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Abstract For decades sections of the academic community
have been emphasizing that disasters are not natural.
Nevertheless, politicians, the media, various international
organizations—and, more surprisingly, many established
researchers working in disaster studies—are still widely
using the expression “natural disaster.” We systematically
analyzed the usage of the expression “natural disaster” by
disaster studies researchers in 589 articles in six key aca-
demic journals representative of disaster studies research,
and found that authors are using the expression in three
principal ways: (1) delineating natural and human-induced
hazards; (2) using the expression to leverage popularity;
and (3) critiquing the expression “natural disaster.” We
also identified vulnerability themes that illustrate the con-
text of “natural disaster” usage. The implications of con-
tinuing to use this expression, while explicitly researching
human vulnerability, are wide-ranging, and we explore
what this means for us and our peers. This study particu-
larly aims to stimulate debate within the disaster studies
research community and related fields as to whether the
term “natural disaster” is really fit for purpose moving
forward.
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1 Introduction

The 2015 Gorkha Earthquake struck Nepal, resulting in
over 9000 deaths and over USD 10 billion in damages (not
to mention months of disruption and psychological
impacts). But one can argue that despite the huge financial,
structural, and human toll, the earthquake was not unusual
or unexpected. Moreover, stronger earthquakes often occur
around the world causing less damage. Why, given the
extent of current knowledge, are the livelihoods and assets
of the most marginalized people still disproportionately
impacted?

It is commonly accepted that a disaster is defined as “a
serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a
society at any scale due to hazardous events interacting
with conditions of exposure, vulnerability and capacity,
leading to one or more of the following: human, material,
economic and environmental losses and impacts”
(UNISDR 2018, authors’ emphasis). This definition high-
lights that hazards can turn into a disaster because of
human acts of omission and commission rather than an act
of nature, and that disasters are caused more by socioe-
conomic than natural factors. Nevertheless, many scientific
disciplines refer to disasters as “natural.” For many
researchers, focused mostly on the “natural hazard” com-
ponent of the disaster, the construct seems valid. However,
in many social science disciplines (in which research
epistemology is more aligned with a social construction
lens) the expression sits uncomfortably at best, particularly
given the contemporary understanding of the role of vul-
nerability in driving disaster impacts on society.

This article argues that by continuously blaming “na-
ture” and putting the responsibility for failures of devel-
opment on “freak” natural phenomena or “acts of God,”
we enable those who create disaster risks by accepting poor

@ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s13753-019-00232-2&amp;domain=pdf
www.ijdrs.com
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13753-019-00232-2
www.springer.com/13753

284

Chmutina and von Meding. “Natural Disasters” in Academic Literature

urban planning, increasing socioeconomic inequalities,
nonexistent or poorly regulated policies, and lack of
proactive adaptation and mitigation to avoid detection. We
support this argument with an analysis of 589 academic
articles. This body of work in disaster studies' often
focuses on the impacts of hazards and discusses the vul-
nerabilities of those affected; the message is clear that
while hazards are natural, disasters are not. However,
despite the clear understanding of the social and political
root causes of disaster, the expression “natural disaster”
persists in these same articles. If disaster studies are really
to support justice, equity, and well-being, the language of
those most attuned to the complex social construction of
disaster risk must be used to accurately apportion blame to
the real causes of disaster.

