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Abstract 

Volcanoes are talked about as if they are one and the same thing. If they are differentiated, they are 

referred to as either active or inactive, and classified according to their structure and composition. 

Volcanoes, however, do not mean the same thing to all people. Mount Mayon in Albay province, the 

most frequently erupting volcano in the Philippines, is one such volcano. Through interviews with a 

volcanologist, an engineer, a politician, a historian, and a local resident conducted during its eruptive 

phase in January 2018, this article explores multiple perspectives about what people think a volcano 

is and the risks it poses. These informants do not share a common narrative about the volcano. Their 

personal storylines are embedded in both public narratives that are fixed in time and place, and 

master narratives that reflect the social values and standards of the group or profession to which 

they belong. How these stories are told, what is said in these stories, and the context within which 

these stories are produced can be said to constitute an institutional narrative that is important to 

both a better understanding of how people perceive risk and, also, to what is required to improve 

disaster risk management.  

Introduction 

Volcanoes are talked about as if they are one and the same thing and that we all know what that is. 

If they are differentiated, they are referred to as either active or inactive, and classified according to 

their structure and composition: stratovolcanoes with their steep sides, dome volcanoes with their 

roughly circular mounds, shield volcanoes with their low-lying profiles, and cinder cone volcanoes 

with their single circular vents. Volcanoes, however, do not mean the same thing to all people. And 

this difference in perception is as much to do with people’s understanding of the prevailing norms 

and values that govern their social relations and institutional outlook as it has to any broadly 

defining sense of individuality based on culture, ethnicity, gender, or age. Volcanoes mean different 

things to different people depending on what they do in life and how they relate to the object in 

question. To the volcanologist, they are about eruptive processes, their causes and consequences; to 

the civil engineer, they are mainly a construction problem; to the politician, they are about votes and 
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constituencies; to the historian, they are catalysts of change in society and culture, and to a local 

resident, they are about collective memory and divine chastisement.  

One such volcano is Mount Mayon in the Philippines. An active volcano, its symmetrical volcanic 

cone dominates the skyline of the Bicol peninsular at the southern end of Luzon, the largest island in 

the archipelago (Figure 1). Through interviews with a volcanologist, an engineer, a politician, a 

historian, and a local resident, conducted in situ during an eruptive phase in January 2018 when 

people’s minds were very much focused on its dangers, this article explores multiple perspectives 

about what people think a volcano is and the risk it poses. These five informants, however, though 

all long-time residents of the area, do not share a common narrative about the volcano. Their 

personal storylines are embedded in both public narratives that are fixed in time and place, and 

master narratives that reflect the social values and standards of the group or profession to which 

they belong. They also experience the volcano in different ways. How these stories are told, what is 

said in these stories, and the context within which these stories are produced can be said to 

constitute an institutional and affective narrative that is important to both a better understanding of 

how people perceive risk and, also, to what is required to improve disaster risk management. Just as 

languages have different words to name the same thing, so people mean different things when they 

talk about volcanoes and understand their risks in different ways. 

 

Storytelling and institutional narratives 

As might be expected, Mount Mayon looms large in the minds of the people who live around its 

base, breathe its sulphurous airs, eat of its bounty, and, occasionally, die from its actions. As humans 

are storytellers by nature, they relate many stories about the volcano in which they attempt to make 

sense of their own lives or the lives of their communities. On the one hand, these stories are deeply 

personal, capturing the local and textured experiences of people and the way they fashion their own 

identities from culturally available material and the environment around them (Polletta et al. 2011, 

110). On the other hand, their senses of selfhood are also constructed in such a way so that the 

stories people tell validate group, corporate and professional standards and norms (Maynes, Pierce, 

and Laslett 2008, 2). The duality in which people construct their own selves is similarly reflected in 

the way they talk about themselves (and are talked about) in relation to significant local landmarks 

or characteristics of their environments: people of the lake, people of the forest, people of the 

lowlands, people of the highlands – people of the volcano. When stories are told and what 

influences those narratives are important to understanding how people construct risk and perceive 

their vulnerabilities. 
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Stories are not just things people tell but are the things people have lived (Polletta et al. 2011, 112). 

Elliott Mishler (1995, 117) argues that people “story the world” by constructing meaning out of 

events and experiences through the telling and retelling of stories for different purposes in various 

contexts. In these stories, a volcano is not simply a passive object but a dynamic feature of the 

environment, perpetually in a state of flux between “awakening” (active) or “sleeping” (dormant), 

constantly reshaping the surrounding terrain, and alternating risk with bounty. The stories people 

tell about Mayon do not have to be empirically correct, abiding by some accepted standards of logic 

or proof, but only credible to their hearers. All of them, however, by their very nature, are 

historically and socially specific, emphasising the lived experience and the importance of the 

historical moment even if they are talking about past events (Maynes, Pierce, and Laslett 2008, 2-3). 

Equally, they can be subversive and undermine “the discursive bulwarks of disciplinary authority” by 

demonstrating that what are generally accepted as universal categories, neutral standards, scientific 

facts, and objective progress are, also, by their nature, only stories (Polletta et al. 2011, 113). And 

these stories are always about the person who tells them (Bamberg 2012, 207).  

Stories, however, are not unstructured bodies of text but have narrative. Narrative, according to 

Polleta et al. (2011, 111) “is an account of a sequence of events in the order in which they occurred 

to make a point”. Narratives are accounts about what people do to give those actions meaning 

whether that meaning is explicitly told or implicitly understood. To be coherent, they require a plot 

that provides both the structure to hold random facts together and to render a temporal order to 

real events (Bamberg 2012, 203; Mishler 1995, 102-103). In the case of Mayon, the plotlines are the 

eruptions. And their consequences, in turn, provide stories with a narrative point, one tempered by 

local culture and communicated through an array of normative values (Loeseke 2007, 673). All 

narratives about the volcano are historically specific to the time in which they are told, and personal 

in that they indicate how cumulative life experiences shape people’s attitudes and opinions. Nor is 

any narrative unique but one of many “socially circulating stories” at any given moment that provide 

multiple and competing accounts about the same thing (Loeseke 2007, 673-674). 

