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Licia MASONI, Researcher in English and Applied Linguistics, University of Bologna; 
Ph.D. in Ethnology, University of Edinburgh 
 

Preliminary Report 

 
1. Give a brief general description of the disaster that you are reporting on.  
 
a. Name                 Emilia Earthquake (May-June 2012), 5.9 to 6.1 Richter Magnitude Scale.  
 
b. Place  Emilia Romagna Region, Italy. Province of Modena, Ferrara, Bologna. 
 
c. Time                 May 20th and 29th, June 3rd  2012 (main shocks). These were followed by many aftershocks and by 
a long earthquake swarm that lasted for over a year. Small movements can still be felt to these days. 
 
d. General effects   
 
The earthquakes caused widespread and significant damage. This land had long been considered a non-seismic 
area and many of the houses and industrial estates, old and new, had not been built according to strict seismic 
rules. As a result, earthquakes with a magnitude that was strong but potentially not destructive (when compared 
to other areas of the world that suffer greater shocks) ended up causing considerable disruption.  
The two main earthquakes came as a complete shock. There had been a minor earthquake in the previous days, 
felt by a small portion of the population, but no one left their homes, as it was considered an unusual and isolated 
event.   
As a result of the main shocks, 27 people died and approximately 400 were wounded.  45,000 people had to leave 
their homes: some temporarily, for a period of time ranging between a month and a year; many for good, because 
they houses were completely destroyed or deemed unsafe (and later demolished). Up to 4000 people still live in 
rented flats and are waiting for authorizations from the local council to re-build their houses.  
The earthquakes also caused significant damage to the economy of the area, to factories and agricultural land in 
the entire region. This was a highly productive area, with many important bio-medical companies, which used to 
export all over the world (in particular chemo-therapy equipment). The production came to a halt for a few 
months. Also, the production of Grana Padano and Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese was badly affected; approximately 
300,000 wheels were destroyed, causing great losses to an industry that had been employing a large portion of the 
local population.  

 
2. Describe the disaster area where you worked. 
 
a. Place  I limited my work to the province of Modena, my hometown. In particular the towns of 

Mirandola and Carpi, and the villages of San Martino Spino, Novi, and Rovereto, which lie on the plain (called 

‘Bassa’ locally (literally: ‘low land’) full of villages and small towns that lie between the towns of Modena and 

Ferrara. The villages I concentrated on were among the most affected and right on the epicenter. It was and still is 

(as people have worked hard at it since the very beginning) a welcoming and relatively wealthy area, with a very 

pronounced sense of place and belonging. I was on the area of the epicenter from the very first day, as I had close 

friends who lived in San Martino, and I travelled there to see them. People were gathering outside their houses, or 

in someone’s garden, where they felt safe. Very few people, almost no one, left their villages and everyone stayed 

close to their houses, although they could no longer access them (unless forced to leave for health reasons: 

pregnant women, people in need of special care). They all lived on their land, with the disruption around them, 

and kept feeling new earthquakes and aftershocks day after day. Over the first few days, people slept in their cars, 

or in tents and caravans they had placed in their gardens. The rural landscape allowed people to find big open 

spaces where they could feel safe. And this is where I began listening to stories. 
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Within two days from the first shock, many camps were set up by the civil servants, in almost every village and 
town that was hit by the earthquakes. Camps provided all the necessary care, from food to mental health 
assistance and activities for children. Donations of all sorts began to arrive, and many people came to help as they 
could: bringing water, food, clothes that that had been collected among friends and family.  
The people I was with over the first month had pretty much all they needed. Their houses were declared safe after 
a few months, after some major repair, but it took them longer to gather the courage to sleep inside.  
I visited Rovereto and Novi, which were among the most damaged towns, much later on, but the landscape, apart 
from a few newly built schools and community centres, is still a landscape of total desolation, with occasional 
scattered heaps of bricks that used to be rural houses and large parts of the town centres razed to the ground for 
safety reasons. 
 

b. Time   

 

- From the 20th of May, day of the first earthquake, to August 2012.  

- From March 2013 to August 2013, and then from January  2014 to present.  

