Introduction
Can Earthquakes Speak?

I grew up in the shadow of the earthquake. The city where I was born, Messina,
lies in one of the planet’s seismic hotspots, and a long time ago, a destructive
earthquake wiped it out and killed many of its inhabitants. Strangely enough,
I never felt a tremor during the eighteen years I spent there. The earthquake,
however, was a constant presence in my life and in the lives of those around
me. My parents experienced a strong earthquake before I was born, and one
of their favorite tales was about my father reaching out for my mother during
that seventies’ night. When the story invariably led to my question about the
possibility of another one, they recalled the reassuring faith of my grandfather,
an engineer, in the virtues of reinforced concrete. The earthquake’s influence,
apart from that, was all over the city, in the very few traces of historic archi-
tecture as well as in the poor shantytowns hidden in too many corners. As
our elders taught my friends and me, the beautiful city that Messina had once
been was gone forever. The shanties remained as a shadow of the earthquake’s
misery, almost one hundred years after its tragic visit.

This book tells the story of the earthquake in my city, the 1908 Messina
earthquake, and the story of the one that hit the valley of the Belice River, Sic-
ily, exactly sixty years later. These are two of the biggest seismic disasters in the
history of modern Italy, and two equally tragic and fascinating stories of de-
struction and rebirth. In both places, two brand new environments material-
ized from the ruins of the earthquake. Each of these environments epitomized
a pivotal moment in the history of urbanization in Italy—the modernization
of historic cities between the nineteenth and the twentieth century and the
urbanization of the countryside in the second half of the twentieth century,
respectively. These post-quake environments, at the same time, exaggerated
the characteristics of those two key moments as in a distorting mirror, due to
the exceptional context from which they emerged.

A fundamental curiosity drives this book: Can earthquakes speak,' or are
they just background noise in the historic landscape? What role do earth-
quakes play in the history of built environments and of the communities that
inhabit them? Are they really drivers of change? What do they actually trans-
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form, and how? Can geological fault lines translate into historical ones? Ques-
tions like these have a lot to do with my experience with earthquakes and
their effects, perhaps even more than the choice of the case studies. Yet these
questions, in a sense so personal, may also speak to a broader audience and
intersect with questions and curiosities arising from other places, experiences,
and contexts, about other fault lines, real and metaphorical. To understand
whether earthquakes can speak is, in effect, to tackle the broader question of
the role of natural hazards in modern urban environments, and of nonhuman
forces and features in history. I will now discuss those issues, and the signifi-
cance they have for the stories I shall tell you. First, however, let me introduce
the main character of this book: the earthquake.

The Voice of the Earthquake

In 1807, the German romantic writer Heinrich von Kleist published a short
story titled “Das Erdbeben in Chili” (The Earthquake in Chile). The story
narrates fictional events that take place during a real historic occurrence: the
earthquake that devastated Santiago, capital of the Spanish Kingdom of Chile,
in 1647. So reads the blazing incipit of the story:

In Santiago, the capital of the kingdom of Chile, at the moment of the great
earthquake of 1647 in which many thousands lost their lives, a young Span-
iard called Jeronimo Rugera was standing beside one of the pillars in the
prison to which he had been committed on a criminal charge, and was about
to hang himself.?

In this artfully crafted paragraph, Kleist introduces at once the context and
the main character, and propels us right into the middle of the action: at the
very moment of the earthquake, a man in prison is about to commit suicide.
As we discover later, the man was in prison for a love affair that had turned
into a major city scandal, and, knowing that his lover and their son were
about to be executed, he had decided to kill himself. He had irrevocably made
his decision and was about to end his life, when, all of a sudden, the ground
started to shake furiously. Suddenly, his will started to crumble together with
the prison’s wall, and instead of embracing death, he sought to survive by any
means possible. The story goes on to recount how Jeronimo Rugera wandered
through a devastated Santiago, the reasons for him being in prison, the fortu-
itous encounter with his lover and their child, and the adventures that lead to
a breathtaking finale.