2 Non-natural Disasters

The argument that disasters are not natural is not new; in
the eighteenth century, Rousseau questioned the “natural-
ness” of the destruction caused in Lisbon by the 1755
earthquake and tsunami, and suggested that Lisbon’s high
population density contributed to the toll (Rousseau, letter
to Voltaire, 1756 in Masters and Kelly 1990, p. 110).
Academics have also been questioning for over 40 years
how “natural” so-called “natural disasters” are (Ball 1975;
O’Keefe et al. 1976; Hewitt 1983; Oliver-Smith 1986;
Cannon 1994; Smith 2005; Kelman et al. 2016; Chmutina
et al. 2019). Kelman (2010) provides a valuable overview
of why disasters are not “natural.” Despite pushback from
those who prefer to retain the expression, a segment of the
academic community has always maintained that the
expression “natural disaster” is a misnomer, highlighting
how a hazard turns into a disaster and the role that vul-
nerability plays in this process—for example, a drought in
Northeast Nigeria (Kolawole 1987), a typhoon in the
Philippines (Gaillard et al. 2007), or a hurricane in New
Orleans (Youngman 2015)—emphasizing the role of reg-
ulations and building codes (Chmutina and Bosher 2015;
Rahman 2018), urban planning (Bull-Kamanga et al.
2003), risk management and awareness raising (Mora
2009), politics, governance, and media (Gould et al. 2016),
and development, growth, and culture (Bankoff 2001;
Ward and Shively 2017) in reducing vulnerability and
disaster risk.

As highlighted in the UNISDR definition, disasters
result from the combination of natural hazards and social
and human vulnerability, including development activities

! Here we use a broad definition of disaster studies—it comprises any
research that is focused on disasters and their components, and ranges
from human geography to history to structural engineering.
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that are ignorant of local hazardous conditions. Vulnera-
bility originates in a human experience and “represents the
physical, economic, political and social susceptibility or
predisposition of a community to damage in a case [of] a
destabilising phenomenon” (Cardona 2003, p. 37), mean-
ing that a series of extreme (yet often permanent) condi-
tions make some social groups—or individuals—fragile.
Thus, disasters do not impact all communities and societies
equally; the increase in the occurrence of disasters dis-
proportionately impacts the poor (Wisner et al. 2004;
O’Brien et al. 2006).

We should also note the importance of the “disruption
of the functioning of a community or a society” (UNISDR
2018) in this definition—an earthquake that happens in an
uninhabited area is not considered a disaster. While
earthquakes, droughts, floods, and storms are natural haz-
ards, they lead to deaths and damages—that is, disasters—
that result from human acts of omission and commission
rather than from acts of nature (UNISDR 2010). A hazard
becomes a disaster because its impact threatens the lives
and livelihoods of people who are often vulnerable due to
discrimination and marginalization, inequitable access to
resources, knowledge, and support, as well as rapid
urbanization, environmental degradation, and climate
change. A hazard cannot be prevented; disasters, however,
can be.

With the increased use of social media as an intellectual
playground, many academics have become particularly
proactive in explaining this misnomer and discouraging its
use (see #NoNaturalDisasters on Twitter). Recent articles
of a more journalistic tone have also explored the issue
within the public discourse (Chmutina et al. 2017; von
Meding et al. 2017; Sutter 2018). Yet, despite the wide-
spread awareness of the problem in the academic com-
munity, the use of the term “natural disaster” actually
appears to be growing. As we increasingly see disasters
framed in “narratives of destruction” that are hazard-cen-
tric and depoliticized, we must find ways to push back
against the trend. A great concern is the use of the mis-
nomer among scholars that are researching human
vulnerability.

Despite significant evidence that demonstrates why
disasters are not natural, some scholars defend the
expression. A common retort is that by abandoning “nat-
ural disaster,” we might ignore the natural element of a
disaster. Brookfield (1999, p. 10) argued that “it is wrong
to neglect geophysical change and attribute all blame to
human forces.” However, this is not an argument that we
make or have seen made. The point is certainly not to
pretend that natural hazards do not exist or contribute to
disasters. Some apologists for the expression ‘“natural
disaster” further raise the idea that humans are part of
nature. Gill (2015) suggested that the widespread use of the
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misnomer may be due to multiple reasons, including a lack
of awareness; wanting to differentiate a natural process
from a human-induced one (that is, an earthquake has a
natural origin, whereas a nuclear incident is anthro-
pogenic); using the expression as a convenient term and a
boundary object that allows communication and under-
standing among a broad range of stakeholders (that is,
everyone understands what it means); and a theistic view.
Some researchers that advocate for the continued usage of
the expression argue that we have no proof of the negative
impact of its usage.

