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Abstract
CHANGING GEOGRAPHIES OF CLASS AND GENDER:
EARTHQUAKE RECONSTRUCTION IN WESTERN SICILY AFTER 1968
by
Sally S. Booth
Advisor: Professor Jane Schneider

This study, based on anthropological research,
examines key aspects of interaction between the state and
the local community and between inhabitants and their built
environment. After the powerful earthquake of 1968 in
western Sicily new relationships were formed between the
government and the population of the affected area, the
Belice Valley. Previously these villages were poor and
relatively isolated. Nucleated peasant settlements were
marked by class heterogeneity, expressed in the haphazard
mixing of house size and architectural style.
Mediterranean ideologies of honor-shame influenced the
conservative relations between the sexes and their
differential use of public and private space.

In a matter of moments the role of the central
government was transformed from a secondary, largely absent
entity to an institutional force responsible for rebuilding
the streets, the piazze, and homes of 100,000 people. The
spontaneous emergence of a locally based, cross-class
protest movement was organized to demand self-determination
and comprehensive reconstruction of settlements supported

by productive economic opportunity. The history of
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capitalist urban planning and Italian state policy
regarding building and zoning reveals efforts to use the
built environment to promote the interests of capital and
facilitate political control over the citizenry.
Consistent with these aims, the Belice reconstruction
involved Modernist new towns, designed and financed
exogeneously--settlements arranged to accentuate class
differences and inhibit interaction, houses designed to
increase consumption and market dependence.

While new town inhabitants largely accepted changing
patterns of class formation and residential segregation,
they had more complicated reactions to new arrangements of
residential space as they influenced gender relations.
Some accepted the highly privatized and standardized
structures of domestic space provided by the state, while
others risked penalty to modify this space to better
accommodate traditional expectations associated with
neighborhood work patterns and social networks of women.
Still others rejected new towns altogether and moved to
rural peripheries. Inhabitants’ responses to the
reconstruction of their settlements demonstrate the
important interactions between power relations of class and

gender and the continually changing built environment.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

1. GENERAL OVERVIEW

People’s expectations of housing are intimately linked
to ideas of privacy and social life, to class position and
the economic fortunes of the household. Gender roles, work
patterns, and the developmental cycle of the family are
also tangled up with residential aspirations. When an
outside source, such as an employer or government housing
agency, is granted control over the design, construction,
and regulation of housing, the domestic realm changes in
significance. No longer under the assumed control of
inhabitants and village ordinances, the home environment
can usher the outside world inside in new and unexpected
ways.

The house can become an avenue for the expression of
state power or a means by which commercial interests can
shape people’s daily lives to create market-based needs;
it can affect gender roles and family size. Arrangement of
the houses in relation to one another can influence
patterns of social interaction between different groups
based on occupation, class, or gender. The house can
furthermore act as an homogenizing influence, reducing
local differences and facilitating dissemination of

national or international culture and standards.
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Under normal circumstances people take their built
environment--the spaces of production, exchange, and
consumption--for granted. They live in it without
questioning its form, its design, its boundaries. It looks
immutable and fixed, consisting of concrete and walls,
right angles and rigid foundations. Everyday consciousness
is usually distracted by the more changeable, lively issues
of interpersonal, social, and political exchange. The
built environment appears to be a mere locale where
everything else unfolds. Few of those laboring in
workshops, offices, or factories consider how spatial
arrangements of work reflect employers’ attempts to
manipulate the workforce and labor process. It is uncommon
for one sitting in a park to recognize that the design and
location of the park bench is designed to shape patterns of
social contact. It is rare that people ask themselves how
the location of their kitchens may influence their
relations with their spouses, children, or neighbors.

Despite this quiet pervasiveness, the taken-for-
grantedness of the built environment breaks down at certain
times. Urban renewal and new town construction are two
obvious examples of abrupt change that can elicit conscious
responses of inhabitants. Disasters--natural and those
caused by human action--that damage and destroy the built
environment and require repair and reconstruction, often
serve as a powerful catalyst, compelling inhabitants to

question the important but frequently overlooked
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relationship between that environment and patterns of
social and political life. Just such a catalyst was the
earthquake of 15 January 1968 in the Belice Valley of
western Sicily. Six towns were destroyed (two were totally
levelled) and eight others were badly damaged (see Figure
1; all figures follow in the Appendix).

