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Abstract

The literature body on cyclone strikes in Bangladesh suggests that people sometimes
fail to evacuate, and that more women than men have died in past disasters. People’s
reasoning and decision-making leading up to their disaster (im)mobility are strongly
embedded in social structures such as gender systems. Subjective non-evacuation
behaviours are founded in collective understandings and reproductions of social values.
People’s perceptions around these values therefore offer important empirical evidence
that helps us understand who, how and why some people end up immobile or ‘trapped’
when disaster strikes. This study builds on individual and collective unstructured
people-centred storytelling sessions and discourse analysis. The storytelling study
captured rich empirical insights around the notions of disaster (im)mobility, and their
links to the existing power and gender systems. Three thematic areas were identified
including; safe and unsafe spaces for women and men, female and male knowledge,
and male and female experiences of ‘internal damages’, trauma and mental ill-health.
The insightful storylines of socially immobilising attitudes can support building robust
climate policy and DRR frameworks that better protect our most vulnerable people
across the globe.
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1. Introduction

People in coastal Bangladesh have expressed distress and fear around the uncertainty of living
in cyclone?! affected areas (Mallick and Vogt 2012; Ayeb-Karlsson 2020a). This deep
uncertainty includes not knowing whether a cyclone will strike, when the disaster will strike,
its intensity as well as its impact upon people and their loved ones. Coastal Bangladesh merely
represents one area in the world where people have had to learn to live with cyclones. The
process of a depression turning into a storm or cyclone, helps portray what this environmental
uncertainty means for people living here. Generally a wind speed below approximately 60-
70km/h is called a tropical depression, wind speeds above this to about 100-120km/h are
referred to as tropical storms, while wind speeds above 100-120km/h become tropical cyclones.
On average, the Bay of Bengal experiences 13 depressions each year. That is 13 times per year
that people prepare themselves emotionally for the possibility of facing a cyclone. People have
had to learn how to live with the depressions, storms, and the risk of them turning into cyclones.
Not all of the cyclones in the Bay of Bengal strike Bangladesh, and one single cyclone never
hits the entire coast. However, cyclones do regularly wreak havoc along the coast of
Bangladesh (Penning-Rowsell et al. 2013; Ayeb-Karlsson 2020a).

Over the last 200 years, about 70 cyclones have struck Bangladesh reportedly killing
about a million people in total. The two deadliest were the 1970 Bhola cyclone, killing about
half a million people, and the 1991 Gorky cyclone causing the death of over hundred thousand
(Chowdhury et al. 1993; Penning-Rowsell et al. 2013; Alam and Rahman 2014). There are still

ambiguities around the death tolls as people dying after the strike, for example, due to the lack

! Tropical cyclonic storms have different names depending on where they are formed. The scales determining the
windspeed of a depression, storm and cyclone also differ. Storms formed in the Atlantic Ocean are called
hurricanes, storms in the Pacific Ocean are named typhoons and cyclones are storms formed in the Indian Ocean.

Since this study focuses on Bangladesh, the term cyclones will be used throughout the article.



of water, food or medical attention, were not included in the casualties. A common trend within
disaster impacts is that women and children are among the most affected. The increased
vulnerability of these groups is often inherited in social and structural inequalities and power
systems (Chowdhury et al. 1993; Cutter 1995, 2017; Jordan 2018; Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 20193;
Watts et al. 2019). This also aligns with the critical conceptualisation where hazards first
become disasters once negatively impacting vulnerable populations. In this way, disaster
severity is a reflection of location, intensity and amount of vulnerable people impacted (Blaikie
et al. 1994; Oliver-Smith et al. 2017; Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2019a; Kelman 2020).

This study investigates how social values and reasoning can result in gendered disaster
immobility. People’s gender-roles (women’s and men’s) can provide insightful explanations to
the notions of the collective and subjective disaster immobility. As noted by several immobility
scholars, the links between immobility or ‘trapped’ populations and people’s choices to stay or
move away from environmental hazards are complex (Black et al. 2013; Black and Collyer
2014; Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2018, 2020). The Trapped Populations? concept, referring to people
desiring but being unable to move away from risky locations and situations, has recently
triggered a growing literature body that conceptualises immobility. This literature analyses the
broader financial, political, social, and psychological forces resulting in non-migration
behaviour (Black et al. 2011; Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2018, 2020; Nawrotzki and DeWaard 2018;

Blondin 2020), and non-evacuation behaviour (Penning-Rowsell et al. 2013; Logan et al. 2016;

2 In this article, Trapped Populations or Non-Economic Loss and Damage (in capital letters) are used to refer to
the concepts (noun); trapped or lost and damaged (no capital letter) are used to refer to the verbs e.g. the action
of being rendered immobile or an element being lost or damaged (verb); and finally, ‘trapped’ is used to refer to
the adjective e.g. when a person is labelled as being thus, while ‘lost’ or ‘damaged’ is used to describe when a

non-economic element is lost or damaged (adjective).



McCaughey et al. 2018; Ayeb-Karlsson 2020a). Until recently, there has been an

overrepresentation of ‘trapped ’studies investigating financial and geographical non-migration,

but over the last few years more critical studies elaborating around social and psychological
immobility (including gendered immobility) are gaining ground (Mata-Codesal 2015; Bhatta
et al. 2016; Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2020; Ayeb-Karlsson 2020a, 2020b). This aligns with the
extended focus on more people-centred climate change research investigating social,
psychological and emotional impacts of environmental stress (Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2016,
2019b, 2020; Tebboth et al 2019; Conway et al. 2019; Brown et al. 2019), as well as the
conceptual creation and development of Non-Economic Loss and Damage within climate
policy (UNFCCC 2013; Boyd et al 2017; Tschakert et al. 2019, Ayeb-Karlsson 2020b).
Comprehensive empirical evidence on gendered disaster immobility can help save lives
and support a more sustainable future through the protection of vulnerable populations living
with hazards. Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) scholars have long encouraged more critical
investigations of social gender-vulnerability (Rivers 1982; Fothergill 1996; Enarson 1998;

Alam and Rahman 2014). Gender studies often investigate poor and victimised women in
‘developing countries’ where vulnerabilities are rooted in more than linear gender structures

including class and race systems (Elliott and Pais 2006; Thiede and Brown 2013; Oliver-Smith
et al. 2017). Storylines around the poor, victimised developing south woman also reinforces
post-colonial climate change and vulnerability discourses (Cannon and Miller-Mahn 2010;
Felli and Castree 2012; Oliver-Smith 2016; Baldwin 2016). This empirical storytelling study
on gendered (male and female) disaster immobility in Bangladesh will in this way help wide
the DRR literature. More local insights around socio-cultural perceptions and values, such as
the evidence captured in this study, will improve the effectiveness of DRR and climate policy

frameworks so as to better protect vulnerable people living in environmentally risky locations.



