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DISASTERS AND SOCIAL CHANGE: 

CONSEQUENCES FOR COMMUNITY CONSTRUCT AND AFFECT 

Social scientists have long posited that disasters are capable 

of producing significant changes in the structure, social life, and 

even the culture of the communities and societies they impact 

(Prince 1920; Sorokin 1942). When one sees the devastation and 

disruption created by both natural and technological disaster 

agents, these claims seem plausible. However, the literature on 

community recovery, most of which focuses on natural disasters, 

suggests that major social change rarely results from such events. 

The current consensus is that disasters do not cause growing, 

prosperous communities to decline; nor can they lssavevf declining 

communities. 

Although it has never been a major focus for research in the 

disaster area, some investigators have attempted to study the 

disaster recovery process and the changes that occur in communities 

following disaster impact. In his assessment of the recovery 

literature, Drabek (1986: 251) concluded that: 

[ f ] or most disasters studied. . .the overall picture is one of 
mixed, but relatively minor, ripples in the long-term 
developmental cycle.. .Resiliency is high for most, but not all 
systems impacted" (emphasis in original). 

The preponderance of evidence to date seems to argue about 

equally for two positions: (1) that, to the extent disasters 

contribute to change, they do so primarily by accelerating trends 

that were already under way prior to impact; and (2) disasters have 
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few discernable effects on communities beyond the disruption caused 

during the post-impact period and perhaps temporary dislocations 

that extend into the short-term recovery period. The first 

position, emphasizing continuity with and amplification of pre- 

disaster trends, is exemplified by the work of Bates and his 

colleagues, which focuses on various dimensions of community 

recovery and change following major disasters (Bates et al., 1963; 

Bates, 1982; Bates and Peacock, 1993). The second position, which 

finds an absence of significant disaster effects, is represented by 

the work of Rossi and his associates (Rossi et al., 1983; Wright et 

al., 1979) and by Friesema and his colleagues (1979). The latter 

argue that few disaster effects are evident in the U. S. because 

local communities are so well-integrated into national society that 

any economic losses that occur are externalized and offset. 

At the same time, the literature does contain some evidence 

that disasters may, in some rare cases, contribute to change. The 

changes that have been documented following disasters can be 

classified within five general categories: 

Political/legal--involving changes in laws, policies, 
political participation, and power relationships 

Economic--involving changes in economic indicators, types of 
economic activities,, composition of sectors in the economy, 
indicators of financial well-being, infrastructural 
development and investment, land and other property values, 
and tax revenues 

Demographic/ecological--involving changes in migration 
patterns, population composition, residential patterns, 
community redevelopment, community relocation 

Social structural--involving changes in social structure, 
relationships among social groups, organizational development 
or demise, social participation 

2 



Quality of life/affect--involving changes in residents' 
attachment to community, life-satisfaction, and trust 

This paper will review the existing literature with respect to 

community change that has been identified following a disaster. We 

will then provide a critique of this literature and suggest ways 

that future research efforts can begin to address the issue of 

disaster-induced social change in a more systematic way. 

Evidence of Communitv-Level Chanqe 

Four caveats concerning comparability and generalizability are 

needed prior to beginning the literature review. First, the 

literature is quite varied with respect to the amount of time that 

elapsed between the disaster impact on the community and the 

observation of change. Most recovery studies take place duringthe 

first 1-3 years after the disaster; only a handful of studies have 

been conducted after a decade or so. Also, most of these studies 

emphasize short- or medium-term disaster impacts, which may be 

quite different from lasting change. For this reason, we have 

attempted to delete work that focused solely on impacts from this 

review, acknowledging, however, that distinctions between short- 

term impacts and social change are somewhat arbitrary and are 

defined differently by Cifferent investigators. 

Second, this review purposely includes changes that result 

from both natural and technological disaster agents. While there 

is significant debate concerning the differences or similarities 

between these 

include both 

understanding 

two types of agents, we felt it was important to 

classes of agents in order to obtain a fuller 

of change-producing mechanisms. We will return to 

3 



this issue in the conclusion of the paper. 

Third, since this paper is concerned with the broader aspects 

of social change, it takes the community (or substantial sub- 

sections of it) as the unit of analysis. For this reason, the 

largest part of the recovery literature, which addresses family 

change, has been omitted.' If changes in family life and 

functioning take place broadly across the affected community, 

however, they would be indicative of social change and be included 

in this review. 

Fourth, most of the literature in this area comes from studies 

of disasters in the United States. As we will discuss later, this 

focus on a politically stable, post-industrial society has had 

consequences for the nature, degree, and type of changes that have 

been documented. To the extent possible, we have included research 

in other countries, but they are few indeed. 

Political/Lesal Chanse 

With respect to political and legal changes, Alesch and Petak 

(1986) discuss the role played by earthquake events in the 

subsequent passage of local earthquake hazard reduction ordinances. 

Their work suggests that earthquakes ought to be seen as important 

factors influencing the passage of such legislation. These events 

open '!windows of opportunity" that pro-seismic safety groups can 

use if they are well-organized and prepared to act. 

Wolensky (1984) found that in the wake of Hurricane Agnes in 

For a review of the family recovery/change literature, see 
Bolin (1982) and Nigg (1993). 
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Wilkes-Barre, PA, local government was reorganized, the community's 

power structure underwent change, and new flood mitigation policies 

were adopted. But Cohen and Raghavulu (1979), reporting the 

political consequences of a major cyclone in western India, state 

that although recovery from the cyclone was incorporated as an 

issue by all major candidates in the next election, other issues 

decided the outcome of the election. 

Behler (1987), who studied a small town that was affected by 

the Three Mile Island nuclear accident, found that as a result of 

the accident residents became more politically active, the local 

power structure became more pluralistic, and community politics 

became more "cosmopolitan," involving state and even national 

figures in local political struggles. This pattern of intense 

politicization and mobilization following TMI was also documented 

extensively by Walsh (1988), Flynn and Chalmers (1980), and 

Goldsteen and Schorr (1991) . 
Similarly, Olson (1979) found that the blowout of an oil well 

off the coast of Santa Barbara provided a reason for local 

residents to mobilize to eradicate oil development along the 

central California coastline. When they found that this objective 

was unachievable, they continued to initiate and support government 

policies that would delay the drilling of new wells and that would 

make existing operations safer. 

Disasters can in some rare cases engender major political 

change. The most notable recent example is that of the 1972 

Managua earthquake, which made a significant contribution to the 
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Sandinista overthrow of the Somoza regime. The earthquake unmasked 

the exploitative practices of the Somoza family and its inability 

to manage the recovery, caused fragmentation within the ruling 

class, stimulated migration from the countryside to the capital, 

and raised peasant and worker discontent, making it easier for the 

Sandinistas to mobilize support (Albala-Bertrand, 1993). 