Research in the Belice town of Calatafimi sheds light
on the intricate ways in which the built environment of the
home and town 1is connected to the political, social, and
personal experience of the inhabitants. I spent most of
1988 and some of 1990 in the Belice Valley studying the
process of reconstruction following the powerful
earthquake.

During earlier visits to the area during the 1980s I
noticed dramatic changes occuring in the long process of
rebuilding towns and houses. Sicilian friends, especially
the older ones, described the earthquake as the
metaphorical dividing line between the past and the
present. While much of the discussion dividing "then" from
"now" involved changes common throughout Western Europe at
the time, people who were affected by the earthquake and
reconstruction seemed to feel singularly victimized. They
spoke about their lives as somehow out of their own
control, as though shaped and determined in large part by
the earthquake and its aftermath. All the social and
political turmoil of the 1960s and 1970s was seen through

the lens of the 1968 disaster. Thus, I returned to Sicily
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curious about the particular ways in which people’s lives
had changed in the course of reconstruction. I was also
curious about locating the forces behind the reconstruction
and understanding the process of decision-making, which
seemed so beyond the control of the inhabitants.

My analysis of the earthquake reconstruction seeks to
describe the actions and points of view of both Belice
inhabitants and the government agencies that oversaw the
building. In thinking about the role of the state, I draw
freely from the interdisciplinary work of David Harvey,
Manuel Castells, Michel Foucault, and others. Sometimes
called social geographers, they urge us to see space as not
merely the site of human activity but intrinsic to it.
Harvey, for instance, sees the built environment, as
shaping and shaped by production, circulation, and
consumption and therefore as fundamental to the exercise of
power.

I therefore ask of the reconstruction the following
questions. Why had the new settlements been designed as
they were? Who was responsible for the design, financing,
and construction of the new and unfamiliar environments?
and, what had been the intentions and rationale guiding the
decisions made in reconstructing houses and towns? As it
was primarily the central government that directed the
reconstruction of the Belice Valley, this approach involved
questions of state power, or more specifically, the ways

the government exercises its will through control of the
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new and rebuilt towns. This typically involves the use of
urban planning--the provision of public services and
physical and social infrastructure, the imposition of
national hygenic regulations, and the exercise of regional,
city, and town zoning laws and building codes.

In the case of the Belice reconstruction, the national
and regional governments undertook total responsibility for
planning, by designing, building, assigning, and regulating
all components of public and private built space in the new
and rebuilt towns. Although local governments ultimately
approved or refused individual town plans, their role was
limited in scope and they were uninvolved with the actual
planning. Hence, I consider the earthquake reconstruction
as a physical manifestation of state power on the local
level as expressed through the politics of urban planning.

The more pressing anthropological questions involve
the inhabitants’ responses to the earthquake, their role in
the process of reconstruction, and their expectations of
and reactions to state decisions regarding their new towns
and houses. I am interested in the particular issues that
mobilized people into different political configurations.
What circumstances brought inhabitants together into
regionally based political groups? What issues broke them
apart into divisive factions as they responded in divergent
ways to the state’'s reconstruction decisions? How did the
design of new spaces of town and home affect patterns of

class interaction and gender relations? What were the
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inhabitants’ opinions regarding these changes? Finally, I
question why, and in what specific ways, inhabitants have
alternatively embraced and rejected the changed
relationships between the built environment and their
everyday lives.

The tools of ethnography allow me to describe and
explain these differing reactions. Participant-observation
reveals different patterns of response and reaction on the
part of inhabitants to the changing environment. Local
records of public debates regarding new town site choices,
the extensive documentation of building permits and zoning
requests, as well as questionnaire results provided a
background against which I could evaluate the
impressionistic data. Together with interviewing and
archival research, participant-observation revealed the
complex combination of inhabitants’ reactions to the
spatial environment--acceptance, opposition, rejection, and
alteration in conscious and unconscious ways--that find
final expression in the processes of daily life.l

Immediately after the earthquake, Belice inhabitants
developed a cohesive, regional protest movement directed

against the government’s reconstruction plans. They called

1. From a more personal perspective, my own experience
finding an apartment, negotiating with the landlord and his
aged aunt (the nominal owner) settling in, and forming
friendships and antagonisms with my neighbors taught me a
great deal about western Sicilian housing. Neighborhood
politics, patronage, the importance of class posturing, as
well as expectations regarding gender roles and housework
all emerged in the course of this real estate transaction.
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for a new productive economy rebuilt to match the
rebuilding of residence and consumption services. Over the
years, the protest faded as individual families finally
received housing and as the state failed to engage the
movement .

