Session No. 2



Course Title: Sociology of Disaster

Session Title: What Is a Disaster?							Time: 1 hour
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Objectives:

				At the conclusion of this session, students should be able to:



				2.1	Define “disaster” sociologically



				2.2	Discuss different types of disasters



				2.3	Give examples of at least three major disasters in the U.S.A.



				2.4	Summarize at least four themes of dissensus among sociologists regarding the conceptualization of disaster.
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Scope

Overview of types of disasters, major historical events in U.S.A., and dissensus regarding the conceptualization of disaster.



References

1.	Professor (Related Background Readings): Gary A. Kreps. 1995. “Disaster as Systemic Event and Social Catalyst: A Clarification of Subject Matter.” International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 13:255�284 and Neil R. Britton. 1987. “Towards a Reconceptualization of Disaster for the Enhancement of Social Preparedness.” Pp. 31�55 in Sociology of Disasters: Contributions of Sociology to Disaster Research, edited by Russell R. Dynes, Bruna DeMarchi, and Carlo Pelanda. Milano, Italy: Franco Angeli.



�				2.	Student: E.L. Quarantelli. 1987. “What Should We Study? Questions and Suggestions for Researchers About the Concept of Disasters.” International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 5:7�32.



Requirements

				Professor should review the articles by Kreps (1995) and Quarantelli (1987) so as to understand elements of the debate regarding the conceptualization of disaster. Additionally, other articles in the 1995 Special Issue of the International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters might be consulted for background, e.g., Gilbert, Dombrowsky, and Hewitt.



				Definitions of “Disaster” by Fritz and Kreps (specified below) might be listed on a handout.



Remarks

				Students need awareness of the range of events, frequently used typologies, and some sense of major historical disasters in the U.S.A.



				Definitional and conceptual issues should be introduced with the theme that this class will not resolve these. Rather the point is to be aware of the dissensus in the field.



Supplemental

Considerations



Disasters

				Ask students to describe examples of disasters they have heard about and list these on the chalkboard. After a list has been generated, ask: “If a car wreck produced two deaths, is that a disaster? Why not?”



Two Sociological

 Definitions	

				A disaster is “. . . an event, concentrated in time and space, in which a society, or a relatively self�sufficient subdivision of a society, undergoes severe danger and incurs such losses to its members and physical appurtenances that the social structure is disrupted and the fulfillment of all or some of the essential functions of the society is prevented.” (p. 655). Charles E. Fritz. 1961. “Disaster.” Pp. 651�694 in Contemporary Social Problems, edited by Robert K. Merton and Robert A. Nisbet. New York: Harcourt.



				“Disasters are: nonroutine events in societies or their larger subsystems (e.g., regions, communities) that involve social disruption and physical harm. Among the key defining properties of such events are (1) length of forewarning, (2) magnitude of impact, (3) scope of impact, and (4) duration of impact.” (p. 258). Gary A. Kreps. 1995. “Disaster as Systemic Event and Social Catalyst: A Clarification of Subject Matter.” International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 13:255�284.



Types of

 Disasters

				Relate this typology to the examples provided by students to illustrate one widely used classification system.



					1.	Natural disasters, e.g., hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, floods, volcanoes, forest fires, etc.



					2.	Technological and human�made hazards, e.g, nuclear power plant accident (Three Mile Island or Chernobyl), industrial plant explosion (Bhopal, India), jet airline crash, dam breaks, mine disasters, pipeline explosions, hazardous materials accidents, shipwrecks, etc.



					3.	Conflict based events, e.g., war, acts of terrorism (World Trade Center and Oklahoma City bombings), civil unrest, riots, revolutions.



�Related Terms

					Identify related terms and specify the underlying criterion implicit in the concept, e.g., magnitude or scope. Other terms include: accident, emergency, mass emergency, calamity, catastrophe, disaster agent, hazard.



U.S.A. Disaster

 Experiences

					Instructor discretion regarding events selected, but excessive detail can take time away from discussion of the conceptual issues which is the priority emphasis. The point here is to illustrate the range of events commonly studied by disaster sociologists rather than detailed historical profiles.