Kleist’s story is a brilliant and gripping attempt to articulate a narrative of
the earthquake. The earthquake shapes the setting of the story, destroying San-
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tiago and creating a new order of possibilities. It even changes the characters’
intentions radically, as in the case of Jerome’s suicide attempt. It disrupts social
relations and the ruling order, producing both the extreme poles of classless
fraternity and brutal mob violence. The earthquake, in sum, speaks resound-
ingly throughout the entire narrative, becoming its principal, albeit uncon-
ventional character. My book, very much like Kleist’s short story, is a narrative
of the earthquake. The transformative power of the earthquake, however, will
be the interrogative of a historical inquiry, rather than the main device of a
fictional plot. As we shall see, in history, earthquakes do not necessarily speak
the language of change, and often other voices and characters conceal or con-
found their voice.

Kleist’s short story is just another example of the fascination that earth-
quakes have exerted on human cultures across time and space. Earthquakes
have given rise to beautiful and vivid mythologies such as the Namazu, Ja-
pan’s earth-shaker catfish, philosophical meditations by Seneca and Voltaire,
among others, and countless scientific theories. Nowadays, the scientific study
of earthquakes is deeply entrenched in the theory of plate tectonics. In short,
plate tectonics postulates that the Earth’s crust is made of giant plates of solid
rock, floating on a thick layer of magma. The encounters between these plates
are responsible for mountains, volcanism, and earthquakes. Tectonics theory,
which was accepted by the global scientific community in the 1960s, is today
virtually uncontested.’

Earthquakes, however, still represent a frontier of science and a slippery
and multiform object of knowledge. This intriguing status is due to several
factors. One is, without a doubt, their resistance to visual scrutiny. Paradoxi-
cally, even though technology allows us to look into molecules and atoms, into
outer space and, to a certain extent, beneath the deep ocean, the earth’s crust
remains impenetrable. Our ideas about what lies underneath are largely based
on evidence from the surface, such as volcanic rocks and seismic wave prop-
agation.* This resistance to visual scrutiny mirrors the earthquake’s resistance
to prediction. Despite all efforts, prediction, which rules most contemporary
sciences, does not apply to earthquakes. The study of earthquakes, then, nec-
essarily involves disparate practices and knowledge systems, spanning from
archival research and archeology to geology and chemistry. It is structurally
transdisciplinary, and therefore difficult to put in one of our reassuring epis-
temological boxes.’

With the significant but isolated exception of historical seismology, histo-
rians have rarely investigated earthquakes.® This is perhaps due to their con-
tradictory status as historical fact. An earthquake occurs in a precise point
in time and space that is more or less precisely mappable. At the same time,
each earthquake is also a consequence of plate tectonics, whose encounters
and collisions happen on a planetary scale. Despite its very short duration, an
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earthquake is the point of intersection of a process measurable in hundreds or
thousands or even millions of years in the geological history of planet Earth.
This meeting of timescales has rendered earthquakes problematic to incorpo-
rate into historical narratives. Their exact and unique localization in time and
space is incompatible with the project of generalization typical of the disci-
pline of history. On the other hand, the temporality and spatiality of geological
processes exceed the span of usual historical accounts.

Despite these difficulties, historians have recently started to turn their at-
tention towards earthquakes. This turn has been part of a general burst of at-
tention in the social sciences and humanities focused on so-called disasters.
Pioneering work by human geographers such as Kenneth Hewitt and Pierce
Blaikie argued that these events cannot be seen as purely “natural” occurrences,
for they are rooted in the economically and socially determined vulnerability
of a given population.” According to anthropologist Anthony Oliver-Smith,
disasters should be seen as “processes” rather than “events,” for they are rooted
in the long term interplay between the features of a human settlement and
society and its biogeophysical environment.® Historians have started to follow
this path of inquiry. In his historical study of notable modern disasters in the
United States of America, Ted Steinberg has stressed how the popular notion
of “acts of God” belies the anthropogenic, socially conditioned character of
these events and their consequences.” Greg Bankoff, in turn, has made the case
for analyzing the interactions between hazards and society over a longer time
frame, considering various forms of cultural and social adaptation.'® Notions
of adaptation and resilience are very much central to the recent work of histor-
ical geographer Craig Colten, who has highlighted the importance of looking
into historical patterns of institutional response to and “social memory” of
hazardous events."

These perspectives apply compellingly to seismic disasters. Seismic disas-
ters, indeed, are always the product of the historical interplay between geo-
physical forces and features—the magnitude and duration of an earthquake,
but also the composition of the soil, and the characteristics of a built environ-
ment and community—and building techniques and materials, but also the
social and economic resources of the population.'? Examinations of historical
processes are thus crucial to understand the occurrence and impact of earth-
quakes. Building on this common insight, literature on earthquakes in history
has developed along two interrelated lines that largely reproduce parallel de-
velopments in the historical study of other hazardous events.

