Conflicted calculation: emotion
and natural hazard risk

Rebecca Elliott discusses the emotional contours of risk

Tina choked up as she explained that her
home in Broad Channel, Queens, had
been ‘remapped’ into a higher risk flood
zone on New York City’s recently up-
dated flood maps. As a result, her flood
insurance would become so expensive
that she might not be able to keep the
house unless she found the money to
elevate it. Faced with this new, two-part
calculation of risk and its price, she was
torn. On the one hand, she knew the risk
was worse: ‘Living on the water, we saw
the change.’ On the other, she couldn’t
bear the thought that the neighbourhood
where she had lived her whole life and
raised her children might be too risky
and too expensive for her and her family
to stay. And if she elevated her home
now, would it be enough when the flood
maps were updated next?

Zygmunt Baumann (1991) told us that
ambivalence is an irrepressible feature
of modern life. Our ‘drives to order’ —
expressed in our preoccupation with
design, management, engineering, and
calculation — paradoxically seem to gen-
erate opacity, confusion, and helpless-
ness, increasingly borne as an individual
problem. Ulrich Beck (1994: 12) took up
this idea, connecting it to a characteriza-
tion of the emotional tenor of risk soci-
ety, in which we are alienated, anxious,
‘living and

acting in uncertainty’. The more we do
to represent environmental and other
dangers as risk, as a way to exert control
over them, the less secure we feel.

In my research, these broad characteriza-
tions provide a provocation to examine
the emotional experience of living at risk
empirically. | focus on New York City

at a moment when residents like Tina,
along with public officials and civil soci-
ety actors, confronted a new landscape
of risk and its price, calculated and rep-
resented on maps used to set the price of
flood insurance. What are the emotional
contours of risk and why might they
matter for how we understand human
experiences of natural hazard risk in
particular?

I share this interest with a number of
researchers who recognize that risk is a
problem of feeling. Coming largely out
of various subfields of psychology, these
studies complicate theories of cognitive
reasoning, showing that negative and
positive feelings, whether conscious or
unconscious, provide affective heuris-
tics — ‘mental shortcuts’ that shape how
people identify and respond to risk. This
intervention has been applied to some
research on natural hazard risks, like
flooding, that has demonstrated the rele-
vance of emotion. For instance, the work
of Tim Harries (2008, 2012) on flood

risk in the UK

has shown that feelings of anxiety and
insecurity can overwhelm material and
financial considerations when deciding
whether to undertake protective action.
In the context of flood and other natural
hazard risks, emotion is generally con-
ceptualized as a problem of individual
decision-making under risk, helping to
explain the persistent puzzle of why
many people who face such risks do not
take steps to avoid or mitigate them.

My research builds a sociological ap-
proach to the question that engages a
set of interrelated blind spots in this
existing literature, revealed through my
interviews and ethnographic observa-
tion in New York City. The first is that
emotion remains confined to individual
experiences and sensitivities, without
being robustly connected to the social
processes that structure how that risk is
experienced - processes named but not
empirically scrutinized by Baumann
and Beck. In New York City, the relevant
social process is calculation (of flood
risk and its price), which elicits a set of
shared dilemmas related to felt tensions
between attachment to place, fairness,
security, and resilience. In drawing
boundaries around risk zones, the flood
maps group people together who all have
to come to terms with new calculations
of risk and its price. The second short-
coming of earlier studies is that the only
individuals who seem to matter are

the homeowners at risk, typified as ‘emo-
tional’ in contrast to ‘analytical’ or ‘ration-
al’ experts. Yet the representation of and
response to risk is a collective enterprise
that implicates many different actors
who, significantly, irtte.act with each
other: engineers, local administrators,
elected officials, lawyers, and insurance
professionals, in the case of flood risk. As
soc