3 Methods

The overarching aim of this article is to better understand
how the expression “natural disaster” is used in disaster-
related academic research and whether its usage manu-
factures any tension with sentiments expressed by the
authors that use it. We are specifically interested in authors
that demonstrate an understanding that disasters are
socially constructed. Why do such authors continue to use
the expression “natural disaster”? If they use it, how do
they use it? We also reflect on alternatives to “natural
disaster” that are already commonly utilized, as well as
those suggested but not widely used in practice.

We initially searched academic literature from 19767 to
October 2018 for the expression “natural disaster.” We
adopted an electronic search strategy and targeted literature
in the English language on ScienceDirect and Scopus. On
Scopus, there were 27,256 documents that matched the
search, while on ScienceDirect there were 29,216 docu-
ments that matched the search (as of 9 October 2018). This
was much too broad, and we needed to focus on a com-
munity of researchers that should understand disasters
better than any other, particularly with a vulnerability lens,
that is, those publishing in journals specifically linked to
the study of disasters. We identified six well-regarded key
journals in disaster studies/science that deal with societal
aspects of disasters and are illustrative and representative
of the research that is happening in this field. The selected
journals were: Natural Hazards; International Journal of
Disaster Risk Science; International Journal of Disaster
Risk Reduction; Disaster Prevention and Management;
Disasters; and International Journal of Disaster Resilience
in the Built Environment. These journals are multidisci-
plinary and open to original research that places human
vulnerability within the frame. The sample was narrowed

2 The decision to take 1976 as the starting point was a symbolic
choice—this was the year when O’Keeffe et al. published the article
that argued that disasters are not natural. We appreciate that this is not
the first paper that made that argument, but it has become a somewhat
seminal piece in academic circles.

to 589 articles across the six journals based on the criteria
listed below. Based on these inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria, the titles, abstracts, full texts, and keywords were
examined in October 2018. Unsuitable articles were dis-
carded moving forward.

Inclusion criteria included:

e Listed in one of the six selected journals;

e Mention “natural disaster” in full text search (not
including references);

e Research article;

e Explicitly or implicitly focus on human vulnerability
based on abstract and keywords.

Exclusion criteria excluded:

e Reports of meetings, briefing documents, editorials,
book reviews;

e Usage of “natural disaster” related to “International
Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction” or other
events/publications that used the expression in their
titles;

e Articles focused only on a hazard and not on
vulnerability.

We examined the remaining 589 articles for ways in
which the expression “natural disaster” was utilized. A
careful reading and re-reading of the articles, as part of a
thematic analysis, allowed us to explore how ‘“natural
disaster” was used and begin to understand the context
within which the relationship to vulnerability appeared; the
results of this approach are summarized in Table 1.

Our analysis determined that authors were using the
expression in three principal ways: (1) delineating natural
and human-induced hazards; (2) using the expression to
leverage popularity/as a buzzword; and (3) critiquing the
expression “natural disaster.”

4 Results and Discussion

The following subsections will discuss the context within
which the “natural disasters” misnomer is used in the
analyzed articles and the implications of its use in aca-
demic literature.

4.1 How is “Natural Disaster” Used in the Sampled
Articles?

As demonstrated by the numbers from the search on Sci-
enceDirect and Scopus, the expression “natural disaster”
appears to be widely employed in the academic literature in
disaster studies. This may be the case because it is a reg-
ularly used expression that was previously used by the
United Nations during the 1990s “International Decade for
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Table 1 Overview of the “natural disaster” expression usage in the 589 selected research articles in the six selected academic journals