Economic Chanse 

The disaster literature points to both positive and negative 

economic impacts. Dacy and Kunreuther (1969: 168) have argued that 

economically Ita disaster may actually turn out to be a blessing in 

disguise,'I because disasters create reconstruction booms and allow 

community improvements to be made rapidly, rather than gradually. 

Naidu (1989) confirms this observation in India following the 1977 

Andhra Pradesh cyclone. He found that the negative macro-economic 

effects of the cyclone were minimal due to massive infusion of aid 

into the region. Also, the household indebtedness of farm laborers 

and fishermen--the two classes that were heavily impacted by the 

cyclone--actually declined due to relief assistance. 

Geipel (1991), in a study of the Friuli (Italy) earthquake 12 

years later, found that governmental reconstruction funds, damage 

compensation, and low-interest loans in the damaged region resulted 

in substantial modernization and expansion of manufacturing plants. 

However, these improvements were principally made in larger, non- 

damaged plants in the region. Those businesses that were damaged 

or that were more marginal before the earthquake did not seem to 

benefit from the relief funds. However, unemployment was lower and 
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economic investment in businesses was higher in Friuli than in 

surrounding regions. Similarly, Mussari, in a study of Wilkes- 

Barre, PA found that several years after the Hurricane Agnes flood 

(1978: 7) "the positive physical improvements that resulted from 

the massive infusion of federal recovery funds were neutralized by 

the persistence of severe economic problems which were intensified 

by the disaster." 

Although it is often assumed that property values would 

decline following a disaster, research suggests that this may only 

be a temporary condition. Isreal (1979), for example, found that 

land values in Santa Barbara 15 years after the 1953 earthquake 

were booming. 

Hirose (1982) discusses declines that occurred in the tourist- 

based economies of the communities affected by the 1977 Mt. Usu 

volcanic eruption. Although government investment in recovery in 

the damaged areas of the Toyako-Onsen region was extensive, local 

economies still suffered three years after the eruption because 

tourists sought out alternative destinations. 

In a quantitative analysis of natural disaster impacts that 

focused primarily on developing countries, Albala-Bertrand (1993) 

found that disaster events have no significant negative impacts on 

economic indicators at the societal level--and indeed their short- 

term effects may be positive. However, this study also documents 

numerous instances in which disasters have stimulated economic, 

political, and social changes of various kinds at the national 

level, the community level, or within economic sectors. The author 
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observes, for exampl’e, that (1993: 197) 

... the range of effects on both developing and developed 
countries will include a variety of short- and long-term 
consequences, such as further political repression (e.g., 
Guatemala, Nicaragua, the Philippines), political 
concessions (e.g., Ethiopia, the Philippines), further 
disaster-induced legislation (e.g., Australia, the USA, 
almost everywhere), nationalist exortations and labour 
overexploitation (e.g., Romania and most developing 
countries in the short-term), dramatic breakthroughs or 
accelerations (e.g., Nicaragua, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, the 
Sahel), activity pattern modification (e.g., Alaska, 
Tanzania, India), or institutionalization within popular 
programmes (e.g., Peru 1970, Chile, 1971, Nicaragua, 
1981). 

Demosraphic and Ecolosical Chanse 

With respect to demographic and ecological variables, 

residents of disaster-stricken communities typically want to 

restore the community as it was--that is, to have as little change 

as possible. However, disasters have resulted in various kinds 

compositional and ecological changes. 

In rare cases, entire communities are relocated to avoid 

hazardous areas. This was the case, for example, for Valdez, 

Alaska following the 1964 earthquake and for communities like Times 

Beach, Missouri, following the identification of toxic hazards. 

Relocation is often described as having negative consequences for 

the communities affected (c.f., Bolin, 1993). However, Perry and 

Mushkatel (1984) suggest that communities can be successfully 

relocated if measures are undertaken that minimize disruption. 

When disasters have resulted in the eradication of a status 

group in the community, different types of changes have been 

observed. For example, the 1985 Nevado del Ruiz volcanic eruption 

killed approximately 20,000 residents of Armero, Colombia, leaving 
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only about 5,000 survivors, most of whom were from the poorest 

segment of the population. The survivors were given the 

opportunity to move to a new location that was deemed less 

hazardous; however, the chances of reestablishing the community 

were considered bleak, not only because of the sheer magnitude of 

the loss of life but also because "few survived from among the 

wealthier, better educated or better trained groups that 

constituted the political and economic leadership in Armero" 

(National Research Council, 1991: 77-78). When the greater part 

of the community of Yungay, Peru was covered by a massive 

seismically-induced landslide in 1970 killing the leading citizens 

of the community, the process of *8choloficationt1 (adoption of 

Western ways) accelerated among the remaining Indians as they moved 

into political and economic roles left vacant by the deceased 

(Oliver-Smith, 1979). Following the same disaster, the damaged 

community of Huaraz, which had lost approximately 30% of its 

population, grew at a rate three times faster than the regional 

average and was transformed into a t@boomtownlt as a result of the 

influx of reconstruction assistance (Doughty, 1986). 

In situations where disasters result in substantial amounts of 

residential dislocation, post-disaster changes in housing 

arrangements can affect patterns of social interaction among 

victims and can lead to higher levels of community conflict (Bolin, 

1982). In some cases housing arrangements that are intended to be 

temporary become permanent, impeding the recovery process for 

households (Bates, 1982; Peacock, Killian, and Bates, 1987; Erikson 
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1976). Also, the 'distribution of households within a damaged 

region has been found to change as a result of younger people 

moving from the rural areas into larger communities (Geipel, 1991). 

Occasionally disasters have been shown to affect the 

population composition of stricken communities. For example, 

Hurricane Audrey killed nearly a third of the black population of 

Cameron Parish (as opposed to 2.5% of white residents), resulting 

in many black survivors leaving the area because their homes had 

been destroyed and personal ties to the community weakened (Bates 

et al., 1963). 

Even when people express the desire to move away from an 

area that has been confronted by a near-disaster, like the accident 

at the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant, researchers have 

found that no significant out-migration is likely to occur (Flynn, 

1982; Goldhaber et al., 1983). However, this situation may be 

quite different for residents who are confronted with a *rchronic 

technological disaster," such as that discussed by Kroll-Smith and 

Couch (1990). Centralia, PA, was a community situated above a coal 

mine fire that had found its way into below-ground coal seams, 

resulting in the emission of toxic gasses that endangered health 

and possible cave-ins that threatened life and property. Over a 

period of years while attempting to find solutions to this 

flcontinuingll disaster, out-migration did take place, leaving the 

community older and poorer than it originally was. 

Social Structural Chanse 

A few studies document organizational changes that have taken 
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place following disasters. Anderson (1970), focusing on changes 

experienced by 23 community organizations following the Alaska 

earthquake of 1964, found that change could be attributed to both 

internal organizational problems and environmental conditions. 

