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The article begins by describing the difficult living conditions of many people in the hill slopes 
(laderas) of La Paz, Bolivia, demonstrating that they are exposed to a combination of natural 
and social hazards.1 It shows that residents, community leaders and city planners tend to under-
estimate or deny risk, with important consequences for risk management, such as a failure to raise 
risk awareness. The article then proposes some hypotheses to explain risk perceptions in La Paz, 
discarding the usual single-approach interpretations and suggesting instead more nuanced theoreti-
cal explanations to account for why people build their homes in such hazardous environments.
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Introduction
During the past 20 years, research and debate on risk and disaster have progressed 
rapidly from a technically-oriented view to a more holistic perspective, shifting the 
focus to vulnerability and other social and ecological issues. In this paper I present 
some preliminary results of my PhD research, following a field study in the hillside 
neighbourhoods of La Paz, Bolivia, which are very prone to landslides. I shall first 
provide a brief description of the setting, then present some conclusions regarding 
vulnerability, with a focus on risk perception and its consequences on risk management. 
Finally, I will propose an interpretation of people’s exposure and its consequences 
on risk management.

The setting: major natural and social hazards in the  
La Paz laderas 
Water-related hazards
The city of La Paz, ranging from 2,800 to 4,000 metres above sea level, is encircled 
by mountains. 
 The city centre is bordered by high slopes and extends along a north–south axis. 
The eastern and western laderas (hill slopes) that surround the city are densely urbanized 
and are angled at more than 50 degrees. 
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 La Paz is traversed by 250–300 subterranean rivers, making soil extremely unstable, 
especially during the rainy season from December to March. An earlier geological 
study estimated that only 19 per cent of the municipal territory was currently fit for 
construction, and that 46 per cent was too unstable to be converted to support 
construction (HAM, 1977). Despite this almost 100 per cent of the territory today 
supports structures. Demographic growth resulting from migration from the country-
side has generated enormous pressure on housing. The typical solution has been to 
construct in the remaining spaces, which tend to be in flood-prone, landslide-prone, 

Figure 1 Bolivia and La Paz

Source: Perry Castañeda Library Map Collection, University of Texas at Austin.
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unstable or wooded areas. It is estimated that 76.85 per cent of the urban area sup-
ports ‘spontaneous settlements’, later legalized by the Municipal Authorities, while 
only 23.15 per cent of urban settlements were legal when first developed (GMLP, 
2002a). In the last few decades, the western and northern laderas have been urban-
ized rapidly and informally, largely by migrants from the neighbouring Altiplano 
(the great Andean plateau), while a larger proportion of the eastern ladera has been 
filled by lower-middle-class residents, but not necessarily in a much more formal 
way. At the same time, the neighbouring city of El Alto, situated in the Altiplano 
and more suitable for construction, has grown from a small town of a few thousand 
inhabitants at the end of the 1970s to a city of about 800,000 inhabitants today. 
Between 1985 and 1999, its growth rate exceeded nine per cent, reflecting the pull 
towards La Paz coupled with the lack of space still available for construction in the 
basin of the capital city itself. 
 Of the 800,000 people living in the La Paz municipality, nearly 500,000 are 
found in the laderas. The poorest city dwellers live here, mostly in houses of adobe or 
red brick, generally built without an architect, engineer or technician, and without 
necessarily respecting rules of sound construction in such a hostile environment (such 
as extreme slopes with subterranean waters). In this context, it is easy to understand 
that this population is highly exposed to natural hazards such as landslides, mudslides 
and floods. Such events happen every year, causing deaths, injuries and material losses 
that are generally not compensated. Often people who have invested the little savings 
they had into building their house lose everything. 
 There is no systematic evaluation of the exact number of people exposed to natural 
hazards in La Paz. However, it is clear that a substantial proportion of those living 
in the laderas are at risk of landslides, mudslides, rockfall and/or flooding; the city 
centre and south zone themselves face flood risk as they receive most of the water 

A ravine in District 5

Source: author.