Total number of articles
published since journal’s

Journal title

Number of articles using the
“natural disaster” expression that

Key focus in the analyzed articles

inception fit the criteria
International Journal of Disaster 832 158 Vulnerable groups (for example, women or
Risk Reduction (2012) children); coping capacities; impacts of
disasters
Disaster Prevention and 2236 153 Disaster types; case studies of different
Management (1992) disasters; conflicts; human aspect of
disaster impacts
Disasters (1977) 1365 121 Disaster governance; awareness; media;
built environment; social impacts of
disasters; displacement
International Journal of Disaster 252 32 Disaster risk reduction and social
Risk Science (2010) vulnerability
Natural Hazards (1989) 5450 98 Natural hazards
International Journal of Disaster 307 27 Post-disaster reconstruction; recovery; the

Resilience in the Built
Environment (2010)

role of built environment professionals

Natural Disaster Reduction” (authors’ emphasis), and has
been popularized and constantly used by the media. There
may often be no agenda behind this—only a measure of
ignorance—but it would appear that the use sometimes
operates as a way to trigger particular associations and
behaviors among the public. At its most harmful, it serves
to convince people that there is little that we, or those in
power, can do.

“Natural disasters” even has an entry in the Oxford
English Language Dictionary (2019): “A natural event
such as a flood, earthquake, or hurricane that causes great
damage or loss of life.” Many of the concepts within the
field of disaster studies are malleable—consider resilience,
vulnerability, capacity—and precision in language is
somewhat rare (Sun and Faas 2018; Bankoff 2019). This
might lead some to conclude that the value of the word is in
“how one uses it.” However, we argue that the opposite is
true; the inherent openness of many disaster-related con-
cepts renders it all the more imperative that we insist on
rigor in our writing and thinking to avoid misunderstand-
ings. Based on our analysis, three broad categories (Fig. 1)
in which the expression is used were identified.

4.1.1 Delineating Natural and Human-Induced Hazards

Among the articles sampled, some authors (n =59)
demonstrate a clear understanding that disasters are
socially constructed but appear to use the expression
“natural disaster” as a way to indicate that the disaster has
a “natural trigger.” This debate has become particularly
prominent in recent years—many authors argue that the use
of the expression “natural disaster” works (and the
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language should thus not be changed) because it separates
“natural” and “technological” disasters (for example,
nuclear meltdown, building collapse), conflicts, and wars.

Many publications in this category discussed various
aspects of risk management, including preparedness, pro-
tection, response, and recovery. The role of governance in
emergency situations was also prominent. Some publica-
tions discussed the impact of disasters in conflict-ridden
contexts. Yet, both disasters and conflicts—while having
different characteristics—are often a result of the same root
causes. The research shows that the interaction between a
disaster and a conflict is complex, but contexts in which
conflicts and disasters overlap are daily realities for the
people affected. Effective risk reduction programs should
reflect conflict—disaster complexities and respond to them
in a context-specific and holistic manner (UNDP 2011;
Harris et al. 2013; Harrowell and Ozerdem 2019).

Some authors are so focused on the hazard they are
studying that they fall into this language without thinking,
despite some of the research actually emphasizing the
“non-naturalness” of a disaster. A significant amount of
disaster research comes from the geological sciences that
focus on earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and landslides,
and not so often on issues of underlying vulnerability. This
kind of focus does not encourage the consideration of
broader social, economic, and political aspects of disaster
risk reduction. This is where a combination of education
and awareness raising among and by scholars should play
an important role.



Int J Disaster Risk Sci

287

Fig. 1 Ratio of categories
within which the “natural
disaster” expression is used in
the 589 selected research
articles in the six selected
academic journals (some
articles feature in more than one
category)
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4.1.2 Using the Expression “Natural Disaster”
to Leverage Popularity/as a Buzzword

This theme was the most prominent to emerge from the
analysis. The majority of articles sampled (n = 522) were
found to be using the expression without seeming to con-
sider the implications. Often the expression is used
alongside “social vulnerability,” producing an odd mixture
of language. Many authors argue that with the use of an
appropriate combination of technical, social, economic,
and political interventions, disaster risk can be reduced—
however, they qualify this by apportioning blame to
Mother Nature.