Change was more likely to occur when (1) changes had already been 

planned prior to the earthquake; (2) new organizational strains 

were created by the disaster, or existing strains were made more 

acute; (3) the environment placed new demands on the organization 

following the earthquake; or (4) environmental support increased as 

a result of the earthquake. 

Mussari (1978) focused on the differential impact the Agnes 

Flood had on community institutions in Wilkes-Barre. The school 

system suffered as a result of a decline in school enrollments, 

which lowered state reimbursements, as well as from an overall 

decline in the city's tax base. On the other hand, two development- 

related organizations that had jurisdiction over the flooded 

downtown area benefitted considerably from the influx of disaster 

recovery funds, speeding up planned projects and branching out into 

new areas. Indeed, Mussari (1978: 347) argues that "in many ways 

Hurricane Agnes was a businessperson's windfall. Without it the 

central business district might well have died a gradual death from 

urban decay. 

With respect to the relationships between social groups and 

sectors within communities, it appears that technological 

disasters--both immediate onset events like the Buffalo Creek dam 

failure and discovered, long-term disasters like Centralia and Love 
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Canal--result in the greatest changes. Principally, these 

changes result from conflicts among groups of residents that create 

either new collectivities' of residents, usually in opposition or 

support of some governmental action (cf, Levine, 1982; Walsh, 1988; 

Goldsteen and Schorr, 1991), or that divide the community, often on 

the basis of whether they see themselves as victims or not (cf, 

Cuthbertson and Nigg, 1987; Kroll-Smith and Couch 1990). Most of 

this work was focused around some type of contamination or 

environmental degradation experienced by a community, and 

observations ceased after some type of solution was implemented. 

None continued to follow the community or the affected residents to 

determine whether these often dramatic collective actions continued 

or whether these changes had more permanent effects. 

Dyer et al. (1992) and Picou et al. (1992), who studied 

Alaskan villages affected by the Exxon Valdez oil spill, argue that 

technological disasters that result in contamination can have 

profound impacts on "natural resource communities'* that organize 

themselves around traditions of subsistence and dependence on 

particular resources. They concluded that episodes of pollution 

like the one caused by the Exxon spill create psychological stress, 

disrupt residents' relationships with the environment and with one 

another, interfere with established patterns of earning a living, 

and ultimately transform both social interaction and culture. 

In one of the few efforts that specifically looked at the 

' These collectivities take many different forms--emergent 
informal groups, groups that become formal organizations, and 
coalitions of already-existing groups. 
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issue of change over time, Bates and colleagues (1963) hypothesized 

that, following Hurricane Audrey (about five years after the event) 

there would be a greater formalization of social relations and a 

greater emphasis on contractual as opposed to noncontractual 

relations. While they did find that new community organizations (a 

civil defense organization and a hospital, for example) supplanted 

traditional, informal social arrangements, they concluded that the 

movement toward formalization was accelerated but that traditional 

informal patterns were still of significance in the life of the 

community. This acceleration of changes in the communal basis of 

life--from informal to formal relations; from traditional to 

llmodernll social forms--has also been found by anthropological 

researchers who have studied both natural disasters (Oliver-Smith, 

1977) and impacts of large development projects on rural 

communities (Torry, 1978; 1979). 

Hoover and Bates (1985) explored the extent to which the 

division of labor changed among businesses in seven communities 

affected by the 1976 Guatemala earthquake and five control 

communities. Data were collected on businesses at eight points in 

time--four years prior to and four years after the earthquake. All 

the communities in the study had been experiencing an increase in 

business complexity prior to the earthquake, and this trend 

continued. However, the trend was more pronounced in the those 

communities that had been damaged by the earthquake. They 

concluded that (1985: 22) "the earthquake and subsequent relief 

efforts affected all of the communities in the study, with a 
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slightly greater impact being felt by the experimental [damaged] 

communities. 

Qualitv of Life and Affect 

Some studies suggest disasters may result in lowered levels of 

community attachment, satisfaction with life in the community, and 

trust in government. The literature suggests such declines may be 

related to the blaming processes and conflicts that can develop in 

the wake of disasters. First documented by Bucher (1957) and 

Drabek and Quarantelli (1967), attempts to fix blame for disaster 

losses have become common in recent years. Erikson (1976) 

concluded that the element of human blame--specifically, the 

knowledge that the coal company on which the local economy depended 

had irresponsibly put the community at risk--was an important 

factor underlying the ttloss of communityt* and individual pathology 

that resulted from the Buffalo Creek flood. 

Technological disasters in particular often give rise to 

efforts to uncover who (or what) was ultimately responsible for the 

damage--efforts that can pit community residents against one 

another and cause hostility toward institutions that failed to 

provide expected protections. Fowlkes and Miller (1982), focusing 

on community residents affected by the Love Canal contamination, 

found that one of the lasting impacts of the episode was a 

generalized distrust and cynicism about government and its actions. 

This distrust appeared to center on two themes: doubts about the 

reliability of information agencies provided and questions about 

whose interests were served during the decision-making process that 
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surrounded the Love Canal episode. Based on their in-depth 

interviews, Fowlkes and Miller (1982: 130) concluded that: 

. . . the majority of present and former residents of the 
Love Canal area have experienced a serious crisis of 
confidence in the capacity of salient institutions to 
comprehend the public welfare or act in ways consonant 
with it. 

Walsh (1988) charted community conflict and change from the 

time of the 1979 accident at Three Mile Island until the restart of 

the Unit 1 reactor at the nuclear facility in 1985. He argues that 

as a result of their experiences following the accident, many local 

residents Ifno longer have a sense of security and trust in 

political or technical authorities" (1988: 188). At the same time, 

Walsh observes that many participants in the conflict over 

restarting the facility found their personal lives transformed and 

their political consciousness raised as a result of their 

involvement. 

Similarly, Goldsteen and Schorr (1991) contend that, in the 

decade following the Three Mile Island accident, residents of a 

nearby township lost faith in the democratic process, having found 

they were powerless to affect decisionmaking concerning the clean- 

up of the damaged reactor and the start-up of a second reactor. 

They argue that the government, in not taking the wishes of the 

community into account, violated the social contract governments 

have with their citizens. This contract, based on the concept of 

a moral social order, allows citizens to expect that individuals 

and corporations have a moral responsibility and obligation to put 

the interests of others above their own; and when this is not done, 
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government has a duty to protect general public well-being. When 

the government sided with the utility company against the wishes of 

the community, a sense of injustice was produced, reducing faith in 

the democratic process. 