Moreover, the stories people tell are deeply embedded in narrative frameworks and narrative 

environments that reflect institutional cultures. These master narratives reproduce the values of 

dominant social and political groups or institutions even if expressed in personal terms (Mishler 

1995, 114). Jacqueline O’Toole (2018) refers to this practice as “institutional storytelling”. People are 

not free to construct their own stories about their selves but are brought into being through setting. 

These institutional narratives or “formula stories” express deeply held ideological values or positions 

that reflect a group’s or organisation’s claims to expertise about a subject. Corporations are 

“storytelling organisations” as are the professions who may not only share a specialised vocabulary 
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and common outlook but inadvertently may also reproduce Western moral values about “the other” 

(Mishler 1995, 110). Members of these groups are obliged to conform to these “institutionally 

expected narratives” (Polletta et al. 2011, 116). Jaber Gubrium and James Holstein (2001, 18-19) 

argue that people in the post-modern world inhabit a multiplicity of institutional affiliations and that 

individual personas are refracted through institutional practices across increasingly varied discursive 

environments. Equally important a consideration is the determination of who is permitted to retell 

these stories and what functions they serve (Bamberg 2012, 203).  

 

 

Figure 1: Daragang Magayón (the Beautiful Lady) in eruption January 2018 (Photo by the author) 

 

Given the apparent “inconsistency” of storytelling, then, why bother with them? More to the point, 

why study stories about a volcano?1 Above all else, what stories do is to draw attention to the way 

individuals construct themselves as social actors and give meaning to the world around them. Stories 

are all about relationships, principally between the individual and society but also about a person 

and the surrounding landscape. Just as individual life stories are very much expressed in social 

 
1 There is a growing literature on volcanic cultures in general (Cashman and Cronin 2008) and culturally 
sensitive explanations used to explain volcanic risk in Southeast Asia in particular (Dove 2008; Donovan 2010). 
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relationship structures so, too, are people’s stories in Bicol bound up with the life history of Mayon: 

not only when it is convulsed by eruptions but through the omnipresent sense of risk that the 

volcano imposes on all who live within its reach (Bankoff, Newhall, and Schrikker 2021). The 

importance of an individual’s relationship to the material world is, at its core, about how risk is 

constructed differently for different people. It is the subjective character of how these narratives are 

constructed that makes them important as their “analytic value rests on their ability to reveal 

something new about a social position defined by and of interest to the analyst but more legible 

through an insider’s view” (Maynes, Pierce, and Laslett 2008, 6). A life histories’ approach that 

includes more than the dominant master narratives also has the added advantage of introducing 

marginalised voices and elevating the actions and attitudes of people from disadvantaged or 

minority groups to the same level of consideration as those from more advantaged groups. Too 

often, the volcano is “professionalised”, spoken about in an institutional language that is known and 

understood by only the few.  

 

The volcano 

Volcanic activity has been frequent and destructive in the Philippines. Currently, there are 23 

volcanoes listed as active by the Philippine Institute of Volcanology and Seismology (PHIVOLCS) in 

the islands (PHIVOLCS 2021). The most active of these volcanoes is Mount Mayon located in Albay, 

the second most southerly province on the main island of Luzon. Mayon is a stratovolcano with a 

perfectly shaped cone and a basal circumference of 63 km that rises to an elevation of over 2600m. 

The volcano has erupted over 50 times since February 1616 when a passing Dutch explorer, Joris van 

Spilbergen, recorded an eruption in his ship’s log (Spilbergen 1906, 118). However, there is little in 

the way of historical accounts of eruptions prior to 23 October 1766 when “a horrendous explosion” 

devastated the town of Malinao and surrounding villages (Huerta 1865, 255; Le Gentil 1969, 9).  

The detailed historical record of volcanic activity begins in 1800 (Siebert, Kimberly, and Simkin 2011). 

Most of the subsequent eruptions have been small, with a Volcanic Explosivity Index (VEI) 2 or less, 

though the volcano was often in a continuous eruptive state for decades at a time (Espinas 1968, 

253).2 However, this intermittent low-level volcanic activity was punctuated by occasions when 

Mayon vented its full fury. The deadliest recorded eruption took place on 1 February 1814 when 

according to contemporary accounts a torrent of fire, lava and incandescent stones flowed down the 

 
2 The VEI measures the size and power of an eruption. From VEI 2 upwards, each increase in number crudely 
corresponds to a ten-fold increase in the limits to the volume erupted and to a similar increase in the power of 
the eruption; major damage also extends to greater distances from the volcano. 
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sides of the volcano “devastating, burning and consuming everything in its path” and killed 1,200 

people (Coronas 1898, 4). Another major eruption took place on 23 June 1897 when many 

settlements at the foot of the volcano were ruined and approximately 200-300 people died (Faustino 

1929, 23). These eruptions were of a higher order, probably VEI 4 (Espinas 1968, 251-252; 

Mirabueno 2001, 4-7). There were no such devastating eruptions during the twentieth century but 

PHIVOLCS still considered it prudent to order the evacuation of more than 73,000 people from the 

immediate danger zone during the VEI 3 eruption of 10 September 1984. There have also been far 

fewer casualties – though a pyroclastic density current caught farmers unawares in their fields 

during the eruption of 3 February 1993, killing 77 people and causing substantial losses to farmland, 

fisheries and wildlife (ADMN 2002). 

