
Defining Disasters
Concepts and Typologies of Natural Hazards and Catastrophic Events



Class Overview
• Brief Review
• Course Website
• Sex, Lies, & Definitions
• Today’s Readings
• Defining Disasters
• Disaster Classifications
• Questions & Discussion
• Conclusion



The Politics of Disaster
Determinants, Consequences, and Responses



Why a Course on Disasters

Every year, millions of people are affected by 
unintentional and often unexpected catastrophic 
events

•  A topic of seemingly increasing 
relevance and impact

•  A topic with numerous political 
links and implications

•  A topic that requires analysis 
from multiple disciplines 
(medicine, hard sciences, social 
sciences, policy)

•  A topic with numerous potential 
professional and personal 
applications

•  A topic of enormous human, 
economic, and environmental 
consequence



Course Requirements
•  Participation (10 points): Students will be 

evaluated on the frequency and quality of 
contributions to in-class discussions. 

•  Disaster Summary (10 points): Students will 
contribute one disaster summary for the course 
website.

•  Presentation (10 points): Each student will make 
one 15-minute, in-class presentation on a specific 
disaster and the governmental and societal 
responses that followed. 

•  Bush v. Obama Group Exercise (15 points): 
Students will divide into two separate teams to 
examine the occurrence and responses to disaster 
under the Bush and Obama administrations.

•  Midterm Exam (25 points): Multiple choice, fill in 
the blank, short identification, and essay 
questions.

•  Final Exam (30 points): Multiple choice, fill in the 
blank, short identification, and essay questions.



Navigating the Course Website
Accessing Readings and Other Resources



Sex, Lies, and Definitions
The Challenges of Conceptual Analysis



The Problem with Definitions
Establishing common conceptual frameworks is challenging 
because of differing subjective understandings.

•  What is politics?
•  What is democracy?
•  What is the state?
•  What is war?
•  What is peace?
•  What is justice?
•  What is the rule of law?
•  What is your definition of 

“is”?



The Curse of Smurfy Definitions
If a smurf’s definition is too smurfy it can smurf the smurfing out 
of a smurf and thereby cause lots of smurfrustration.



Bill Clinton’s Definition of “Is”
After revelations of his affair with Monica Lewinsky, the 
president tried to explain to a grand jury that he wasn’t 
lying when he said “there’s nothing going on between us.”
“It depends on what the meaning of the word ‘is’ is. If the 
—if he— if ‘is’ means is and never has been, that is not—
that is one thing. If it means there is none, that was a 
completely true statement… Now, if someone had asked 
me on that day, are you having any kind of sexual 
relations with Ms. Lewinsky, that is, asked me a question 
in the present tense, I would have said no. And it would 
have been completely true.”



Jacobellis v. Ohio (1964)
Ruling attempted to narrow the definition of what constitutes 
“obscenity.”

JUSTICE POTTER STEWART:

I shall not today attempt 
further to define the kinds of 
material I understand to be 
embraced within that 
shorthand description [hard-
core pornography], and 
perhaps I could never succeed 
in intelligibly doing so. But I 
know it when I see it….



How do you define “pornography”?



How do you define “pornography”?



Frameworks for Political Analysis
Conceptual 

Analysis

Empirical 
Analysis

Causal 
Analysis

Predictive/
Prescriptive 

Analysis

Democracy: rule by 
the people

Measuring the democratic 
difference by examining voter 

efficacy

Hypotheses: Economic development 
(H1), participatory culture (H2), 

institutional design (H3)

If H1, then promote democracy 
through economic 

development



Definitions Suite Different Purposes
Common Understandings & Uses

Popular 
Conceptualizations

Technical 
Definitions

Official Definitions
Agency 

Definitions
Statutory 

Definitions
Practitioners Scholars



The Logic of Definitions

Inner 
Bones

3 Necessary 
Conditions

4 Sufficient 
Conditions

Lays 
Eggs

Has 
Wings

Eats 
Worms

A Definition Is Basically A Conceptual Classification. Good 
Definitions Clearly Separate (Define) One Phenomenon From Another

Flies

Has 
Feathers

Which of These Birdlike Phenomena Is Really A Bird?

Typical, But Not 
Necessary

2 Necessary 
Conditions

1 Necessary 
Condition



Today’s Readings
Eric Noji, “The Nature of Disaster”



Eric K. Noji, MD Palmer Station

Lead Physician, Center for Polar Medical Operations at 
McMurdo Station in Antarctica; Former-Director, International 
Emergency & Refugee Health Program (CDC)

McMurdo Station



Author Profile: Eric K. Noji
The Public Health Consequences of Disaster

Ch 1: The Nature of Disaster: General 
Characteristics and Public Health Effects

Lead Physician MCM, Center for Polar Medical Operations 
at UTMB; Professor of Emergency Medicine, King Saud 
University; Former-Director, International Emergency & 

Refugee Health Program (CDC)

•  Definition of Disaster
•  Global Magnitude of 

Disaster Impact
•  Phases of a Disaster 

(The Disaster Cycle)
•  General Public Health 

Effects of Disaster
•  Myths and Realities of 

Disaster



Defining Disaster
When Is Something Bad Enough to Be a Disaster?