One significant trend is the investigation into disaster repetition. Typically,
these studies recount the evolution of knowledge, institutional practices, and
coping strategies related to a succession of hazards in a given time and space.
Each single episode from this vantage point assumes its historical significance
as part of a series. The responses of communities and institutions and the de-
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velopment of new understanding and practices show the influence of earth-
quakes on human affairs. This approach underpins the compelling study of
earthquake-related knowledge and practices in twentieth-century California
by Carl-Henry Geshwind, as well as Gregory Quenet’s account of the emer-
gence of the notion of risk in early modern France.”® Similarly, long-term
perspectives on earthquake repetition and societal change underlay Gregory
Clancey’s informed analysis of the connections been seismic science and na-
tional identity in modern Japan and Deborah Coen’s transnational account
of the transition from sensorial observations to instrumental earthquake
science."

The other significant trend consists of analyzing a single earthquake and
its consequences. The earthquake, in these studies, is the point of departure:
scholarly studies narrate its impact, the opportunities it created, and the
transformations it rendered necessary. Depending on the focus of each nar-
rative, the impact, opportunities, and transformations examined may con-
cern culture and politics, economy, or architecture. All these studies, however,
consider earthquakes as significant opportunities to investigate features of his-
torical processes, rather than significant moments of historical change in their
own right. In a pioneering monograph, Augusto Placanica analyzed the mul-
tilayered cultural reverberations of 1783 Calabrian earthquakes, an investiga-
tive trend later followed by other scholars of modern Italy."” Charles Walker
utilized the 1743 Lima earthquake as a window through which to examine
colonial relationships in eighteenth-century Chile.'* Mark Healey, contribut-
ing to the emerging scholarship on earthquakes and political change in Latin
America, repositioned the origins of Peronism in the aftermath of the 1944
San Juan earthquake in Argentina."” Conevery Bolton Valencius has proved
the significant environmental, cultural, and social impact of the 1812 New Ma-
drid earthquakes, while exploring the causes of the paradoxical oblivion that
followed.'®

This book belongs decidedly to this second family of studies. It investigates
the way earthquakes may be entrenched within historical change, and how
the earthquake’s voice resounds in the history of built environments and com-
munities. However, there are some significant differences with my approach.
When I started researching this project, I assumed that I would focus on the
aftermath of the two events, as most existing studies do. Later on, I realized
this is not enough. As I will argue throughout this book, earthquakes speak
at multiple levels with very different consequences. At some levels, they may
speak clearly and unmistakably about rupture. At other levels, the earth-
quake’s voice is the object of mutable and contested translations. Sometimes,
then, earthquakes do not speak at all, or their voice fails to reverberate. The
historical outcome of an earthquake is a blend of ruptures and continuities,
sometimes very evident, sometimes more subtly dispersed in the tapestry of
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historical facts. Historians should unravel these different threads if they want
to let earthquakes speak in their stories. To read the traces of earthquakes in
the complex text of historical change, what happened before the earthquakes is
just as important as the aftermath. For that reason, this book is not just about
what happened after the earthquake. It is a book about how the voice of the
earthquake resounds in the history of places. It is about geological fault lines
and historical ones.

A Tale of Two Earthquakes

This book looks at the earthquake’s role in history with a precise focus, namely
the making of urban environments in modern times. The history of modern
urbanism has greatly benefitted from the fresh approaches brought about by
environmental scholarship. The production of built environments, from the
perspective of this environmental history, is never a purely human enterprise.
On the contrary, historians of urban infrastructure and pollution, such as Joel
Tarr, Martin Melosi, and others, have demonstrated that it involves the (often
problematic) mobilization of resources and ecosystems.' Environmental his-
torian Bill Cronon, on the other hand, has pointed out how processes of urban
growth rest upon the large-scale and often radical transformation of natural
sites.”® In their making, cities have reshaped the ecological features of large re-
gions and have modified hydrological cycles, tamed rivers, and concreted over
large areas of soil. Yet their very existence stands upon those same environ-
mental forces and features they seek to harness.?’ Emphasizing this mutuality,
Verena Winiwarter and Martin Schmid have claimed that we should see cities
as “socio-natural sites,” sites where social and natural processes blend almost
indistinguishably, rather than sites from which nature has been expelled.”
Urban environmental scholarship, while stressing the importance of looking
at urbanization as environmental transformation, has brought into focus the
human side of the process. “Socio-natural” perspectives put forward by recent
scholarship invite us to look at the other side of the coin. Sometimes nonhu-
man forces and features shape cities as much as humans do, and we should
regard them as important drivers in the making of urban environments.?
Earthquakes are one of those forces.