Figure 2 Overview of the ladera oeste (western hill slope) and location of one study site
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flowing from the laderas. Some recent and significant disasters include: the hail-
storm and flooding of 19 February 2002, which resulted in the collapse of the city’s 
infrastructure (with electricity blackouts and roads made impassable), more than 80 
deaths, and millions of dollars in losses; the 1996 Cotahuma landslide, resulting in 
27 deaths and affecting 80 families; the 1997 landslide in Cuarto Centenario and 
German Jordan with 60 houses destroyed; the 1999 Kupini landslides, with 50 houses 
destroyed; and the 2003 Llojeta landslide, destroying 49 houses and affecting 110 
families (Red–Habitat, 2003).
 Water plays a significant role as a hazard in itself or as a trigger factor for wider 
disasters. Much of the soil in the La Paz area is saturated with water coming from 
the Andean Altiplano, which flows down to the Amazon river. This saturated ground 
is not able to support any weight, and landslides have been reported almost since 
the foundation of the city in 1548. Nearly all annual rainfall occurs during only 
four months (December to March), exacerbating the hazard. The hydrogeology of 
the La Paz basin thus constitutes a hazard that is an ongoing risk for its inhabitants 
and can easily turn into a disaster. This tendency is exacerbated by high technical 
vulnerability,2 including inadequate drainage of superficial and subterranean waters, 
and lack of access to sewage systems. The latter problem arose in part because of 
water and sewage service privatization in 1997,3 which raised connection prices to 
the point where they became economically inaccessible for many poor families. 
 Interestingly enough the water, which exacerbates hazards, also contributes to 
people’s resilience to the socio-economic hardship of not having access to affordable 
water. For decades, ladera inhabitants have constructed, through collective commu-
nity work, water tanks and canals that take advantage of the abundance of subterra-
nean streams and provide water to their homes. They now have access to this ‘blue 
gold’ for very low prices—generally between BOB1 and BOB5 per month (US$0.125 
and US$0.625), which is affordable even with their low incomes. That said, water 
drainage is very rudimentary, and the water is generally untreated and can therefore 
be contaminated, becoming in turn a health hazard. 

The people exposed to risk
In describing a risk and the people exposed to it, it is important to situate their daily 
lives in a wider context, in particular the other risks they face and their daily occu-
pations and struggles. In La Paz the population living with these risks, which are 
sometimes transformed into disasters, largely coincides with the population facing 
very high socio-economic vulnerability. District 5 of the city, one of my major study 
sites, consists of 28 neighbourhoods and 42,989 inhabitants.4 Most of its residents 
live in high landslide risk areas, sometimes even at precipice edges or in ravines. 
 Only 12.51 per cent of the people living in District 5 have their basic needs satisfied, 
meaning that 87.49 per cent lack proper access to health, education, housing or 
public services. Figure 4 shows the spatial distribution of the population with basic 
needs satisfied. It is clear that the centre and south zones have the highest propor-
tion, while the laderas have the lowest. Because of the permanent economic crisis 
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Figure 3 Houses at risk in La Paz

Source: author.

facing the country, most people do not find employment in the formal sector, instead 
selling their labour as they can on a daily basis. Many ladera inhabitants live in highly 
uncertain circumstances and in material misery, sometimes having barely enough to 
eat and/or an unbalanced diet. 
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Figure 4 Map of the satisfaction of basic necessities in La Paz

Source: GMLP (2006).
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Figure 5 Levels of poverty among the La Paz population

Source: GMLP (2006).
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 Ladera inhabitants also have weak political power, in spite of their tremendous 
capacity to appropriate local democratic institutions. The vast majority of the popula-
tion is descended from the indigenous Aymara people, who have been discriminated 
against for centuries. Only recently has there been a significant recuperation of power 
and dignity at the national level for indigenous people.5 The results of this long-standing 
marginalization include lower cultural capital6 (many do not finish school) and sym-
bolic capital in the political sphere. They still have to struggle harder than others to 
be heard by local administrations, and to have their priorities reflected in the political 
agenda. As a result, 70 per cent of municipal investments in La Paz are directed to-
wards the city centre and south zone,7 where most of the wealthiest inhabitants live, 
and which correspond to the most developed and modernized sections. As in many 
great cities of the world and of Latin America in particular, social segregation is 
strikingly reflected through geo-spatial divisions: the poorest live above in the inse-
cure laderas, while the richest live below, in the safer central and southern zones.8

 Within La Paz, the Human Development Index (HDI) is highest in the south 
zone (> 0.91), and lowest in the laderas (< 0.6). At the city level, 56.8 per cent of the 
districts have a type one HDI (poor), 3.8 per cent have type two (intermediary), 
and 39.3 per cent have type three (not poor). The macrodistrict of Cotahuma (Dis-
tricts 3, 4, 5 and 6 in my study area) is the poorest (GMLP, 2002a). Figure 5 shows 
the proportion of poor people in each district of the city. Some of the poorest zones 
clearly correspond to the eastern and western hill slopes, the latter being the area 
closest to neighbouring El Alto. The ladera oeste (western hill slope) is also the most 
densely populated area of the city, despite the fact that the city centre is full of high 
buildings while the tallest structures in the ladera have only five floors (already far 
above land use codes). In District 5, for example, there are 30,246,82 inhabitants per 
km2, the houses and lots being literally ‘pasted’ to one another. 
 The question now is how do ladera occupants and those in charge of city man-
agement perceive the tremendous disaster risk in which they live, and with what 
consequences for vulnerability and risk management?