Freudenburg and Jones (1991) argue that unlike natural 

disasters, which lead to the emergence of Iftherapeutic 

communities," acute and (especially) chronic technological hazards 

more commonly lead to the development of llcorrosive communities1' 

characterized by protracted conflict and mistrust. Freudenburg 

(1993) has coined the term recreancv to describe situations like 

those discussed above, in which the perceived failure of 

institutions live up to public expectations regarding safety, 

protection, and responsible operation results in a breach of 

collective trust. 

Although researchers who study technological disasters argue 

for their distinctiveness, evidence suggests that blaming and 

conflict sometimes occur in natural disasters as well. Rochford 

and Blocker (1991) discuss a case in which blame for a flood 

disaster in Oklahoma was assigned not to God or nature but to the 

Army Corps of Engineers. Following Hurricane Andrew there was 

considerable debate about what ultimately caused the enormous 

losses that were experienced: the wind speed, the building codes, 

code enforcement, design and building practices, or development 

policy. Blame is socially constructed, and both natural and 

technological disasters are social in origin; any acute or chronic 

hazard thus has the potential for leading to conflict and loss of 
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public confidence. 'Rochford and Blocker (1991: 189) predict that 

"as people come to view some natural disasters as unnatural in 

origin, the level of conflict and politics surrounding these events 

will expand as well.#' 

The Influence of American Disaster Research 

The literature on disaster and social change is rather 

disappointing. Despite four decades of extensive research on 

disasters and fifteen years of work on technological hazards, we 

really know very little about the long-term consequences of 

disasters, how prevalent they are, and what factors are associated 

with their occurrence. This oversight is especially puzzling 

since the issues of interest to the early disaster researchers were 

couched in the terms of rlsocial disorganization.'I We would like to 

suggest some reasons why social change has not been a more central 

issue to the disaster research community and why so little of it 

has been found. We argue that the predominant reason for this 

oversight is due to the overwhelming influence of American disaster 

research on this field. 

Although our argument is primarily framed around substantive 

and theoretical issues, we cannot overlook the importance of 

research funding. One major reason we currently know so little 

about the relationship between disasters and social change is that 

the principal agencies funding research on disasters typically do 

not provide funds for long-term follow-up of disaster-stricken 

communities. As will be discussed below, the large majority of 

research monies have been provided for studies of emergency 
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response. The most common pattern in recovery-related research is 

for funds to be provided for relatively short-term studies on the 

early recovery process. Only rarely does the temporal scope of 

research extend beyond a two to three-year period following the 

event. Occasionally support has been provided for studies like 

Selkregg's twenty-year retrospective look at hazard mitigation 

policy in Anchorage following the 1964 earthquake (Selkregg et al., 

1984), but such funding opportunities have been rare. 

Although research is being undertaken by ever increasing 

numbers of social scientists in other parts of the world, with a 

few notable exceptions (mentioned in the above sections), social 

change is generally not the focus of their efforts. As this review 

shows, most of the research conducted on natural and technological 

disasters has been done by American social scientists on events 

that took place in the United States. Studies have generally 

focused selectively on particular aspects of disaster and de- 

emphasized others--including social change. What we currently know 

about disasters and social change is derived from work done in a 

distinctive type of social setting, using particular well-accepted 

paradigms. The implications of these circumstances for the study 

of social change will be discussed briefly below. 

Before proceeding, a word of caution is needed with respect to 

the discussion that follows. All of the conditions are discussed 

below are pertinent to natural disasters, but may not be applicable 

to events caused by technological hazard agents, about which less 

is known. We will specify these differences when necessary. 
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Consequences of Focusins on U. S. Societv 

Disaster researchers contend that they know disasters produce 

little in the way of social change. However, that knowledge is 

based almost exclusively on work in U. S. society--a society that 

by its very nature engenders post-disaster stability. Change is 

discouraged by four factors: political stability and affluence; the 

effectiveness of disaster response networks; the emergence of 

therapeutic communities; and loss-sharing and post-disaster 

assistance. 

Stable and Affluent Society. Disaster events in the United 

States take place within one of the stablest socio-political-legal 

systems in the world. Local levels of government expect and 

receive assistance from neighboring communities, county government 

agencies, and (if the event is sufficiently destructive) state and 

federal levels of government. A stable social system with 

relatively consistent laws and programs allows communities from 

Maine to Hawaii to expect the same marshalling of resources within 

comparable organizational structures to handle post-disaster 

problems. Ample resources typically exist to respond to and 

recover from disasters. Government is seldom challenged for 

responding inadequately. Although particular politicians or 

parties may occasionally fall from power as a result of mishandling 

a disaster it is almost impossible to envision a situation in which 

a disaster would result in direct challenges to the government's 

legitimacy like thosethat occurred in Nicaragua following the 1972 

earthquake. With such a high degree of institutionalized 
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consistency, it should not be surprising that dramatic political, 

economic, or social changes are rarely contemplated following 

disasters. 

Low ImPact Ratios. Natural disaster events in the United 

States are much less destructive than are similarly sized events in 

other parts of the world. The quality of construction and the 

implementation of building codes, especially in metropolitan areas, 

has resulted in a less fragile built environment than exists in 

other countries. As a consequence, the loss of life in natural 

disasters in the U.S. is generally small and social disruption is 

contained. As the population continues to grow, requiring that 

more people be housed, employed, and provided with services, the 

inventory of building stock also grows. The increased size and age 

of the building stock results in ever larger damage assessments; 

but in relation to the total capital investment, the economic loss 

ratios are very low. 

As Wright et al. (1979) note, the most damaging disasters are 

those that strike the largest communities--which are exactly the 

ones that have ample resources to cope with losses. Moreover, the 

losses that occur are typically offset by outside assistance. In 

short (1979: 207) : 

One would, of course, hardly expect the small-scale, 
essentially trivial effects to have any long-term effects 
because they do not cause enough damage. Likewise, the 
large-scale, nontrivial events should not be expected to 
produce long-term effects--first because they strike the 
most resourceful communities and second because they 
generate large amounts of outside aid. 

These researchers also observe that focusing empirical research on 
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larger political units, like SMSAs, tends to mask the consequences 

of disaster when looking at demographic and economic data. Changes 

that may be measurable at the sectoral or neighborhood level are 

not detectable at higher levels of aggregation. 

Effective Community ResDonse. Since World War 11, 

considerable effort has been made by the Federal government to 

encourage and enhance emergency management by local and state 

governments. The United States is among only a handful of nations 

(all of which are highly industrialized) where emergency response 

is located primarily in civil, rather than military, organizations. 

This has resulted in a decentralized system that promotes the 

notion of professional, local emergency managers. While far from 

uniform, this effort has resulted in widespread capacity to respond 

to llnormalll disasters in a competent and effective manner. Even 

when local communities are overwhelmed, emergency response systems, 

both horizontally (among communities) and vertically (across 

different levels of government), act to offset community 

deficiencies. For the most part, problems occurring in the post- 

impact period are not allowed to persist or worsen, which also 

promotes social stability. 