I was in San Martino, in the area of the epicenter, on the very same day and many times over the first month. I 

spent evenings talking informally with people who were gathering spontaneously. My interviews and the many 

informal conversations took place in gardens, under a gazebo, walking up and down on the main street of the 

hamlet.  

I also had many regular phone conversations with people from the badly hit areas, as many were work colleagues, 

friends, people I regularly met every day. I then had to leave the project and got back to it later on, when the 

emergency had ceased, most camps had been dismantled, and the media had stopped talking about the whole 

thing.  I then decided to concentrate on Novi and Rovereto. I had had contacts with people there, we’d been on 

the phone many times. But I had not really understood the enormity of their loss, which brought them to design an 

amazing response to the devastation they had endured.  

Since then, I’ve been broadening my spectrum and talking to people in many other villages that were affected by 

the earthquakes, looking for spontaneous positive response strategies promoted by the local people, and trying to 

document the effective self-help systems people put into place: in particular books, radio programs and 

publications that made use of interviews in order to voice the survivors (produced by survivors themselves).  

 

c. General effects 

  

In the province of Modena, where I worked, the earthquake caused damage to an area of 967 square kilometers, 

approximately 36% of the entire province, where more then 227000 people lived at the time. The villages and 

towns of Camposanto, Carpi, Cavezzo, Concordia sulla Secchia, Finale Emilia, Medolla, Mirandola, Novi di Modena, 

San Felice sul Panaro, San Possidonio  and San Prospero suffered great damage. 75% of the village of Cavezzo was 

destroyed.  

The urban and rural landscapes have been transformed. The historical town centres (this is the area of Pico della 

Mirandola) were mostly destroyed: medieval and Romanesque churches razed to the ground, historical buildings 

collapsed beyond repair, most of the rural houses reduced to a heap of bricks.  

Many industries had to move away and still have their production elsewhere. As well as their homes, and 

sometimes a relative, many people lost their businesses and their jobs. The area was highly productive, exporting 

all over the world, in particular medical equipments. 

Many schools had to be permanently evacuated: final year exam time in Italy is between June and July, and 

children were forced to study among this disruption, living in tents with as many as 8 strangers sometimes; and the 

rest of the school days and exams took place under a tent too.  
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Despite the disruption, people immediately felt a sense of pride and community that kept them going and made 

them incredibly resilient. The motto among people, and soon on the local radio, was “tieni botta”, which means 

‘hold on, be brave’, but relies on a meaningful  play on words: ‘botta’ means ‘blow’, but can also mean ‘accident’ 

or ‘earthquake’.  

A few days after the second earthquake, finding themselves abandoned by the institutions, people began to 
manifest a strong sense of pride for the inner strength they felt to move on. It was somehow nourished by old 
clichés: the pride of the industrial and productive North (a mythical industrious North, as opposed to the stillness 
that is often associated with the southern response to disasters) which immediately got back on its feet and 
started swiping debris away and rebuilding what could be rebuilt, without waiting for institutional help.  
The death toll was relatively low, as horrible as this might sound. It is a fact that Italy has suffered much greater 
losses due to earthquakes (L’Aquila 2006 (300 victims), Friuli 1976 (989 victims), Irpinia 1930 (1404)). Maybe for 
this reason, no one ever referred to the people as survivors, but as ‘terremotati’, literally ‘earthquaked’. Maybe for 
this reason, a lot of villages did not receive much help from the institutions and the media soon stopped talking 
about it. And the people had to set up their own systems of help, especially in terms of copying strategies. They 
designed a strategy that was close to their industrious and proud nature: an active strategy. They built a web of 
solidarity and help with other people who had suffered the same thing before. People from L’Aquila and from Friuli 
were those who provided the most help. And this is indeed very relevant when thinking about disaster responses 
that are inevitably more effective if designed by people who’ve been through it before.  
 