This is particularly problematic, as the expression is
being used for convenience rather than for intellectual
clarity. It is often argued (for example, debates on social
media) that the phrase is used because it is understood by a
general audience. With scientists having an increasing
responsibility to communicate their research to a lay
audience, this argument is the most commonly advanced.

In most cases that fall into this category, the use of the
expression “natural disaster” could easily be replaced with
“disaster.” Frequently the two are used interchangeably in
these articles. At times, authors appear to be using the
expression because they are referencing an article that used
it. They then proceed to adopt the language later on in their
article. Quite frequently, the use of “natural disaster”
appears to be accidental—“disaster” is used throughout,
bar a single use of “natural disaster.”

4.1.3 Critiquing the Expression “Natural Disaster”

Many authors use the expression in the course of critiquing
the way that others have used it. In 13 analyzed articles, the

most frequently used words included “risk,” “vulnerable/
vulnerability,” “hazard,” “development,” “social,” “in-
come,” “politics,” and “people.” The authors (for example
Cannon 1994; Ward and Shively 2017) point out that
considering social vulnerability, economic development,
culture, risk perception, politics, and practice clarify the
connections between natural hazards and disastrous out-
comes. Cannon (1994, p. 17) explained the relationship
between vulnerability and a disaster, and emphasized that
“[focusing on the behavior of nature] encourages technical
solutions to the supposed excesses of the yet untamed side
of nature” instead of distinguishing “the naturalness of
hazards from the human causation of disasters.”

Some of the authors in this category discuss interde-
pendencies between demographics and disaster impacts
(Fothergill et al. 1999); others argue for reconsideration of
the way we understand and therefore implement disaster
risk management (DRM)—and the theory and terminology
around it (Chipangura et al. 2016). But the overall message
is the same—the root causes of social vulnerability (that is,
power-driven processes) turn hazards into disasters.
Authors, critical of the expression, highlight the danger of
putting an emphasis on the dramatic, descriptive, clima-
tological, or geological qualities of hazards. This kind of
emphasis positions these events as something “natural.”

4.1.4 Most Common Themes of Vulnerability to Disasters

Given that so many authors continue to use the expression
“natural disaster,” while clearly aware of the social con-
struction of a disaster, we further analyzed the sample
articles to ascertain the context in which vulnerability is
discussed. The most prominent themes were:
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Phases of disaster risk management: these articles
(n =71) focused on prevention, preparedness, mitiga-
tion, rescue, response, and recovery activities. They
explored how vulnerabilities are created or reduced
depending on the approach to disaster risk manage-
ment. Preparedness is seen by many authors as the most
critical phase for reducing vulnerability—thus authors
argue that although we cannot prevent natural processes
from happening, their impacts can be reduced if
appropriate measures are taken. This fact underpins
the reality that disasters are socially constructed; but in
many cases the “natural disasters” expression is used
nevertheless.

The vulnerability of particular groups: some articles
(n = 69) emphasized that disasters impact certain
groups of the population more than others. Here,
gender (with exclusive focus on the female sex), age
(mainly children and the elderly), ethnicity, low
income, disability, or lack of access to resources (for
example, in the case of refugees) are discussed. These
articles demonstrate that vulnerability is often increased
due to factors such as construction patterns, language,
social isolation, or cultural insensitivities. Such argu-
ments clearly articulate the progression of vulnerabil-
ity, yet the “natural disasters” expression still appears
as a buzzword.

Community: these articles (n = 55) largely presented
research on the role of a community in reducing
vulnerabilities. Here, coping strategies (including tra-
ditional and local knowledge), livelihood choices,
community activities in awareness raising, and DRM
phases are discussed. Some articles focus on the
community, demonstrating examples of “living” with
natural hazards (and in some cases showing that their
livelihoods depend on natural hazards), thus emphasiz-
ing that not all hazards turn into disasters.