Living around the volcano, however, can be a risky business even when there are no eruptions in 

progress. People are at risk from the loose-lying debris that covers the mountain’s slopes from past 

eruptions. The rainfall of passing typhoons or tropical storms mixes with this debris to release fast 

moving currents of cement-like consistency known as lahars that race down the sides of the volcano, 

and for a considerable distance beyond, with devastating effect on everything encountered, 

including human life (Rantucci 1994, 97-100). The volume of these lahars is capable of upsetting the 

equilibrium of boulders several metres in diameter that are transported by the debris flows or 

cascade down the slopes to the cultivated land below and roll into the sea at the Gulf of Albay.  

There are, at least, three documented accounts when heavy rainfall unleashed lahars that caused 

major loss of life in this fashion. The first recorded disaster of this kind happened in October 1776 

when thousands of people were reported to have died although there are no precise figures on 

mortality (Le Gentil 1969, 9-10). The second occasion occurred on 31 October 1875 when a passing 

typhoon set in motion lahars that caused the deaths of 1,500 people (Abella y Casariego 1882, 3). 

The result on both these occasions was one of desolation, leaving behind “a mere expanse of 

bowlders [sic] and sand with pieces of wood and branches of twigs to mark the place where once 

was a field, a garden, or a thriving community” (Faustino 1929, 11). In November 2006, Typhoon 

Reming dumped over 460mm of rain on the sides of the volcano. The official death toll from the 

subsequent lahars was 754 killed but casualties may have been as high as 1,200 dead. The lahars 

also affected 1.54 million people and devastated the surrounding rice fields and coconut plantations 

(Bacani 2013).  

The inhabitants of the province of Albay, therefore, live in constant risk either from an imminent 

eruption or from the danger of lahars triggered by heavy rainfall. The frequency with which these 

events occur ensures that Mayon is embedded in local people’s consciousness and conversation as 
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an object, an abstraction, and a fear. It forms an unconscious backdrop or context to their daily 

narratives. The way these stories are framed, however, depends heavily on the institutional 

framework within which the volcano is understood and explained. As Mary Douglas and Aaron 

Wildavsky (1983, 9) argue, people select their awareness of certain dangers to conform with a 

specific way of life and, therefore, “it follows that people who adhere to different forms of social 

organization are disposed to take (and avoid) different kinds of risks”. They see things in different 

ways; they may also feel them differently too. 

 

Talking about volcanoes  

The fieldwork for this article was undertaken in Albay, one of six provinces that form the Bicol region 

or Region V, located at the southernmost point of Luzon during January 2018. Mount Mayon began 

to erupt while carrying out research on how communities and volcanoes interact with and influence 

one another (Bankoff 2018; Bankoff 2020). A series of minor eruptions occurred during January, 

prompting sufficient concern, however, to have a state of calamity declared on 16 January and 

40,000 residents evacuated as lava flows reached the limits of the six-kilometre Permanent Danger 

Zone (PDZ) around the volcano’s base. The initial research objective was to carry out a systematic 

transect survey from all sides of Mayon’s environs in the company of a local volcanologist to better 

understand the volcanic processes at work. However, the eruption of the volcano, while hampering 

the ability to move freely within the PDZ, suggested a parallel course of enquiry that is the subject of 

this present article.  

Over the month, a series of five in-depth, unstructured interviews were carried out with residents 

representing very different institutional perspectives. Interviewees were selected partly through 

snowballing, utilising the personal connections of the local volcanologist, and partly because that 

person worked or was associated with an appropriate institution. Due to the method of selection 

and the small number of interviews, the sample was not designed as a representative poll of popular 

views about Mayon; rather, the intent was to reveal the outlines of the institutional framework that 

governs certain group perspectives and through which people understand risk. One interview is 

sadly missing from this assemblage, one with a representative from the emergency services. It was 

considered both impractical and unethical to interview such a person at the time because of his/her 

involvement with the ongoing eruption. Otherwise, all the informants live within sight of Mayon’s 

summit; all speak English, denoting a certain level of educational attainment; all except one is 

Filipino by birth; all apart from one is male; and all except one subscribes to a professional affiliation. 

Together, their stories about the volcano show how purely scientific or technical knowledge “is not 
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going to take us very far” and that understanding risk is “a matter of judgement” (Douglas and 

Wildavsky 1983, 194). 

 

 

Mayon Volcano and the surrounding towns, Albay, The Philippines (Map design by Maiden Ysabel 

Mirabueno) 

 

The volcanologist 

The volcanologist’s story is one about fire and rock, ash and air, earth and water.3 It is about 

landscape creation and destruction as a dynamic process. To him, Mayon is not simply a volcano that 

he happens to live beside but is also the object of his professional life and intellectual curiosity. It 

even influenced his choice of residence. He is an internationally recognised expert on volcanoes and 

is considered a world authority on this volcano. Central to his concerns is a focus on why a volcano 

erupts in the manner that it does and why that is important to know. In the case of Mayon, he is 

concerned about why the volcano “has such frequent gentle eruptions” and why the magma in the 

caldera remains molten. He explains this as due to a continual process of convection and degassing 

that he compares to the dissolution of the bubbles in a bottle of Coke. As the magma is degassed 

and escapes from the crater at the rate of approximately 500 tons of sulphur dioxide every day, the 

 
3 Quotes unless otherwise credited are from an interview with a volcanologist, Santo Domingo, January 20, 
2018. 
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pressure in the caldera is proportionately diminished, and therefore, most eruptions are at the low 

end of the VEI. Every now and then, a sudden injection of fresh magma that is low in crystal content 

but rich in gas rises quickly enough that it does not have time to shed the latter en route to the 

surface (Newhall 1979). When this happens, much larger eruptions occur, as in 1814 and 1897. The 

reasons for these sudden injections of magma, however, remain obscure and may be connected to 

the faults that run on either side of the valley in which Mayon is located. In fact, these two faults and 

the transverse tension that results during earthquakes, when one side moves faster than the other, 

may explain why the volcano is situated where it is: “If you set up a tension, that’s like…opening a 

door for the magma to come through”. 