Risk perception in La Paz and its consequences in terms of 
risk management and vulnerability: preliminary analysis
Some conceptual clarifications
I shall use ‘disaster risk’ in order to avoid the expression ‘natural risk’, as a risk is never 
natural. One can distinguish two types of definitions of risk: 

•  Objectivist definition: a probability of damages inflicted by one or several haz-
ards to a vulnerable unit, or ‘stake’. It accounts for latent threats, not yet manifested, 
but objectively and virtually existing (probable) and sometimes measurable. 

• Subjectivist definition: ‘perception of a possible danger, more or less predictable 
by a social group or individual exposed to it’; ‘representation of a danger or hazard, 
real or supposed, affecting the stakes, indicators of vulnerability’ (Veyret, 2003, 
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Figure 6 House at risk in La Paz

Source: author.
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p. 16 and p. 20. My translation). This definition accounts for socially constructed 
threats, and is closely related to their perception and representation.

In an earlier paper, I proposed a two-part classification of vulnerability to hazards 
for analytical purposes. According to this classification, vulnerability can be described 
‘on the one hand as a tendency to undergo damages, i.e. a state of fragility, or a set 
of conditions, that raise the susceptibility of a stake to the impact of a damaging 
phenomenon. On the other hand, vulnerability is an incapacity to anticipate, cope 
with, resist to, adapt to and recover from hazards’ (Nathan, 2004, p. 8). This classifi-
cation is adapted from various existing frameworks and consists of (1) physical and 
socio-ecological exposure, and (2) a set of incapacities to prevent, prepare for, face 
or cope with hazards and disasters: physical, legal, organisational, technical, political, 
socio-economic, psychological and cultural weaknesses. The overall vulnerability is 
a combination of some or all of these dimensions.

Surprising risk perceptions among the people exposed
It is impossible to avoid the anthropological approach in the study of risks, disasters 
and vulnerability: to understand the success and failures of risk management, one needs 
to understand cognitive structures and their relations to the existing social structure. 
Risk perception and the ‘culture of risk’ are important determinants of the existence 
and success of public policies for risk management: one needs to recognise risk’s 
existence and assess it in order to take appropriate measures. Understood this way, 
risk management includes awareness raising and capacity-building, increasing in turn 
risk perception or representation.9 
 Disaster risks are not visible in La Paz because, importantly, they are generally not 
constructed as a problem by the people themselves. Recognising the social con-
struction of the problem is a necessary phase in treating it. In my field study I saw 
astonishing places where residents had settled and built homes—on top of extremely 
steep mountains and within ravines, for example, or around natural chimneys formed 
by erosion, sometimes several metres high.
 When asked what risks and hazards they face, ladera inhabitants generally do not 
talk about ‘natural’ ones, but rather about interpersonal insecurity (violence and 
aggression in the street), the struggle to earn and secure a living, and fear of health 
problems. When asked specifically about landslides or the potential collapse of their 
homes, people often answer that the ground is solid,10 that there is no such risk, and 
that they feel secure.11 Even when their house is collapsing, people usually try to keep 
this from becoming public knowledge. In my main neighbourhood of research, de-
spite close links with people and their representatives, it took me a long time to learn 
in which houses walls had collapsed (this is generally not visible from outside), what 
past disasters had occurred, and other information related to local disaster outcomes. 
 This provides a very powerful lesson in relativism. It has become clear, through 
the efforts of scholars over the last two or three decades, that risk is socially con-
structed in many ways. Research has now verified the existence of strong objective 
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Figure 7 Houses at risk in La Paz

Source: author.