Built environment: the articles (n = 47) in this category
focused on housing, shelter, and infrastructure opera-
tions (including water supply, hospitals, schools, and so
on). Rather than discussing the technical performance
of the built environment, these authors largely focus on
the impacts that failure of the built environment has on
people and how this can be improved (for example,
“build back better” ideas). They also focus on the
challenges that arise when the built environment is not
suitable for the most vulnerable or design fails to take
into account local context.

Health and well-being: these articles (n = 28) primarily
focused on the cascading effects of disasters on public
health and the mental well-being of those affected.
Authors in particular argue that vulnerability is likely to
increase if action is not taken to address health and
well-being deficits. Articles focusing on public health
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emphasize the role of infrastructure in preventing
disease in a post-disaster context, pointing out that
disease spreads when infrastructure—rather than nat-
ure—does not perform.

e Governance: a wide range of articles (n = 61) discussed
the role of local and national governments and insti-
tutions in DRM, with an emphasis on capacity and
capability, as well as the importance of collaboration,
participation, and partnerships. Authors highlight the
role that effective governance can play in reducing the
impact of a disaster if implemented appropriately,
taking into account the context and engaging with a
wide range of stakeholders.

e Location: these articles (n =312) focused on the
impacts of disasters in both urban and rural settings,
as well as looked at the particulars of living on islands.
Authors focus on certain groups that are particular to
these three contexts and take into account location-
specific characteristics. This again demonstrates that
disasters affect different locations—and people living
within them—differently, as exposure changes, and that
a similar hazard can either create or destroy livelihoods.

e Vulnerability assessments: these articles (n = 67) dis-
cussed various approaches to assessing and measuring
vulnerability of different population groups, locations,
organizations, and so on. They highlight that socioe-
conomic and demographic data are crucial in order to
understand the impact of disasters, and how such
information can support decision making about hous-
ing, infrastructure, or DRM measures, in order to
prepare for and prevent disasters. Some articles also
highlight the importance of understanding economic
and social conditions prior to a disaster in order to be
able to assess vulnerability holistically.

e Risk perception: the articles (n = 39) in this category
explored the links between vulnerability and risk
perception. They highlight that the way people perceive
risk affects their behavior before, during, and after a
disaster. Cultural and religious values, as well as social
norms are discussed as they often shape our risk
perception. At the same time, the role of economic
development and self-determination are critical to
consider. Authors emphasize the role of education
and raising awareness in adjusting risk perceptions. The
fact that many people have a very hazard-centric
understanding of disasters can lead to a skewed
perception of risk.

Looking at the vulnerability themes that emerge from
the sample of articles, we can determine that authors
overwhelmingly appreciate that non-natural factors turn a
hazard into a disaster—we did not come across any articles
that argue the dominant role of nature in creating disaster
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risk. Authors mostly display nuance in argument and a
depth of knowledge when talking about human vulnera-
bility and its role in creating disasters. But most use
“natural disaster” as a buzzword, and the terminology
remains problematic.

4.2 Authors are Confused

The analysis revealed that many disaster studies’
researchers—while they explicitly explain why disasters
are not an act of nature—use the expression “natural dis-
asters” nevertheless. These authors emphasize that disas-
ters cannot be separated from broader issues such as
development (as economic change can create vulnerabil-
ity), historical roots and cultural values, socioeconomic
change that takes place prior to a disaster, the role of
various stakeholders in creating and reducing disaster risk
through their decision making and the use (or lack) of
DRM activities, inequality (ranging from gendered social
rules to access to resources), and preparedness measures.

Some authors have completed fascinating overviews of
disaster impacts on human lives in the last 100 or more
years and the changes in disaster studies; their findings
show how vulnerability has started to play an important
role in DRM and that the science has moved on from
focusing on hazards only—and the way to change nature
(that is, purely technical solutions) —and how multi- and
trans-disciplinarity has been playing a critical role in the
way that we understand disasters. Most of the authors
comprising our sample make some form of argument that
disasters are socially constructed and that multidisciplinary
solutions are required to reduce disaster risks. Yet, it seems
that the use of the expression “natural disaster” is so
ingrained that the authors either do not appreciate the irony
of the use, or they feel that the readers would not under-
stand their message otherwise.

