needed 
to “know their place” and stop acting up and “causing racial issues.” The conflict cul-
minated when the city officials successfully lobbied the state to rescind the contracts 
with the CDCs and then installed their own liaisons.6

In addition, the city of Kinston moved homes flooded with sewage into a predomi-
nantly middle-class, African American neighborhood, arguing that it was a strategy for 
providing low-income housing to displaced residents. One household in the affected 
neighborhood organized residents who collectively voiced their concern at city council 
meetings, wrote over 25 letters to state and federal officials, and signed a petition to 
stop this practice. When I asked FEMA officials about the situation, they said that it 
was a local matter that was outside their jurisdiction. Ultimately, the city finally voted 
to stop relocating flooded homes only after public outcry stirred the attention of the 
media (Fraser, Elmore, Rohe, & Godshalk, 2004).

This example illustrates the need to examine the politics of floodplain management, 
as well as the ways that disasters unearth existing tensions between affected popula-
tions and state institutions that have historically supported segregation by race and 
class. Although this is necessary, it is not a sufficient. Introducing a spatial (scalar) 
imaginary that flattens the distinction between local and nonlocal can be useful in 
examining how assemblages of actors come together to support certain lines of action 
(Marston, Jones, & Woodward, in press). Some groups may be more physically proxi-
mate to a place, but that in itself does not indicate their centrality in constructing the 
projects that impact the locale. Under this perspective the relationships between stake-
holder groups, which shape how mitigation projects will unfold in specific places, be-
come the focus. Urban disaster events provide an opportunity to examine the localiza-
tion of these assemblages and their effects. In addition, analyzing the scalar discourses 
that are put into play, such as the discourse of devolution and its purported outcomes, 
permits an understanding of the “geographies of care” for vulnerable populations.7

Current Trajectories

There are many conceptual “toolkits” that geography brings to the study of disasters 
and the city. These range from the geographical literature on social vulnerability, which 
has a renewed emphasis on the understanding of the “interconnectedness of human, 
natural, and engineered systems” (Cutter, 2003, p. 3), to hybrid geographies that chal-
lenge the ontological separation of nature and society altogether (Whatmore, 2002). 
There are many “stories in reserve” that are waiting to be told.

Notes

1. In the early 1990s, U.S. national policy entered what is known as the “mitigation era,” 
(Godschalk, Beatley, Berke, Brower, & Kaiser, 1999), as FEMA shifted away from structural 
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measures and toward programs that move people out of floodplains. FEMA’s creation of the 
Mitigation Directorate in November 1993 represented a fundamental change in disaster and 
emergency management. For the first time in the history of federal disaster assistance, mitigation 
became a cornerstone of emergency management. Under its Hazard Mitigation Grant Program 
(HMGP), FEMA has provided grants to state and local communities to reduce the risk of dam-
age from natural hazards. Grants have been used for a variety of activities, including acquiring, 
elevating, or relocating homes. The amount of money available under the program has varied 
by location, but up to 20% of the total disaster assistance awarded by FEMA to a particular area 
has been deemed eligible for use by the HMGP.

2. In my recent work on the exclusion of people from inhabiting certain city spaces (Fraser, 
2004), I provide a case study of how neighborhood (urban) revitalization projects intersect with 
the transnational project of Latino immigration to the Unites States. In part, I argue that this is 
accomplished through the identification of immigrants with parcels of property in a neighbor-
hood that are not owner occupied (homeownership being a goal that has been touted as produc-
ing positive neighborhood outcomes) and thus being constructed as a social problem.

3. In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, there have been numerous accounts suggesting that the 
problem is much broader than individuals choosing to live in the floodplain. This represents a 
challenge to the attempts of the federal government to rationalize the problem as poor decision 
making on the part of individual property owners, because many of the flood victims were also 
poor and minorities. 

4. My interviews with FEMA mitigation officials indicate that they have long (albeit quietly) 
recognized that axes of social vulnerability, including race, class, and gender, intersect in a mean-
ingful way with flooding disasters (Fraser et al., 2003). For example, it is documented that those 
hardest hit by flooding tend to be low-income minority households. Yet only recently has there 
been a movement to consider how these social groups experience barriers beyond flooding that 
affect their willingness and ability to participate in mitigation projects.

5. In a survey of a random sample of households in both locales, over 50% of residents 
reported that they did not trust the local government to look out for their interests.

6. FEMA is starting to fund projects examining social vulnerability and disasters. For exam-
ple, our research team received a grant from FEMA to conduct a demonstration and evaluation 
project in disadvantaged neighborhoods affected by Hurricane Isabel. The purpose of this proj-
ect is to understand the ways that race and class operate as barriers to disaster preparedness. 
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