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DISASTER THEORY
Many changes are abounding in the field of emergency management.  These changes include how policy is written, how research is conducted, and how responses are being handled.  Questions are brought to light such as are the four fundamental concepts of emergency management (preparedness, mitigation, response and recovery) truly guiding in today’s modern world or is it out dated?  There is a delicate balance in finding the right level of emergency management and how much of it plays into terrorism and the Department of Homeland Security.  Some argue that “Homeland security is a step back from the proactive approaches being recommended today, and it de-emphasizes all hazards other than terrorism” (MacEntire, 2004, p. 8).  Research is changing and students in academic research are finding there is more to the larger picture than many modern day professionals want to see in the world around them.  Many have forgotten the past and only focus on the present, and on occasion the future.  Typically, however, these focuses on the future are derived from some kind of catastrophic event having taken place that is forcing them to see a problem or error in the system they have come to rely on.  They react to changes in society and bureaucratic changes in government.  In fact, according to Sjoberg (1962), the government takes more control of situations and decisions after a disaster has occurred.  In trying to come up with answers to how society reacts, how disasters happen, and a variety of other reasons, assumptions and reactions that occur before, during and after a catastrophe, professionals and scholars alike have sought to create one theory about disaster; a “silver bullet”, one answer fits all approach, that this will answer specific questions. (Quarantelli, 1993)  Unfortunately, the questions are not that specific to create a theory.  In order to determine what a “disaster theory” might mean or look like, two things must be defined; what is a disaster and what is a theory.  An understanding of the two major components of the concept, and an understanding of where the research has come from, can then lead toward a more definitive answer, one that should be strived for and studied, but may never be reached.
To start, theory can be defined, by dictionary definition, as an “explanation based on scientific study and reasoning”.  (Webster’s, 2000, p. 335).  However theory can also be arguably defined in other ways.  McEntire (2004) suggests two different ways of looking at theory; one is that theory is an explanation of preferred or ideal conditions for the society that lives in the world around us.  This simply means, from an emergency management perspective, that society does not desire to have devastating disasters that will cost thousands in currency and in lives, but a life free from them.  It also suggests that steps be taken to mitigate these disasters from happening, and when they do, working towards a more managed response and recovery effort as compared to the  haphazard responses seen in from the past.  “Another meaning of theory relates to the entire body of knowledge available in the given discipline”.  (McEntire, 2004, p. 2), which would tend to fall more in line with a “disaster theory” as it encompasses many other areas, not just a focus on one specific incident or entity.  McEntire explains that this is done through a collection of data, concepts, principles and statistics from various areas in society and while there may not be one particular system in place to bring this together under one heading, to find a theory, much research from many areas is required.  “The research literature on disaster focuses on the behavior of individuals and groups under conditions of stress”.  (Sjober, 1962, p. 338)  While many different sources need to be looked at, it is important to note where the information comes from and the biases within it.  
The media has one of the largest impacts not only on how incidents and disasters are portrayed at the time of incident, but they also have a heavy impact on how incidents will be remembered.  They can frame the incident in one fashion then refocus the blame if they end up being wrong.  Hurricane Katrina was an example of this as shown by Harrald (2006).  “The national television reportage largely defined the New Orleans catastrophe, particularly since there was no significant federal or state presence in the city for days after the flooding”. (Harrald, 2006, p. 258) Another example is in the oil spills mentioned by Button (1999), that the media was out to get as many stories as they could from people working at higher levels to say how horrible the disaster was, but then were quick to blame the company when it turned out it wasn’t so bad, and say they were given bad information.  Only through proper research from more than one source can the truth be derived.  Media also has a way of bringing to everyone’s attention “how bad it is” by talking to the citizen whom is completely devastated by the disaster.  Their quote ends up being the explanation for how bad things are.  They can also make the disaster appear to have effected one area of the region and not another.  Button cites in his example with the Braer spill that the media framed the spill as having some horrible affect on the environment, thus ignoring the human element and the health effects the spill had on those living in the area “even though the public health effects were perhaps the most distinctive and significant aspect of the disaster”.  (Button, 1999, p. 119)  These media accounts inevitably build what is later studied as the history behind a disaster and the reaction to it.  

As Goltz (1984) shows, media has its affects on myths as they relate to natural disasters.  Students of disaster will have a naturally different outlook and understanding based on their own experiences, observations and research.  Goltz explains that in order to understand emergent groups and actions before, during and after disasters, study of “human interest” articles are more appropriate than articles derived from media motivation.  Aside from media outlets, Goltz points out there are two types of sources for information on a disaster.  The first is an official source, or one that has an emergency period function.  These are the outlets to the media and journalists for their data.  The second source is the unofficial source, or “actors” in the incident such as businessmen, and labor unions who do not have any predetermined emergency period function.  This is not to suggest that media motivated articles and archives be discarded from research, rather one must understand that they are opinionated and should collect other data to support or deny their findings.