2. A review of the disaster immobility literature
The Trapped Population’s framework was proposed by the Foresight Report and linked

immobility to financial, social and political capitals (Fig. 1). Poor people were conceptualised
to be less able to move although often inhabiting greater desires to leave. This was described
as facing a double set of risks - not only were poor people more vulnerable but also less able

to escape environmental threats (Foresight 2011; Black et al. 2013).

Fig. 1 Trapped Population model
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Fig. 1 The framework presented in the Foresight report indicated high and low-risk scenarios
for people to end up ‘trapped’. This depended on a population’s vulnerability to environmental
change, ability to move, and wealth/level of economic, social and political capital (Foresight

2011:14).

The framework referred to social and political capitals (such as a place to go, means to go, and
potential fear for what is awaiting or left behind), however, the language conceptualising

Trapped Populations was strongly economic. This raised concerns of neoliberal forces



disguising financial and political benefits (Felli and Castree 2012; Baldwin 2016; Ayeb-

Karlsson et al. 2018). Repetitive use of words such as ‘capital; ‘wealth’ ‘resources’

‘economic’; ‘poor "and ‘low-income” surrounded the concept. This conceptual understanding
potentially resulted in policy consequences through the perceptions and values reproduced in
the language by policy-makers. These discursive ideas, inherited in the strongly financial
framing, were surely not the intent by well-meaning ‘trapped ’scholars. However, such
conceptual development and linguistic reproduction ended up writing off immobility as a fairly
simple and linear process.

The conceptual creation of Trapped Populations was followed by elaborations around
who and how populations may end up ‘trapped’. People’s underlying vulnerabilities, exposure
to hazards and recovery capacity were put forward as one way to outline the links between
potential (im)mobility scenarios (Black et al. 2011, 2013). Immobility, displacement and

migration were drawn out as complex and multidirectional connections. People could end up
‘trapped ’during exposure to a hazardous event, but not after or during the recovery phase (Fig.

2).



Fig. 2 Illustrates hazard impact, recovery and immobility connections
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Fig. 2 The figure illustrated the multidirectional relationship between migration,
displacement and immobility, and its link to vulnerability, hazard impact and recovery (Black

et al. 2013: S38).

(Im)mobility is often categorised according to time, place, and choice. Time distinguishes
between temporary (below three months), short-term (above three months) and long-term
(above a year) mobility. Place differences between short- and long-distance or internal- and
international moves. Choice refers to involuntary (or forced) and voluntary movements (Piguet
2013; Black et al. 2013). To be able to elaborate around choice, place and time of gendered
disaster immobility in Bangladesh, we must first better understand the country context. The
national government and the Red Crescent Society first established the Cyclone Preparedness
Programme (CPP) after the deadly 1970 Bhola cyclone. CPP has helped reduce the loss of lives
in the more recent cyclone strikes through their volunteers and Early Warning System (EWS).
The CPP volunteers warn people of approaching cyclones and facilitate their evacuation to the

shelters. Between the years of 1991 and 2007 the enlisted CPP volunteers more than doubled



from 20,000 to over 42,000 (Haque 1995; Penning-Rowsell et al. 2013). The reduced cyclone
fatalities were believed to be a result of these CPP efforts. The success included 350,000
people evacuating to 508 cyclone shelters during the 1991 cyclone Gorky. Nevertheless, a large
number of people did not evacuate during cyclone Gorky, nor during cyclone Sidr in 2007 (Fig.
3). The estimated average evacuation in 2007 was not at all very different from the 1991

evacuation rate (Paul 2010; Chowdhury et al. 1993; Parvin et al. 2008).

Fig. 3 1991 and 2007 cyclone evacuation rates
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Fig.3 The figure raised concerns around non-evacuation behaviour during the 1991 and
2007 cyclone strikes. According to the household survey only a third of the respondents

evacuated (Paul et al. 2010: Penning-Rowsell et al. 2013: S49).

The national government’s evacuation estimations of Bangladesh’s entire coastal residential

area also aligned with these non-evacuation trends (Paul et al. 2011; Paul 2014). Out of the

few people who evacuated, only a fragment chose to go to the cyclone shelters (Fig. 4). This



was explained by diverse reasons including shelter availability, location and socio-normative

constraints (Penning-Rowsell et al. 2013; Mallick 2014; Ahsan et al. 2016).

Fig. 4 1991 and 2007 evacuation locations
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Fig. 4 Non-evacuation behaviour was not the only concern but as illustrated few out of the
people who evacuated went to the cyclone shelters (Paul et al. 2010: Penning-Rowsell et al.

2013: S50).

The presented cyclone studies were also part of the 2011 Foresight initiative investigating
future scenarios of (im)mobility in a climate changed world. A more comprehensive
understanding of people’s (im)mobility decision-making during disasters was therefore
encouraged. The results challenged the idea that people with access to functional EWS and
shelters simply would try to escape or move away from the hazard (Paul et al. 2010: Penning-
Rowsell et al. 2013; Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2019a). Ahsan et al. (2016) similarly found that 97
percent of 420 households in Khulna had received warning messages notifying them about

2009 cyclone Aila, and yet, only one in four (26 percent) evacuated. Everything from socio-



economic background, livelihood mobility, to evacuation tools, influenced people’s evacuation

decisions (Asgary and Halim 2011; Paul 2012; Ahsan et al. 2016). Roy et al. (2015) however,
argued that lacking or delayed warning messages determined whether or not people went to the
shelters. A critical analysis of the values and perceptions around gendered disaster (im)mobility
can support the understanding of who evacuates and why others do not. The storytelling
methodology combined with a Discourse Analysis (DA) that were used in this study, proved

to be an effective way of gathering such local insights and values.

