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Afterwards presents graphic narratives of disaster impacts and recovery from the 

Indian states of Odisha, Tamil Nadu, and Kerala. At the heart of this anthology lies 

the idea of ‘representation’: how disaster-affected people, communities, and places 

are portrayed by the media, government, non-government organisations, and policy 

documents. Post-disaster portrayals often standardise the experiences of disaster-

affected people and paint them all as helpless victims. They also construct and 

promote ideas of recovery that are more ‘visible’ and tangible – such as housing 

and other physical infrastructure – thereby eclipsing other important recovery 

needs of those affected. Given that experiences of disaster impacts vary depending 

on existing social and economic conditions of communities, such portrayals can 

influence ideas on recovery priorities, and therefore determine the support they 

receive from government and aid agencies. 

Over three years (2018-21), the ‘Recovery with Dignity’ project team, with 

researchers from the Indian Institute for Human Settlements (IIHS) and the University 

of East Anglia (UEA), have worked to better understand experiences of post-disaster 

recovery. Our multiple visits to flood- and cyclone-affected settlements in the three 

states gave us several opportunities to interact with disaster-affected communities, 

government stakeholders, social entrepreneurs, academics, journalists, and theatre 

artists who shared their experiences of disasters and their views on recovery. 

Through interviews, conversations, focus group discussions, and surveys, we sought 

to understand how disaster-affected people have been impacted, how their voices 

and needs have been represented by themselves and by different actors, and the 

implications of these representations on their actual recovery.

When it comes to representing research, we find that grey literature and academic 

outputs rarely manage to capture the varied narratives of everyday risks and 

vulnerabilities. Individual experiences are often reduced to ‘data’ or ‘evidence’ 
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intended to feed larger arguments. While such representations of research are 

valuable in that they contribute to theory and inform policy and practice, they 

target a niche audience. Frequent disaster events in recent years and the ongoing 

COVID-19 pandemic have meant that experiences of these realities are becoming 

more widespread and universally relevant. This prompted us to create this anthology 

– where we have aimed to make personal and community-led narratives of disaster 

experiences and recovery accessible to a larger audience. 

Through the project, we continued to communicate our research using videos, 

photo exhibitions, and essays. This graphic anthology goes a step further in how it 

represents the wide range of stories we encountered in our fieldwork and provides a 

platform for these narratives to be heard. We believe these graphic narratives offer 

a creative, non-academic portrayal that could promote wider public engagement 

and provide an alternative way to understand recovery needs and thus enable 

better recovery support. This book is also translated into the local languages of 

our fieldwork areas (Odiya, Tamil, and Malayalam), printed, and shared with the 

communities who have shared their experiences with us. 

The Process
The stories illustrated in the anthology revolve around two focus areas:

1. Accounts of disaster impacts and recovery told through the voices of those 

affected – here we present stories that shed light on everyday struggles, how 

they are worsened in the aftermath of a disaster, and accounts of exclusion from 

post-disaster processes. 

2. External voices and their impacts on recovery and the support they receive – 
here we present how official narratives influence state priorities and the action 

they take, and how these impact the recovery of disaster-affected people.  

Together with the contributing authors, we reviewed our field notes to identify 

narratives that align with these two focus areas. An important step in our editorial 

process was to examine how our selected set of testimonies from disaster-affected 

people could be depicted as stories that would engage a wide range of audiences. 

We then had to ensure that our depictions did justice to the deeply personal 

narratives that were shared with us. 
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Writing a script and storyboarding it was a strikingly different process from 

academic writing that we, as researchers, are trained to do. Hence, this was a 

collaborative process between the editors, contributing authors, and the illustrator. 

We first wrote an outline that had a clear narrative arc and, second, scripted it as 

an engaging comic while retaining the essence of the story. At this stage, working 

closely with the illustrator was critical to understand the landscape of illustrated 

storybooks and how best to structure our narratives across the pages of the book. 

What followed was an iterative process of editing, storyboarding, and illustrating to 

bring the book to its current form. 

Reflections on the Process and Limitations
While this anthology aims to forefront personal and community stories of impacts 

and recovery, we acknowledge that these narratives have been mediated by the 

researcher. We were careful to check our biases to honestly communicate these 

stories in an attempt to do justice in our portrayals of the narratives. Given the 

sensitive nature of working with disaster-affected communities and the importance 

of maintaining confidentiality and protecting privacy, all names and locations have 

been carefully de-identified and anonymised. Only the district within the state from 

where the story originated has been disclosed. Extensive media documentation 

during our fieldwork has enabled us to study the locations carefully and present 

an authentic representation of the contexts in each narrative while continuing to 

maintain anonymity. 