Quarantelli’s (1987) opening remark, in his writing “Disaster Studies: An Analysis of the Social Historical Factors Affecting the Development of Research in the Area” suggests that not enough research, and data collection has been done in other areas.  “Almost nothing has been written about the social historical emergence and development of social and behavioral research on disasters”. (Quarantelli, 1987, p.285)  A historical look on how the research was conducted reveals the thought process behind it.  Quarantelli goes on to explain that starting during the post World War II timeframe, known as the Cold War, most of the research conducted was supported by the military.  This research was based off of wartime assumptions, that were, for the time, appropriate given the major threat in the world around the United States.  Fischer (2001) points out another reason for this was the practice of appointing Civil Defense Directors who were former high ranking generals and admirals from the military.  Their view was nothing but that of the military and war time threats to the country, there was little view or understanding of natural disasters or society.  
Disaster, much like the word “emergency” is difficult to describe.  Emergency Management has traditionally taken the role of handling disasters from a natural disaster stand point.  Natural disasters created by an ever changing Earth, are not criminal in nature, they are merely changes in the Earth’s rotation, and its environment.  “Disasters are clearly periods in which people experience a vast spectrum of intense emotions – anxiety, fear, terror, loss, grief, gratitude, anger, frustration, relief, and resignation – in all their shadings and intensities”. (Oliver-Smith,1999, p. 163) Birkland (1996) also points out there is a human “dread” of disaster.  What is viewed as a disaster to one group may not be a disaster to the entire society.  Also in question, is if disaster is something naturally occurring (earthquake, flooding, volcanic activity, etc.) or is it something created by human society and something avoidable.  As Dynes (1994) discusses there are different views of emergencies.  In the cold war era, emergencies were viewed as attacks on the United States by the Soviet Union or China.  Many disaster models for planning and thinking were based on military concepts that did not work to address the issues of naturally occurring events such as mass flooding.  In the last several years, there has been a digression away from a military view of enemy attack, and a start towards an “all hazards” approach was created.  Then as later seen, this view was all but lost with the movement of the Federal Emergency Management Agency being moved under the Department of Homeland Security in 2003, where the view of a disaster once again came from the stand point of a possible attack; a terrorist attack.  An exercise known as Hurricane Pam would point out the weaknesses in emergency planning along the gulf coast, making Hurricane Katrina a reality before even hitting landfall in late August of 2005.  This would also show a weakness in the “all hazards” system, pointing to too much focus on terrorism.

Hurricanes in themselves are viewed by many as disasters, but they also create larger disasters, emergencies and other problems.  According to the hearing before the committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs entitled “Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans: A Flooded City, A Chaotic Response” eye witnesses recounted the Superdome as being its own disaster.  Thousands of children, along with adults, were packed into the superdome, which quickly lost its ability to remain a sanitary living environment.  Food and water supplies ran out early on in the first few days following Hurricane Katrina’s landfall, causing a plan to evacuate and relocate to be created.  This plan was, however, shut down in short order, when the National Guard reported intelligence of a possible riot in the superdome and that they would not stay to protect the workers.  FEMA workers followed suit and left the superdome.  (Bahamonde, 2005, p. 4-9)  The disaster for those in the superdome was not the hurricane itself, but the conditions created for them where they sought refuge.
Yet another look on disaster is the reaction by the Miami-Dade County government prior to Hurricane Frances making landfall in 2004.  Prior to landfall, the government declared a state of emergency and was added to the list of affected counties provided by the Governor of Florida to the President of the United States.  A declaration was issued by the President prior to the hurricane making landfall to help ensure that needed supplies, materials, personnel and other needed resources were in the area and ready to help when the hurricane hit.  When Frances did make landfall, Miami-Dade County suffered little impact; the area showed no significant flooding and only received 47 mile per hour winds.  (Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs, 2005)  Yet the county and the citizens living in it took advantage of the money provided by the federal government to pay for what little damage (in comparison) they suffered.  The truth is the hurricane’s eye made landfall some 50 miles north of the county.

Governments have an impact on how disasters are defined and viewed.  As discussed by Dyer and McGoodwin (1999), government is often detached from certain areas of society and are, therefore, not able to care for the ecological needs of those societies.  “Ultimately, it is some decision-making authority that determines the impact of disasters on marginal communities”. (Dyer and McGoodwin, 1999, p. 215)  The impacts of Hurricane Andrew on local fishing communities in Florida and Louisiana are direct examples of this.  The storm destroyed habitats, causing fishing areas to become useless to the fisherman who used them to survive.  As a result some needs dropped in demand like the bait required to fish and there was a large fear that there would be a loss of jobs.  In Florida, the fishing community had a large economic impact on the region, but the state failed to support it properly after the hurricane.  The Florida Government made decisions on the industry based on their own opinions and idea of quotas without consulting the users of the industry, while in Louisiana the government listened to its people and helped the fishing industry back to its feet.  Birkland (1996) suggests that this is a result of a lack of interest in preparing for hurricanes and understanding the resulting “disaster.”  He also states that it depends on the amount, type and direction of pressure on the government to make a decision.  They have less understanding of naturally occurring disasters, so there may be a lack of understanding that in fact the disaster created is one based on decisions made after an incident has occurred, and not the incident itself.