3. Theoretical framework
The disaster vulnerability literature has been framed by behaviouralist and structuralist (or
political ecological) scholars. The behavioralist perspective portrayed environmental and
disaster vulnerability as a lack of planning and preparedness, while the structuralist viewpoint
rather argued the vulnerability is deeply rooted in social structures (White et al. 2001; Cutter
2003; Adger 2006). The structuralist framing is strongly linked to the distribution of wealth
and power (Blaikie et al. 1994; Oliver-Smith 1996). Meanwhile, from a behavioralist point of

view, human mobility is a learnt social behaviour established through the interactions with the
environment, or an‘ objective 'stimulus-response behaviour (e.g. Pavlov 1897; Watson 1913,

1930). From a behavioralist perspective, people have come to realise that moving away from
environmental changes is the safest and most effective response. The structuralist point of view
instead argues that human mobility, including the socio-psychological culture around the
mobility behaviour, must be understood as part of a larger system. It is first when we uncover
this structure or system, that we fully can understand what people think, perceive, feel, and
ultimately, do (e.g. Lévi-Strauss 1955; De Saussure 2011). It was out of this idea, that a critical
literature body known as post-structuralism was born (including scholars such as Michel

Foucault and Judith Butler). This critical response rejected the idea of a self-sufficient system



with static binary opposites®. The assumption that one word, out of the two in a pair, dominated
the other was also rejected. According to the post-structuralists, the only way to fully
understand the purpose of the binary opposites was to critically and separately analyse the
term(s), and their relationship with their binary pairs. This was because knowledge, and the
production of knowledge, was central to better understanding the structure. In other words, to
understand an object (such as text, action or behaviour), it is necessary to study the system of
knowledge that has produced the object, not only the object itself (Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2018,
2019b, 2020; Ayeb-Karlsson 2020c).

This is also the way that this study applies the notion of Trapped Populations or
immobility. The theoretical foundation guiding the analysis includes key concepts such as
discourse, power, knowledge, binary opposites and gender. Many of these terms, have been
developed and shaped by Foucauldian literature. Discourse, power and knowledge are not
Foucauldian concepts, however, Foucauldian inspired scholars often supported and shaped
their framing (Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2018, 2019b, 2020; Ayeb-Karlsson 2020c). The

Foucauldian inspired conceptualisation around (1) discourses* expanded beyond ‘language 'to

include practices and behaviour (this differentiated from the framing of the 1950s structural
linguistics), (2) power relations were enabled within a flexible and temporary network of

people (unlike the Marxist top-down idea where power is obtained by the state), and (3)

% The term ‘binary opposites’ refers to a situation where a pair (words, things or characteristics such as man-
woman, body-soul, black-white, east-west, and rural-urban) are defined against one and another. The system was

seen as a fundamental organiser of all languages and thoughts.

4 The concept of discourse is here defined as “the general domain of all statements, sometimes as an individualised
group of statements, and sometimes as a regulated practice that account for a number of statements (Foucault

1972:80).”



knowledge was conceptualised as a construction (rather than history of ideas) of a truth
(Foucault 1972, 1977, 1981, 1982, 2002).

In the context of disaster immobility (or non-evacuation behaviour) in Bangladesh,
some people will immediately consider evacuating to the cyclone shelters upon receiving a
warning message while others will not. An unmarried woman may not find a public shelter as
safe as an unmarried man, or a married woman. This could lead to the decision of staying
behind. For some people, a public shelter may feel like an inappropriate social space, and
evacuating, an inappropriate social behaviour. In this way, the social-norms and power
relations in place can prevent people from evacuating. This is merely one example of how
power and knowledge can influence the human decision-making process, immobilise, or trap

people in a geographical place or social space (see Fig. 5).



Fig. 5 Discursive decision-making model
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Fig. 5 The Foucauldian inspired figure presented the conceptual idea of how (im)mobility
decision-making links to social-norms through the interaction of power (through punishment),

and knowledge (through discipline) (Ayeb-Karlsson 2020c: 7).

Structural social processes often align with patriarchal power systems that reinforce
gender imbalances (Anbarci et al. 2005; Neumayer and Plimper 2007; Rhodes et al. 2010).
Gendered immobility (geographical, social, and psychological) and the vulnerability it may

result in must therefore be understood through a range of socio-psychological systems. These



include but are not limited to patriarchal hierarchies, religious and traditional practices, shame
and honour, as well as gendered division of labour (Rashid and Michaud 2000; Stephens et al.
2013). This study will similarly extend upon the idea that social constructs of knowledge and

power can constrain, as well as enable, people’s decision-making or (im)mobility process

(Foucault 1977, 1982, 1995; Butler 1997; Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2019b, 2020; Ayeb-Karlsson
2020b, 2020c). The Foucauldian inspired conceptualisation of discursive (im)mobility
decision-making will support the textual analysis and the storytelling data. This conceptual
lens will help us understand in what ways gender influenced who evacuated during the cyclone

strikes, why and how it impacted others to stay back.

4. Method and study sites
A discursive analytical approach is useful to explain social values such as binary structures
between, for example, male and female characteristics (Foucault 1972, 1981, 1991; Fairclough
2003, 2010). Various scholars have elaborated around the order of discourses (see Foucault
2002). This structural social system is maintained through the separation of binary opposites;
including the thought that masculine and feminine features ought to be kept apart (e.g. Hirdman
1990; Cornwall 2003; Kulick 2008).