By exploring the role of earthquakes in the making of urban environments,
this book aims to strengthen a conception of urbanization as a process of
reciprocal, rather than unidirectional, influence between human and non-
human forces and features. Over the years, a handful of scholars have touched
upon the consequences of hazards on cities, maintaining their varied influence
on urban developments.?* Earthquakes are a particularly compelling example
of urban hazards. In a few seconds, an earthquake can flatten cities that hu-
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mans took centuries to build—often the destruction unleashed was increased
due to poor choices made by generations of city builders or to unbridled ur-
ban developments. Earthquake destruction generally creates opportunities to
rethink the features of a settlement and can result in transformative changes
that mitigate the risk of future disasters, or even the abandonment and/or
relocation of the settlement. Moreover, earthquake destruction can facilitate
long-debated improvements by removing the physical, social, and economic
obstacles to their realization.”® An earthquake can also trigger processes that
have a profound impact on a settlement, such as migration, new investment,
or the redistribution of property and income. Not all of these forms of in-
fluence have the same weight, nor are they necessarily all present together.
In every case, however, the voice of the earthquake translates into the text of
urbanism, just as much as the human voices do.

This book tries to understand this voice—its sound, its translations, and its
echoes—in two fascinating histories. The 1908 Messina earthquake was one
of the worst seismic disasters in European history. On 28 December, a devas-
tating 7.1 earthquake-tsunami hit the cities of Messina and Reggio Calabria,
and dozens of towns and villages on both sides of the strait that divides Sicily
from continental Italy. Messina was the most prominent urban center of the
region and home to 140,000 residents, and there almost nine buildings out
of ten were turned to rubble, killing as much as half of the resident popula-
tion. The 1968 Belice earthquake was not as deadly, but its physical impact
was just as ruinous. Between 14 and 15 January, a series of five increasingly
powerful tremors hit a rural region in southwestern Sicily known as the Belice
Valley. The towns of Gibellina, Salaparuta, Montevago, and Poggioreale were
completely destroyed; ten other towns lost up to 80 percent of their buildings
and dozens more registered severe damages. Overall, despite the absence of a
prominent urban center in the region, the earthquakes affected a population
of some 100,000 inhabitants.

The 1908 Messina earthquake and the 1968 Belice earthquake were two
of the most destructive quakes in the history of modern Italy. The story of
destruction, however, is not the only similarity they share. After both earth-
quakes, survivors and authorities rebuilt the devastated settlements in a com-
pletely new fashion. To avoid new disasters, Messina’s planners and builders
followed a new building and planning code and adopted the earthquake-
resistant technology of reinforced concrete. In addition, the new Messina had
a transformed street pattern designed to improve circulation and networks; it
extended over double the original surface area, incorporating former agricul-
tural areas into the urban space. The reconstruction provided the city with a
comprehensive sanitation infrastructure. Similarly, after 1968, planners rede-
signed the Belice Valley as a modern urbanized region. For a combination of
geological and economic reasons, the authorities imposed the abandonment
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of fourteen settlements and relocated the population to new towns. In sharp
contrast to the abandoned settlements, the new towns were equipped with
suburban-style housing, modern urban infrastructure, and an interconnect-
ing road network that favored car-centered mobility. In both cases, the re-
construction was in fact a radical transformation of the settlements, in line
with contemporary ideals about urban modernization and improvement and
combined with risk mitigation strategies.