 

3. Describe your initial knowledge of the afflicted community.  
 
At the time I was living in Modena, my hometown, where the earthquake was violently felt but did not cause much 
severe damage (apart from Churches and historical monuments) or claim any victims, and no one had to leave 
their homes. At the time, I had known the area around my hometown since childhood. However, I was not fully 
aware of the richness of that land, not just in terms of production and industries, but mostly in terms of cultural 
and historical heritage, and a sense of honour and pride that came with it. 
 
3a. How did you get to know the survivors? 
 

I knew many people in the afflicted community as I had friends among them, people I had known from school and 
other situations in life. Through them I got to know many other people. Everyone around me was a survivor in a 
sense. We were all terremotati, I was one too. But I was among the lucky ones. I did not have to bear the 
consequences of the disruption other people felt. There were degrees of shock, and this was clear during my 
fieldwork. As long as people were concerned, I was often an outsider. What I had felt was not even comparable to 
what they were enduring. I was a just a listener throughout my fieldwork, I soon realized I did not have a story to 
share.  
 

 

3b. What did they tell you about their situation? 

 

They spoke of their ongoing fear: this earthquake swarm lasted for months. They spoke of their physical and 

mental reactions to the ongoing shakes: things never went back to normal for some people, the fear and the shock 

were unbearable. Even the people whose houses were declared safe slept outside, in gardens, camps, cars and 

caravans for months, fully dressed, ready to run.  

The first earthquake, on the 20th of May, struck at 4am, 5.9 Richter. People were in their beds. They woke up, with 

no electricity, and had to make their way through broken glass and other debris, and hope to reach the door and 

the stairs. There were other earthquakes on that day, but then 9 days went by and people had already started 

repairing what had been damaged and kids had gone back to their schools, when another big earthquake struck on 

the 29th, and this time at 9am, when the children were at school, and everyone was at work. Most of the victims 
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were at work, or helping others in the reconstruction phase. The second earthquake hit a community that had just 

found the strength to move on. When the 3rd earthquake struck, on June 3rd, some people could no longer see an 

end to it, and this was when the fear began to be unbearable. However, they got back on their feet again, and 

quickly. 

 

Some people wanted to talk about the coping strategies they had devised and the problem solving skills they had 

discovered within themselves. Their stories were about overcoming obstacles, reframing fear in a context of 

positive coping reactions, and discovering wisdom within themselves. 

 

The same people also kept drawing attention to the atmosphere of community and solidarity nourished by the 

overwhelming generosity of everyone around them. Most people kept re-framing the earthquake as an 

‘opportunity’ (which is often the case for people with serious illnesses): that terrible event had “allowed us to be a 

community again”. People ate together (some people have since then maintained the habit, and they make a point 

of eating with their neighbours every evening), restaurant owners gave out their food for free, gazebos in private 

gardens became public shelters and sites for conversation.  

 

 

4. Did you develop a long-term relationship with the survivors? If so, explain. 

 

Yes. Some were already friends, others became friends. Fieldwork is still ongoing, but we speak on the phone and 

meet up as friends too. 

 

5. Did you hear survivors speak about things that they were willing and ready to do, but prevented 

from doing? 

 

Survivors were extremely active in their material recovery. However, many lamented the fact that, despite having 

the strength and the will to rebuild their homes and their businesses, the administrative machine was not allowing 

them to do so. Some of them are still waiting for permission to rebuild their homes. Others are still running their 

businesses under a tent. 

 

Many people have been expressing the need to talk about the events, now; now that the material emergency has 

stopped and they can allow themselves to feel the intensity of the blow. Those who never wanted to seek mental 

health advice, who never had the courage to enter the psychologists’ tent, those people now feel the need to talk 

to an outsider, someone who can listen to their stories without saying ‘me too’. In the beginning they only wanted 

to tell stories amongst themselves, as if to work out a collective narrative of the events. Now it’s time to let their 

own personal stories come out, and for this they wish for an uninformed but sympathetic listener.  

 

5a.  What were the things the survivors most often mentioned wanting to do? 

 

- Be active in their recovery. 

- Get back to their lives. 

- Tell their story over and over again. 

- See their villages re-built. 

- Make sense of what had happened. 
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5b. Rebuild their homes or region  

 

Yes, most people expressed the desire to rebuild their homes, and actively worked at it as soon as they could. 