In this Discourse Analysis (DA), local narratives were captured through the research
conduction involving qualitative storytelling sessions in three coastal cyclone affected study
sites of Bangladesh (Dalbanga South, Mazer Char and Gabtola). The storytelling sessions
included personal in-depth life histories, key experience interviews and resettlement choice
sessions, as well as collective focus group discussions involving story and narrative
development. In total, 30 individuals contributed to about 90 interviewing sessions, and
roughly 250 participants joined 15 group sessions. The gender balance of the informants was
approximately 50/50. The group sessions were carried out as separate female or male sessions

in a safe and private environment. This often made both men, and particularly women, feel



more comfortable discussing gender roles. Adding to this, the final sample overall reflected the
representation of livelihoods, migration history and socio-economic status in the study sites.
Respondent driven, or snowball sampling technique, where participating respondents
support the identification of additional informants, facilitated the informant selection
(Goodman 1961; Goel and Salganik 2010; Heckathorn 2014). The risk of a biased final sample
was decreased by the fact that all three study sites were fairly small and isolated leading to
most people knowing one another. The initial set of informants were also sampled from a
diverse socio-economic backgrounds and geographic locations in the study sites (Brace-Govan
2004; Kurant et al. 2011). Narrative or storytelling methodology is a non-structured and
participant-led open interviewing approach that allows space for the informants to construct
storylines without unnecessary interruptions or questions. The methodology effectively
captures valuable local perceptions, insights in socio-cultural values, normative boundaries and
(dis)encouraged social behaviour. These social values and perceptions are often registered in
the wider context around the storylines or in between the lines (Bell 2010; Ayeb-Karlsson et

al. 2016; Conway et al. 2019; Ayeb-Karlsson 2020b). The methodology in this way provides a
small window into people’s discursive and subjective reasoning (Tschakert et al. 2019; Ayeb-

Karlsson et al. 2019a, 2019b; Tebboth et al. 2019; Ayeb-Karlsson 2020c).

5. Using storytelling to understand gendered disaster (im)mobility®
Three thematic areas of gendered binary opposites were detected in the storytelling data around
perceptions of disaster (im)mobility. This analytical section is structured around these areas

while supported by storytelling text extracts for transparency.

5> This article uses the following referencing system (method, study site/informant gender/age, data conduction
year), or to give an example, (LHI DLF60 2014) refers to Livelihood History Interview (LHI), Dalbanga South

(DL), Female informant (F), 60 years old at the time of data collection taking place in 2014.



5.1  Spaces and places of male and female (un)safety
Clear distinctions were outlined between female and male places of safety as well as potential

dangers for women and men. Before elaborating around the binary opposites of ‘safe and
unsafe "spaces, a few things need to be clarified. First of all, the Bengali word for ‘evacuation ¢’
translates into ‘going to a safe place’, but that does not necessarily refer to a cyclone shelter.

Secondly, even though all three study sites had shelters located within the village areas, other

places were sometimes referred to as ‘safe places . These included other strong buildings, such

as schools and mosques, as well as elevated land, mounds and trees. Evacuation was therefore

understood as moving to a safe place outside of the house:

Extract 1

His family decides whether or not to go to a safe place; elevated land or a cyclone shelter. If their
residence is resilient to cyclones, then they must stay back and invite their neighbours in. /.../ When his
family decided to go to the cyclone shelter, an unexpected flood pulled their son away. After the cyclone,
his family and the villagers started looking for the boy. After a while, they found him dead (CSS DLM

2016).

Extract 2
He could not go to the shelter as it is located very far from his house. He saved his life with the help of
a tree. After the flood wave started to go down, he climbed down and went to the shelter (CSS MCM

2016).

Extract 3
The wind was incredibly strong. The trees started to break and fell on top of the houses. The children

started to scream. After that, the water came flowing into the house. When the water entered, my soul

5 The Bengali expression generally used by people in the study sites when referring to cyclone evacuation is

"nirapod jaygai jaoa" which in direct translation means ‘going to a safe place’.



ran away from me. It does not matter that there is a heavy storm and it breaks my house. We can take
shelter under a tree if we need to, but the water? What can we do? Where are we supposed to go? We

could try to swim, but I am not that strong (LHI DLF60 2014).

Terms such as ‘distance "and ‘location "in relation to the cyclone shelters were important to
estimate potential risks. If the shelter was located far away from the house, or close to the river,
it was sometimes described as safer to stay at home or move to a ‘safe place ’close to the house,

but far from the water.
These dangers applied to men as well as women, and were narrated by female as well

as male informants:

Extract 4
Many families live far away from the cyclone shelter. They cannot come here during the cyclones so

there is a need for more shelters (CSS GBM 2016).

Extract 5
I think I am more vulnerable because my house is located along the embankment’s first line of houses.

If I could manage to get some money, | would try to find a safe place. | would go there and buy some
land. /.../ | would work so hard to pay that money back - every single cent. | just want to be able to put
my family in safety, in a place where | do not have to worry about them dying in a cyclone strike or due

to a flood (LHI GBM38 2014).

Extract 6

I do not go to the cyclone shelter. There is no point going as the shelter is located so close to the river. It
is better to climb up and hold onto a banana tree than trying to get to the shelter. It is located next to the
river. | live slightly away from the river, so if | go towards it, to save myself, I may end up dying anyway
as | will be walking towards the river. It is better to stay at home. /.../ During cyclone Mahasen, people
got really scared. They did not feel safe in the cyclone shelter. The shelter was shaking and the water
from the river got so high with the storm that it seemed foggy outside. It is better to stay at home than to
go to the shelter. /.../ The condition of the shelter is not good enough to withstand the strong winds of

the storm. It was shaking so people thought the shelter was about to collapse. If it had collapsed, then we



would all have died. /.../ The cyclone shelter is not built very well. The basement and the floors are quite
ok, but the walls are not good enough. /.../ Those who live close to the riverbank may go to the shelter,
but we are far from the river so we generally do not go. | went there once and | learnt my lesson. In my
opinion, it is better to stay close to the banana trees than to go to the shelter. /.../ There are just three
small rooms in the shelter that hardly fit one hundred families. How is it supposed to fit all of us? /.../
Those who arrive first will get a place, the rest of the people will have to try to sit on the balcony or take
shelter on the rooftop. /.../ When we rush to the shelter during a cyclone strike we often hurt ourselves.
The road to the shelter can be dangerous and it takes a long time to get there. Once a man was bringing
his wife to the shelter and a tree fell upon her. The couple managed to reach the shelter, but the wife died
after two years of suffering from the injuries. 1 also believe that the Angel of Blessing rather lives in the

house (KES DLF61 2016).

The infrastructural state of the cyclone shelter was described as a gender-neutral danger or risk

that could impact men as well as women equally. Several informants described how the shelter

was unsafe. It was safer to stay at home as the shelter could break, fall down on top of people

in the storm, or the flood waves could drown people that were trapped inside.

