
Disaster and Environmental Sociology Comprehensive Exam 
Fall 2014 
 
Section A: Please choose 1 of the following 2 questions: 
 

1. Kathleen Tierney has a new book out titled “The Social Roots of Risk.” Based on the 
readings you have done for this exam, how would YOU make a case regarding the social 
roots of risk in producing disasters and promoting resilience? Be sure to make a 
theoretically grounded argument in your response. References to Tierney’s argument 
are not necessary. Rather you should extensively draw from the assigned readings on 
the reading list.  
 

2. Ben Wisner and his co-authors wrote a very important book for understanding disasters 
and social development entitled “At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability and 
Disasters.” Compare their model of risk to THREE of the following four models of risk 
that are included in your reading list: 

 
U.Beck (1992) “Risk Society” 
Weick and Sutfliffe (2007) “Organizations and the Unexpected” 
C. Perrow (1984), “Normal Accidents” 
Mary Douglas-Aaron Wildavsky (1982) “Risk and Culture” 
 
In answering your question” 
a. Give a brief review of each model 
b. Explain what they have either in common or in opposition to each other 
c. Explain how do they differ or agree with Wisner et al.’s model of risk 

 
Section B: Please choose 1 of the following 2 questions: 
 

3. C. Fritz in 1961 wrote a chapter (in the edited book by Thomas Merton and Robert 
Nisbet) entitled “Disasters” where he offered what turned out to be an important 
definition of disasters. Examine this definition in terms of a number of changes that 
were taking place at that time. 

a. To what extent do you think it can be argued that there is coherence between 
Fritz’s definition and some of the other events that were going on in the United 
States during the late 1960s and 1970s, both in society as well as in the 
theoretical literature on the scientific study of disasters? 

b. What do you think is the continuing relevance of Fritz’s definition of disasters vis 
a vis the contemporary approaches that are trying to empower different 
definitions of resilience? 

c. Hypothesize about why the connections between Fritz and resilience are so 
infrequently made?  



4. Accept the premise that both collective behavior and disasters are embodiments of 
social change as well as processes that bring about social change. First, consider B. 
Aguirre (2007) “The Sociology of Collective Behavior.” Now, consider THREE of the 
following four articles: 

i. Dynes and Quarantelli 1977. “Helping Behavior in Large Scale Disasters” 
ii. Johnson, Norris R. 1987. “Panic and the Breakdown of Social Order” 

iii. Kendra and Wachtendorf 2003. “Reconsidering Convergence and 
Converger Legitimacy in Response to the World Trade Center Disaster” 

iv. Tierney, Kathleen, Christine Bevc, and Erica Kuligowski. 2006. “Metaphors 
Matter: Disaster Myths, Media Frames, and Their Consequences in 
Hurricane Katrina.” 
 

a. To what extend does each of your three choices (from i. to iv.) show the presence 
and importance of collective behavior processes in their substantive findings? 
Explain. 

b. Is Aguirre’s definition of collective behavior useful to summarize these findings? 
Explain.  

 
Section C: Please choose 1 of the following 2 questions: 
 

5. There is emerging debate in the disaster field regarding the ethics of disaster research- 
particularly quick response research, which is an approach well-grounded in the 
sociology of disaster and collective behavior tradition. Drawing on assertions in the 
literature, examples from studies you have learned about, and considering key issues of 
vulnerability and resilience 

a. Articulate arguments for and against the increased ethical monitoring and 
guidelines in disaster research 

b. What, if anything, is lost and gained by the use of these more stringent 
guidelines? 

c. End with a strong case for your assessment of the issue.  
 

6. Considerable attention is given in disaster sociology to issues of justice, conflict, 
disparities, and inequality.  

a. How do conceptions of environmental justice – particularly as articulated in the 
environmental sociology literature – help us understand differential disaster 
experiences? 

b. How does the development literature – particularly the literature that focuses on 
the intersection between disaster and development – help us understand 
differential disaster experiences? 

For each approach (environment justice, development literature), outline the overall strengths 
and weaknesses in contending with these issues (e.g. of justice, conflict, disparities, and 
inequality). 