To the volcanologist, an eruption is primarily a physical process, a combination of explosive phases 

and lava flows. It is one where fragmented “bombs” of magma, coarse sand and gravel-sized rocks 

are expelled for a few hundred metres above the crater before collapsing back down the sides of the 

volcano in pyroclastic density currents, or when lava oozes out of the crater and runs down the 

steep slopes to eventually coalesce into “a kind of pyroclastic apron around the volcano”. The heavy 

rainfall of a passing tropical storm or typhoon transforms the clear water that falls on the volcano’s 

summit into a deadly sediment-laden flood or “cement-like slurry”. Up to 80 per cent residue by 

weight, these lahars extend into the lowlands, even as far as Legazpi City. “So what you have”, he 

says, “is almost like a machine that is constantly bringing magma up the pipe, constantly in the 

geological sense – every few years, erupting it, eroding it, washing it down, and redistributing it 

around the flanks of the volcano”. 

Of course, there are people in this restless and evolving landscape, but they are never central to his 

plot. They and their labours are rather ephemeral, dependent on the volcano and its workings that 

both sweep away their settlements in a matter of seconds as well as deposit rich volcanic soils 

(andisols) so conducive to agriculture (Neall 2009). Lahars periodically fill the existing riverbeds on 

the volcano’s slopes and then carve out new channels on their way to the lowlands below. Things 

that lie in their path are destroyed, as happened in the case of Padang in 2006 when the lahar “took 

a different path and went right through the village”. Place names tell their own stories: one of the 

surrounding villages and several neighbourhoods in local towns are called binanwaan “meaning a 

town that was abandoned and restored”. The name suggests that the inhabitants were first forced 

to leave their homes as the settlement was engulfed by lahar and later returned to live there again.  

Over time, too, the volcano has rendered the land around very fertile, improving the soil’s physical 

and chemical properties, and, through its powdery consistency, retaining the moisture beneficial for 

plant growth. Approximately 80-90 per cent of the land area around Mayon is “wonderful for 
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growing all kinds of fruits, vegetables, and coconuts” and so conducive to population growth. Being 

both a place prone to disasters, and, at the same time, “a nice place to live” has its effect on how 

individuals understand risk, affecting people’s psyches and instilling a deep sense of religious faith. 

“To protect themselves from disasters,” notes the volcanologist, “people turn to their faith, to God, 

to their God, as much as they do to their own self-sufficiency. They’ll take some precautions on their 

own, but they will leave a lot up to God.” To the volcanologist, risk is simply a natural consequence 

of people taking insufficient measures to mitigate the constant dangers posed by Mayon. 

 

The engineer 

The civil engineer’s story was by far the shortest interview at under three quarters of an hour.4 

According to his perspective, Mayon, when it is to be considered at all, is purely a structural 

problem. An employee of the Department of Public Works and Highways (DPWH), he is concerned 

with maintaining and expanding local infrastructure, particularly the road network. Perhaps, the 

most striking aspect of the engineer’s story is how little the volcano features in his narrative. When 

asked whether for planning purposes roads around the volcano were ever considered as potential 

channels for lahars, he replied that this was never the case. From his standpoint, the plot is one of 

steady progress and development as dirt roads have become paved over recent decades. With 

evident pride, he recounted how the gravel road to his native village in the municipality of Daraga 

was converted first to a single asphalt lane in 1980 before being fully cemented as it is today.  

The volcano is perceived as a threat to this sense of progress. The lahars choke the riverbeds and 

cause “extensive” damage such as the destruction of the southern rail link to Legazpi City in 1993. As 

such, the engineer represents a view of nature that sees Mayon as a technical problem that requires 

hard engineering solutions, many of which necessitate external assistance to realise. Japan has 

provided most of this outside “expertise” through JICA (Japan International Cooperation Agency), 

the government agency in Japan charged with delivering Overseas Development Assistance. As a 

young man in his first year of service, the engineer had joined the original JICA study team that 

formed part of an international development project that commenced in the wake of the 1978 

eruption of Mayon. The solution recommended by the team was to build sabo dams (Japanese sa-bo 

or “sand protection”) as a preventive measure against debris flows. Common in the steep unstable 

mountainous topography of Japan with its frequent volcanic activity and earthquakes, many of these 

 
4 Quotes unless otherwise credited are from an interview with a municipal engineer, Legazpi City, January 23, 
2018. 
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dams had been introduced by European engineers during the Meiji era and were built to reduce or 

suppress excess sediment discharge downstream (Chanson 2004). 

 

 
Figures 2 and 3: Abandoned JICA sabo dam (left) and contractors quarrying debris (right),  

Mabinit, Albay (photos by the author) 

 

This technology was transferred to Mayon with the same intention to retain or divert lahars 

especially after heavy rains. Unfortunately, the dams did not prove to be very effective either 

because they were built in inappropriate places or because they simply directed lahar away from 

one community to endanger another. The supposed security afforded by the dams also encouraged 

development in areas now perceived to be safe because of these protective structures (Pierson, 

Wood, and Driedger 2014, 9). In the case of the Basud consolidation dam, it was downright 

dangerous. The municipality of Santo Domingo was only narrowly saved from complete annihilation 

when the overflow portion of the dam failed to function properly and was destroyed (JICA 2000, 

3.4). Subsequently, most of these dams have been abandoned and many have collapsed (Figure 2). 

They have been replaced by a new technology that involves revetting the riverbanks and creating 

areas where debris collects in the lower slopes of the volcano. An advantage of this practice is that 

the rubble stockpiled provides a quarry-site for local communities and contractors who use the 

material in road construction and for other purposes (Figure 3).  