A few storytelling sessions linked shelter access to wealth and poverty. The narratives

described how the village was poor and that some rich people within the villages received

special treatment. The storylines proposed that the village was so poor that it could not even

afford to repair the cyclone shelter, nor to build a new shelter, although, if there one day was

to be a new shelter, it would surely end up in front of the rich houses:

Extract 7

We are so poor that we are not of much importance. Our cyclone shelter is even broken. If for example,
at some point in the future, there would be a possibility of building a new cyclone shelter, then it will be
built in front of houses looking like yours. | mean, in front of rich people’s houses. /.../ The cyclone
shelter here is damaged. All of the good shelters, or two to three-storey buildings, are located on the other

side of the river (CSS MCM 2016).



Women’s vulnerability was described as increasing as they stepped outside the house to

evacuate to the shelter. The described binary opposites separated women from men through

both their clothing (and its limitations/restrictions) and their personality traits. Two male

respondents compared and aligned women with children. Women were narrated as ‘weak and
afraid > Similar to children, women did not know how to swim, while men were ‘brave and

experienced "as they worked outside the house. Fishermen even courageously stared the storm

right in the eye, out on the open sea:
Extract 8
Women and children are mentally weak. They get afraid easily. Children cannot swim so sometimes
mothers hold onto their children, and that may cause the death of them both. Men are brave and have
often faced the storm out on the sea, while women have not lived through experiences outside of the

house (KEI MCM30 2016).

Extract 9

Nevertheless, women here wear sarees most of the time. The sarees are usually 10-12 feet long so they
cannot swim wearing this long piece of cloth. Men on the other hand, might be wearing a simple piece
of clothes, such as a lungi. They can pull their lungi up if needed and thereby swim, or stay in the water

longer. They can even take shelter in the trees (KEI MCM30 2016).

Extract 10
Women die because of their hair and clothing. They are also emotionally weak. Children are always fond
of their mothers. Women cannot leave them during such an event. That is why they too become victims

of the disaster (KEI GBM60 2016).

The outlined binary opposites revealed separate safe spaces for unmarried and married women.
These storylines mainly described the cyclone shelters being unsafe. Unmarried women were
portrayed as more vulnerable than women in general. The main risk referred to them being in
danger of losing their honour. Dishonour could eliminate future marriage proposals and they

would then become an economic burden to their families. Statements arguing that unmarried



women should not evacuate were expressed by both female and male informants. Unmarried

women did not belong in the cyclone shelters: “It just does not feel right”, explained a male

respondent:

Extract 11
It is not right [for unmarried women to go to the shelter] because it could create problems. /.../ | do not
like women going to the shelter. It just does not feel right. Wherever they go, things happen (LHI GBM38

2016).

The storylines explained further what was meant by ‘dishonour 'and ‘lack of privacy - Younger

boys could sexually harass unmarried women and girls in the shelter(s). The men in the village
were therefore responsible for ensuring that thugs with bad intentions were not let into the

shelter(s), explained another male respondent:

Extract 12

There are some local thugs who have been told that they are not allowed to go inside [the shelter] because
of the women. They are only allowed to stay on the balcony, roof, or some other isolated place. They are
permitted inside. The regular mass of people generally have bad intentions, even during the time of a
cyclone strike. /.../ We therefore decide when they get to the shelter during the cyclone, whether they

are allowed to enter or not (KES MCM24 2016).

In a female Collective Storytelling Session (see text extract 13), the tragic story of a young
educated girl with big hopes and dreams for the future was told. The girl is sexually assaulted
in the shelter and therefore cannot bear to live. She survives the cyclone only to take her own
life due to the fear of losing her honour. The story communicates an alarming tale for caution;
women are not safe in the shelters, nor are they able to ensure their own safety. Even when
women are well aware of the risks, such as the girl in the story, they may still be subject to
harm. The girl in the story evacuated to the shelter with her parents to ensure that she was safe.

She also found a safe place in the shelter upon arriving. A safe place where no boys or men



should be able to hurt her. She even warned other women of the potential dangers of being

‘harmed ’by the men, and yet she ends up getting hurt. Staying behind is the only safe way

forward. The home is the only safe place, the safest bet. Privacy can only be achieved in a

space that does not allow outsiders:

Extract 13

The girl is educated, even though the villagers are not. She knows how the early warning system works
and how to prepare for the cyclone strike. She informs the villagers of what they need to do, that they
need to go to the cyclone shelter, and of all the necessary steps before going there. She helps the children,
the elderly, and the pregnant to the shelter. She also advises them to bring their valuables. In the end,
those who are strong go to the shelter. The girl tells them to bring dry food, so that they have something
to eat later on, and matches to light a fire and stay warm. /.../ When the girl gets to the shelter, she tries

to find a safe place where no boy can harm her. As she is educated, she has told everyone to please make

sure that they are safe. ‘If you feel that you are safe in a place, then do not move, or try to go somewhere

else ’she says. This is also what she tells her parents. /.../ Anything can happen in the cyclone shelter,

boys and men can try to harm her by grabbing hold of her hands, and by covering her mouth [so that she
cannot scream for help]. The boys and men are from different places, they try to disturb her although she
brought her parents with her for her protection. She already knows that women need to be careful of this.
/.../ The girl decides not tell anyone what happened as she is afraid of losing her honour. She thinks to
herself; 1 was an educated girl who was planning to create a better life for myself, but now, because of
this, all is ruined. She decides that she does not want to live anymore, and kills herself by drinking poison

(CSS DLF 2016).

Storylines involving dishonour went beyond those of unmarried women getting raped in the

shelter. The narratives also captured descriptions of women getting hurt on their way to the
shelters. ‘Bad luck’ entered the stories in reference to the death of young wives and their

husbands. The bad luck got passed onto their children, that women were forced to abandon in
order to re-marry. These abandoned children were portrayed as ending up choosing the wrong

path in life and doing bad things for a living. Another female Collective Storytelling Session



(see text extract 15) describes how people find the dead bodies of a baby and her mother after

a cyclone strike. The woman was pregnant while evacuating and is thought to have given birth

during the storm. The story indicates that not ‘even ’pregnant women will be spared by the

disaster:

5.2

Extract 14
In most cases, underaged young wives who lose their husbands during the cyclone strikes re-marry. The
women leave their children behind in order to re-marry. These children often grow up choosing the wrong

path in life, and start doing bad things for a living (CSS MCF 2016).

Extract 15
Even pregnant women got washed away by the flood. One woman gave birth to a baby all by herself
after getting caught by the flood. She was found half naked and dead after three days. People also found

her newborn baby next to her, unfortunately, the baby died too (CSS GBF 2016).