 

5c. Help others as a volunteer  

 

People helped each other all the time, there was a constant web of mutual help in place. Everyone was a volunteer 

and a survivor at the same time.  

 

5d. Find employment 

 

Some people had temporarily lost their job, but their employers always ensured they would get it back, as soon as 

possible. This actually did happen in 85% of the cases. 

 

5e. Other  

 

They wanted people to know what the situation was really like. Some villages got no help whatsoever, some of the 

helps were badly distributed, some were sent back saying there was no need, some ended in the wrong hands. 

People wished they could have more control on the helping system and felt it was far too imposing.  

Also, they did not want to be portrayed as helpless victims, but active re-builders. 

They were also very careful about degrees of suffering and loss. They resented being portrayed as victims when 

they felt there were many others who had suffered greater losses.  

 

6. Did you notice any actions taken by the survivors to become active agents in their own recovery?  

Please explain in detail. 

 

They were extremely active agents.  

Most of my work is based on what people have set up by themselves, and their active approach to their 

recovery. This was a striking side of this emergency, and I have been trying to document all aspects of it. 

 

6a.Listening to each other  

  

They naturally spent hours talking and making sense of what had happened, listening to each other and creating 

situations were they could ‘far filò’, which is how people refer to a conversational gathering. At the moment, with 

the help of some council organizations, we are seeking to set up creative writing groups and storytelling sites that 

will allow people to share significant stories.  

 

6b.Cooking for one another  

 

They ate together, entire families ate together for nearly a year, and are now declaring they miss that sort of 

community feeling. Those whose kitchens were accessible prepared food for others, brought it to the tents and 

camps, had people over for hot meals all the time.  This was a blessing for many elderly women who suddenly felt 

useful again and an integral part of their community. 

 

6c. Networking with one another  
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Yes, some people in each community, and Rovereto in particular, began to network with their fellow villagers and 

with friends in other regions, in the attempt to organize re-construction work teams. In one particular case, this led 

to the foundation of an extremely successful non-profit organization called “Tutti insieme per Rovereto e S. 

Antonio” (All together for Rovereto and S. Antonio), which has since then managed to find funding to build a most 

impressive community centre, with a doctors’ surgery, pharmacy, leisure centre for children and all sorts of 

services for the community. The extraordinary thing is that the entire edifice was built by volunteers who came 

from Friuli and Trentino, two regions that had suffered a tragic earthquake in 1976. Most volunteers had not even 

been born at the time, but they carried the memory of it and somehow the responsibility that comes with it, which 

obliges you to be empathic and come to other people’s rescue.  

Most of the volunteer help that came from the outside arrived from people who had been through it before.  

 

6d. Working with one another to fill shared needs 

 

People helped each other in all sorts of ways, some were constantly on the look out for ways to help.  

- They set up emergency tents that could host lots of small businesses, surgeries, oncology departments. 

Some people continued their chemotherapy cycles under a tent.  

- Schools were immediately transferred under tents or in other public buildings that were deemed safe.  

- Those who had caravans put neighbors up for the night, those who had empty homes deemed safe 

offered them to entire families. 

- Families who had since then barely know each other got together as one to help each other with elderly 

relatives and children. 

 

6e.  Other. 

 

- One of the most notable ones was a Radio Channel set up by a group of teenagers in Cavezzo! 

MTV Italy decided to broadcast them nationally for months. Their intent was to let their voices 

be heard and help their community. 

- Reconstruction work: most people and business did not wait for government funding and 

worked hard at the reconstruction by themselves. Entire industrial estates have been re-built 

from scratch.  

- Some people worked at books meant to document the events, voice the survivors, celebrate 

their active approach to their recovery, give them a sense of shared story and communal pride. 

 

 

7. Did you seek advice from the behavioral health community on how to respond to the survivors? If 

so, whom did you seek?  

 

Not officially. My work was that of a silent listener most of the time. But I was in constant contact with friends who 

were health advisors, psychologists and psychiatrists and had been there to help. For months no one could go 

through a conversation without talking about the earthquakes, they were the main subject all the time. We all 

needed to talk, and so I gathered useful information from them. 