Unlike the JICA scheme, however, much of this new construction work does not follow any master 

plan but is largely uncoordinated and undertaken by a variety of district offices and agencies. And, of 

course, in the Philippines, where there is funding, there is also politics. There is no central plan 

(though one is now called for by the DPWH central office) as to how engineering works on non-

major rivers should be funded. Instead, politicians request money for specific schemes from the 

Local Infrastructure Project (LIP) fund. Sometimes, the work carried out in this manner is useful 
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because it widens the river or produces some other beneficial effect. At other times, however, it is 

“a politically motivated project and no extensive study has been undertaken”. A particularly 

notorious scandal of recent date is the construction of the multibillion-peso Mayon Circumferential 

Road parts of which, PHIVOLCS claims, intrude within the six km PDZ. Controversy surrounds exactly 

who authorised this 261 km road project that has neither the consent of PHIVOLCS or the required 

permits from the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR). This project seems 

destined to become yet “another source of kickbacks for the implementing agency and the 

lawmakers who would fight for their own favored contractors in the guise of infrastructure 

development” (Ugalde 2017). For the engineer, then, the narrative he tells is one of progress 

(marred by politics) and the risk the volcano poses is to infrastructure that can only be mitigated by 

hard engineering solutions. 

 

The politician 

In the politician’s story, on the other hand, Mayon has become an electoral issue – one of both 

public concern and private interest.5 An aide to a former governor, he is able to witness close-up 

how politics and the volcano interact. Much depends on the timely way those elected to public 

office prepare communities for an eruption, respond to one in progress, and mitigate the effects of 

future ones. Indeed, Albay’s Provincial Disaster Risk Reduction Management Council (PDRRMC), the 

government body charged with drawing up the disaster management plan for Mayon, is chaired by 

the elected governor. Provincial governors have also played key roles in the establishment and 

support of APSEMO (Albay Public Safety and Emergency Management Office), the operational 

agency responsible for maintaining a roster of round-the-clock search and rescue teams able to act 

promptly in the event of a sudden eruption. Moreover, the province of Albay is a recognised leader 

in disaster risk reduction (DRR) and, under the long tenure of former Governor Joey S. Salcedo 

(2007-2016), received both national and international acclaim. The United Nations Office for 

Disaster Risk Reduction and the World Bank declared Albay a Global Local Government Unit model 

for Climate Change Adaptation (CAA) and praised its innovative approach to tackling DRR and for 

integrating CCA into its current disaster risk management structure (CIRCA 2010). 

A politician, however, needs to remain in office to be able to do good, and to do that he or she 

depends on people’s votes. Emergency situations may be moments of peril and crisis, but they are 

also opportunities and, above all, chances to grandstand and electioneer. Gratitude for relief 

 
5 Quotes unless otherwise credited are from an interview with a local politician, Santo Domingo, January 16, 
2018. 
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distributed in times of distress begets obligations that “buy” many votes during elections. 

“Politicking” takes on a new meaning in the Philippines where the emphasis on patronage, 

regionalism and lack of strong central government only intensifies partisan rivalry and factional in-

fighting when dealing with disasters (Bankoff 1999, 405-407; Bankoff and Borrinaga 2016, 56). The 

frequency with which Mayon threatens people’s homes ensures the repeated and long-term 

evacuation of residents from within the PDZ and beyond. Every family housed in an evacuation 

centre requires at least five kilos of rice per day as well as other foodstuffs. With nothing to do all 

day, too, entertainment is essential to keep a restless and unwilling multitude in cramped and often 

less than hygienic conditions. Film shows, magic displays, and even visits by movie stars need to be 

arranged and paid for to prevent people from returning to their homes before an emergency is over 

(Mier and Barrameda 2014).  

Privacy in this setting is at a premium and a major problem in long-term evacuations. The aide 

remembered how during one particularly long enforced evacuation of nearly four months (probably 

during the 2009-10 eruption), a couple insisted on returning home, the husband insisting that he 

needed to feed the pig, “mabahug kan orig”. Overhearing and not wanting to be left behind, the 

son, however, pointed out that the family did not own a pig and really what the couple wanted was 

to return to their house as there was no “privacy” at the evacuation centre. “So, what the governor 

did…was to talk to the local hotels and pension houses and then we issued passes, ano; so, the 

couples could go there. But we issued the passes to the wives, not the husbands [laughter] because 

the husbands might not bring the wives [cough].” 

The volcano, however, can be a “two-edged” narrative. Just as politicians win over electorates 

through their ability to distribute favours and largesse when people are at their most vulnerable, 

Mayon can just as easily prove a controversial matter that can alienate voters more than attract 

them. Resettlement is one such thorny issue. There have been several local government attempts at 

resettling people outside of the volcano’s immediate danger zone. These attempts have proved only 

partially successful as people keep returning to their original house-sites. Various reasons are cited 

for their failure including location and building design, lack of livelihood opportunities, inadequate 

services, and loss of community (Usamah and Haynes 2012). Putting people out of their homes 

causes resentment even if they understand the reasons for the move. Older people particularly can 

prove very intransigent at forced resettlement since they have usually survived many previous 

eruptions. The aide remembered one such instance: “There was a woman who has already, you 

know, she had suffered some burns already during past eruptions and ah…instead of being afraid 

while she was being evacuated, she said ‘I survived past eruptions so why should I run away now?’” 
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Even more troubling than the issue of resettlement, however, is the question of the rapid 

urbanisation of Legazpi City. The city has expanded rapidly in recent years with many of the new 

areas built on swamp and reclaimed land. Resorts and large shopping malls now block the runoff 

from the many rivers and streams that flow down the volcano’s denuded slopes and/or deprive 

lowland areas of the necessary sinks where this water can safely be stored. Even where streams and 

rivers still run, informal settlements have sprung up all along the riverbanks, constricting the volume 

of water carried. Residents dump garbage into the watercourses further retarding the flow. Much of 

the city, too, is sealed off from its natural outlet to the bay by a newly built seaside boulevard that 

acts like a dike to hold water in. Consequently, flooding has become a major problem. The three 

large pumping stations constructed as part of the city’s flood control system remain largely useless 

as water levels rarely reach the intake level of the pumps even when the city centre is flooded up to 

breast height (Arguelles and Jaucian 2018). Efforts to block licences for poorly planned building 

projects or attempts to demolish unplanned houses can be even more electorally unpalatable to 

politicians than forcing people into resettlement sites. Land developers are also potential large 

campaign contributors for oneself – or for one’s political rivals. In the legislator and officeholder’s 

story, risk has little to do with the volcano or the physical threat of eruptions and has become, above 

all things, a matter of politics. 