These solutions were the outcome of two exceptional situations. Neverthe-
less, in many aspects they epitomize two key moments in the history of mod-
ern urbanization in Italy. Between 1880 and 1930, most historic cities in Italy
underwent profound transformation. In most cases, these transformations
went under the banner of risanamento, sanitation. City engineers and munic-
ipal authorities demolished old walls and neighborhoods, and replaced tortu-
ous labyrinths of medieval alleys with wider and straighter boulevards. They
planned and built aqueducts and sewage pipes, power lines, and promoted the
construction of railroad stations, tramway lines, and street lighting. Each time,
these transformations translated into a substantial revision of the relationship
between the urban environment and the ecosystems of larger surrounding
areas. The transformation experienced by Messina after the earthquake there-
fore resonates loudly with contemporary developments in Milan, Rome, Naples,
and dozens of other Italian cities, in which the urban environmental config-
uration of the modern city was replacing the medieval and renaissance city.*®

Whereas Messina epitomizes the modernization of historic Italian cities,
the Belice Valley is representative of another major turning point. The wave of
modern urbanism, once it had washed over the historic cities of the peninsula
and changed them profoundly, began to lap at the countryside. Anticipated
to a certain extent by reclamation policies in the 1920s and 1930s, the mod-
ernization of rural areas characterized most of the second half of the twen-
tieth century. Electrification, road networks and cars, aqueducts and sewage
works—bit by bit, they arrived in every settlement in the Italian countryside,
transforming everyday habits and ecologies irreversibly. Knowledge, practices,
and material arrangements that were centuries old disappeared, and the gap
between rural and urban life diminished dramatically. This transformation
had different drivers in Southern and Northern Italy: sprawling industrial
suburbs met coalescing hinterlands in the North, state investments for eco-
nomic development and civil infrastructure afforded momentum in the South.
Everywhere it brought about the end of rural life as a contrast to the city, and
the almost ubiquitous affirmation of the urbanized countryside. The trans-
formation of the Belice Valley after the earthquake is a clear example of this
widespread process.?”’

Other European and American countries have experienced similar trans-
formations. Albeit with differences in periodization and under different con-
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ditions, the biggest European and American cities underwent changes largely
comparable to those in Italian cities between 1880 and 1930. The demolition
of old medieval neighborhoods and the creation of large boulevards in Paris
during the Second Empire are representative of a general trend throughout
much of nineteenth-century Europe. The installation of energy and transport
networks was a powerful driver of urban transformation as well, and con-
tributed to the global emergence of the modern city. Almost everywhere, the
creation of new aqueducts and sewage systems was an important part of this
process, with significant environmental and social consequences. In the midst
of these processes, cities revised their ecological relationship with the large
hinterland in profound ways, forged new hierarchies and powers, and trans-
formed the life of their inhabitants deeply.?®

The urbanization of the Italian countryside also has equivalents in other
countries. An influential view is that which originates from Cronon’s study
of Chicago, with its notorious claim of the deep interconnection between ur-
ban growth of the metropolis and ecological transformation of the country-
side.” Alongside this insightful perspective, scholars have investigated other
dimensions and drivers of urban-rural blending. In urban-industrial regions,
metropolitan growth and suburbanization have often resulted in the physi-
cal metamorphosis of the countryside, a phenomenon that mass motorization
has also contributed to enormously. In many parts of the developed world,
the progressive expansion of sanitation, electrification, and motorization to
rural settlements has happened even without the presence of big industrial
cities. Although the pace, drivers, and effects of this latter process have been
far less thoroughly investigated than in larger urban centers, old rural ecolo-
gies and settlement patterns have disappeared or shrunk considerably almost
everywhere in the developed world during the second half of the twentieth
century.®

As much as Messina and the Belice Valley can be placed within with these
two key phases of modern urbanization, they still stand visibly apart. One can
find many examples of sanitation and urban reform between the nineteenth
and the twentieth century; but sanitation is generally coupled with the per-
sistence of other forms, structures, and functions from past ages, at least in
Europe. In Messina, on the contrary, modernization was realized in a radical
rupture with the urban past, a past that was virtually erased from the cityscape.
Similarly, one can find many cases of modernization and urbanization of the
countryside in the second half of the twentieth century. Even in those cases,
however, this transformation merged with the enduring features of a rural
past. The intermingling of new and old is evident in many aspects of today’s
Italian countryside, such as the shape and architecture of rural towns and in
patterns of land use, the historical significance of which led environmental
historian Mauro Agnoletti to call for the creation of a national register of his-
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torical rural landscapes.® In post-earthquake Belice Valley, on the other hand,
modernization and urbanization were predicated upon the almost complete
eradication of the past, and the radical reshaping of settlements and landscape
was projected onto an empty canvas. The purpose of this book is to understand
how strongly the earthquake’s voice spoke in the peculiar urbanism of Messina
and the Belice Valley, and how much of their story is, on the contrary, repre-
sentative of more general processes of urban change.