 

8. What sorts of advice did you receive from the behavioral health community? 
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They all agreed that the institutional help they could provide, with helping points, was by no means sufficient for 

that kind of reality. They believed that it was full of people out there that did not have the courage or the cultural 

frame of mind to seek a psychologist’s help. As a result, they felt that a non-clinical system of ‘storytelling’ and 

story-sharing was most necessary. 

 

 

9. What were the steps that you implemented in response to the advice of the behavioral health 

community?  

 

I have been trying to set up listening and storytelling areas now that no institutional help is available. 

People still need to talk though. 

 

10. What signs of distress did you note among the survivors with whom you worked?  

 

- Fear for the continuing tremors. 

- Loss of points of reference: especially among the elderly whose visual memory had been erased. 

- The historic landscape had disappeared, some of the Churches that had been there for 

centuries, and become a point of reference in terms of space and collective memory, had 

disappeared. This caused people a great deal of puzzlement. 

 

10.a Did any of these signs appear to be related to (i.e., caused by, exacerbated by, or ameliorated by) your 

methods of working with the survivors? Explain 

 

No 

 

10.b What steps, if any, did you take to address distress related to your methods or work with the survivors? 

 

10.c How useful were the steps you took in addressing the situation? 

 

10.d What were the results? 

 

11. How did the behavioral health community ultimately affect your response strategy? Was your 

strategy successful? 

 

Urging me to collect in a non-clinical environment, and seek new contexts for listening. 

 

12. What parts of your strategy presented the most difficulties, and how were these difficulties 

addressed? 

 

All I did was listening. The moment I tried to get people to interview each other, they displayed some resistance to 

it, as it was considered somehow artificial. However, this is what they were spontaneously doing all the time. 
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When I realized that books were being produced by other survivors who were collecting testimonies, I decided to 

document these natural responses, in order to learn from what they had spontaneously set up.  

 

 

13. Other than the mental/behavioral health component of your project, were there other 

“professional,” “official” elements that had an effect on your project? For example, did you have to 

administer release forms or adhere to certain governmental codes that influenced the survivors with 

whom you were working?  

 

No 

 

14. What did you note, specifically, about the survivors’ use of storytelling (narrative, interviews) 

during the disaster and immediately after? If narrative seemed to have positive or negative effects in 

any of these situations, please explain. 

 

On the day of the first earthquake and from then onwards, until the fear was replaced by the will to get 

back to a normal life, people kept wanting to tell stories. Telling and retelling the events of those days 

was what everyone wanted to do.  

Over the summer evenings in San Martino, these storytelling sessions took place under a gazebo placed 

in the yard of a woman called Arianna. People began to gather underneath it on the cold and rainy days 

after the first earthquake, and it soon became a point of reference for the entire street, and all those 

who happened to walk by.  

Terrible tragedies can sometimes have positive effects people say, and the one positive consequence 

everyone I spoke to kept mentioning was a newly found sense of community, of solidarity. A physical 

sense of community that people of all generations experienced when they were all ‘forced’ out of their 

homes and brought together for entire days, cooking together, eating together, sharing spaces, gardens, 

tents. 

Narratives of all kinds sustained those evenings and talked people to sleep. Events and experiences were 

narrated and re-narrated, over and over again. As well as personal reports of the events, people told 

stories about relatives and friends. And everyone openly declared their need to narrate. 

Story after story, people tried to reorganize and make sense of what had happened.  

Some were legendary narratives about underground experiments and oil excavations that supposedly 

caused the disaster, seeking someone to blame, someone who could be held responsible. Some stories 

talked of people who knew and did not tell, others regarded the magnitude of the earthquake: 

supposedly much more intense than what the government sources had declared, either to prevent 

excessive panic reactions among the population, or to save on reconstruction funds (the higher the 

magnitude, the greater the sum the government would have to contribute). 