 

The historian 

For the historian, the volcano is all about people and their pasts: where they lived, what they did, 

what they thought.6 To him, Mayon is a long-term catalyst of change in the local environment, 

determining the course of events by its frequent eruptions, as well as shaping people’s beliefs 

through its brooding menace. As Anthony Oliver-Smith so eloquently states “a disaster is a historical 

event – and the aftermath of disaster is process coming to grips with history” (Oliver-Smith 1979, 

96). Societies and destructive agents are mutually constituted and embedded in natural and social 

systems as unfolding processes over time. The present situation around Mayon is the outcome of a 

slow process that involves both adapting to the volcano and normalising the risk of living in its 

proximity. This outcome determines both people’s resilience to withstand the hazards and their 

vulnerability to its consequences. A long-term resident of Camalig who has published several books 

on the history of the region, the historian sums up the volcano’s enduring impact by concluding that 

most people “have learnt how to live…with disasters”.  

 
6 Quotes unless otherwise credited are from an interview with a local historian, Camalig, January 19, 2018. 
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In the first place, he explains, the site of many local towns and villages and, particularly, their 

periodic relocation has been heavily influenced by past eruptions and the paths of lava and 

pyroclastic density currents. He recounts, for instance, how the residents of his home town of 

Camalig, devastated in the 1814 eruption, first transferred the seat of civil and religious 

administration to Tundol, a legendary centre, but how this proved unsatisfactory (Espinas 1996). 

Next, the town moved to the site of what is now Barangay Palanog at a slightly higher elevation, 

then to another place “way up in the uplands” at a place called Quilaponte, before settling in 

Barangay Baligang only a few kilometres from the town’s initial location. Within a few years, 

however, the settlement’s newly constructed church along with many of the surrounding houses 

burnt down (reason unknown). Finally, the long-suffering residents petitioned the authorities to 

return to the original townsite. On this occasion, however, the new settlement was not abandoned 

altogether and Baligang is now known as Camalig Nuevo to distinguish it from the old site at Camalig 

Viejo.  

 

  
Figures 4 and 5: Ruins of Cagsawa with Mayon wreathed in clouds in the background (left)  

and an abandoned house, Masarawag, Albay (right) (photos by the author) 

 

New sites were settled and abandoned for a variety of reasons. In the case of Camalig, each 

temporary resettlement proved unsatisfactory because its location was too far from existing fields or 

because “people did not feel comfortable yet” and “were apprehensive that another 1814-kind of 

disaster might occur”. Sometimes relocation only exposed residents to new dangers emanating from 

the sea. The inhabitants of Guinobatan, for example, another town badly affected by the 1814 

eruption, settled on the coast at Panganiran Bay. Here, however, they were exposed to raids by 

Moro pirates who remained a scourge in the region till the mid-nineteenth century (Warren 1981). 

Raiding parties forced residents to retire from the coast to another site at Barangay Mauraro before 
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finally petitioning the authorities to resettle at the original site of Guinobatan. Nor are these town 

histories in any way exceptional. As previously mentioned, several surrounding villages or 

neighbourhoods have the place name binanwaan meaning a site that was abandoned and then 

resettled. The destruction and abandonment of Cagsawa and its relocation to Daraga may be the 

best-known example of this volcanic-inspired relocation pattern, not least because the original site is 

now well known as a tourist attraction (Mallari 1986). But many of the towns and villages 

surrounding Mayon share similar narratives. 

The relocation of towns and villages over the centuries is only the most visible way people dealt with 

risk and the volcano. The historian also credits Mayon with influencing how people historically 

communicated with one another, and attributes the distinct dialects or languages spoken in the 

neighbourhood to the topographical features created by the volcano. The many rivers, mountains 

and forests in the past posed barriers hindering people’s ease of movement from one community to 

another. Mayon’s height and the radial pattern in which rainwater runs off the mountain divides the 

landscape into discrete cultural micro-regions that encouraged divergences in linguistic use and the 

creation of separate languages (O'Brien 1968). Thus, the language spoken in Camalig, Daraga, 

Guinobatan and Villar is East Miraya or Albay Bikol (Albayanon), one of the three languages that 

compose Inland Bikol. Even the residents of these towns, however, speak distinct dialects. Other 

centres, such as the lake town of Buhi, have a distinctive language that is largely unaffected by other 

linguistic influences and remained relatively unadulterated even by Spanish. The remoteness of the 

location and the physical barriers needed to reach the town insured a separate linguistic 

development. And just as the volcano in the past divided town from town, village from village, it also 

attracted people with its promise of a bountiful nature. “All the lands are arable, are fertile,” 

observes the historian. “They have their own running water. They have their own source of clay to 

make pots… You can stay in one place an entire lifetime: all the things you need are there.” 

Given the significance of the volcano on where people live, what they do, and how they speak, it is 

hardly surprising that it also shapes how they think. The beautiful but brooding presence of the 

mountain, visible for great distances on all sides, was thought to be the abode of the dead, and the 

bodies of the recently deceased were carried up its slopes to be reincarnated in its “fires”. It was this 

practice that reportedly inspired two Franciscan monks to ascend Mayon in 1592 to disabuse locals 

of their superstitions about the volcano. One never returned and the other reputedly died that same 

year (Jagor 1875, 93). Mayon remained a site of religious veneration after the wholesale conversion 

of local people to Christianity following Spanish settlement. In the main, however, these post-

conquest practices centred more on forms of appeasement to protect communities from the 

dangers of an eruption. In Bunga, for instance, locals believe in an ermitanyo, a hermit or holy figure 
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who miraculously shows himself at times of danger to safeguard residents from an impending 

eruption. His “footprint” can still be seen in a lava flow left as he climbed up the mountain to plead 

with God.  