components of vulnerability—that is, the different vulnerabilities that shape risk and 
that are constantly changing with time and with the characteristics of hazards and 
stakes. What is more difficult to accept is that risk is also a cognitive construction 
of the people who define it. Those defining risk are generally professionals in fields 
associated with risk management, and are often working at a level far removed from 
the daily concerns of the people exposed to that risk. In this sense, risk management 
is often inadequate, and hazard and vulnerability mitigation should focus on ‘pop-
ular mitigation’ (Maskrey, 1993), or, in other words, reflect the priorities of those 
exposed to the risks.
 Taking the constructivist position, one could say that representations (or non-
representations) of risk are social constructs based on local values and other cultural 
factors. Risk awareness is not something natural, but rather the product of a perception—
mainly western and scientific—that there is a probability of something negative 
happening, which should be avoided through technical and non-technical measures, 
in other words, risk management. This perception, which appears natural and evi-
dent, even irrefutable, to western minds is also a social construction with a long 
social history. It developed very slowly, and with much resistance from the Church 
and other prevailing religious beliefs, and from most pre-modern social structures.12 
It was only with the triumph of rational thought during the Enlightenment and with 
the rise of modernity that this vision became a new ‘grand narrative’—a narrative 
now challenged by postmodern scepticism and the questioning of western social 
values.13 This brief detour into political and cultural philosophy is very important 
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as it can sensitize risk managers to the symbolic violence they sometimes cause when 
trying to raise risk awareness among culturally diverse populations. For example, risk 
managers often fail to take account of local beliefs. In Aymara cultural traditions, 
the Pachamama (Mother Earth), a supernatural power, controls the earth. In order to 
avoid problems, locals seek her favour through sacrifice and through respecting the 
elements and ecological cycles. Even if this cosmology is weaker in Bolivian cities, 
people still place the foetus of a llama in the corners of their houses. It is difficult, 
though, to distinguish between real protective measures and tradition. For example, 
do Christian believers really feel more secure after attending mass?
 Another significant point in the popular perception of risk is that there is a gap 
between the expert vocabulary, composed of notions such as vulnerability and 
resilience, and the lay vocabulary, where these notions are absent. For example, ‘vul-
nerability’ is not a term used in the language of affected people (Heijmans, 2001). 
If they sometimes feel vulnerable, they will not express it in these terms. In this 
respect the livelihoods theory is nearer to their concerns than vulnerability theories, 
which are the privilege of scientists, technicians or practitioners. The people exposed 
sometimes use the notion of risk, but generally as a synonym for disaster, and not 
as a potentiality. In La Paz, they also talk about education or training (capacitación), 
which is probably a reference to the services provided by the various aid organiza-
tions, NGOs and programmes financed by the Bolivian state or by foreign countries. 
It also reflects a clearly articulated desire to enhance their education, knowledge and 
skills, which constitutes a significant factor of resilience. 

Some proposed explanations for risk perception in La Paz 
In my case study, it is evident that risk tends to be underestimated or denied by the 
people exposed to it. Even when they are conscious of the risks, they generally do 
not talk about them nor seek help in addressing them. An external view (largely 
shared in La Paz and elsewhere by wealthier inhabitants) would assert that such 
people are at best ignorant, that they risk the lives of their children in vain, and/or 
that they are simply indifferent to the danger they incur, the implication being that 
their behaviour is irrational and illogical. This is not the case; there are many possible 
explanations for risk taking, proposed here as a series of complementary hypotheses.

a. As a general feature of human psychology, people tend to neglect low probabili-
ties (of loss, accident, disaster), even if there are associated probabilities of high 
losses. They also ignore high risks in familiar environments (Douglas, 1987). Indeed, 
it would be impossible to live in constant worry that various dangers, more remote 
or less so, may affect us at any time. People are exposed to so many dangers, threats, 
risks, information, and stimuli that they cannot constantly consider all possibilities. 
They are therefore more or less obliged to favour risks that seem more likely or 
manageable, although they may still minimize risks occurring in familiar environ-
ments (such as the house, the car, the daily itineraries), thus creating a false sense 
of security. 
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b. The fact that in some cultures it is easy to talk about the risks one faces, while in 
others it is not, shows that the cultural component of risk perception may be an impor-
tant factor in people’s appropriation and construction of the problem, and in their 
willingness to publicize it. The distinction between private and public matters is 
highly culturally-dependant, and one generally does not publicly share that which is 
considered private. During my fieldwork I observed that, in urban Aymara culture, 
there is a certain discretion regarding the state of one’s house, and a certain aversion 
to making this information public. Problems with the home are considered private 
and individual.14 

c. Another interesting explanation is bound to a vulnerability factor: lack of trust in 
others. The trust of ladera inhabitants towards state and non-state organizations, as 
well as towards their own neighbours, is so low that they tend to prefer to manage 
their problems alone, at the familial level, which is the central social unit that most 
Bolivians still depend upon. This lack of trust, partly due to the general uncer-
tainty of the Bolivian economy and society, is a strong factor of vulnerability as it 
lowers the possibility for more collective action and association.15 

d. Self-protection and voluntary isolation represent an historical strategy of passive 
resistance by indigenous peoples against external powers (such as foreign colonizers, 
or the state), which have continually done them harm. Denying risk and pretend-
ing that a place is safe is probably part of a strategy that enables them to stay where 