This need to remove any kind of blame from Mother Nature was echoed by a habit that soon spread 

around families with young children, who began to refer to the earthquake as “Zio Terri”, lit. uncle Terri 

(where Terri is short for terremoto, earthquake). A children’s book by the same title was released soon 

after the earthquakes. And some of the mothers I spoke with liked to refer to the earthquakes in this 
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‘friendly’ way, and put the blame on some human beings: the narratives became a vehicle for instilling a 

sense of reverence towards nature and the environment in their children. 

Other stories projected this human responsibility into the future: some talked of people who had the 

means to foresee the next shock but would not tell, others formulated pseudo-scientific predictions of 

another apocalyptic earthquake due to strike soon and on a precise date.  

In the days following the second earthquake the local papers reported that a few houses had been 

robbed by thieves impersonating civil servants. Soon the voice spread that the same people had been 

going around other villages in civil service vans urging the population with megaphones to evacuate 

their houses as quickly as they could because a new earthquake was about to strike, in order to steal 

undisturbed. None of these stories had real confirmation in actual events (it was always another village) 

but they allowed the survivors to articulate various feelings: from a sense of diffidence towards 

immigrants living in the area, to a general sense of mistrust in the institutions. 

Indeed traumatic events become powerful time divides: and as soon as the earthquake struck, life was 

suddenly divided into the before and after the earthquake. And that marker could no longer be moved. 

The newly gained sense of community brought back memories of times past, when the community used 

to gather on a regular basis. Reminiscence was a powerful tool over those evening, it helped people 

establish a sense of unity of the self: it was as if going back to their past selves could help them establish 

their existence in the present.  Stories about the past, populated with village fools, helped them 

reinforce a sense of common background, of shared memories and values. This sense of cohesion made 

them feel stronger, and better equipped to work at their recovery, together. I was impressed by a 13 

year old who said those evenings were amongst the best of his life, “because we are always all together, 

and it’s never happened before”. 

The earthquake was not only a time divide; it also became a cognitive device for interpreting events and 

judging people’s characters. People were divided into those who were badly hit by the earthquake and 

those who were not; insiders and outsiders. Those who suffered no damage or disruption were 

outsiders; there was no sympathy for them. I was struck by a woman’s story in particular. Prior to the 

earthquake, she had told me about a work colleague she had a hard time getting on with. She explained 

that they had very dissimilar dispositions: she described her self as warm and sociable, as opposed to 

her colleague who was ‘cold and distant’. After the earthquake, she spoke about her colleague again, 

reiterating how difficult it was for them to get on and communicate. However, this time she did not go 

into an analysis of their characters. A much better explanation had cropped up: “of course she behaves 

like that, she did not suffer any disruption, her house is still fine, she can sleep in her bed, and she hardly 

felt the earthquake”. The emotional distance she used to feel was now objective. Indeed they could not 

get on, the colleague was an alien she had nothing in common with her and with her community, there 

was no way they could speak the same language.  

 

Other stories dealt with aids received or denied – food, clothes, money – and how they were distributed 

and managed. These stories became a means to discuss and articulate feelings towards various 

categories of people, dividing them into helpful and unhelpful. The Church (unhelpful), the government 

(inefficient), famous singers and actors (generous angels from above) were made to play against each 

other in these stories, so as to voice political ideas and ideologies.    
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All of these narratives kept cropping up spontaneously, I never had to elicit them in any way.   

 

Then there were published narratives, such as those produced through interviews by some charities. 

 

And there were support narratives, which were most moving. The women of L’Aquila sent letters to the 

women of the Bassa, and some of those letters have been published in a book.  

 

 

15. Did you take steps to make narrative (interviews, dialogue) part of your response process? Would 

you explain? 

 

To begin with, I was just a listener for most of the time. Only later on did I begin to interview people and 

collect their individual stories. Even then, though, the one thing that counted was the disposition to 

listen. People still need someone to tell their story to.  

 

However, there was one instance, where I asked someone to ‘produce’ a story.  

Prior to the earthquake, I had been interviewing a young woman on the subject of fairytales and female 

identity. She was the daughter of divorced parents, she had been very isolated as a child and “saved” by 

the many fairytales on records that she used to listen to in her bedroom. At the time of the earthquake, 

she was due to give birth to her first child. When the first earthquake struck, her local hospital was shut 

and she fled to another region, where she stayed with relatives until the birth.  