More widespread, however, is the religious practice of perdon when residents in surrounding 

communities stage processions around the village to ward off evil spirits and the threat of an 

eruption. Often organised by the hermana mayor (literally eldest sister) or the primary 

representative of the Catholic Church in the community, these precautionary measures are carried 

out over seven nights in which the celebrants alternatingly sing and pray, often with one group 

responding to the chants or prayers of the other. The processions transverse the main streets and 

thoroughfares of settlements and traditionally always pass through or end up at the cemetery. In the 

historian’s story about the volcano, the human dimension receives increasing importance and 

Mayon figures as an actor of major historical significance shaping the past record of local 

communities. Residents have learnt to “normalise” the risks of their environment over time through 

exhibiting a willingness to adapt to frequent eruptions and relocate when necessary (Bankoff 2003). 

 

An elderly female resident  

All the interviewees were locals, in the sense that they all live in the towns and villages around 

Mayon. In this last narrative, however, the volcano is not obviously filtered through an institutional 

lens, whether scientific, technical, administrative, or academic. Instead, this is Mayon in the raw, 

unadulterated by professional culture. Simply a local resident of one of the surrounding villages, the 

last interviewee was a long-time resident of the area in her 80s.7 As the only woman to be 

interviewed, her story also raises gender as a defining perspective on the volcano. It is very 

noticeable in this narrative that women and children, almost entirely absent in the other interviews, 

figure much more prominently in her account (Fothergill 1996). There is also an immediacy about 

her story that is different from the others. The volcano is experienced in much more personal terms: 

things she did or was told over many decades, or things that she felt or detected through her senses. 

Having climbed to the crater’s lip some 40 years ago, she talks about smell and sight and sound. 

Prominently, too, there is a moral dimension to her discourse in which the volcano becomes an 

instrument of divine retribution for wrongdoings and a sinful life. 

 
7 Quotes unless otherwise credited are from an interview with a local resident, Santo Domingo, January 20, 
2018 
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A noticeable feature of this person’s narrative is the lack of any reference to the iconic eruption of 

Mayon in 1814. The widespread loss of life, the destruction of towns and fields, and the relocation of 

people and settlements are of no consequence in her story that does not extend beyond the 

boundaries of her immediate family history that begins and ends with her grandparents. She vividly 

remembers the 1938 eruption when she was still at elementary school and how she and the other 

children jumped out of the classroom windows and ran home. Likewise, the 1947 eruption when she 

was at high-school and “wasn’t afraid anymore about that”, and how she had stood in the school 

oval and watched the volcano. Living all her life in the area, the regular eruptions “every 10 years” 

punctuate her life story. But her most graphic account of one such event is not her own but that of 

her grandmother who lived through the 1897 eruption. Similar in magnitude to that of 1814, it was 

not as devastating and only caused a few hundred deaths (Coronas 1898). Her narrative is episodic, 

comprising scenes about what people did and with little reference to the eruption itself. She tells 

how her grandmother remembered that women balancing household possessions on their heads 

with their hands were unable to keep their sayas or dresses from blowing upwards in the strong 

wind, commenting that “at that time women did not have panties”. Even more graphically, she 

describes how a group of women, overcome by heat and gas while drying their hair out the window, 

had been discovered lying there as if “they were still alive”. 

Many of the elderly female resident’s stories are about what happened to family members or 

personal recollections of eruptions, often unspecified ones as if the process was ongoing. How a 

great uncle sent back home to fetch a cloth his wife had been weaving went missing and was only 

found three days later in a drainage canal “with the skin already coming off”. How, as a child, she 

had been the last to reach the seashore where her family had been waiting to take her to relative 

safety on board a boat. How, too, shacks or ranchos roofed with banana fronds and abaca would line 

all the roads in the district after an eruption providing temporary shelter to those who had fled their 

homes. Other stories were passed down through family members, including useful information on 

how to “read” Mayon’s moods and know when an eruption was about to happen. A common sign 

was the lack of drinking water as wells and springs suddenly dried up or, in the past, the abundance 

of deer and wild pigs that abandoned their customary habitats on the mountain’s slopes for the 

lowlands.  

Also, in the elderly female resident’s narrative, the volcano has a physical presence unlike that in any 

of the other accounts as something you can see, smell, or hear. She repeatedly talks about the sound 

that a pyroclastic density currents makes as it engulfs a landscape, using the vernacular term 

pangiritikiti and searching unsuccessfully for an equivalent word in English to describe it. She tells, 

too, running home from school as a child through the intense darkness of the 1938 eruption when 
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“maybe even the insects were confused about the time of day”. In 1980, she had climbed to the 

volcano’s crater as a member of the local mountaineering club but had been driven off in minutes by 

the sulphuric gas that irritated her eyes and nose. But she remembered the “panoramic views” from 

the top that allowed her to see as far away as Mayon’s sister cone, Bulusan, some 70 km to the 

southeast. 

Though not a master narrative in the same way the other stories are, the elderly female resident’s 

account is not without its institutional lens. There is yet another vocabulary at work here in which 

Mayon is more than simply a volcano and serves a higher purpose as an instrument of divine will. 

