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planning relief and rehabilitation programs, embracing essential
community and government functions; (5) determining effective
means of securing active cooperation of people in promoting civil
emergency planning measures throughout the nation.

There is no mention of civilian disasters anywhere in this 25-page sum-
mary of past and present social sciences research conducted by the then
Office of Civil and Defense Mobilization and the Office of Civil Defense,
Department of the Army.

Thus, in the first decade or so of disaster studies in the United States,
the federal agencies supporting the research were primarily interested
in wartime and/or military applications. There was no noticeable inter-
est in civilian disasters per se; their study was undertaken to see what
would be learned that could be extrapolated to a wartime or military set-
ting. Such explicit statements as were made about the extrapolation al-
most always stressed that concern was with how the American
population could be better prepared to withstand attacks from enemy
sources. This position is well stated in remarks by the first head of the
National Academy of Sciences group:

Social science has been presented with several great challenges
since World War II. Understanding the problems of technologic
assistance to underdeveloped countries is one of these. Under-
standing psycho-cultural warfare and the true nature of subver-
sion is another. A third great challenge is to develop a scientific
understanding of the human effects and problems of disasters,
both present and potential. One reason why this should be so is
clear: American cities can now be attacked with the weapons
which have led to dubbing our time the "age of mega-deaths.”
Such a prospect presents staggering problems--ranging from how
to foster the most adaptive possible responses by threatened or
stricken populations and how to care for millions of casualties
and homeless persons, to the prospect of large-scale social.
economic, and demographic reorganizations, if our urban com-
plexes are gutted. Fundamentally, it has become necessary to
know how Americans react to disaster and how they deal with it
(Williams 1954; p. §).
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To the extent that the sponsoring agencies had any implicit discipli-
nary leanings, they were psychiatric, psychological or at best social
psychological, rather than sociological. As for the implicit model of be-
havior under stress they operated with, it appeared to be one of personal
breakdowns in disasters. The agencies also assumed that the purported
problems which emerged in disasters were to be found in individuals,
and the solution to such problems rested mostly in the imposition of
directive social contro!l (the command and control model which still
prevails in certain disaster oriented circles today--for a discussion of this
perspective see Dynes 1983)

It is possible to find some occasional references among funding agen-
cies to an "offensive” rather than "defensive” use of extrapolations from
peacetime to wartime situations. Thus, in one agency memo it is said:

Not only do we need to know how to protect our soldiers and
populace against the psychological ravages of an attack using
chemical agents; in addition, we must know how to exploit to the
utmost the psychological effects of toxic agents when used against
an enemy.

Nonetheless, it is very important to stress that we are unaware of any
instance in the past up to the present of where funding agencies have at-
tempted to spell out the "offensive” possibilities. We have never en-
countered even an indirect reference to such possibilities in the disaster
research literature per se. In fact, such use of research would be radical-
ly at variance with the ideological liberal or left tendencies of the large
majority of American social scientists, especially sociologists. Neverthe-
less, all scientific knowledge can be put to "good” and "bad" purposes and
it would be foolish to deny that disaster research could not also be used
both ways. While this possibility does not seem to have affected re-
searchers involved in studies of natural and technological disasters, the
possibility has discouraged some students of collective stress situations
from studying "terrorism." Although it is not our position, it is possible
that some researchers may also be reluctant to expanding the disaster
area to include "war" phenomena for the same reason.
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SOME IMPORTANT CONSEQUENCES OF THE APPLIED FOCUS

There were major consequences in the work done in the disaster area
which resulted from the applied orientation of the sponsoring agencies.
It is important to note that as a whole whatever influences there were
from the research sponsor, they were indirect, not direct. This is true
despite the fact that most of the funding for the research was of a con-
tract, rather than grant nature, which might imply much directional and
substantive control and supervision by the sponsoring groups and their
officials. However, our conclusion from all the data we have examined
is that there was very little effort made to direct what should be studied
and/or how it should be studied.