The continuous use of the expression may be due to the
fact that many see it as a “convenience term” or a
boundary object allowing for communication without a
need to explore a deeper meaning. This could also be
explained by the use of the phrase by “influencers” in the
field of disaster studies. Some well-known and widely cited
authors have liberally utilized the expression, and it has
been picked up on in the literature that cites them.

4.3 Why does the Expression “Natural Disaster”
Create a Dilemma?

A common refrain is that there are no better options than
“natural disaster” to convey what authors wish to convey.
A big part of the problem is that authors intend to convey a
diversity of meanings. “Natural disaster” as an expression
does not mean one thing to all people. It is a malleable

expression that can be used almost accidentally while
focusing with genuine intent on people’s vulnerability. In
some cases, authors say “flood disaster” or “earthquake
disaster,” which is just as problematic. If we focus on
disasters as “destructive events,” there will always be a
tendency to prioritize the hazard in our discourse. But
disasters are long-term processes of maldevelopment.
Arguably, there is not even any such thing as a “rapid-
onset” disaster.

The downside of using the expression is multifaceted. It
removes responsibility from those often at fault and lessens
the likelihood of meaningful discourse around power, class,
inequality, and marginalization that should accompany any
attempt to understand disasters (Chmutina et al. 2019). It
can also serve up a narrative that prioritizes the story of
hazard and destruction over any consideration of processes
of development (or maldevelopment) (Miskimmon et al.
2013). The expression also regularly serves the interests of
the powerful as a symbolic tool. It signifies that, while we
might like to prevent disaster losses and impacts, we are at
the mercy of nature. It externalizes the threat beyond the
human dimension (Wallace-Wells 2019). This allows the
celebration of “man’s” dominion over nature and main-
tains the power structure that might otherwise be threat-
ened by any examination of the way that the dominant
socioeconomic system creates risk.

The expression “natural disaster” is often employed by
those advocating technocratic and market-based solu-
tions—it is unfortunately reinforced by nongovernment and
intergovernmental organizations and policymakers (Ch-
mutina et al. 2019), as well as the popular media. This fits
well with a “free market” driven disaster industry (Pelling
2001; Arag()n—Durand 2009). Seeing disasters as natural
means that nature is dangerous but can nevertheless be
managed (Gould et al. 2016)—or when it cannot be man-
aged, the blame can be put on nature. Such a position
reinforces the status quo, avoiding responsibility for fail-
ures of development by “blaming nature.”

If a disaster is conceived of as a “natural” phenomenon,
the exposure of vulnerable people to disaster risk is con-
cealed, inhibiting the emergence of socially sensitive
responses at the policy level. Ignorance, carelessness,
greed, and even malice of decision makers can be masked
by a focus on “unexpected” and “unforeseen” “natural”
forces, allowing for praise in terms of reactive actions,
preparedness, and mitigation to minimize damages (that is,
human capabilities are subordinated to the “natural” for-
ces, yet we are trying to fight them for you—but after all
“nature always wins”).

As Bankoff (2010) explained, “it suits some people to
explain them [natural disasters] that way. As natural
events, disasters are nobody’s fault. The people affected
are victims at the mercy of a capricious climate and/or an
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unpredictable seismicity. Not so long ago, disasters were
simply considered ‘Acts of God,” even justified as chas-
tisement by a wrathful deity for the misdemeanours of
sinners.” If the origin of disasters is natural, then our
ability to address them through policy is limited. That
would represent an ideal situation for those who are
opposed to seriously addressing systemic economic, polit-
ical, social, and environmental injustice.

4.4 Are There Other Options?

Some suggest using “socio-natural disaster,” maintaining
that this would convey that disasters are socially con-
structed but have natural triggers. There are also those who
suggest only talking about “risks” and avoid using the term
completely.