Examples	

					Hurricanes: Andrew (1992 � 15 deaths, $30 billion damage); Iniki (1992 � 6 deaths, $2 billion damage); Hugo (1989 � 49 deaths, $9 billion damage); Camille (1969 � 256 deaths); Hazel (1954 � 347 deaths); Galveston, Texas (1900 � 6,000 deaths)



					Tornadoes: Saragosa, Texas (1987 � 29 deaths); Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee, Kentucky, and Ohio (1974 � 350 deaths); Indiana, Illinois, Ohio, Michigan, Wisconsin (1965 � 271 deaths).



					Earthquakes: Northridge, California (1994 � 57 deaths, $20 billion damage); Loma Prieta, California (1989 � 63 deaths, $8 billion damage); Alaska (1964 � 131 deaths).



					Floods: Midwest (Mississippi Valley) (1993 � 50 deaths, $15�20 billion damage); Big Thompson Canyon, Colorado (1976 � 139 deaths); Rapid City, South Dakota (1972 � 236 deaths); Johnstown, Pennsylvania (1889 � 2,200 deaths).



					Sources: U.S. National Committee for the Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction. 1994. Facing the Challenge. Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press; Hoffman, Mark S. 1993. The World Almanac and Book of Facts 1993. New York: World Almanac.



Themes in the

 Dissensus	

					1.	Should the term “disaster” refer only to natural disasters like hurricanes and earthquakes?



					2.	Should political or economic dislocation and disorganization be included in the concept “disaster”?



					3.	Should conflict events like war or terrorism or nuclear attack be included in the concept “disaster”?



					4.	Should slowly developing events like famines be included in the concept “disaster”?



					5.	Should epidemics like Aids or smoking related deaths be included in the concept “disaster”?



					6.	Should civil wars, riots, or other forms of social unrest be included in the concept “disaster”?



					7.	Should events involving toxic substances or hazardous materials be included in the concept “disaster”?



					8.	Should some type of “impact ratio” be considered? (For example, a school bus wreck may leave 15 dead; in a town of 200 this might seem to be a “disaster” whereas in a metropolitan area, a comparable event would be more routine).



Possible Solutions

 to the Current Dissensus

					1.	An empirically based resolution: We ask the question of any research study, “to what can we generalize?” As more research is completed the limits of generalization will be determined. For the present we are left with uncertainty regarding the degree to which empirical findings from a study of tornado responses, for example, will be applicable to other situations.



					2.	Quarantelli (1987) proposes 10 suggestions:



						A.	no all purpose concept



						B.	definitions for researchers



						C.	logical and definitional, not solely empirical determination



						D.	sensitizing concept



						E.	exclusive use of social terms



						F.	disaster characteristics are neither antecedent conditions nor consequences



						G.	social change, not social problems



						H.	occasions not events



						I.	certain types of crisis occasions



						J.	consensus crises, not conflict based



					3.	The point of the discussion is this: students must be aware of this definitional issue and why it is important. Findings from one study can not be uncritically applied to another situation. Awareness of the issue, not any particular resolution proposed is the point of this session. Like engineers or other professionals, emergency management practitioners have to recognize that the art of application is just that��an art. “Practice” in any profession involves making judgments about appropriate applications despite varying degrees of uncertainty.

�Teaching Tips

					1.	At the outset of this session, review the modes of evaluation, major due dates for student work and exams, and answer questions raised.



					2.	List a dozen or so student suggested examples on the chalkboard and link those together that fit into one of the three categories of the threefold typology, i.e., natural, technological and conflict based.



					3.	Point out to students that the required reading is E.L. Quarantelli’s Presidential Address to the Research Committee on Disasters of the International Sociological Association. Quarantelli served as the first President of this Committee upon its official acceptance by the ISA (1982�1986). This Committee sponsors the International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters (formerly called Mass Emergencies) and is the major professional association for sociologists interested in disaster studies. Committee membership comes from all over the world.
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