Male educational knowledge and female faith in destiny

Knowledge and education were important thematic areas in the storylines. To give an example,

the girl who was sexually assaulted in the shelter was educated and knowledgeable (see text

extract 13). She therefore informed others about the potential risks in the shelter and how to

stay safe. The stories aligned education with knowledge, while villagers often lacked the ability

to understand, prepare and avoid disasters risks:

Extract 16
Those who are educated have knowledge on different issues. We do not have this. We have no
educational institutions other than the primary school. In your area, you will have the institutions so that

you can educate yourself and come to know different things (CSS MCF 2016).

Extract 17
We get the warning messages, but most of the time these signals are not very effective. We estimated it

wrong that time [during Sidr], but unfortunately, the warning message was right (KEl GBM38 2016).



Extract 18

A little before Sidr, there was a cyclone warning message, but nothing happened that time. People
therefore did not think that anything would happen during Sidr either. Those who were educated and
more aware went to the shelter early, but others did not. It was first when the water level started going
up that everyone realised what was about to happen, but then it was already too late. Some people still
tried to reach the cyclone shelter, and some of them made it there, but others got stuck in their houses

with the water level rising. Some people climbed up trees in order to save their lives (KEI GBM50 2016).

Extract 19

If we only had left earlier, when the water level was lower. If we only had started preparing in time, or
left the cows behind. If we only had known what could happen, she would be with us today. Now | plan
in time for the possibility of a cyclone strike. | buy food for one to two weeks, and | leave the cows

behind. Nobody wants to leave them behind, but | have learned my lesson (LHI MCM80 2014).

Knowledge was also aligned with the binary opposites of female and male characteristics. To

give an example, male and female respondents characterised the husband in relation to the wife.
He was portrayed as ‘smarter’, ‘more intelligent’;, and as someone the wife ought to go to for

advice. However, this knowledge came with responsibility. Male informants in particular stated
that as a man knows better what to do, he should never leave his wife behind. Some women
also argued that they first and foremost followed the disaster instructions of their husbands. If
these disaster instructions were to differ from the orders of the disaster volunteers, a husband’s
word still carried more weight. The stories also captured some elaborations around the

punishment of a wife who did not agree with her husband:

Extract 20

I told my wife to go to the cyclone shelter, but she would not reason with me. /.../ Not even when the
storm increased and things turned from bad to worse. Her main concern was still the cows. /.../As the
water level was rising fast, we did not have much time /.../ my son filled a bag with money, 30.000taka
or so, and attached it to his lungi [traditional male clothing]. We headed off towards the cyclone shelter,

my wife, my two sons and I, but as we got outside, we realised that we would never be able to make it.



It was too far and the water was flooding with an enormous force. /.../ At one point, the stream caught
hold of the moneybag. My son let go of his mother’s hand to try to save the money that was being pulled

away in the water. When he let go of her hand, the force was too much for my younger son to handle by

himself. He lost hold of the grip around her hand. The water was too deep, its force too strong. We caught
up with each other around a big tree. ‘Where is your mother?’, | asked. ‘I lost her’, he responded. We

found her body the next morning (LHI MCM80 2014).

Religion was another thematic area that received much attention in the storylines. One study
site in particular, Gabtola, registered more religious narratives. Religion and God’s will were

put before educational knowledge and disaster preparedness. These religious attitudes
encouraged different behaviours from women and men. The male informants generally

described that Allah will save he who tries to save himself, while the female informants

sometimes referred to evacuation as ‘pointless’. The men claimed that not evacuating would be
‘foolish’, while some women explained that their destiny was pre-determined. Ultimately,

women’s survival therefore did not depend on staying or going:

Extract 21
Even the Devil’s heart goes soft in these circumstances. In this situation, he goes from door to door to
warn the villagers. He tells them to go to the shelter, and advises them to listen to his words. As he

approaches each and every door, he realises that most of the people have already died. He is the only one

left standing, and therefore ought to save his own life (CSS GBM 2016).

Extract 22
It is all left in Allah’s hands, who will survive and who will die. For example, in this village a mother

and a child who were running towards the shelter got hit and separated by the storm surge. Later on, the
mother felt some hair touching her feet in the water only to realise that it was her child. She grabbed hold
of a tree to survive. When the storm stopped, people found her sitting in the top of that tree with her
child. People think that this is a miracle, that she and her child survived the cyclone. It all depends on

Allah (CSS GBM 2016).



Extract 23
It all depends on Allah, not simply the cyclone shelter. Even if | take shelter in an iron cage, if Allah’s

wish is for me to die, | will die. /.../ We depend on Allah [not early warning systems] (LHI GBM38

2016).

Extract 24

When the cyclone strikes, nobody cares about others. People think about themselves. Normally, girls
face more problems during the cyclones because of how they dress. They may also get hurt, on their
hands, legs, or other body parts. Sometimes, trees even fall on top of people and they die. | know of a
mass grave. | have seen many dead bodies in my life due to the cyclones. The people buried there did

not even get proper burial clothes. Everyone’s lifetime has already been decided upon by God. Allah

decides whether you will die or live (CSS DLF 2016).

5.3  Female and male experiences of emotional fear and mental trauma

The final identified thematic area in the storytelling sessions related to strong feelings and
emotions, such as fear, panic and psychological trauma as immobilising factors. People
expressed being terrified of (themselves and family members) getting injured or dying on the
way to the shelters. Some described having witnessed others getting hurt or dying during
previous cyclone strikes. The traumatic experiences from 2007 cyclone Sidr, that struck at
night when people were sleeping and killed a large number of people in the study sites, still
haunted many of the informants. A female Collective Storytelling Session (see text extract 25)
described how deep the fear from Sidr had been burnt into people’s minds. Rumours of another
cyclone soon after triggered such panic that people rushed and tried to force their way into the
shelter. Some children were accidentally stepped on and killed in the commotion.

The psychological trauma from previous cyclone strikes left people feeling so anxious
and emotionally paralysed that some of them stopped evacuating. The fear of dying after, for
example, having witnessed the death of family members, ended up trapping people mentally.