People’s reactions to the new spaces have varied
considerably. In general, self-determination over the
domestic environment has related to class and
homeownership. Middle-class homeowners enjoyed more
autonomy, while the poor and propertyless have found
themselves in better lodgings but subjected to segregation
in isolated state-subsidized housing. The new homes have
also affected the gendered nature of space, particularly
the work and social areas of women. Most women have sought
to modify new domestic spaces, either through alteration or
relocation.

In this study I use anthropological research to
examine key aspects of interaction between the state and
the local community and between inhabitants and their built
environment. In the remainder of this chapter, I describe
the fieldsite and address issues of reconstruction.

Chapter II offers general description of the Belice Vvalley
before and after the earthquake. Examining the different
reconstruction trajectories followed by five different
towns in western Sicily provides an overview of the
regional consequences of the event. Several themes emerge

from the findings, each directly related to the
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population’s experience of the new housing and settlements
and the changing relationships between the inhabitants and
the state. The local political opposition and mobilization
of a protest movement against the state is described in
Chapter III. In Chapter IV, I address the theoretical
treatments regarding social relations of power and the
built environment. The particular influences of Italian
state policy and urban planning are scrutinized in Chapter
V. New patterns of residential segregation and class
formation are discussed in Chapter VI. In Chapter VII, I
address the changing definitions and behavior associated
with the politics of gender in the new architectural
environments of post-earthquake settlement. Conclusions
follow in Chapter VIII, with emphasis on the dynamic
interchanges between the state and the inhabitants that
orient the dissertation: citizens’ protest movements and
altered relations with the central state, new patterns of
segregation, and changing spatial arrangements of gender
and social life.

The significance of this study should go beyond the
relatively small region in Sicily’s western interior, and
even beyond issues of reconstruction after disaster. The
built environment, the architecture of buildings and towns
and the cultural landscape, must be part of any analysis of
society. Looking at our constructed spaces requires us to
grapple with issues of ideoclogy and power. For example,

gender inequality will vary in a built environment that
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allows men and women to work or socialize together from one
that separates them in the course of their actions.
Likewise, relations between the classes will be influenced
by constraints and possibilities of the built environment.
Integrating spatial components in the anthropological
perspective rounds out our disciplinary claims of holism.
Attention to changing material culture allows us to more
adequately address issues of political and social dynamics

and culture transformation.

2. THE FIELDSITE

Nestled along a hilly ridge, the town of Calatafimi is
surrounded by terraced fields of grapes on three sides and
a flat valley floor planted with wheat on the fourth. This
town served as the principal research site and home for me
and my husband for the year of 1988. Calatafimi is an
average-sized agricultural community, or agrotown, located
in the northwestern province of Trapani, Sicily. It is an
agglomerated settlement of 8500 residents, urbane in
character with concentrated row housing that spreads from
the ruins of a tenth-century fort at the North to the
hilltop Christian cemetery at the South (see Figure 2).
The town feels crowded, its two square kilometers packed
solid with o0ld and new buildings, alley-ways, courtyards,
winding streets, piazze, and a small public garden with

some barely tended greenery.
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Unlike some other settlements in the agricultural
interior of western Sicily, the architecture of Calatafimi
is unremarkable. The town lacks the dramatic sweep of a
main corso lined with palm trees and monumental buildings,
gracefully punctuated with piazze that become both part of
the nearby buildings and of the streets. It lacks the
ornate churches with fanciful baroque facades. The
residential architecture is rather insignificant; while
richer people have bigger homes with more light and
comfortable arrangements, the drive along the main corso is
nowhere highlighted by the grand palaces found in the more
important rural towns. Alluding to the aristocratic
Gattopardo (Leopard) family of Lampedusa’s (1960) novel, a
friend from Calatafimi joked self-critically: "Here there
are no gattopardi, only gatti."” That is, there are no
powerful leopards, only ragged alley cats in this town.

