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Role of Culture and Religion in Climate Risk Adaptation 

 

Abstract: 

Climate change is one of the biggest risks facing mankind. Changes in climate conditions are known 

to impact societies in a number of ways. This includes physical, psychological and emotional aspects. 

In addition to these, climate change has profound impacts on some cultures, forcing changes to 

individual’s daily routine. Conversely, cultural beliefs, values and religion influence how individuals 

address climate change adaptation decisions. Using a mixed methodology, this working paper 

explores the role of culture and religion influencing climate adaptation among Maldivians. 
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This working paper explores the role of culture and religion influencing climate adaptive behaviour 

among local residents of the Maldives. The purposes of this study were to:  

1. Identify cultural and religious perceptions related to climate change risks among local 

community members; 

2. Explore the role of culture and religion influencing behavioural attitude and intentions 

towards addressing climate change risks; 

3. Identify climate change adaptation options available for local communities; and 

4. Explore local community understanding of climate change impacts on tourism. 

Cultural anthropologists such as Mary Douglas (1969) and Aaron Wildavsky (1982) have made 

significant contribution to risk perception. According to Douglas, four types of social patterns 

underpin an individual’s risk perception. They are the hierarchist, the egalitarian, the individualist and 

the fatalist. These four groups are suggested by a group-grid analysis. Literature suggests that 

egalitarians are more sensitive to and concerned about environmental risks (Leiserowitz, 2006). On 

the other hand, fatalists perceive nature and socio-politics as unpredictable and uncontrollable (Lima 
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& Castro, 2005). It is argued that individuals in each of these groups identify and define risk 

differently. As such, cultural theory posits that risk perceptions are culturally biased as people choose 

to fear and how to fear in order to sustain their social relations (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982). This is 

because cognitive traditions or collective patterns shape how individuals, groups or societies perceive 

climate change as being relevant to their everyday life (Norgaard, 2011).  

Similar to cultural influence on behavioural intentions, religion can create fear in an individual’s 

mind. Religious scriptures such as the Quran and the Bible narrate disaster events which has passed 

mankind in ancient times. Among many, they include stories of events such as the Noah’s ark and the 

flood, famine, earthquakes, and other natural calamities. For some, such stories may present as lessons 

to learn from; for others it may represent God’s wrath. The eventualities of a potential disaster may be 

understood as the Day of Rupture.  

In the events of natural disasters, culture and religion plays a guiding role in supporting the 

individuals. At the same time, loss of culturally significant habitat can create emotional distress 

communities (Adger, Barnett, Brown, Marshall, & O'Brien, 2013). This distress may induce either an 

adaptive reaction or may lead to depression and inaction among community members.  

The Maldives is one of the most endangered countries facing the brunt of climate change risks. The 

country is made up of 1,192 coralline islands with islands on average less than three metres above 

sea-level. While the Muslim local population of 331,000 inhabit 194 islands, some 105 are operated 

as enclave resorts (Department of National Planning [DNP], 2013; Ministry of Tourism, Art and 

Culture [MTAC], 2013). Apart from the 2004 Boxing Day Asian tsunami, the country has not faced 

major natural disasters.  

The commonly identified climate related risks facing the country are sea swells, wind storms, heavy 

rainfall, storm surges, udha (king tides), and droughts (National Disaster Management Centre 

[NDMC], 2009). It has been suggested that sea-level rise could submerge and erode the Maldivian 

islands (Leatherman, 1994). However, the culturally perceived view is that erosion is a natural process 

and that if one side of the island erodes, the other will form.  
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A mixed methodology was adopted for this study. This comprised of 62 interviews and 200 

quantitative surveys conducted amongst local community members. In determining the locality for the 

research, three atolls with the largest population base were selected.  

Initial findings demonstrate that climate change is often confused with other natural disasters such as 

a tsunami. Island communities found beach erosion, coastal flooding, ground water salination, coral 

bleaching, increased heat, drought, and increased intensity of weather patterns as those which are 

negatively impacting the communities and was identified as which would exacerbate in the future. 

Despite recognition of these risks, motivation to respond to these risks is low. Often cited were cost of 

adaptation, culture, tradition, habit, values, and norms, which relied on natural resource extraction, 

and perceived benefit of adaptation as those discounting climate risk perceptions. Two polarising 

religious views were identified noted to influence how communities perceived climate risks.  
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