The DRC’s initial contract with OCD, for example, was the identi-
cal substantive proposal the Center had first submitted as a grant ap-
plication to the National Science Foundation, except for the addition of
objective #5. Informally, it was also understood that DRC should add a
concluding chapter on possible extrapolations of its findings to wartime
situations in the reports the Center would write about the behavior and
problems of different kinds of emergency organizations in natural and
technological disasters. The only administrative change in the shift from
a grant to a contract proposal was that, at the suggestion of OCD, a sub-
stantial increase in both funds and duration of the project was requested
and allowed.

Atno time in the early days of the work did OCD attempt to dictate
anything of a substantive nature. The only major problem that arose was
OCD’s refusal to allow the use of OCD funds for a DRC publication on
the operations of the American Red Cross in disasters. The disallowance
of publication stemmed from National Red Cross objections to publish-
ing the Center’s observations that Red Cross disaster operations were
negatively viewed by other organizations and the public at large. For
political reasons OCD did not want such a finding, which was well docu-
mented in the DRC work, to appear in a publication from research it
was funding. The Center was eventually able to publish the study results
under its own auspices (Adams 1970).

As far as we have been able to ascertain, all the other early studies
by other groups which we have mentioned likewise were not subjected

to any direct pressure or control. It may be that DRC and the other re-
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searchers escaped direct control because the contract funding typically
provided for the study of very broad topics such as "organizational
functioning in disaster." Another possibility is that perhaps the lack of
any knowledge about the subject matter on the part of the sponsoring
groups provided freedom from direct control or supervision. Our judge-
ment is that something more important was operative which allowed
considerable freedom from sponsor control. It is that the sponsored re-
search, at least in the early days, was primarily commissioned at the
highest levels of the agencies for reasons other than seeking answers to
practical problems (which however may have not been the point of view
of lower level officials who actually negotiated the research agreements
with academic researchers). It could be argued that disaster research
was initiated (and the initiation came from the agencies and not social
scientists) because of internal bureaucratic pressure for agencies to be
current with the post World War Il phenomena of social science research
being on the agenda of many government groups. Whatever was in-
volved, the sponsoring agencies, military for the most part, and contrary
to certain images which developed in the late 1960’s (see, e.g., docu-
mented accusation in Fisher 1972, p. 208), directly dictated very little if
anything at all in the disaster research area.

However, while the applied orientation of the research sponsors did
not lead to direct control or guidance in the research that was done, there
were nonetheless, a number of indirect consequences. Let us mention
just three of them. Any one of them alone has had in our view impor-
tant effects on the work done in the last 35 years in the disaster area.

(1) The very conception of what constitutes a disaster was strongly
influenced by the applied orientation. Thus both at NORC and DRC
the prototype of a disaster was visualized, sometimes explicitly, as a
major earthquake. In terms of possible extensive impact over a wide
area, the sudden and unwarned occurrence of an earthquake was seen
as being closest to a bombing attack on a community.

It 1s only possible to speculate, but we feel that substantive social
science work on disasters would have developed remarkably differently
in the last 30 years if, for example, such diffuse emergencies as famines
or droughts or epidemics or even large scale riverine flooding has
provided the prototype of what constituted a disaster. In the disaster re-

search area we early implicitly accepted a conception of disaster as a



302 International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters

particular kind of event concentrated in time and space, and for various
reasons have avoided until very recently, facing up to the serious
problem of not being at all clear or certain about the core and
parameters of what we are studving under the label of "disaster” (see,
Quarantelli 1987). As will be discussed in a forthcoming article, we do
not think we can advance significantly on further studies on disasters
until we move forward on the conceptual problem.

In the collective behavior area, a subspecialty of sociology, the
development of the field has been handicapped by taking a very con-
centrated happening in time and space--primarily a crowd--as the
prototype of collective behavior even though most of collective behavior
phenomena is diffuse in time and space (Aguirre and Quarantelli 1983).
We have implicitly done the same thing in the disaster area. We have
tended to think of disasters as concentrated space-time events, even
though it might be argued that most collective stress situations (to use
Barton’s term, 1970) are usually much more diffuse 1n time and space.
DRC always has had more problems in deciding in its field work whether
to study a widespread riverine flood than a tornado, reflecting its im-
plicit image of disasters.