In this project, we have consciously refrained from illustrating the experiences 

of living through a disaster event. We have instead focused on the events that 

happened after, i.e. the impacts of the disaster and the paths to recovery. We have 

also sought to avoid speaking on behalf of the disaster-affected people. Rather, our 

aim was to diversify the means for their experiences to be shared. 

This proved to be rather challenging. Ideally, stories that are true representations 

of the people’s experiences would be directed by the people themselves. All the 

narratives presented in this anthology were derived from field interviews and focus 

group discussions, or are representational stories that capture the voices of different 

households or communities while preserving the authenticity of their expressed 

struggles and needs. As such, all the narratives are inevitably mediated by us. Here, 
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we have experimented with two forms of representation:

1. In one form, we have distilled the experiences of disaster-affected people 

into cohesive story arcs. While their voices have been presented in the form of 

dialogues between ‘fictional’ characters, the experiences and events told are 

true and drawn from the interviews, field notes, and videos documented during 

fieldwork. To reiterate, we also carefully anonymised these retellings to protect 

their privacy.

2. In the other, we also place ourselves- as researchers- within the stories. Rather 

than conversations between disaster-affected people, here we illustrate the 

multiple interviews and interactions with affected people on the field. Again, we 

have extracted views from different conversations and woven them into a single 

narrative for the purpose of telling these stories clearly.

With the increasing frequency of disasters across the globe, we believe that front-line 

accounts of disaster impact and experiences of recovery from those that are most 

and frequently affected can lead to more humane and dignified recovery strategies. 

What we present here is the product of one such experiment and a proposal for 

future endeavours.

-  Vineetha Nalla & Nihal Ranjit 
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We can find work in the 
construction sector. But, 
we don’t want to do that 
work…

An NGO provided us with 
poultry and other 
livestock. That fetches 
us some money. But it’s 
not enough 

have you taken up 
any other work?

Our men have migrated out of Wayanad to 
Coorg to work in the fields there

The money we got from 
the government and the 
help we received from 
the NGOs were useful, 
but... 

if our fields are revived, we can 
start cultivating again. Then, 
we won’t have to migrate in 
search of work

Kerala

Karnataka
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AFTERWORD
by Roger Few

I am truly delighted to see this collection of graphic narratives coming into print. 

Researchers have conventional academic routes for disseminating their work, prizing 

the meticulous detail and rigid attention to methodology that is the norm in lengthy 

journal articles. This is of fundamental importance, and the team are busy working 

on such outputs. However, they are not, and should not, be the sole vehicle for 

conveying research work, and this is especially the case for the studies that we have 

been privileged to undertake in the prelude to this book. Perhaps more than any of 

our other written outputs, ‘Afterwards’ goes to the heart of what this work is about. 

In the “Recovery with Dignity” project and associated studies, researchers from 

IIHS and UEA have been analysing the longer-term processes of recovery from 

disasters in Odisha, Tamil Nadu and Kerala. Drawing on multiple primary and 

secondary data sources, we have focussed especially on how different ideas around 

impacts, needs and recovery priorities emerge within society over time, and the 

implications of those representations for the success of recovery, especially for the 

more marginalised or low-income disaster-affected populations. The communities 

we worked with have faced successive disasters in recent times, mirroring the 

experiences of many people across hazard-prone regions of India. Support to 

strengthen their recovery and reduce their vulnerability to future hazards is crucial for 

many, yet the target groups we have been working with have faced multiple hurdles 

in meeting their housing, income-generating and wellbeing needs. Some of these 

hurdles have their roots in adverse representations of these groups by governmental 

and other actors and conflicting sets of priorities determined externally to the 

communities. 

Through bringing stories from people across different communities together in 

a visibly engaging, accessible form, this book seeks to restore attention to the 

experiences and testimonies of those directly affected by disaster and still suffering 
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from its long-term impacts. The stories collected here convey many things, not 

just people’s needs for assistance, but the uncertainty and dilemmas they face as 

they set about rebuilding their livelihoods and wellbeing. Above all, the collection 

seeks to convey the humanity that lies at the centre of recovery processes. Real 

people striving to find their individual way out of crisis, not simply an aggregation 

of beneficiaries. People claiming rights, not simply begging for charity. People 

with inherent capacities and agency, ready to take steps themselves but hoping for 

assistance to make those steps stronger. People who deserve always to be treated 

with dignity. 
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