A male respondent who described having lost his wife and all his four children in Sidr,



explained that he still refrains from evacuating to the shelter.” He also did not think that women

should go to the shelters as it did not feel right to him:

Extract 25
People have died as they tried to get into the cyclone shelter. Some people even stepped on children in

panic, quite a few children died in the commotion (CSS DLF 2016).

Extract 26

Sidr struck on a Thursday night. It had been raining all day. Not too much, and not too intense, but back
and forward. Later in the evening, the rain and wind increased. The flood came in around 9pm. The water
level started rising. It filled my whole house with water. | got stuck in my house with my wife and my
children, while the house was going under water. We had water all the way up to our heads. Water
pouring into our mouths. A person can stay under water for two minutes maximum, maybe less, but |
was under water for at least three to four minutes. /.../ | could not see any of my family members. It was
dark and wet. /.../ | somehow managed to break the roof of my house. | do not know where | got the
strength from, but | remember my hand going through the roof and out of the house. /.../ | lost the grip

around my son’s hand. He got pulled away from me together with the rest of my family. /.../ After Sidr,

I became anxious. | cannot seem to relax. Especially during [cloudy and rainy] days like these /.../. | feel
the breeze coming in from the sea, and it forces me to remember. | cannot stand that breeze anymore.
/.../ I had a wife, two sons, and two daughters. They were my family. All died in Sidr. Everyone except
me. My current wife also had a husband, a son, and a daughter. They also died in Sidr. /.../ | am the only
one who survived from my family. | survived, but my head and my mental wellbeing did not. I am not
stable. When a person faces such a tremendous loss, he ends up frustrated. All my four children and my
wife died, | am the only person left alive. How could | possibly be mentally stable? | have fallen apart

(LHI GBM38 2014).

Extract 27
These hazards keep coming back every year. Besides the mental traumas that they leave behind, the

worst impact upon people is the loss of human lives on an annual basis. Money and time can reduce

7 Besides text extract 26, see also text extracts 11, 17 and 22, for further elaborations



damages, but they cannot return a lost life. /.../ | have lost many things that were emotionally valuable
to me. Some gifts from loved ones, and other important things. Things that were my whole world. You
can provide me with a huge sum of money, but you can never return those things to me. They were
priceless. At the same time, | witnessed many of my relatives dying while screaming and crying. | failed
to help them, | failed to save their lives. This can never leave me completely happy. Nothing you would
try to provide me with would ever be enough to fix that. /.../ Physical damage and the loss of resources
that were emotionally important to us are unforgettable losses. /.../ Some internal losses may also take
place. /.../ During the cyclones, some people get injured internally. Injured within such an important
organ that he or she may face complications afterwards. They may approach doctors and seek medical
treatment in secret, but some losses cannot be healed by doctors. /.../ People face mental issues because
of these traumas. Family problems arise as a result, and they grow larger by each day. However, when
we talk about floods, it is often the economy that receives the most importance. /.../ The only doctors
that came to see us [after the cyclone] were [physical] medical specialists. They were not able to give

mental or psychological support to the victims here. /.../ We noticed that some children would bury their
toys after here and there. We also often heard them saying:* Stop the game! Otherwise, the cyclone will
come’. /.../ From the children’s behaviour we sensed their fear. They often repeated:* When will the flood
strike again? Will I have to go [to the shelter] again then, or will | die next time? If it happens again,
then please promise me not to leave me’ /.../ The parents reassured their children that the flood will not

come back, and that they should go back to living life in the way they had done before the disaster stroke

(KEI GBM60 2016).

Two men elaborating around the internal losses they experienced and witnessed clearly
outlined empirical descriptions of non-economic losses and damages. It is interesting that both
men referred to the loss of wellbeing as a severe disaster impact. Mental health must be
incorporated into the very core of the conceptual development of Non-Economic Loss and
Damage, as well as into its application within research and policy.

The two male informants delicately narrated the sociopsychological effects of such

losses, while also indicating the lack of mental health support services. The storylines even

separated (physical) doctors and (psychological) doctors. The term ‘doctor’ was used to



describe health service providers tending to bodily damages as they are the only doctors
available. This is also why the elderly man explained that these internal losses and damages
(or mental injuries) cannot be healed by doctors. It is clear that robust mental health assessment
and support are lacking, albeit required. People did not stand a chance to work through the
traumas left behind in the path of the cyclone. The narratives also described longer-term
sociopsychological impacts, such as domestic abuse and reduced developmental opportunities
for children and adolescents.

The storylines around mental ill-health and psychological trauma must be aligned with
gender roles and expectations of social identities. The fragility of a man experiencing post-

traumatic stress, or mental and emotional ‘weakness 'does not concur with the knowledgeable,

brave and fearless fisherman facing cyclones out at sea. A male informant elaborated further
around the lack of mental and psychological support services after the cyclone events. He
described how these ‘internal damages’ were not healed, nor prioritised, and therefore resulted
in longer-term family and social issues.

Meanwhile, the male respondent who lost his four children and wife in cyclone Sidr,
remarkably explained that he did not think that women should evacuate to the shelter. Some
may find that opinion surprising, but perhaps it is not surprising at all. From the revealed
perceptions around the existing gender roles, his main responsibility during the cyclone strike
is to ensure that he protects his family. He does not only bare the ultimate knowledge and

decision-making power, but he also bares the heavy responsibility of getting his family to
safety. From this point of view, the loss of this man’s entire family must have felt unbearable

and socially emasculating. He failed his ultimate duty and role in the household.



6. Discussion

This study showcased that although financially and practically founded disaster immobility can
be important, complex socio-psychological and political factors can be just as immobilising.
People sometimes stayed behind as they could not afford to leave their belongings, livestock
and houses behind. However, social norms and power relations, such as gender identity, as well
as psychological trauma and feelings, were just as important immobilising factors. We must
therefore combine financially, politically, socially and psychologically immobilising elements
to be able to comprehend the entire network. The findings illustrated how these social gender

values, and people’s subjective understanding of the gender roles shaped the societal structure.

The effects of these gendered power positions upon DRR were, for example, seen in the
outlined distinctions between safe and unsafe spaces, or the gendered division of knowledge
and decision-making power around disaster preparedness, planning and evacuation.