Emersence of Therapeutic Communities. One of the earliest 

observations made by those who studied natural disasters was the 

unifying effect such events had on residents of stricken 

communities (Fritz, 1961). The emergence of this therapeutic 

community (Barton 1969) provides victims of natural disasters with 

important demonstrations of physical and social support and creates 
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within the stricken community an ambience of solidarity and unity 

of purpose essential for beginning the process of disaster 

recovery. The existence of this unifying sentiment--based on 

common definitions of suffering, sympathy, and concern--between 

victims and others in the community provides a continuity between 

the pre-impact and post-impact social system and social 

organization that makes social change less likely to occur. 

However, some exceptions to this pattern have been observed. 

Kreps (1984: 319) cites a number of studies suggesting that 

I1involvement in the therapeutic community is socially patterned.I1 

Elderly persons, minority group members, homeless people and others 

who are marginal by dominant community standards may lack access 

not only to llofficialll recovery resources but also to the 

therapeutic community. As a result, they may be left behind as 

others in the community recover. 

Other research suggests that conflict rather than solidarity 

is a common pattern following technological disasters. 

Solidaristic, unifying conditions are less likely to emerge when 

the hazard agent is human-induced, and change may be more likely to 

occur in conjunction with lldiscoveredll hazards or chronic 

technological disasters (Cuthbertson and Nigg, 1987). Couch and 

Kroll-Smith (1991: 299) hypothesize that when those who have been 

exposed to the hazard agent engage in adaptive responses that are 

emergent, less institutionalized, and sustained over extended 

periods of 

routinized, 

time, these patterns are more likely to become 

changing the bases of group life. Although these 
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patterns have been noted, their implications for longer-term social 

change have not been explored. 

Shared Losses and Post-disaster Assistance Proqrams. As part 

of the federal system of disaster relief in the U.S., natural 

disaster-created economic costs and losses are shared among 

different levels of government. When states or the federal 

government provide economic assistance to cover costs of emergency 

response, repair of public buildings and infrastructure, 

reconstruction of housing and business property, and recovery of 

economic losses due to business interruption, a large part of the 

disaster losses are being externalized to residents of the state 

or, in larger disasters, of the nation. This transference of 

losses reduces the impact on the local effected community, thereby 

reducing the likelihood that social conditions will worsen to the 

point of creating the impetus for social change. 

One important way assistance programs discourage change is by 

reestablishing the built environment. As a consequence of relying 

on assistance from outside the disaster area, local jurisdictions 

and their residents are limited in the ways these funds can be 

spent. The philosophy underlying federal relief programs is the 

notion of restoration; that is, the built environment, if it can 

be repaired, is restored to its pre-disaster condition. This 

limitation encourages stability by virtually ensuring that post- 

disaster land-use patterns, structures, and occupancies will 

resemble those that existed before the disaster. 

Assistance programs also serve to maintain pre-existing status 
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differences and living arrangements (Stallings, 1988). Loans, the 

most common form of disaster assistance, are given specifically to 

cover disaster losses. The amounts that can be borrowed are based 

on pre-disaster wealth, income, and ltcreditworthiness.tt Disaster 

grants, given to those who do not qualify for loans, are small and 

earmarked to replace only what was lost. Disaster assistance does 

not provide permanent shelter for previously homeless persons, pay 

for the repair of damage or deterioration not due to the disaster, 

or finance upgrades on property. Poor disaster victims may find 

themselves experiencing better living conditions than they had 

before the disaster by virtue of their access to temporary housing 

or the vouchers they receive, but such arrangements are time- 

limited. Recovery opportunities are socially structured, and the 

entire assistance system is oriented toward reproducing the social 

order as it existed prior to disruption. 

With respect to post-disaster assistance, natural and 

technological disasters are very different. The U.S. Disaster 

Relief Act, which provides for federal resources to be used to 

assist disaster victims and their communities, has to date not been 

applied to a technologically-induced disaster.3 No legislation 

currently exists to provide assistance to communities that are 

impacted by a technological agent in the same way that communities 

Although a federal declaration of disaster was issued in the 
wake of the recent Oakland urban wildfire and the Los Angeles civil 
disturbance of 1992, both of them were linked to ttfirestt which are 
mentioned in the 1990 amendments to the Disaster Relief Act. Only 
EPA has funding to relocate households that are in a Superfund 
area, but the services provided, other than purchasing the land, 
are minimal. 
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devastated by a natural disaster agent are. This may be one reason 

why conflict rather than communal solidarity ensues following the 

occurence of such events. 

In summary, both U. S. society and U. S. disaster programs are 

structured so as to make post-disaster change minimal. It may be 

that disaster researchers see so little evidence of change because 

they have been looking for it mainly in the type of society in 

which they are least likely to see it. The conditions that obtain 

in the U. S. are highly atypical; and while some researchers might 

argue that research findings regarding social change are 

generalizable cross-societally, that has yet to be demonstrated. 

Substantive Orientations 

Apart from the potential distorting influence of studying 

mainly U.S. disasters, the substantive areas of interest focused on 

by American disaster and hazards researchers have resulted in a 

research agenda that downplays social change. In explaining why 

change has been neglected as a topic for study, the following 

emphases are particularly significant: the focus on emergency 

response; the use of a collective behavior perspective; the focus 

on *Iadjustments** to hazards; concern with risk and hazard 

perception; and the failure to incorporate into disaster research 

an adequate theory of social change. 

Emphasis on Emersencv Response. Because the U.S. military in 

the post-World War I1 years was concerned about the types of 

problems it should anticipate if this country ever sustained a 

nuclear attack (Quarantelli, 1987), early efforts in the disaster 
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research area--which were extensively funded by military and civil 

defense organizations--focused on the psychological and behavioral 

reactions of victims to extremely stressful situations. Large- 

scale peacetime disasters and industrial accidents were believed to 

be adequate "natural laboratories@@ within which such issues could 

be studied. When the Disaster Research Center was founded in 1963, 

the emergency response period still provided the context within 

which research was undertaken. The specific objective was to focus 

on organizational behavior under stress, particularly in crisis 

situations, and to examine pre-crisis organizational structures and 

procedures for meeting that stress. The expectation was that this 

research would yield recommendations for the effective operation of 

emergency organizations for civil defense planners. 

Much of the empirical and theoretical effort in the field of 

disaster research is still dominated by an emphasis on the pre- and 

post-impact period--that is, on responses by communities and 

organizations to disaster threats or disaster agents. Because this 

period is often of very short duration, the adaptations observed 

are temporally bounded. These studies provide excellent snapshots 

of short-lived structural and functional changes in organized 

behavior, many of which disappear quickly as the emergency response 

system gets control of the response problems. However, this 

intense focus on the immediate post-impact period means that 

attention is deflected from issues of longer-term impacts. 