Figure 8 Houses at risk in La Paz

Source: author.
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they are and try to benefit from improvements provided by the authorities (including 
the building of pavements and other public services). 

e. The central theories of risk perception come mainly from Northern countries. Even 
if they have some universal applicability, there are nevertheless important differences 
between Northern and Southern countries. The latter often lack a history of a strong 
state and systems for social welfare and protection, and their overall environment 
is precarious, uncertain, unpredictable and insecure. This generates a different risk 
perception, and different security paradigms, inducing higher tolerance of risk, un-
certainty and suffering in general. Southern societies thus have a different security 
paradigm.16 This can be seen as one of the main differences between so-called 
‘developed’ and ‘underdeveloped’ countries.17 In La Paz, the fact that each year 
people die, are injured, or lose their homes and assets from the impact of natural 
hazards, does not generate political debate or social unrest. Such events are pub-
lished in the newspaper only when the proportions of people affected reach a certain 
critical point. In Northern countries, the same events would generate political scan-
dals. This is due to differences in security paradigms, but also to the fact that the 
victims in La Paz are generally marginalized people who experience social violence 
regularly and hold the least political power. 

f. The dominant discourse disregards the fact that ‘natural’ risks are societal constructs 
that are produced by, among other factors, social inequalities. One important rea-
son for inadequate treatment by authorities is that risk-exposed people themselves 
have generally integrated the technicians’ dominant discourse (that natural disasters 
are natural), which undercuts any demands for the problem to be made part of the 
political agenda. Thus, risk often lacks the political weight necessary to be taken 
seriously by authorities.

g. The decisive explanation of these perceptions is most likely the following: the 
exposed individuals are sometimes conscious of disaster risks (though to various 
degrees) and find them acceptable in comparison with the social hazards they face 
day to day: unemployment, misery, isolation, violence and the overall struggle to 
support their household. Risk perception thus obeys a universal law, previously 
demonstrated by sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, who refers to the ‘adaptation of ex-
pectations to opportunities’ (‘L’adaptation des espérances aux chances.’ Bourdieu, 1992). 
This explains a certain resignation or acceptance of risk based on adaptive realism 
and the lack of alternatives. The social constraints facing those exposed to risk lead 
them to accept very dangerous and extreme living conditions in order to obtain 
certain advantages that this situation nevertheless can offer (including proximity to 
employment and access to certain commodities).

Community leaders’ perceptions
Disaster risk is also often underestimated or even denied by community leaders in 
La Paz. These leaders play very important roles in political and democratic life. They 
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represent the voice of the people who live in each neighbourhood by serving as 
delegates and raising residents’ primary concerns when they deal with local authori-
ties. Community leaders underestimate or minimize risks for the same reasons as 
the people themselves, but also because they have a vested interest in avoiding the 
depreciation of their neighbourhoods. Recognizing risk can decrease land value or 
create an obligation to undertake complicated and sometimes far reaching measures 
in a context where complete mistrust of local authorities—created by negative past 
experience—undermines the necessary collaboration for collective action. 
 In short, one preliminary conclusion of this study on popular risk perception is 
that, even if risk perception is diverse—sometimes very clear, sometimes more 
blurred—the tendency is towards underestimating or denying risk for many rea-
sons. This obviously impedes risk management, which requires first and foremost 
recognition by the affected public and their representatives of the importance of 
risk in their lives. That said, the Bolivian system of popular participation through 
neighbourhood representation in the Local Land Organizations (Organizaciones Terri-
toriales de Base) presents a possibility for greater resilience and risk management. This 
system deepens participatory democracy by creating a space for people to express 
their needs and demands, and gives community leaders a small annual budget to 
invest in whatever the community decides. However, many factors hinder the full 
potential of this system, including local authorities’ denial of risk, lack of resources, 
and the gap between residents and their representatives. 