The government however is not always responsible for the after affects of an incident, leading to a disaster.  As Stallings (1991) points out, disasters impact different social classes differently.  Many times society fails to see the issues at hand before they happen.  “Critical to discerning the nature of disasters, then, is an appreciation of the ways in which human systems place people at risk in relation to each other and to their environment, a causal relationship that can best be understood in terms of an individual’s, household’s, community’s or society’s vulnerability”. (Bankoff, 2003, p. 6) The issues come from various areas.  Those with very high economical and political status in their community might think they are safeguarded from the rigors of coping with disaster, because they can afford it or have someone else deal with it for them.  For this group in society, packing up and leaving may be an option, and then returning once things have been repaired, therefore not viewing an incident as a disaster.  On the other end of the spectrum is the at risk population; elders, the poor, and those with health and mental disabilities who are not in a position to leave their homes or take care of themselves should something happen.  To them, a simple house fire that destroys all their worldly possessions and the only food they had can itself be a disaster.  “Disaster represents a disruption of the normal social and economic patterns of a community”. (Dyer, 1999, p.294)  Britton (1988) also shows that crisis is synonymous with disaster, and that “a disaster, from a sociological standpoint, is probably the event which, above all other social crisis events, causes maximum community disruption and dislocation”. (Britton, 1988, p. 375-376)  Stallings (1991) also explains that disasters have functional and dysfunctional consequences, but who is the one who draws the line, and determines when things go wrong?  
Yet another view that makes defining disaster even harder is the differences in views between responders, decision makers, victims, and the onlooker.  In looking at the tragic industrial accident in Bhopal, Shrivastava (1987) points out that the perception of the “disaster” was drastically different from the victims and the responders trying to contain the damage, and keep the problem from spreading any further into the community.  Hoffman (1999) explains that to the outside eye, looking in on the “disaster” but not impacted by it, things may appear to be normal, or returning to normal following a disaster.  They fail to see those who are still suffering from the impacts of the disaster, or in other areas, depending on government input and the socioeconomic structure, projects will be abandon and areas will look like they did when the disaster happened, causing the outside viewer to think that everything is fine.
Society rationalizes what they have been through and the actions that they have taken.  Organized people are more concerned with practical action.  (Shelton, 1984)  Again another barrier to defining disaster theory then becomes the study of individual behaviors within society.  “There will be a tendency for social scientists to be biased towards rationality by virtue of their training and purposes”.  (Shelton, 1984, p. 56.)  There is also the problem of command and control on human systems.  Recent research has shown that “civilians resent attempts to command or control them” (Fischer, 2001, p.6), which makes understanding individual reactions and responses to so called “disasters” that much more important in the research.  To understand where a disaster comes from, emergency managers and students alike must understand human reactions to the things happening around them, and why humans are reacting the way that they do.  Questions must be asked about these human systems, but must avoid an overlying problem in research, that “research users tend to ask the wrong questions” (Quarantelli, 1993, p. 18); this can give off the wrong perception.  
Disaster is based on perceptions, and what people perceive to be devastating to them or a society.  Disaster is, in part, determined by sociocultural contexts.  (Sjober, 1962)  In order to compile appropriate data and research to come to a conclusion on what disaster is, “the theory of the past should not be discarded”. (MacEntire, 2004, p. 8).  Data will tend to go missing from research if the object being examined is too complex for the researcher,  (Smithson, 1990)  and as Britton (1988) points out, research is dependent on how the person looks at it.  That creates a barrier to the creation of one agreed upon “disaster theory”.  With so many variables applied to the field of emergency management, both the professional emergency manager and the student of the study will find it difficult to come to a conclusion on what “disaster theory” is.  It is, however, a goal to achieve.  If the professional field and student work toward trying to create one accepted theory, much research and data will be collected.  The past will not be easily ignored and the practices of emergency management will continue to change and develop, and a better understanding of society and disasters can be obtained.  In current and modern day way of society it has become clear that “ in the ongoing aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the status quo is no longer viable”. (Haddow, et al, 2008, p.394)  More important to society today that the specific pursuit of one specific “disaster theory”, is the research and lessons learned from the research and data collected.  “Disasters are almost always characterized by a lack of information.” (McEntire, 2004, p.17)
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