Use of a Collective Behavior PersDective. Wenger (1987: 213) 

notes that "[o] f the many specialties within sociology, the field 
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of collective behavior has perhaps had the closest, mutually 

beneficial relationship with the sociology of disaster.It Disaster 

research conducted from a collective behavior perspective has 

generally focused on emergent social behavior in crisis situations, 

including evacuation, panic flight (or the lack of it), and "mass 

assaulttt behavior following disaster impact. A major theoretical 

issue for researchers is the identification of mechanisms or 

processes that facilitate the emergence of both common definitions 

of the situation and norms to guide behavior when large numbers of 

people, often dispersed across geographic and social space, are 

affected (Nigg, 1989).4 Another focus of this research has been on 

ephemeral and often transitory roles, groups, and interactional 

processes that develop in the disaster context. Some work has been 

done on groups and networks that emerge to deal with ongoing 

hazards and continue functioning over time, as well as on groups 

that emerge in actual crises and that survive beyond the emergency 

response period (cf, Taylor, 1976; Ross, 1980; Stallings and 

Quarantelli, 1985) . By virtue of becoming Ilstabilized, It these 

emergent groups and networks may contribute to social change; 

however, the emphasis in the literature has been more on the 

conditions that give rise to them than on their community impacts. 

An exception is work that has been done in the area of 

technological hazards (cf, Walsh, 1988) , in which there has been an 

explicit emphasis on the contribution of emergent groups and social 

4For an elaborated discussion of the use of a collective 
behavior orientation in disaster research, see Wenger (1987). 
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movement organizations to social change. In general, however, the 

use of a collective behavior perspective has provided considerable 

insight into organized social behavior in the immediate post-impact 

period, but not much information on longer-term processes. 

Applied Perspectives in Geoaraphv. From the perspective of 

geographers, natural hazards research ' is concerned with human 
responses to geological, meteorological, and hydrological risks. 

The lthuman-ecologicallt model6, the basis of social geographical 

approaches to the environment, assumes that human beings interact 

with their physical world through the process of adjustment; that 

is, human activity intended to reduce the negative impact of 

extreme events (White 1974: 4). 

Early geographical research concentrated on dramatic, short 

term, localized, natural extreme events7; flooding in the United 

States was an early focus of much of this research (Mitchell 1989). 

However, by the late 1960s, a major initiative was undertaken by 

geographers to explore the applicability of findings from flood 

studies to other geophysical hazards and to investigate the 

interaction of social and natural systems in a variety of societies 

Currently, this sub-field is simply referred to as "hazards 
research" since a great deal of the geographers' attention has 
shifted from natural to technological hazards; however, the same 
theoretical orientations are still largely the same. 

or t1person-environment91 model. 
This model has also been referred to as the "man-environmenttt 

Extreme events, defined by White (1974), are events that 
exceed the normal capacity of the human system to reflect, absorb, 
or buffer them. From a sociological perspective, extreme events 
are disasters. 
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and cultures (White '1974) .' 
Geographers' research methods and approaches were largely 

shaped by two very different factors: their applied focus and 

their concern with hazard perception. Geographers often framed 

research questions in ways that were relevant to decisionmakers in 

order to improve existing programs, develop new options to deal 

with existing hazards, evaluate hazard management policies, or 

formulate alternative policy options. The development of 

theoretical knowledge was not a priority. 

In studying hazard perception, geographers borrowed heavily 

from psychological theories concerning the relationship between 

environmental perceptions and subsequent behavior (cf, Sewell and 

Burton, 1971; Palm 1990). As used by hazards researchers,' the 

term hazard perception includes "attitudes, ideas, or feelings as 

well as the individual's understanding of the character and 

relevance of a hazard for self and/or communitytt (Saarinen 1982: 

2). Research in this area addressed issues of the accuracy of 

environmental and hazard perceptions, effects of past experience on 

perceptions and behavior, and the effect of informational campaigns 

on changing perceptions and behavior. Again, social change was not 

8For a summary of the research concerns and findings from this 
effort see White (1974) and Burton, Kates and White (1978). 

%ithin geography, those who study disasters and how to lessen 
their impacts are ref erred to as "hazards researcherst' rather than 
disaster researchers. Historically, this difference in how each 
group refers to itself has created some ideological differences in 
the approaches geographers and sociologists have taken in studying 
very similar phenomena. Today, the two disciplines seem to be 
converging, probably because of very common problems each is 
addressing. 
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a ma j or concern. 

Concern with Hazard/Risk Perception. Like the geographers who 

study hazards, psychologists and social psychologists who work in 

the area are primarily concerned with risk perception. Their main 

emphasis is on understanding how individuals conceptualize various 

risks and what social psychological factors enter into the 

estimation of risk. A substantial body of+published work in this 

area focuses on the manner in which individual perceptions of risk 

are influenced by distorting factors. Particular emphasis is 

placed on cognitive processes and on the manner in which statements 

about risk are llframed.ll Research focuses on the llheuristics,ll or 

cognitive shortcuts, that distort risk perception; the attributes 

of risky events that tend to lead to misestimation (e.g., their 

perceived dreadfulness and irreversibility); the ways in which 

people's perceptions of hazards shift, depending on the manner in 

which probabilities are presented to them; and the ways in which 

the perceptions of laypersons differ from the estimates offered by 

experts and from objective data (cf Tversky and Kahneman, 1971; 

1974; Slovic et al., 1979; Fischhoff et al., 1981; Slovic, 1987). 

As currently formulated, risk perception methods lend themselves 

well to the study of attitude change but do not address broader 

issues of community change. 

Lack of a Theory of Social Chanse. Sociologists in the 

disaster area have been criticized for their lack of attention to 

social change (Torry, 1979) ; although, as noted earlier, change has 

been a topic of concern since the earliest scholarly studies of 
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disasters. Prince (1920) first raised the issue of social change 

as a consequence of catastrophes--natural disasters as well as 

major accidents. Prince rejected an evolutionary model for the 

direction of change, arguing that change does not necessarily mean 

progress. He also recognized that post-disaster change is (1920: 

22) sa resultant of specific conditioning factors, some of which 

are subject to social control.I1 Although Prince argued a great 

deal of change occurred following the 1918 explosion in Halifax, 

most of the patterns he documented were actually short-term 

adaptations that occurred during the emergency period. In focusing 

on longer-term change, he also did not take into account broader 

societal changes that were simultaneously occurring in the post- 

World War I years (cf, Forbes and Muise, 1993). The problem of 

disaggregating background or contextual change from that induced by 

disaster continues today. 