It is interesting to note the comment of the major researcher in the
University of Maryland pioneering field studies. In a little known article
he raises an interesting speculative question as to the kind of disasters
American disaster researchers came to focus on in their work. He wrote:

As has been suggested, American urgency about disaster study
grows out of our uncertainty about how we will act if war is ever
brought directly into our continent: modern war, especially
atomic war. Our anxiety over our own prospective performance
is, 1 think, demonstrated by the spotty and perhaps guilt-
motivated concentration on disasters approximating atomic ex-
plosion. (If we had dropped nerve gas or avirulent toxin on Japan,
what would our focus of study be now?) (Powell 1954b, p. 61)

However, it should be noted contrary to what we have heard said at
meetings, the disasters which were studied by the pioneering ficld teams
included others than those involving only natural disaster agents. All

three of the field team operations studied explosions, fires, crashes, and
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other concentrated in time and space human created occurrences.
Neither the Academy work or the early DRC work included only natural
disaster agents. It is true that relatively few non-natural disaster situa-
tions were studied, but this was more a function of what occurred during
the course of the research periods involved than a deliberate focus only
on natural disasters. A more recent argument (e.g., Couch and Kroll-
Smith 1985) that disaster researchers have neglected chronic or slow
moving as over against sudden disasters, is a much more valid criticism.

Our overall point is that we have tended to accept the notion of dis-
aster as a concentrated time and space occurrence. This view, a con-
straining one on what should be researched, was developed at the time
of the origin of study in the area. This conception of disaster was to a
great extent implicitly and indirectly produced by the applied wartime
orientation of the early research sponsors.

(2) The early focus on the emergency time period and on the emer-
gency response in disasters is also, we think, a partial result of the early
applied orientation. If war or a military situation is thought of as the
generating context, it follows that emphasis in research will be on reac-
tion, not prevention. That the field of geography came to focus on mitiga-
tion measures and such issues as land use as part of natural hazard
research problems (and the difference in focus on something called "dis-
asters” and on something called "natural hazards" is neither an acciden-
tal or unimportant matter in our view) far before sociologists addressed
such matters, may be partly a function of disciplinary differences. But
we suspect it also has something to do with who initially sponsored
studies by sociologists on disasters and by geographers on natural
hazards. The major research program in natural hazards initiated in the
late 1960’s by three geographers was supported by a grant from the Na-
tional Science Foundation and included studies of such matters as coas-
tal erosion, frost and high wind, humid area drought, urban snow hazard,
and water quality (see White, Kates and Burton 1969). These topics
would not have interested the military supporters of the initial work in
the disaster area.

The almost complete neglect by the early disaster researchers of the
longer run post-impact recovery activities can also be partly attributed
to the interests of the funding agencies. DRC did do some longitudinal
studies of organizational long run recoveries from disasters, but they had
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to be done independent of OCD support (e.g. Anderson 1969). It is not
that there was any objection to such studies; in fact, some OCD funding
was used to obtain the relevant field data, but there simply was little in-
terest in the results. This matter, of course, is also not independent of
the funding cycles and inabilities of most governmental burcaucracies
to commit themselves to support for more than one fiscal year at a time,
Studies of recovery would usually have to go considerably beyond one
post-impact year.

(3) The related emphasis in early studies, and to this day on planning
for instead of managing disasters, we also believe is an indirect conse-
quence of the applied orientation of the early funding agencies. The
early disaster researchers assumed that they needed better knowledge
of what happened in disasters so that better planning for disasters could
be instituted. To a considerable extent we believe this reflected the
similar bias in perspective of the military or national civil defense spon-
soring agencies, who spend a great deal of time, effort and resources on
planning for events with low probabilities for occurrence. Management
of the military in wars or of civil defense responses in disasters is not a
frequent occurrence.

There is a difference between disaster planning and disaster manage-
ment, a crucial distinction still little appreciated even though it took us
only 30 years to grasp its significance (Quarantelli 1985). The latter does
not follow automatically from the former in the same sense as that good
tactics do not follow directly from a good strategy. Management, of
course deals with actual happenings, and good managing is what is
needed for efficient and effective response and recovery, and, while it
does not and cannot replace planning, it probably needs an equivalent
emphasis. Such an emphasis was not present in the early days of disaster
research and it was unlikely to be to the extent researchers reflected the
bias of their supporting funding sources. The emphasis on planning also
partly reflects a "command and control" model for handling emergency
time problems. While disaster researchers extremely early criticized
"command and control" conceptions of disaster response (e.g., Fritz
1961), none of them essentially challenged the primacy and almost ex-
clusive focus on planning instead of managing.