Local authorities’ perceptions
When talking about risk perception, there is a general tendency to imply that lay 
people perceive, while planners, technicians and experts know. We generally do not 
talk about the perception of those—especially technical experts—who represent 
modern moral authorities. From a sociological perspective, it is evident that this 
reflects the ongoing prevalence of the dominant scientific and technical paradigm—
a paradigm that has been challenged in the classic article by Kenneth Hewitt (1983). 
 Regarding the local La Paz authorities, if they are sometimes aware of risks, they 
also tend to minimize the extent of the problem, but for different reasons than the 
communities and their inhabitants. On the one hand, they have limited capacity to 
implement complete risk management. On the other hand, defining risk and non-
risk areas is highly political. Admitting that more than half the population under 
their jurisdiction is at risk is admitting that massive investment is required, that the 
problem is extremely serious, and that until now the municipal authorities have failed 
to address the problem in depth. The La Paz municipal risk management strategy, 
consisting mainly of channelling rivers and constructing some containing walls, is 
largely insufficient and technically-oriented. Preventive participation in urban plan-
ning is almost non existent in La Paz; this is much more difficult to implement than 
the current measures because it requires comprehensive land use planning and 
mechanisms for law enforcement. There are high political costs and few benefits to 
making such changes because of embedded corruption, especially in the land market 
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and housing sector. As a result, local authorities often claim that, once the technical 
measures are implemented, the problem is solved, or at least under control. The 
municipal risk map, for instance, drawn up with the help of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), significantly minimizes the risk zones (Salamanca, 
2007). In District 5, for example, there is no ‘high risk’ zone according to the munici-
pal map. 
 From this example one can infer that technical assessments, especially zoning of 
risk areas, have major political implications. This view of some La Paz urban plan-
ners also reflects an earlier conceptualisation of vulnerability based on the idea of 
technical fragility or lack of physical protective structures. One of the main weak-
nesses of this view is that it fails to consider the multiple dimensions of vulnerability, 
including the lack of urban planning. This conceptualisation therefore constitutes 
a vulnerability factor in itself.
 Another important element of the link between risk perception, vulnerability and 
risk management policies in Bolivia is a set of national laws on risk management,18 
created since the year 2000 at the national level with the help of international organi-
zations and experts. These laws are highly developed and attempt to apply the recent 
paradigm shift away from response and towards prevention and vulnerability re-
duction. Unfortunately, like many other well-intentioned measures, these laws are 
neither applied nor enforced, and therefore rarely have an impact at the local level 
(Salamanca, 2007).
 This analysis of risk perception in La Paz demonstrates that there is little political 
visibility of disaster risk at the local level (that is, among people and municipal 
authorities) and that ‘top-down’ policies developed at the international or national 
level are simply not applied.

Interpretation 
Conceptual discussion on interpreting the reasons for people’s exposure
Every discourse about the social world presupposes a certain philosophy of action. 
In this case, I postulate that social actors, despite some claims to the contrary, have 
a logic that orients their actions. This logic is not simply a calculation to maximize 
benefits and advantages, but rather a response to much more complex determinants.
 It is insufficient to study vulnerability alone, looking only at its discrete components 
and producing a diagnosis that merely recognises the difficulties that marginalised 
people face (‘people are poor, and have put themselves in terrible situations’). It is 
also insufficient to balance this simplistic tendency with an emphasis on capacities 
and resilience (‘while people may live in situations of extreme risk and vulnerability, 
they have nevertheless developed capacities that allow them to cope as best as pos-
sible’). Rather, to truly understand the nature of vulnerability, and its relation to 
risk, one must go beyond these types of analysis and examine risk and vulnerability 
in context. In other words, a complete analysis must recognize that people generally 
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do not expose themselves to risks by choice, ignorance or indifference, but because 
the risky areas they have moved to present reasonable alternatives to prior locations 
that they perceived and experienced as more unsatisfactory and unacceptable, often 
due to other kinds of hazards (such as the lack of access to basic resources for support-
ing their household). Understood in this manner, accepting disaster risk constitutes 
a more or less conscious strategy of resilience to other risks, which were presumably 
perceived as greater or more immediate. This behaviour is not, therefore, irrational. 
In sum, we suggest a causal explanation for risk acceptance that considers macro-
social and historical determinants that are different from the sum of the individual 
choices.
 This more nuanced thinking is at least partially captured by the human security 
approach,19 which, without always making it explicit, recognizes that human beings 
are caught in a complex web of natural, human and social threats. People may recog-
nize and be conscious of these elements to lesser or greater degrees, but are limited 
in their ability to analyse the dangers one by one in order to face them. Rather, 
people tend to analyse these elements as a whole, following a socio-cultural logic 
more than a purely individual one. The actors evaluate threats and risks of all kinds 
as a whole, and draw conclusions about the best way to face them (such as migration, 
accepting one risk to reduce others) given their social position, trajectory, objective 
chances, and various forms of capital. In its emphasis on the latter elements, the liveli-
hoods approach20 fails to account for many non-economic causal factors (including 
social and cultural ones). 
 To return to the case of La Paz, we must consider the inequitable social structure 
and distribution of power and resources that exist at the international,21 national22 
and local levels.23 This specific social structure has ‘pushed’ people to migrate and 
settle in the most dynamic Bolivian cities (Santa Cruz, Cochabamba, La Paz–El Alto). 
These migrants were often driven by the dream of a better life, like in many other 
countries, as the living conditions in the countryside were becoming harder.24 This 
has created rapid urban growth, especially since the 1970s, and increasingly since 
1985 due to the effects of the neoliberal structural adjustment programme, which 
increased unemployment by closing many mines and factories and displacing thou-
sands of workers.
 These major causal factors25 have forced people—through what could be called 
symbolic violence26—to settle in areas of La Paz that are most exposed to hazards, 
which are exacerbated by the topography of the city.