The Structure of This Book

In order to accomplish the purpose, this book adopts a rather unusual ap-
proach that should be considered integral to its methodology. As anticipated,
instead of recounting mainly what happened after the two earthquakes, this
book incorporates a broader historical view that embraces the pre-earth-
quake period as much as the aftermath. The tales this book will tell thus start
almost thirty years before the earthquakes and end some thirty years after.
This, I believe, is one of the most original features of this booK’s approach,
and one that I hope will offer new insights into the ways in which earthquakes
are part of the making of modern urban environments. By looking at key
elements of urban life before the earthquakes, the changes that followed them
can be picked out more clearly, and shown alongside the continuities with the
pre-earthquake contexts, debates, and plans.

The structure of the book follows this historical approach. The book con-
sists of two distinct sections: section one is concerned with the story of Mes-
sina, and section two recounts the story of the Belice Valley. Each section has
a tripartite narrative structure. The first chapter of each section propels us into
the middle of the action, recounting the earthquake and its immediate conse-
quences. The following chapters trace the pre-earthquake and the post-earth-
quake history of the place, building narrative continuity between before and
after, through which the earthquake’s voice can resonate more clearly. At the
end of the two sections, a concluding chapter summarizes both narratives and
explores some final ideas.

Chapter 1, the opening of the first section, brings us directly to 28 December
1908, when an earthquake-tsunami devastated Messina, a city of 140,000, kill-
ing thousands of people and leaving behind 1 million cubic meters of rubble.
The future of the city itself seemed in doubt. Local authorities and other public
figures were convinced that the location and site of Messina would guarantee
the rebirth of the city and its future prosperity. Earthquake scientists and engi-
neers, on the other hand, stressed that the city was located on a hazard-prone
site. If the city was to be rebuilt where it had stood before, adaptation strategies
were required. The ultimate solution was a new building and planning code
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to reduce the vulnerability of the city to future earthquakes. The code would
prevent the city from being reconstructed along the same lines as before. But
how was the city before?

Chapter 2 answers that question, and moves back to the pre-earthquake de-
cades in Messina. As many cities at that time, late nineteenth-century Messina
was entering an age of changes and starting to plan major transformations.
Much of these transformations revolved around urban sanitation: the demo-
lition of working class neighborhoods, the creation of new roads, and the in-
stallation of a new urban water cycle using comprehensive aqueducts, sewage
pipes, and rainwater drainage. On the eve of the earthquake, however, much
of the planned urban changes remained unachieved. While issues such as the
port renewal and peri-urban reforestation expanded the urban reform debate,
minor earthquakes struck the city in 1895, 1905, and 1907. Surprisingly, those
earthquakes did not provoke any response by the authorities, despite the per-
sistent memory of past disasters. The lack of effective measures after those
earthquakes contributed largely to the extent of destruction in 1908.

Chapter 3 examines how the pre-earthquake agenda interacted with the
post-earthquake situation. While the authorities established two huge hut
camps on the outskirts of the city, municipal engineer Borzi drew up a mas-
ter plan for rebuilding. The earthquake building code imposed of necessity a
new shape on the city. Borzi took this opportunity to introduce, along with
measures to ensure seismic safety, most of the innovations planned before the
quake, but on a larger and more ambitious scale. Unprecedented flows of pub-
lic money, inward migration, and difficulties in clearing the camps of huts,
however, scattered many assumptions of the master plan and prevented the
realization of some of its features. On the eve of World War II, a new city had
materialized, but the new Messina was a paradoxical blend of urban moder-
nity and shantytowns: partly due to pre-earthquake debates and plans, but also
largely an outcome of the 1908 earthquake and of its direct and indirect effects.