In contrast to some of the larger and richer
agrotowns, a degree of homogeneity in architectural style
characterized Calatafimi before the earthquake struck in
1968. In other towns the wealthy lived in close proximity
to the poor, and residential luxury of expansive size and
embellished design existed in marked difference from the
small, dank shelters nearby. In Calatafimi the class
differences were not so dramatic, nor were they accentuated
by ostentatious features of architectural distinction.

Instead, rich and poor lived side by side in housing

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



11

distinquished by little but size, light, and interior
furnishings.

Before the earthquake, the impoverished majority of
Calatafimi and other Belice towns lived in hovels--low-
ceilinged one or two room units ocften occupied by both the
nuclear family and the mule. 1In the prewar period, indoor
plumbing was largely unknown, sleeping areas were perched
in a corner alcove in the main room or atop the main table,
and the only source of heat was the open fire (Valussi
1968). Consumer goods were extremely limited. O0ld people
tell stories of deprivation; children played with sticks
and pebbles or maybe an old tire while the total inventory
of family furniture might be limited to a table, two hard
chairs, and a chest for bed linens and blankets. The very
few automobiles in town were used only on special
occasions.?

In the past, most agricultural laborers struggled to
combine subsistence work on their own tiny fragmented lots
(attained through inheritance, sharecropping, or rental)
with sporatic work on middle-sized farms. The big absentee
landowners (and their gabelloti land managers) common in
the richer agricultural flatlands of Sicily’s interior were
largely absent in Calatafimi. 1In Calatafimi most were poor

and the hilly, rocky land was excessively fragmented. The

2. Local people were unaccustomed to the motion of the
automobile. In the early 1960s a whole wedding party was
struck down with car-sickness and nausea after driving to a
nearby scenic spot for the ceremonial snapshots (personal
communication, Jane and Peter Schneider).
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most wealthy residents were the middle-sized farmers who
shared a similar lifestyle to that of their laborers and
neighbors, despite the greater landholdings in the town and
country. A variety of land-tenure and real estate
arrangements linked the classes together, ranging from
basic sharecropping to an exchange of labor or cash for
housing.

The history of poverty is remembered carefully with a
sense of wonder at their own experience of change. Many
proudly recollected the crush of people and animals
sleeping in the dirt-floored house, or the ways an
enterprising housewife could stretch out even a tiny bit of
food for many days. Bread wiped across a bit of anchovy
nailed to a scrap of wood served to spice up an otherwise
measly and unvaried diet. Together the hard and insecure
work of the fields and the deprived conditions of daily
life were the basis of la miseria, the defining and hated
"misery" of the Sicilian peasant.

The contrast today could not be greater. In this
century emigration has brought about important changes in
the local economy. And rapid urbanization and access to
higher education have combined to promote even more
dramatic transformations in the economy and society of
western Sicily. Health regulations and building codes, as
well as massive state financing of reconstructed housing,
have created new residential environments in the Belice

towns. Houses are big, they are many, and they reflect
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urban European standards of residence. The domestic realm
is no longer merely a place to retire after work, nor is
the house seen primarily as a property resource to be
passed down to one’s offspring. It has become an
expression of cosmopolitan ideals, a physical manifestation
of new economic fortunes, an investment to be saved,
bought, or sold. Expectations regarding the standards of
consumption have risen vertiginously high very quickly.

America ca semmu, or "This here is America" they told
me again and again in dialect. "You don’'t need to come all
the way from the United States to study us; we have reached
levels of civilization equal to or beyond the riches of
America!" Indeed, for many, civilta or civility, was
measured in direct correlation with the ability to consume.
All agreed a new level of benessere has been attained in
western Sicily. Benessere, literally "well-being," or
figuratively, the comfortable lifestyle, is associated with
the sharp rise in wealth and consumption capacities.3

Many in the Belice now possess big houses with tiled
floors of Ferrara marble and skylights designed by
prestigious firms in the United States. Some of these
Sicilians delay marriage until they can afford fine
furniture sets imported from Scandinavia. They buy
fashions from Milan and eat sumptuous meals at restaurants

with friends and families. They tell me that a house of

3. Donald Pitkin (1985) has chronicled this surge in wealth
and residential possibilities in The House That Giacomo
Built.
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120 square meters is minimally sufficient for a family of
four but would prefer something larger. Children of
different sexes should not be forced to share bedrooms any
more, they say. Many have two cars; the ideal arrangement
is a small Fiat 500 for town driving and a bigger Alfa
Romeo or a German make for highway cruising.