Sjoberg (1962: 383) , writing 40 years later, acknowledged that 

Itthe long-range consequences of disasters are those most slighted 

by social scientists." Using a modified form of structural 

functionalism, Sjoberg argued that a system seeks to sustain some 

kind of equilibrium among its component parts and its external 

environment. The reason systems tend to return to their pre- 

disaster states (that is, not to change in dramatic ways) is due, 

he argued, to continuity of value orientations in that society and 

the access of the same groups to the power structure (decision- 

making) . Sjoberg suggested, however , three conditions under 
post-disaster changes are likely to occur. First, disasters 

which 

bring 
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to the surface changes in the system that were underway prior to 

the event and crystalize and enhance them, an observation 

consistent with structural functionalism. Changes that were in 

process will continue but, perhaps, at an accelerated rate. The 

second condition occurs when, due to the catastrophic impact of the 

disaster, equilibrium cannot be restored within a reasonable period 

of time, resulting in a resigned acceptance of the disaster's 

consequences by the affected community population. The third 

condition occurs when there is little hope of a return to a normal 

state of affairs, but where a dissatisfied group of people-- 

ostensibly because of the discontinuity of social control--has 

access to the mechanisms of social and political power. In such a 

situation, Sjoberg suggests that mass movements may arise to 

reconstitute the social order. 

Bates and Peacock (1987), in a most insightful review of the 

disaster and social change literature, conclude that there is both 

support for and refutation of the claim that disasters can provide 

the impetus of social change. They suggest that the apparently 

conflicting results from empirical studies are due primarilyto two 

factors--(l) inconsistency in the application of the term 

lldisaster,ll resulting in research on situations ranging from small 

calamities to true disasters; and (2) the failure of researchers to 

specify the conditions under which social change can be expected. 

In an effort to remedy this problem, they suggest restricting the 

term disaster to large-scale events that involve a relatively 

sudden and massive physical impact on the built environment and its 
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inhabitants at a community or societal level.'' 

Also using a structural-functional conceptualization, Bates 

and Peacock formulate the following definition of "social change:" 

social change amounts to an alteration in the structure of the 

social system which affects its routine functioning. Such change 

must be evident in one or more types of structural transformation 

which are: a modification in the division of labor; a change in 

the stratification system of the unit undergoing change; 

differential growth in the various parts or sectors of the system; 

or the simplification or elaboration of patterns of behavior 

associated with some part of the larger system. They also argue 

that whether these types of changes occur or not depends on the 

following general categories of factors: the disaster's magnitude; 

the nature and quantity of external aid; and the duration of the 

restoration process. 

This formulation has done a great deal to address a 

fundamental problem in the field: lack of an adequate definition of 

both the independent and the dependent variables. Unless we are 

able more clearly to define what we mean by disaster and what 

constitutes change, we cannot expect to make much progress in 

discovering how they are related. 

In addition to these definitional problems, the fact remains 

that the field lacks a general theory of social change that could 

lo This conceptualization would reject the inclusion of 
phenomena such as slow onset events (e.g., droughts, air and water 
pollution) and quick onset man-made events that threaten relatively 
small numbers of an effected community (e.g., airplane crashes, 
train wrecks, and explosions). 
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serve as a framework for work on disasters. The principal 

orientations that are currently being used to explain social 

change--political economy, dependency, and world systems theories 

(Chekki, 1990)--may be relevant for the study of disasters, but 

very little work has been done using these perspectives. The one 

notable example, the series of essays compiled by Hewitt (1983), 

suggests that such approaches hold some promise. However, the 

writers in the Hewitt volume tend to focus more on how large-scale 

social changes (e.g., capitalist penetration, the rise and decline 

of colonial regimes, transformations in the social relations of 

production, incorporation of peripheral societies into the world 

system, the underdevelopment process) give rise to disasters than 

on the question of whether disasters themselves can contribute to 

change. Some of these writers (cf, Susman et al., 1983) do point 

to the fact that when disaster aid is given it has a tendency to 

reinforce patterns of underdevelopment and dependency. This 

finding, also documented by Bates and Peacock (1987; 1989), 

suggests that the main effect disasters have is to accelerate 

changes that were already under way. 

A few writers (Clausen, 1978; Stallings, 1988; Tierney, 1992) 

have argued in favor of a conflict theory of disasters that would 

include an explicit acknowledgement that disasters are not external 

physical events that impinge upon social systems but rather are the 

outcome of the exercise of political power and the operation of the 

political economy. On the one hand, a conflict perspective on 

disasters and their impacts might provide a better set of tools for 
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conceptualizing change processes than the dominant theoretical 

orientation. On the other hand, as suggested above, the findings 

and conclusions derived from such research might not look very 

different from those originating in earlier structural- 

functionalist and systems models. Stallings (1988), for example, 

advances a conflict perspective on disasters which argues that the 

inequality and exploitation that characterize social life are 

temporarily suspended during disasters but are ultimately 

reestablished and extended during the recovery period, in part 

because the state interjects itself into the situation to ensure a 

return to the status quo. According to Stallings, change is not 

likely unless groups emerge in the post-disaster period that are 

able to take advantage of the disruption occasioned by the disaster 

and challenge dominant interests. 

A Proposed Awroach to the Study of Social Chanqe 
Followins Disasters 

Changes in community structure such as those discussed by 

Bates and Peacock (1987) are among the types of long-term 

consequences future research should emphasize. Other significant 

outcomes include those discussed in the literature review section 

of this paper: changes in the distribution of political and 

economic power; demographic change; and change in levels of public 

trust and community attachment. We propose that such outcomes are 

influenced by two sets of intermediate processes: (1) interactional 

patterns and the construction of meaning in face-to-face 

relationships; and (2) the mobilization of groups and interests 
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around the allocation of resources. By observing how these 

intervening processes operate, factors that both inhibit and 

enhance the likelihood for change can be identified. Some writings 

that focus on these processes in both disaster and non-disaster 

contexts are discussed briefly below. 

Oliver-Smith (1979: 96) presents a social organization 

theory, based on the work of Raymond Firth (1959), that deals with 

the relationship between social structure and history; that is, the 

working arrangements of society as it moves through time in 

relation to non-recurring, unpredictable events. This approach 

provides a conceptual referent to deal with individuals faced with 

problems presented by historical accident and whose society has not 

supplied adequate guidelines for action in a new situation. As 

anthropologists, Oliver-Smith and his colleagues were interested in 

a variety of @*historical accidents@@--f or example, cultural contact 

of traditional with modern societies; impacts of habitat-destroying 

technologies on rural populations; famine; war; as well as 

catastrophic disasters--and the social change they produced. 

Oliver-Smith differentiates between social organization and 

social structure. Social organization involves the process of 

organizing social life; it deals with the decisions people make 

when they choose between alternatives that arise out of an 

historical accident and take action based on those choices. 

Social structure, on the other hand, refers to the patterned, 

expected behaviors that provide the basis for ongoing social life. 