Chapter 4 introduces the second section and is devoted to the 1968 Be-
lice earthquake. On January 1968, the combination of five increasingly strong
earthquakes destroyed fourteen towns and affected a population of 100,000
residents. The earthquake was given extensive coverage by the media, and
most commentators deemed the “backwardness” of the region directly respon-
sible for the disaster, singling out the poor housing and economic poverty of
its inhabitants in particular. Legislators shared the view that the disaster was
linked to underdevelopment, and established special socioeconomic develop-
ment policies to accompany the rebuilding of the destroyed towns. In addi-
tion, they considered the permanent relocation of some of the communities
to safer sites. Rebuilding was thus to correspond to a comprehensive redevel-
opment of the entire area. But what was the true condition of the area before
the earthquakes?
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Chapter 5 answers that question. Among the poorest and driest areas in
Sicily, homeland of the early rural Mafia and a symbol of the “backward”
Mezzogiorno, after World War I the Belice Valley became the target of a num-
ber of special improvement programs. In the late 1920s, under the auspices
of advantageous national policies, local landowners created a “Reclamation
Consortium,” aimed at boosting agriculture by transforming the valley’s bio-
geophysical environment. Before and after World War II, colonization of large
estates, agrarian reform, and development funding were brought in, but in
the 1950s not much had been accomplished. Faced with mass emigration
and failure of improvement schemes, in the early 1960s a network of activists
formed local committees for community-based development. Over the years,
the committees researched and expounded their own development ideas, and
they had just put forward a new comprehensive plan for development when
the earthquake hit the valley.

Chapter 6 explains how much of these plans outlived the earthquake. Dis-
regarding the grassroots movement, the authorities entrusted a national insti-
tute for social housing with a plan for complete redevelopment of the valley.
The planners sought to redevelop the valley into “city-territory:” a network of
modern towns that would function as a single urban unit based on an indus-
trial economy. Actual reconstruction work did not go as planned, and despite
the fact that urban infrastructure had been created and towns relocated, the
absence of industrialization prevented much of the plan from being effective.
Unprecedented flows of public money and the completion of a long-awaited
reservoir on the Belice River, however, encouraged the growth of a modern
agricultural economy. Today’s Belice Valley is a landscape of suburban set-
tlements in a deeply transformed but still rural countryside: the paradoxical
outcome of pre-1968 plans, post-disaster redevelopment, and a combination
of the direct and indirect consequences of the earthquakes.

The concluding chapter wraps up and compares the two narratives, retrac-
ing the voices of the earthquakes in the text of continuities, discontinuities,
and unintended consequences that underlay the urban development of Mes-
sina and the Belice Valley. By placing these histories in the long and dense
history of disastrous earthquakes in Italy, I suggest that earthquakes have been
a powerful force in urbanization throughout the country. If we broaden our
view to take in other countries and continents, the role of earthquakes in the
making of modern urban environments is just as significant. From Califor-
nia to Japan, from Chile to Portugal, earthquakes have been a powerful force
in transforming urban environments, by stimulating conscious adaptation
strategies, facilitating plans for reform, or triggering unexpected social pro-
cesses. Earthquakes are not exceptional in this regard. Natural hazards are a
permanent feature of our world, and our urban environments are the always-
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provisional outcome of their continuous influence on human intentions, ac-
tions, and cultures. Earthquakes can speak. We just need to listen.

Addendum

All authors have some personal ties with their stories, and in the beginning of
this introduction, I tried to identify my own. Historians, however, are bound
to past facts, and that is the difference between history and other narrative
genres. Sources and documents are the currency by which we acknowledge
our bond. This book relies upon a number of primary sources from several
libraries and archival collections, some unknown or underexploited. I provide
a detailed list at the end of this book, but I would like to offer an overview
here. The first section on Messina draws in particular on the rich miscellany in
the collection of the Biblioteca Regionale di Messina, and on archival material
from the Archivio di Stato di Messina and the Archivio Centrale dello Stato in
Rome. The second section on the Belice Valley relies on grey literature mainly
from the Biblioteca Regionale di Palermo and the Biblioteca del Senato della
Repubblica, and on archival material from the Archivio Centrale dello Stato in
Rome, the Archivio Storico del Parlamento Siciliano in Palermo, the Archivio
Dolci-Barbera in Gibellina, and the Archivio Storico della Protezione Civile in
Rome. The second section also makes use of oral testimonies from the collec-
tion of the CRESM Gibellina. I use these testimonies only sparsely to integrate
information or points of view on the events and processes discussed in the
book. These testimonies, and many others that are still awaiting collection,
could be used to explore the voice of the earthquake in the survivors’ lives—I
suspect with extremely interesting results. Such an endeavor, however, falls
outside the purpose and scope of this book: I can only hope that the analytical
perspective put forward here might stimulate others to undertake it. Finally,
this book has benefitted from the wisdom and information of a number of sec-
ondary sources in various languages, all conscientiously cited in the relevant
notes and in the bibliography. Although I believe I am offering a fresh per-
spective, I would have found this book much more difficult to write without
the work of the many fellow scholars who are as fascinated or as haunted by
earthquakes as I am.
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