While nearly all of those living in the Belice Valley
inhabit new residential environments and have attained more
sanitary and regulated domestic standards, the new wealth
has not been equitably distributed.? Some families have
been able to take advantage of the new state investments in
the Belice region to attain their housing ideals, but
others have been largely excluded from the consumption
binge. This contrast reflects different levels of state
involvement in housing for the different classes. People
who were more economically secure at the time of the
earthquake, owning their own homes, have received financial
contributions from the government to repalr or rebuild
their houses in the old town center (see Figure 2) or in
the new zone of Sasi (see Figure 3). Large single-family
villas have been built; they are easily distinquished by
modern architectural style and detail, fancy grillwork
gates, and modern security systems with intercoms. By

contrast, the poor and unemployed are often still dependent

4. The class structure today in Italy overall is much like
that of the United States, with great income disparity
between a very small group of the very rich and a much
larger (and growing) group of the poor (New York Times 17
April 1995).
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as tenants; they no longer exchange or rent privately owned
houses and apartments scattered throughout the town but now
inhabit state-owned housing. These government residential
projects are marked by stylistic uniformity and locational
isolation from other neighborhoods. Their residents share
the stigma of low status in the eyes of the town at large.

There is a third housing alternative represented in
the reconstructed towns. People too young to own houses at
the time of the earthquake have formed cooperatives with
others sharing occupational and class similarities. They
take advantage of government sponsored loans that carry low
interest rates. Cooperative housing projects fall
somewhere between public housing of the poor and individual
private housing of the better off. While the exteriors are
uniform in style, inhabitants have some say over the
interior arrangements. The cooperatives are spatially
concentrated, but they are not relegated to the periphery
of the settlement. While not regarded as prestigious, they
by no means connote the poverty and inferior status of
public housing projects. The new structures of housing as
well as the unfamiliar designs of the new town plans remind
us that the changes in lifestyle influence nearly all

aspects of life for Belice inhabitants.
3. THE HOUSE THAT ROBERTO BUILT AND MARGARITA REBUILT

My husband, Jeffrey E. Cole, and I left Sicily at the

end of 1988, sad to leave our friends and fieldsite, eager
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to examine and process the great amount of data gathered
during our stay. People had been so very helpful,
forthcoming with information, materials, and personal
accounts. We were pleased to return a year later, this
time with our baby, Sammy Cole, in tow, to check on our
conclusions and further investigate some unfinished topics.

An impressionistic account of our later visit to the
fieldsite illustrates some issues regarding the changing
patterns of work and politics, the new arrangements of
space and gender, and the enormous transformations of daily
life in Calatafimi as influenced by the reconstruction.
Upon our return in 1990 we hurried to visit an informant-
friend. He lived with his family at Sasi, the new
settlement which broke ground in 1979, 11 years after the
earthquake. About a mile from the still-inhabited old
town, it is spread out over what were once extensive wheat
fields and sheep pastures. Scrubby, poorly tended
agricultural holdings surround the scattered settlement of
two- and three-storied cement structures. We knew the
partially built town well from our previous stay in
Calatafimi.

We reached Sasi over an ultra modern, four-lane
highway, elevated high over hilly cultivated terrain by an
elaborate network of pilons and girders. Our large German
rental car was well suited for the smooth super highway,
but we were delayed. In front of us was an old peasant

couple and their mule. The gentleman rode the animal down
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the center of the highway while the old lady trotted
stiffly behind holding tightly to the beast’s tail. This
obstacle was but one example of the glaring contradictions
of daily life in the Belice Valley, contradictions that
were intensified by the earthquake and reconstruction. We
had learned to take these incongruous aspects of Sicilian
life for granted during our fieldwork the previous year; we
were as muddled as the inhabiants by the newness of it all.
But on our return, the incongruities were thrown in sharp
relief.

We had passed mule and masters often during research
in 1988. Like the inhabitants of Sasi, we commuted
frequently between the crowded, lively old town center and
the empty, dusty, and quiet new town still under
construction. One of my primary informants, Roberto, his
wife Margarita, and their three children, had been among
the first families to move down to the new settlement in
the mid-1980s. An architect, Roberto had designed the
apartment complex in which they lived. Composed of 30
housing units, it was organized around a vast empty
courtyard bristling with wild scrub grasses. The ground
floor was reserved for garages, outdoor parking, and
covered walkways leading to individual stairwells.
Shadowing over the walkways and the garage, which Roberto’s

family used for storage of personal items and food stuffs,
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were the living quarters of the first floor.> This floor
had consisted of an adjacent living room-dining room area
and an angolo cottura or "cooking corner," a bathroom, a

laundry closet, a study-office and two bedrooms.