When organizing actions take place over time that are not in 
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accordance with structural principles, social change can be said to 

have occurred. 

The distinctions Oliver-Smith makes between social 

organization and social structure are similar tothe differences in 

approach to role theory used by symbolic interactionists and 

structural functionalists. Interactionists focus on the ways in 

which people, often over time, negotiate and enact role behaviors; 

while structural functionalists concentrate on the functions that 

such patterns of organized action contribute to a system's 

stability. Interactionists, while not eschewing the notion of 

stability, emphasize the importance of understanding how systems-- 

from role sets to professions to communities--remain cohesive, 

especially when situations facing actors may be novel or ambiguous. 

One component of our approach to social change following 

disasters, therefore, focuses on decisionmaking processes in the 

organization of major social institutions--the family, the economy, 

politics, education, and religion." This interactional emphasis 

would concentrate on both cognitions (i.e., the perceptions, 

beliefs, understandings, and definitions) and affect (i.e., 

feelings or emotions) people have about the social organization of 

and changes in these institutions, how they shape collective 

decisions and actions relative to these institutions, and how these 

changes are understood to be related to the impact of the disaster 

on their community. 

11 Symbolic interactionism has had a long history of 
For a fuller discussion of application to the study of disasters. 

this contribution see Nigg (forthcoming). 
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The second component of our approach addresses various forms 

of post-disaster mobilization and their consequences for social 

change. Following Tilly (1978), we define mobilization as the 

organized effort to expand control over resources--the normative, 

coercive, and utilitarian bases of power. Social life during non- 

disaster times is characterized by continual collective struggles 

over resources and the power they convey. Disasters result in the 

destruction of resources, but at the same time they can become the 

occasion for the introduction of new resources into a community, 

such as disaster assistance funds, insurance reimbursements, 

various types of material goods, and various forms of expertise. 

They thus create political and economic opportunities that can be 

exploited by groups and interests that are organizationally capable 

of taking advantage of them. These groups and interests are of 

three principal types: grass-roots and emergent groups; elites; 

and the state itself. In situations where mobilization occurs and 

has some impact on the ways in which social activity is organized 

(in the sense Oliver-Smith uses that term), the potential for more 

lasting social change is created. 

With respect to grass-roots mobilization, Castells (1983), 

whose work is based in both political economy and critical theory 

perspectives, maintains that communities are social products--not 

only in a physical sense but in their cultural meaning--resulting 

from conflicting interests and values, and that the social 

structures reflecting the interests and values of socially-dominant 

groups become institutionalized and resist change. To Castells, 
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the basic dimension in social change is the conflict between social 

classes and historical actors over the meaning given to a 

community's life experience, the significance of spatial forms in 

the social structure, and the relationship of the community to the 

state (302). To further define social change he states: 

We call urban social change the redefinition of urban meaning. 
We call urban planning the negotiated adaptation of urban 
functions to a shared urban meaning. We call urban design the 
symbolic attempt to express an accepted urban meaning in 
certain urban forms. (304) 

To accomplish this change in the city's role, meaning, and 

structure, grassroots mobilization must take place. This 

mobilization could come from a variety of social groups that want 

some change in their relationship to their experience of community 

meaning, including groups based on ethnicity, race, gender, class, 

or other locally-significant identifications. 

As we note above, disasters occasionally result in grass-roots 

mobilization, althoughthat pattern is by no means common. When it 

does occur, such mobilization takes place most often in the wake of 

technological disasters or in situations in which chronic hazards 

have been identified. However, one instance of grass-roots action 

DRC is currently studying involves mobilization following a natural 

disaster, the Loma Prieta earthquake. After the earthquake, low- 

income residents in Watsonville, California organized to press 

claims concerning the provision of post-disaster housing and 

succeeded in putting the issue of housing for low income disaster 

victims on the political agenda. In this case, mobilization was 

based on common perceptions of disaster victimization as well as on 
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common ethnic identity and a previous history of successful labor 

organizing in the area. 

More typically, disasters provide mobilizing opportunities for 

members of dominant groups in a community or society that seek to 

retain or expand their control of resources. Such mobilization 

takes a variety of forms. In underdeveloped societies, for 

example, elites may assume direction and control over outside 

disaster aid, or political bosses or other power figures may see to 

it that aid is channelled only to their supporters. It is common 

for disaster assistance, like development assistance in general, to 

be distributed mainly to benefit ruling groups. Similarly, in 

developed societies, a disaster can become an occasion for 

mobilization by community sectors that champion increased growth 

and development. Disasters clear land and create the need for 

reconstruction, giving development interests the opportunity to 

press for more-intensive land uses, tax incentives, and other 

benefits. Since new construction generally sells and rents for 

more than old structures, post-disaster reconstruction can be very 

profitable for developers. At the same time, a consequence of such 

reconstruction can be that marginal sectors of the community become 

further marginalized and decline more rapidly than they might have 

otherwise (cf Francaviglia, 1978). 

In some situations, the state itself becomes directly involved 

in post-disaster reconstruction. The decision to relocate the 

community of Valdez, Alaska after the 1964 earthquake, which was 

based in part on its importance in the oil trade, is a case in 
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point. Disaster can provide the state with an opportunity to 

extend its control over previously peripheral local communities and 

involve itself more directly in their development. Examples of 

this type of state-directed reconstruction include Skopje, 

Yugoslavia and the Lancang-Gengma region of southern China 

following (respectively) earthquakes in 1963 and 1988. Even when 

it does not actively involve itself decision-making with respect to 

disaster recovery, however, the state exerts a great deal of 

influence on the process simply through the types of aid and 

assistance it makes available--and to whom. Regardless of societal 

setting, it is unlikely that post-disaster reconstruction and 

change can be understood unless close attention is paid to the role 

played by the state in these processes. 

Our second analytic component would, therefore, look at the 

mobilization process--what sectors are mobilizing, what form that 

mobilization takes, what issues these actions are addressing, and 

whether these efforts have any continuing consequences for the 

distribution or redistribution of resources in a community. 

The combination of these two components allows for an 

assessment of changes in both structure and process within a 

disaster-affected community over time. It involves the observation 

of social action by grassroots organizations, elite interests, and 

the state with respect to changes in resource allocations, the 

meaning of community, and the import of that meaning for changing 

the physical form and the intergroup relations in that community. 

This approach should allow for the identification not only of the 
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factors that lead to institutional and organizational change, but 

to a more systematic analysis of why change doesn't take place by 

looking at failed mobilization attempts and unsuccessful efforts to 

influence decisions that could change the distribution of resources 

within communities. In the observation of process, we also become 

aware of the significance of the symbolic relationships between 

groups and their communities and of how those relationships and 

meanings are affected by successful or failed mobilization efforts. 
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