The storylines also captured gendered nuances in people’s social values. For example,
unmarried and married women did not inhabit the same vulnerability. A married woman was
to be protected by her husband, while an unmarried woman was not fully safe until she was
married. A married woman who failed to adhere the advice and guidance of her husband could
also find herself facing a tragic end to her life. Men knew whether or not to evacuate as well
as who in the household ought to go to the shelter. A woman must therefore accept any
arguments aroud why she ought to stay behind. This is when God, and her destiny being pre-
determined, came into play. Meanwhile, women who did not evacuate when their husbands
urged them to, or evacuated to the shelters without a male guardian may find themselves
socially punished and even physically harmed or sexually assaulted. In this way, the
storytelling data captured powerful and insightful immobilising gender attitudes. An important
step forwards for climate policy and DRR policy will be to ensure that our current frameworks

comprehensively include socio-psychological disaster immobility. Further studies in extended



geographical and contextual settings will also be important to better inform how to effectively
support our most vulnerable populations (Cutter 2017; Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2019a; Ayeb-
Karlsson 2020a).

Gendered values feeding into mental ill-health and psychological trauma, such as Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorders and fragmented wellbeing, which in turn resulted in disaster
immobility, was another key finding of this storytelling study. In this research area, climate
change and health scholars (such as Watts et al. 2017, 2018, 2019) are urging for more
empirical evidence from diverse research settings. We still have a long road ahead of us here.
This study illustrates the importance of investigating gendered values around mental health,
local understandings of wellbeing, and wellbeing loss in general. This is a relatively unexplored
research topic that must be prioritised.

The empirical insights of this study delicately outlined how disaster related non-
economic losses and damages impacted people’s (im)mobility and wellbeing. Mental wellbeing

must be stronger tied into wider climate policy debates (such as the IPCC, UNFCCC, UNDRR
and the SDGS). In the area of UNFCCC, the literature body on Non-Economic Losses and
Damages represents an interesting research area (UNFCCC 2013, 2015; Tschakert et al. 2019).
The two potentially powerful policy concepts, Non-Economic Loss and Damage and Trapped
Populations, have until today experienced a lack of attention within academic and policy.
Critical literature applying the concepts are still rather scarce but slowly increasing. The
research area represents a key opportunity for health, social science and climate change
interdisciplinary scholars to join the quest.

There are also clear evidence based recommendations to be drawn from this research.
First of all, there is a need to better incorporate gender and emotional wellbeing into our DRR
policies and responses. For example, female and male informants expressed in this study that

women, and particularly unmarried women, were not safe in the cyclone shelters. Women



described the risk of being sexually assaulted, on their way to, as well as in, the shelters. The
narratives made the level of distress and psychological desperation clear by explaining that
such an event may trigger suicide ideation or even completed fatal intentional self-harm.

The way forward must include an evaluation of the function, location and state of the
cyclone shelters. To give an example, in this study schools and religious buildings were often
described as being re-used as larger cyclone shelters. In a sense, people had functional cyclone
shelters in place, but their locations often aligned with social centres, including marketplaces
and harbours. Imagine instead that people had access to smaller and more widespread
‘community’ shelters. This could result in a higher number of people, and their family
members, feeling emotionally more comfortable with the process of evacuation. It is likely that
people would feel safer with the shorter evacuation distances, as well as with the close
neighbours and local crowd seeking shelter there (Ayeb-Karlsson 2020a, 2020c¢).

Secondly, researchers and policy stakeholders must advocate for more critical people-
centred investigations on gendered disaster (im)mobility. This study barely represents a
beginning of the work to widen our understanding of the complex subjective and psychosocial

processes surrounding gendered disaster immobility or ‘trapped 'populations. The study is part

of a new critical literature body investigating how psychosocial wellbeing relates to climate-
induced immobility, but further research must follow.

A wider comprehension of why psychosocial processes can result in compromised
wellbeing, and disaster immobility, will show how to best support vulnerable people. To
achieve this, we need extended people-centred investigations in different geographical, cultural
and social settings. This research will place us in a stronger position as we thereby can outline
similarities and differences in the gendered disaster (im)mobility. A number of findings from

this study are location specific, while others may be applied to a wider social context. To give



an example, a deeper understanding of psychosocial processes and their relationship to
subjective (im)mobility gives us insights into human behaviour and responses to hazards.
Compromised wellbeing was described as a psychological factor immobilising people,
and often in combination with their psychosocial gender roles. For example, men expressed
finding it extremely traumatic when failing to protect or save family members in a cyclone
strike as this was their ultimate male responsibility. Meanwhile, women facing sexual abuse in
the shelters felt a reduction in their female value with the loss of honour. As a result, these
women sometimes saw no other escape but to end their lives. This brings us to the third and
final recommendation, extensive mental health assessment and service provision must be part
of the disaster response. In relation to this, there is a need to build onto what we already know
of trauma, loss and grief. Traumatic events such as experiencing the loss of family members,

belongings, and safety, or witnessing injuries and death of loved ones, may result in lifelong
impacts on a person’s wellbeing.

Effective and sustainable treatment plans to heal trauma, as well as financial resources
for the provision of such services must be in place. This represents an urgent concern that DRR
policy-makers, action and financial stakeholders must address. Political and financial efforts
should be made to ensure that people who have faced hazards have immediate access to
psychological support after the event. As observed in this study, leaving people with open
psychological wounds, such as post-traumatic stress and acute anxiety, is seen to increase their
vulnerability to cyclone strikes in the future. People in this study, for example, expressed
feeling so paralysed by fear after having lost family members in previous cyclone strikes that

they no longer evacuated, nor wanted their family members to attempt to seek shelter.

7. Conclusion

This study has identified various gendered notions around how and why people may end up

immobile or ‘trapped 'when a disaster strikes. People’s perceptions and reasoning behind this



gendered disaster immobility illustrate their inherent complex social and subjective
components. Future research and policy within the area of Disaster Risk Reduction must
therefore move beyond simple and linear vulnerability relations. It is important to acknowledge
that immobilising notions are more than climatic or environmental. As observed in this study,
the natural environment was not the only linear ‘trapping 'factor. A more people-centred
understanding of global environmental changes will be the only way to achieve a more
sustainable future. A future where the only thing we know for certain is that the disasters will

keep striking and impacting people’s wellbeing. In a world where he does not like her going to

the shelter when the disaster strikes, change is needed as we all have the right to be safe.
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