The debate about the use of the phrase and its alterna-
tives has recently been taking place on social media among
academics and in other fora. Disaster-related terminology
is complex: there is a huge range of definitions, but little
consensus among scholars on which definition to use. Thus,
finding a phrase that is understood by all may be seen as
beneficial—but the implications of such usage must be
more critically considered. Moreover, the problematic use
of language is an issue in many disciplines. Much of the
terminology used today has been historically introduced in
Western discourse, often overlooking the culturally and
socially acceptable terms of the people who are “re-
searched” in disaster studies (Hsu 2017; Kelman 2018,;
Bankoff 2019; Gaillard 2019; Staupe-Delgado 2019); it
often “serves as justification for Western interference and
intervention in the affairs of those regions for our and their
sakes” (Bankoff 2001, p. 27). Language is always political
(Gee 1999)—and more care should be taken to understand
the implications of its use.

Understanding disasters—and the root causes of disas-
ters—is of critical importance to our everyday life; and the
potential benefits of scientific research in disaster studies to
every individual are clear. Thus, it is crucial how we—as
academics—communicate our research. Instead of reciting
the established “truths,” we should encourage our peers
(and the public) to question their assumptions and the
status quo, and to start thinking more critically. Writing is
“an act of identity in which people align themselves with
socio-culturally shaped subject positions, and thereby play
their part in reproducing or challenging dominant practices
and discourses, and the values, beliefs and interests which
they embody” (Ivani¢ 1998, p. 373). If we are to tackle
disaster risk creation (Lewis 1987), our choice of words is a
good starting point. As academics, we are more and more
often required to show the impact of the research to poli-
cymakers. We have an excellent opportunity to inspire a
shift in thinking and discourse. One simple thing that we
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can do is to communicate more clearly and accurately. We
need to be more deliberate and measured in the words that
we use. What is often simply a lack of careful and con-
sistent language actually fuels a cycle of misinformation.

So what expression should be used? We suggest to
simply use “disaster,” and take the opportunity to explain
the nuances and root causes in each specific case, that is, to
explain that disasters are not simply “natural” events. This
would provide us with a great opportunity to also educate
as to the true “nature” of disasters as maldevelopment
processes.

5 Conclusion

This article demonstrates how ingrained the use of the
expression “natural disaster” is through the analysis of
academic papers that discuss the role of vulnerability in
disaster risk creation, while habitually referring to “natural
disasters.” One of the most recognized slogans in disaster
risk reduction is “From words to action,” a noble and much
needed effort as words alone are not enough to reduce
disaster risks.

However, some words and expressions may actually
have a negative impact. We have discussed how one such
widely used, but highly contested, expression is “natural
disasters.” This expression disconnects the reality of the
most vulnerable by continuously blaming “nature” and
putting the responsibility for failures of development on
“freak” natural phenomena or “acts of God.”

The understanding that disasters are not natural is
arguably on the increase. In 2018, UNISDR stated that the
misnomer is no longer to be used in their communications.
This commitment has become even more prominent with
the publication of the Global Assessment Report (GAR)
2019 (UNDRR 2019). Similarly, some disaster-related
journals (including some of those analyzed in this article)
are encouraging authors not to use the expression. Yet, the
expression is still widely used in academia (as well as in
journalism, policy, and international diplomacy).

It is critical that the academic community grapple with
this issue at a time when the importance of a consistent
message about the root causes of disasters has never been
more pressing. We as an academic community should
emphasize the difference between a hazard and a disaster,
as well as explain disasters as processes of maldevelop-
ment. It is unlikely that the use of “natural disaster” will
subside in the wider public discourse without science tak-
ing a leading role. It is critical that we embrace, promote,
and encourage the use of terminology that actually helps
the DRM community to reduce risk. The way disasters are
presented and reported plays an important role in
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constructing the public perception of the risks associated
with natural hazards. It also defines and limits the discourse
associated with these events, making it critical that the
correct terminology is used.
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