Eruptions, like smallpox or cholera, are considered as God’s punishment for the sins of people and 

the evils of society (Bankoff 2018, 368-370). She remembers how as a child when an eruption 

seemed imminent, she was awakened at 4 AM to sing “a song addressed to God to forgive us of our 

sins” and then to march barefoot in a dawn procession around the village begging for divine 

forgiveness. She describes this procession as “penitential” because people believe/d that eruptions 

are “a punishment of God”. She also remembers being told by elderly people that “in the past” a 

holy man or hermit, possibly even St Dominic, might be seen carrying a lamp up the volcano’s slopes 

and so preventing any further tragedies from happening. In fact, there is a statue of St Dominic of 

Guzman in a local churchyard facing the sea that is popularly believed to turn around to face the 

volcano during an eruption. The elderly female resident had heard tell, too, how men during the 

1897 eruption had run into the sea up to their necks, holding pictures of the saints and the Holy 

Trinity above their heads to ward off falling pebbles and protect them from hot ash. In this final 

narrative, then, the risk of the volcano is understood not so much as a purely natural phenomenon 

but more in terms of theodicy to explain why a “good” God permits the evil of eruptions to occur. 

Religion provides a form of institutional filter where natural hazards are interpreted as the result of 

human error, and risk is reduced to a question of sin (Chester and Duncan 2009).  

 

Volcanoes ain’t volcanoes 

Geological process, engineering problem, political issue, historical catalyst or divine chastisement, 

Mount Mayon is many risks to many people. The volcano’s manifestations are as multifarious and 

varied as there are people who tell stories about it. All these narratives are valid and yet all of them 

fall far short of describing what a volcano truly is or the risks it really poses. All these accounts are 

also “infused with power relations” (O'Toole 2018, 178). Some storytellers attempt a direct authorial 

voice and invest their narratives with scientific or technical expertise to explain the hazards the 

volcano represents; others seek a more humanistic approach that incorporates the volcano into 
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historical perspective as a catalyst of societal change. For still others, the danger is not so much from 

the volcano itself but from the political fallout that a wrong decision or unintended or intentional 

omission might have. Even those stories apparently free from professional or institutional 

frameworks are similarly constrained by a higher power that just as effectively decides what the 

peril is and how it might be avoided through evoking the divine and the efficacy of prayer.  

Moreover, these narratives remind us that there are other ways of understanding a landscape than 

simply representing it solely in pictorial or discursive form as something inert and static (Thrift 1996). 

In the case of Mayon, the landscape is not only seen by the residents who live around it, as if they 

and the volcano are separate entities, but it forms part of their daily lived experiences, looming large 

not only in their sight but, as these stories relate, intertwined with their professional, emotional and 

affective states. These are not so much “landscapes of fear” (Tuan 1979), though they are that too, 

but “spaces-in-between” or “felt worlds” (Pile 2010, 6). The volcano affects how people interact with 

the landscape (Lorimer 2005), forcing them to think in certain ways (Macpherson 2010) and to 

understand the world through how they do things (Carolan 2008).  

Together, these five interviewees present multi-varied profiles of Mayon as a site of contending 

embodied practices whether scientific, technical, political, historical, or spiritual. The elderly female 

resident, for example, “feels” the volcano in every sense (sight, smell, hearing, even implicitly touch) 

but she also experiences the trauma of an eruption through her own actions and particularly that of 

her grandmother. Perhaps, it is easier for her to reconcile her life in the “shadow of the volcano” 

through recounting someone else’s traumatic experience but someone who is close family and 

therefore personal. The historian, too, explores the spaces-in-between through his etymological 

discussions of place names that so vividly recall the lived experience and emotions of people in the 

past. The volcanologist, the engineer, and the politician, on the other hand, are all about how Mayon 

shapes how they think through what they do. The volcanologist tries to understand how the volcano 

works, the engineer to circumvent what it does, and the politician to benefit from its consequences.  

Yet, despite all the evidence of these narratives to the contrary, government agencies persist in 

thinking of volcanic hazard as a single entity in a unified classificatory system of assessing risk. 

PHIVOLCS, for instance, the principal government institution charged with determining the level of 

geophysical risk in the country, simply classifies volcanoes according to their eruptive history: as 

active or having erupted within historical times, as potentially active or morphologically young-

looking but with no historical or analytical records of eruptions, or as inactive with no record of 

eruptions and with an intensively weathered and eroded physical form (PHIVOLCS 2021). There is no 

attempt at quantifying the frequency with which a volcano erupts, a crucial factor in determining 
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how people might feel and behave in a volcanic zone. And, while it may be impractical to consider 

how differently people consider the threat a volcano poses, especially from the imperative of 

preserving life and limb, people’s behaviour will never be fully understood until due consideration is 

accorded to the multifarious way individuals understand risk, the lenses (non-representational as 

well as representational) through which they construct it, and the stories they tell about it. 

Frank Furedi (2007) argues that the perception of what causes a disaster has a “cultural script” that 

endows extreme events with meaning. “For most people,” he contends, “the really important 

question is not how but why a disaster occurred”. When considering the risk that a volcano poses, 

the important question to ask is whose risk is being considered and not to assume that this is an 

accepted given. Risk perception is not based on actual calibration of probabilistic risk but on a 

measure of how people envisage it in terms of their attitude, cognition, vulnerability – and 

institutional affiliation, and how they experience it through their professional, emotional and 

affective states. Paul Slovic (1987) refers to this distinction as “perceived risk” as opposed to “real 

risk” and goes on to argue that the former is more significant in determining people’s behaviour. 

Perhaps, too, there is a need to explore how people “feel” and experience risk to design more 

effective disaster risks management policies. Such an approach will also provide space for more 

marginal voices to be heard in how emergency management plans are designed and implemented. 

This necessity for understanding how risk is constructed is particularly pressing in a country like the 

Philippines where over 80 per cent of the population live in close proximity to an active volcano like 

Mayon (Brown, Auker, and Sparks 2015, 224).8 Only by talking about volcanoes, of really listening to 

the stories that people tell about them, can emergency management policy and practice be made 

more effectual.  
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