Later on, we talked on the phone and I mentioned to her that one day she might find herself telling her 

daughter of her adventurous birth, as if it were a fairytale. She smiled and said she’d think about it. After 

some time we met and she told me she had been telling an earthquake story to her child. The tale told 

of a long journey full of difficult tasks, obstacles and helpers. What struck me the most, was that her 

child was the protagonist, while she was ‘just the carrier’, just as the magic helper in fairytales, who 

helps the hero do a bit of the journey he would not be able to cover by himself. Her story followed the 

fairy tale structure religiously. 

She also ended up on the local paper of the town where she gave birth, and the way her story was 

portrayed by the media was in everything identical to the story of Mary and the baby Jesus, including 

the wise kings – the town’s mayor and the representatives of the Red Cross who paid the newly born a 

visit in hospital and brought her presents.  

This story is changing every day, allowing the mother to articulate her fears. 

I am presently hoping to get funding to extend the project to many of the women who gave birth at the 

time. 

 

15a. Describe your actions or methods in detail. 

 

I had no method when I started, just the need to visit with friends.  

In the beginning I just happened to be present to their conversations. I was lucky enough to be a sort of invisible 

witness. I recorded in my mind the spontaneous uses of narrative, paying particular attention to the dynamics of 
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community and aggregation. For a long time I did not even feel like using a recording device, and even when I did, I 

just collected what they wanted to tell me. 

Only now, and since January, am I beginning to collect with a specific aim, which is asking for, documenting and 

analyzing means people had to be active in their recovery, both individually and in groups or organizations. The 

hope is that a ‘method’ that can be applied in the future will follow from this documentation.  

 

 

15b. What were the results of those methods? 

 

By studying spontaneous responses, I’m gaining more sense of the role of narratives in this tragedy. 

 

I am aiding in setting up a creative writing group, aimed at telling and sharing stories, as people are seeking ways 

of bringing back the sense of community that had been experienced at the time of the earthquakes.  

 

Together with other people I’ve put in a project proposal to set up a local archive, which should be created by 

survivors who interview one another, partly with a generative purpose: that is, coming up with a story of the 

earthquake to tell to future generations. 

 

For this purpose, I am also working at a creative narrative project with women who gave birth to children at the 

time. 

 

So far, this is all done without funding, and on a totally voluntary basis. As soon as some funding appears, I’ll be 

able to involve other people. 

 

16. One of our hopes is to find a way to pay survivors for their recovery work.  

16a. Did you have any experience employing survivors? If so, please describe the situation. 

no 

16b. If so, did the pay scale or any other aspect of employing the survivors lead to any social or behavioral 

health difficulties in the survivor community? Please explain.  

no 

16c. What were the factors that determined your pay rates? What sort of socio-economic and behavioral health 

factors, if any, did you weigh in determining the pay rates. 

no 

 

17. Briefly summarize the most successful aspects of your project. 

 

- Recording and documenting what people have done to recover from the trauma: this is not 

being publicized and hardly anyone outside the village knows what’s been going on in terms of 

resilience and wisdom. 

- The many projects for future activities, due to the realization that much can still be done, 

especially in terms of listening and telling.  

 

18. Final statement. Assuming enough support from various sources (governmental and 

nongovernmental) to create the best possible outcome for disaster responders, what would you do, 

what resources would you employ, and how would you involve the survivor? 
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I think funding could be used to enable survivors to: 

 

- Systematically record people’s needs 

- Have full awareness of institutional aids, their rights, and how they can bring about their 

material recovery. 

- Set up a legal and economic advice centre, especially in countries where laws are hazy and 

change all the time. 

- Set up communal listening and talking spaces, where survivors can gather and tell their stories. 

- Organize meetings to encourage a feeling of community and solidarity, and a collective response 

to the disaster.  

- Go back a year later, and two years later and listen to people, again…they still need it. 

- I hope to share much more In Bellagio, as I’m still in the process of making and analyzing 

interviews with people who surely have better suggestions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


