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THE EVENTS OF SEPTEMBER 11: RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES

FROM HAZARDS GEOGRAPHY 

At a time when many are still reeling from the destruction of New York’s World Trade Center as well as the attack on the Pentagon and the associated crashes of hijacked passenger aircraft, it is difficult to focus on the subject of research. Nonetheless, it is incumbent on geographers to consider how best , as professionals and  citizen-scholars, we might make use of our expertise in the aftermath of  those events. What follows is an attempt to present some ideas from the viewpoint of a practitioner in one of Geography’s specialized subfields -

Hazards Research. 

For over 50 years geographers have been investigating the varied  interactions among humans and the non-human world that give rise to environmental hazard. Most of this work has addressed human responses to natural or technological risk but there have also been studies of the human dimensions of social hazards including occasional work on violent

quasi-political action of the kind that is usually labelled terrorism. 

This is not the place to review those studies, though such a review is surely both necessary and timely as an aid to identifying appropriate directions for further research. Instead, in the paragraphs that follow, I venture to make some suggestions about an appropriate 

geographical research agenda on terrorism that advances knowledge while also contributing to the formulation and execution of wise public policies. 

Observation and documentation of human behavior under conditions of surprise, stress and uncertainty are bedrock practices of hazards research. It is by learning what people actually do in hazardous places and circumstances that geographers have made the most telling additions to knowledge and policy. Despite the vast coverage that September 11 has

received in the mass media we know relatively little about the ways that institutions, groups and individuals across the United States and around the world assessed and came to terms with what they witnessed either directly or indirectly. Therefore, the first and most obvious contribution that geographers can make is to go into the field and collect the experiences,

views and knowledge of people who were victims, hazard professionals, volunteer helpers, nearby onlookers or part of the more distant audience to which most of us belong. We need to know not only how people participated in the human tragedies and environmental dislocations of September 11, or learned about them, or made decisions in response to them, but also how considerations of space, place, environment and location were reflected in thoughts and actions. In this respect it will be especially important to have input from the many groups that are not likely to have their experiences and views recorded by or

reflected in conventional public information media. If there are more terrorism attacks in the future, this kind of knowledge will be invaluable in helping to combat them. 

Beyond the collection of so-called “perishable” information about  public responses to terrorism events, geographers can direct attention to the need for a more sophisticated understanding of terrorism as a hazard. In this they may be guided by some hard won lessons of previous research about hazards. 

One of these is the myopia of attributing hazards solely to external forces that impinge on society. This ignores the roles that victims have always played in courting danger while seeking the benefits to be derived from risk-taking behavior in unforgiving circumstances without due regard to the need for mitigating actions. It also ignores the role of people who contribute to the creation of disaster because they lack means to buffer themselves from the agents of risk. 

Second is the folly of seeking to explain hazards (and their effects) as outcomes of short causal chains with few intervening variables. Not only are the causal chains of terrorism likely to be long and involved, with many proximal and distal variables, but they are embedded in complex contexts that help to structure events without entirely determining them. Teasing apart these relationships will place a high premium on collaborative research among many different kinds of geographers and with researchers from many other fields. 

Third is the reflexive nature of hazard which requires continuous adjustment and readjustment by affected populations as human responses and other variables begin to alter initial distributions of risk and vulnerability. The hazards of terrorism that we confront today are not quite what they were on or before September 11, nor will they long remain the same in the future. Although it may be impossible to predict those changes with precision, hazards researchers have much to offer in the way of techniques that indicate trends, rates of change and patterns of spatial restructuring as well as shifts in the matrix of choices that are available. 

Finally, while hazard is a joint product of risk and vulnerability,  researchers know far more about risks than about vulnerabilities. This finding has considerable importance in the current situation because the agents and victims of terrorism are both subject to major vulnerabilities - albeit of different kinds. Although much effort in the coming years will be devoted to assessing the risks of terrorist acts for purposes of avoidance and prevention, greater attention to vulnerability-sensitive strategies is needed and may prove to be more effective in the long run. For example, exploration of links between values and vulnerability could be a prime subject in future research.  For the threat of terrorism is only useful as a weapon in relation to its perceived effect on what we value; terrorists know this better than most. 

As the disasters at the World Trade Center and the Pentagon illustrates so starkly, places and the people who make them are differentially valued by humans. That knowledge has been used for ill by those who selected the cherished targets of September 11 but it can also be used for good by those who the have responsibilities for ensuring human safety. Either way, the values-vulnerability nexus is now a neglected topic in the broader reaches of research that deserves greater attention. 

There are other themes of hazards research that are worthwhile to revisit in light of our new situation. They include the tendency to forget what is already known about past hazard events and about human capabilities for constructive responses as well as failures to put into

practice what is remembered. Also noteworthy are barriers to communication and cooperation that keep knowledge about hazard from being shared with those who might profitably use it. Even more important is the necessity of looking beyond recovery from today’s emergency to prudent strategies that will avoid recreating the conditions that produced it. All of these and more are valuable insights from the hazard geographer’s book of experience. This knowledge can help to guide us through a period of great uncertainty. 

Though thoroughly abhorrent, the events of September 11 may serve to advance the boundaries of research in unforeseen ways. For example, they may force us to revisit persistent vexing issues about Society’s engagement with Nature, including tensions between deliberate and inadvertent action, proactive and reactive behavior, explanations of 

choice that pit material considerations against the power of ideas and so forth. They may also offer opportunities to examine existing geographical debates from unfamiliar angles. Among the latter are questions about the impacts of new information and communications 

technologies like e-mail, the Internet, cell phones and Geographic Information Systems. In the benign environment of expansive consumerism which attended the spread of these technologies at the end of the twentieth century, little thought was given to their roles in circumstances of acute personal hazard. Now it may be possible to identify and examine a whole new range of uses for these technologies and to readjust the public debate about their effects on such matters as land use and development patterns, issues of privacy and surveillance, collective rights versus individual ones, and tensions between our virtual

selves and the very real bodies that we inhabit. 

The preceding represent just a few of the research implications of September 11 for the discipline of Geography. It is by no means an exhaustive list of the possibilities. Whether we choose to engage with these topics or others, the challenge is fundamentally the same. A new road with many possibilities lies before us. We might not have sought to make this particular journey but we must now choose how to set out. 

James K. Mitchell 

Department of Geography 

Rutgers University 

September 20, 2001