Risk management and risk perception: the missing link
On the policy side, there are inefficient top-down risk management policies in La 
Paz and no real push from the grass roots to implement local risk management. 
Indeed, developing bottom-up public policy is a complex matter, with different, 
sometimes non-linear steps. First, individual residents or local groups must succeed 
in placing their demands on the political agenda. Typically for this to happen, local 
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actors have to realise that something within their living situation requires change and 
they have to put forward a specific claim. The production of such claims, beginning 
with the initial perception of the problem, requires a process of social translation 
(from the lived experience of local actors into the language of experts or politicians) 
and therefore does not, in the end, necessarily reflect the exact social problem. It is 
never easy to express suffering: words are often inadequate for describing very dif-
ficult experiences.27 
 Once a problem has been recognised, a spokesperson may emerge who speaks 
for the group(s), and translates their claims into specific demands; this is a second 
transformation necessary to communicate the message to the authorities in a way 
that can be understood. If they succeed, the problem then enters the political agenda, 
with its various specific constraints, timing demands, competing interests, logistics 
and procedures, stakeholders, and so on. From placement on the agenda to emergence 
as a public policy, there is yet another series of transformations and translations.28 
All these processes, social constructions, and transformations explain why public 
policies are often very remote from the situations experienced by people on the 
ground. In the case of the La Paz laderas, however, even the first step has yet to be 
passed—that is, the development of risk awareness that could be transformed into 
claims, or the will to bring about that social transformation. This partly explains the 
absence of adequate policies of complete and popular risk management in La Paz.

Conclusion
The article started with a description of the difficult conditions in which many 
people live in the laderas of La Paz, showing that these people are exposed to a mix 
of ‘natural’ and social hazards. Given this wide range of potential dangers, it is 
impossible for a researcher who wants to gain a full picture of vulnerability to stick 
to single-hazard analysis. Rather, it is necessary to develop a more holistic under-
standing of the context, in particular the social conditions, in which risk-exposed 
people live, think and make choices. In La Paz, hazard-exposed inhabitants, their 
community leaders, and city planners tend to underestimate or deny risk, which 
undermines adequate risk management, especially bottom-up prevention strategies. 
Perceptions of those exposed to risk are complex and difficult to explain through 
a single approach. Instead, as proposed in the second section of this article, it is more 
useful to draw on a range of relevant concepts from psychology, anthropology, soci-
ology, economics, philosophy and political sciences. 
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Endnotes
1 This article is drawn from preliminary findings of my PhD, presented at the UNU–EHS Summer 

Academy in Munich, 23–30 July 2006. Most of the results are still being analyzed and thus those 
discussed here are not definitive and are subject to revision. Conclusions have been drawn from 
almost two years fieldwork in the western hill slope of La Paz, using various techniques for data 
collection: constant participant observation with the inhabitants and their neighbourhood repre-
sentatives; in-depth interviews with more than 30 families at risk; informal interviews with other 
people at risk and with disaster victims; semi-directed interviews with dozens of ‘old inhabitants’ 
of the neighbourhoods; in-depth interviews with dozens of ‘neighbourhood presidents’ and with 
many local authorities related to risk management; and analysis of documentation, maps, pictures, 
photographs, video collections and other visual material. The in-depth interviews with people 
living with risk contained more than 120 questions; those related to risk, emergencies and hazards 
were purposefully open-ended to see whether the theme appeared by itself in the interviewee’s 
discourse and concerns. In this respect, the interview guide took into account advances in sociol-
ogy and anthropology, and applied human security studies, focusing on what really mattered for 
the research subjects. This is a hybrid method combining the advantages of questionnaires, semi-
structured interviews, and life stories, and is thus adaptive and flexible but also allows for future 
statistical analysis. 

2 By technical vulnerability I mean the physical and technical factors impeding prevention, prepa-
ration and coping with hazards and disasters, such as inadequate knowledge and/or use of risk/
hazard management techniques. 

3 The concession, previously managed by the municipal authority, has been given to the company 
Aguas del Illimani SA, part of the French multinational Suez-Lyonnaise des Eaux. This decision, 
which was political more than economic, is referred to repeatedly by municipal managers as the 
reason for the poor management of waters in the basin. However, water and sewage are now in 
the process of re-nationalisation to re-establish them as true public services. 

