Preface


“How does one conduct research on disasters at the Graduate School of International Studies?”  This was the question posed several years ago after I introduced my academic interests to other students on the first day of a seminar on development.


I admit – rather reluctantly – that the professor’s inquiry took me by surprise.  Not only did I fumble unsuccessfully through my attempt to satiate his curiosity, but the resulting incredulity to my response made me contemplate switching schools as well as fields.  The experience proved to be valuable, however, in that subsequent reflection and further research has convinced me that disasters can and should be studied by those interested in international relations, comparative politics and policy analysis.


The first of these fields provides the context for the creation of emergency management in the United States (e.g., the impact of the Cold War on civil defense) and it enables scholars to understand the actors involved in international humanitarian activity as well as the unacceptable barriers that inhibit disaster mitigation and preparedness across national borders.  The second field helps students comprehend the plethora of problems that must be overcome if disasters are to be reduced in developing nations.  And the latter academic area is beneficial as it provides the tools necessary to assess the strengths and weaknesses of disaster policies at the domestic and international levels.  Thus, international studies may certainly offer unique contributions to the rapidly growing disaster studies field.


Beyond this, it can be argued that international studies must add to the vital knowledge base about natural and human-induced catastrophes.  The 9/11 terrorists attacks dramatically altered the nature and direction of emergency management in North America, and the current emphasis on homeland security stresses the importance of addressing international grievances and doing more to prevent or prepare for the possible use of weapons of mass destruction.  In addition, little is known about disasters in other countries (comparatively speaking), which hinders the transfer of lessons learned and suggests a bleak future for the vast majority of the planets inhabitants.  Furthermore, calamitous events have a variety of direct and indirect consequences on all countries, and growing interdependence will ensure that catastrophes in distant locations will be felt in one way or another around the world.  Scholars in these branches of the social sciences therefore have a responsibility to generate knowledge about disasters in all nations, and alert the citizens and leaders of the United States to the fact that immunity from the consequences of calamity in the developed or developing nations is a fallacy.


If it is true that international studies can and should participate in the ongoing discussion about how to reduce disasters, it is only a reflection of the state of disaster research as a whole.  This important area of investigation has always been examined from various disciplines.  Besides natural/physical scientists and engineers, other key participants include sociologists, political scientists, psychologists, anthropologists, urban planners, development scholars, students of emergency management and many others from diverse academic backgrounds.  Because of this disparate set of contributors, there has never before been as great a need to integrate research findings for practitioners.


Accordingly, this edited volume attempts to do that: synthesize what is known about calamities in order to assist those policy makers and emergency managers who seek to reverse the disturbing trends of disasters in the United States and elsewhere around the world.  Nonetheless, it is hoped that this work will also foster further discussion among the academic community.  Considerable effort has been given to the assessment of past and current research findings as well as anticipated needs within and across the most salient fields of study related to disasters.  In this sense, the book may help solidify multi-disciplinary research in the disaster studies field and serve as a springboard for truly inter-disciplinary scholarship for the future.  The following work should therefore be read with the above issues and goals in mind.