Opening Discussion Points
•  What are the necessary and sufficient 

conditions for a disaster?
•  Does a disaster have to harm people? 
•  Does a disaster have to be sudden?
•  Does a disaster have to be 

unintentional?
•  Does a disaster have to be 

unexpected?
•  Is the concept of “disaster” relative? 

How so?

How do we conceptualize “disaster”? 



Conceptual Component #1
What do we mean by a hazard?

The original Dukes of Hazzard





Conceptual Component #2
What do we mean by vulnerability?

Newborn baby perched precariously on one arm



Conceptual Component #2
What do we mean by vulnerability?

“40% of the world's natural disasters occurred in Asia between 1999 and 
2008 and accounted for 80% of disaster deaths. (Development Asia, January 

- March 2011).” Quote from Development Workshop (www.dwf.org).



Conceptual Component #3
What do we mean by unintentional?
Janet Jackson Wardrobe Malfunction
Super Bowl 2004



Four Scenarios to Consider

Hurricane at sea (2013)

Hurricane Haiyan (2013)

9/11 (2001)

Hindenburg (1937)



Our Definition of Disaster

Hazard

3 Sufficient 
Conditions

Uninte
nded

Harm

Sudden

A Definition Is Basically A Conceptual Classification. Good 
Definitions Clearly Separate (Define) One Phenomenon From Another

Unexp
ected

Which of These Scenarios Is Really A “Disaster”?

Typical, but Not 
Necessary 
Conditions

2 Necessary 
Conditions

1 Necessary 
Condition



Public Health Definition
"A disaster is the result of a vast 
ecological breakdown in the relation 
between humans and their 
environment, a serious and sudden 
event (or slow, as in a drought) on 
such a scale that the stricken 
community needs extraordinary 
effects to cope with it, often with 
outside help or international aid.” —
SWA Gunn, Multilingual dictionary of 
disaster medicine and international 
relief, 1990 (quoted by Noji 1997). Eric Noji, Center for Polar 

Medical Operations at 
McMurdo Station

“Disasters are defined by what they do to people…”



U.N. Definition  (2000)
“A serious disruption of the 
functioning of a community or 
a society involving widespread 
human, material, economic or 
environmental losses and 
impacts, which exceeds the 
ability of the affected 
community or society to cope 
using its own resources.”

Office for Disaster Risk Reduction

The United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction forms 
part of the office of the UN Secretary General and “serves as the focal 
point in the United Nations system for the coordination of disaster risk 
reduction and to ensure synergies among disaster risk reduction 
activities.”



Federal Government Definition
“Any natural catastrophe including any 
hurricane, tornado, storm, high water, 
wind-driven water, tidal wave, tsunami, 
earthquake, volcanic eruption, landslide, 
mudslide, snowstorm, or drought, or, 
regardless of cause, any fire, flood, or 
explosion in any part of the United States 
which in the determination of the 
President causes damage of sufficient 
severity and magnitude to warrant major 
disaster assistance to supplement the 
efforts and available resources of States, 
local governments, and disaster relief 
organizations in alleviating the damage, 
loss, hardship, or suffering caused 
thereby.”

Definition for U.S. Presidential Disaster Declarations

U.S. President Barack Obama visits fire damaged 
homes in the Mountain Shadow neighborhood in 
Colorado Springs, June 29, 2012.



Disaster Classifications
Categories, Typologies, and Types of Disaster



Four Major Categories of Disaster
Natural Disasters
(Non-Routine, Small Scale)

Human Made Disasters
(Routine & Large Scale)

Rapid 
Onset

Earthquakes, storms, 
floods, fire, heat/cold 
spells
e.g., Indonesian Tsunami

Technological failures
e.g., Chernobyl nuclear 
disaster


Slow 
Onset

Famine, disease
HIV/AIDS Epidemic

Industrial pollution
Centralia Coal Fire













Questions & Discussion
Putting All the Pieces Together



Is It The End of the World As We Know It?
Living in an Age of Disaster
Questions to Ponder: 
•  Are we actually living in an age 

of disaster?
•  What are the measures that can 

reduce human vulnerability to 
disaster?

•  Where will the next disaster 
strike?



Final Thoughts
The Global Relevance of Disaster & Crisis Management



Main Points
• Definitions are the basic units 
and perhaps most difficult 
aspect of any careful analysis.
• Disasters are generally 
viewed as the combination of 
unintended hazards and 
vulnerability.
• Catastrophic events often 
have many similarities 
regardless of cause or 
intentionality.





E-RES