We do think it is illustrative of our point that in DRC’s early days, a
formal DRC proposal to study the operation and management of the
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United States Office of Foreign Disaster Relief and an informal one to
study the operation and management of the Office of Emergency Plan-
ning (OEP) were rejected out of hand. But DRC had little difficulty in
obtaining funds to study community emergency planning. The matter, of
course, isa complicated one, and even in the examples given, for a variety
of reasons it might be understandable why research into local agencies
might be seen as more acceptable than study of national organizations,
apart from a preference for a focus on planning than on management,
But we think the preference needs to be accounted for, and we think it
partly has its roots in the early days of disaster research.

There were other indirect consequences for disaster research that,
perhaps, stemmed as much from the fact that the sponsoring agencies
were American as that they had an applied orientation. Thus, there was
an almost necessary focus not only on the kinds of disasters which occur
in American society (e.g., tornadoes rather than famines), but also on
relatively small scale and minor impact disasters (compared with the
massive casualties, losses and disruptions with occur in some disasters
in Latin America, Asia, or Africa). Some of the funding agencies allowed
and supported overseas studies by the first American researchers. The
events studied, such as floods in Holland (e.g., the volumes by the In-
stitute Voor Social Onderzoek Van Het Nederlandse Volk 1955), mas-
sive fires in Australia (e.g., Anderson and Whitman 1967), and a dam
collapse in Italy (e.g. Dynes, Haas and Quarantelli 1964) seemed to be
researched because of a perceived similarity or a parallel to potential
wartime situations rather than because they might be a learning situa-
tion for a potential peacetime catastrophe in the United States. We leave
aside that field studies outside of the country might also have been part-
ly supported for totally nonscientific reasons--e.g., for agency officials to
be able to boast in their own bureaucratic circles, they were supporting
research halfway across the world of a disaster that was the focus of in-
ternational mass media attention.

The general focus on American disasters also meant that only a cer-
tain kind of social structure was studied by the early disaster researchers
(e.g., one with a decentralized authority structure, with relatively weak
social class differences, and with highly developed social institutions,
such as in the mass communication area). For instance, the almost total

ignoring of social class as a factor in any way in disaster phenomena is
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certainly partly attributable to the locus of study used (Taylor 1978).
Similarly, disaster researchers tended to look at populations with cer-
tain sociocultural characteristics (e.g., norms regarding volunteering,
beliefs as to governmental responsibilities, values with regard to private
property, etc). From this, for example, probably has come some of the
concern of American disaster researchers about the citizen’s view of
emergency organizations.

Our point of course is that certain topics have been either focused
on or ignored in disaster studies and that this indirectly is related to the
applied research funding pattern in American society. To the extent that
agencies with strong applied orientations of a particular kind emerged
as the research funders rather than governmental organizations suppor-
tive of basic research (it should be noted that the initial DRC proposal
went to NSF not OCD), indirectly there is going to be a reflection of this
in what is assumed, studied and reported on by researchers. The applied
agencies did not directly dictate much of anything, but indirectly from
the start they have implicitly provided much of the research agenda and,
like all agendas, the one that initially sets the stage became the one that
tended to be continued to be used.

ANOTHER IMPORTANT INFLUENCE

Although the applied orientation of sponsoring agencies looms large
in our accounting for much of what has happened in the development
of disaster studies, to leave it at this point would be to present an incom-
plete picture. Probably equally as important in the development of the
area, is the fact that the early students in the area were primarily
sociologists. To a considerable extent they imposed much more of a
sociological perspective on how and what was studied than is realized
by practically anyone. In our view, the applied orientation was married
to basic sociological conceptions and ideas, although neither the re-
search supporters nor the researchers were very aware of it at the time,
and most still do not recognize the situation is the same today. However,
the exposition of this point can not be provided here but will be
elaborated upon in a succeeding article (Quarantelli forthcoming).
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