4 This data and the following draw from the Dossier Estadístico 2000–2005 of the Gobierno Municipal 
de La Paz (GMLP, 2006).

5 This follows the triumphant election of Evo Morales Ayma in December 2005, the first indigenous 
president of Bolivia, whose programme is strongly orientated towards the dignity of the numerous 
indigenous peoples in Bolivia.

6 The terms ‘cultural capital’ and ‘symbolic capital’ are used here in line with Pierre Bourdieu’s 
concepts. 

7 Oral communication by municipal councillor Hon. Hernan Paredes.
8 This reverses the general pattern in many cities around the world (rich people living above and 

poor people below), and is due to the uneven topography and climatic differences of the La Paz 
area.

9 For historical disciplinary reasons the expression ‘risk perception’ has become the accepted term in 
the theoretical literature. Nevertheless, ‘risk representation’ would be more appropriate, reflecting 
the contemporary foci of the social sciences, and in particular anthropology. For anthropologists, 
perception is a biological element of response to stimuli, whereas representation is the product of 
a social construction. In our text we will use risk perception in the sense of risk representation.

10 ‘Es tierra firme!’
11 Please note that this description is a generalization, for purposes of clarity, of a set of more diverse 

perceptions. It represents a tendency more than an always-occurring factor.
12 For further discussion on risk management as a process of social and cognitive change, see part 

2.A.1.2.a of Nathan (2006).
13 Within the vast literature on political philosophy and epistemology, see, of direct interest to risk, 

Beck (1992).
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14 However, when asked who is at fault for risks and disasters inhabitants often evoke the municipal-
ity’s responsibility.

15 The lack of trust for El Alto dwellers (the neighbouring city) hinders the full development of a ‘social 
economy’ based on trust and association. For further discussion of this, see Hillenkamp (2006).

16 On the development of specific security paradigms in the west as the result of the construction of 
the welfare state, see Nathan (2002).

17 There is, of course, no single expression or term that can embrace all the realities of richer and 
poorer countries. Terms used to distinguish between them include, ‘Third World/First World’, 
‘Industrialized/Non-industrialized’, ‘Southern’/‘Northern’ and ‘Developed/Developing’. However, 
there are industrialized, modernized, Northern aspects of Southern countries, and vice versa. There 
is also a wide diversity within each of the two groups. Here, I shall use Northern/Southern to refer 
to general issues of both types of countries.

18 Such as the laws 2140, 2335 and 2442, and their application decrees.
19 For more information about this approach, see Alkire (2002) or Brauch (2005).
20 See, among numerous publications, Twigg (2001) and Cannon et al. (2003).
21 Bolivia is one of the poorest countries in Latin America and has a very marginalised place in the 

international division of labour and power. Predominantly a producer of primary materials it is 
dependent on external powers and the global market, and it is in permanent economic crisis at the 
microeconomic level.

22 In other words, inequality between departments, and between rural/urban or indigenous/non-
indigenous populations.

23 In other words, high socio-spatial segregation—mainly through the structure of landownership—
with the poor being relegated to the worst places. 

24 Migration in Bolivia was caused in part by the failure of the 1953 agrarian reform; in part by the 
political abandonment of development in the countryside, leaving it without proper education, 
health or transportation; and in part by repeated ‘natural’ disasters such as cold waves, drought, 
and the impact of El Niño. Further causes include the 1985 structural adjustment programme. In 
some cases, therefore, a ‘natural’ disaster in the countryside pushed the affected people to places 
where they are now exposed to ‘natural’ hazards in the city.

25 There is not space here to enter into more detail regarding secondary causal factors. The current 
simplification is for purposes of clarity.

26 Following Bourdieu, this deals with a constraint that weighs heavily on people—sometimes without 
their recognising it as such, and sometimes with their own consent—and that makes them interpret 
decisions as the product of their individual free will. See Bourdieu (1984).

27 An extreme case is the powerlessness and frustration of those returning from concentration and 
extermination camps after the Second World War and their incapacity to put their harrowing 
experiences into words, sometimes leading to suicide (for example, Primo Levi).

28 Jones’ sequential approach shows that public policies pass through a series of steps that shape them 
(Jones, 1984). It is very informative but has been criticized as too linear. A comprehensive approach 
should combine this with the cognitivist approach—such as Muller’s (2000)—but also with clas-
sical actor’s sociology, supported by approaches focusing on networks of social actors, such as that 
of Lemieux (1999).
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