Despite the cramped space, the house was tidy and the
family always very hospitable. When we visited--inevitably
for meals or coffee and pastries, since Sicilian
hospitality is so closely tied to food sharing--we sat in
the living room while Margarita moved between the dining
room table and the cooking corner preparing the meal. It
was crowded, and my job was often simply finding places to
put things as the work table was transformed for eating and
entertaining. This same juggling act of space and purpose
was performed for sleeping arrangements. The older
daughter slept on the fold-out couch in her father’s study-
office, while the two younger children shared the room
across from the master bedroom.

We got to know the family well in the course of
abundant Sunday lunches, picnic outings to the scorching
beaches, late night suppers and evenings out for pizza.
Roberto did most of the talking. Always aware of my
interests, he spoke of his architectural ideas, his
training background in urban planning, the impact of the

earthquake on housing and settlement structure, the hopes

S. The system of enumerating the floors of a building
differs in Italy, where the "ground floor" (piano terreno)
is called just that and the "first floor" (primo piano)
sits above it, equivalent to our second floor.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



19

and dreams he and others had harbored for the Belice
reconstruction. Like all those linked to the
reconstruction in some official capacity, he had to be
prodded to talk of the harsher realities of continuing
delays and incompleted projects obstructed by corruption
and petty politics.

I learned a lot from less structured discussions with
his wife as well. I was never permitted to help with the
dishes; I suspect we could not have fit together in the
angolo cottura. (I still wonder if their very modern
dishwasher has ever been used in that drought ridden area).
So, after the fine meal and stacking up the dishes,
Margarita and I would often retire to the back balcony for
a surreptitious cigarette.

From this perch, all sorts of complicated ironies
related to the changing settlement and standards of
consumption were visible, especially with regard to the new
settlements. From the balcony in Sasi, one can survey the
open panorama. To the northwest it is possible to catch a
glimpse of the distant old town, a corner of the hilltop
cemetery, the edge of town where some peasants still winnow
their grain on an open threshing floor and crush their
grapes in a mule driven press.

Surrounding Roberto’s building are distinctly marked
housing types, each occupying a different area of the new
settlement: the private row-houses owned by those who had

owned damaged housing in the old town, the semi-public

e e — - ———— . —
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cooperative housing of state employees, and the public
housing projects of the poor referred to as "il Bronx."
Visible too are the structures scattered in the surrounding
countryside, the villas for summer villeggiatura (holiday
homes) and the farm complexes, or bagli, of run-down stone
huts and make-shift pens for sheep and goats. These
dramatic contrasts in housing--the new and old, the modern
urbane and the antique rustic, the rich and the poor, the
permanent and the seasonal--are combined with contrasts of
lifestyle and experience. Neighbors of our friends Roberto
and Margarita include a youth studying computer science at
the university and a crusty shepherd lightly ridiculed for
not knowing a word of Italian, an agronomist summering with
his family, and the young wife of an emigrant living with
her in-laws until her husband returns from Germany with
money to build their own house.

Looking out over Sasi and the rolling hills beyond,
listening to the tinkle of sheep bells barely audible over
the kids’ rock-and-roll next door, Margarita would start to
talk about her experiences. Ordinarily it was quite
difficult to get her to open up. When not working as a
clerk in a village office or chaffeuring her children back
and forth between town and Sasi, Margarita was busy
entertaining her husband’s friends and associates. There
was a tendency to let the architect hold forth, even when
questioned about women’s views on kitchens or balconies.

Only upon seeing a local magazine story (Booth 1988) in
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which I had quoted her did she become comfortable and start
to express her opinions to me.

While she could be brooding and resentful, Margarita’s
mood changed on these quiet evenings on the balcony. She
would dream aloud of starting a business designing
childrens’ clothing, of quitting her office job to spend
more time with her family, of her impressions of the
feminist movement and how it had influenced her while
bypassing the lives of many in town. She was especially
animated when talking about the house and her ambitions for
changing it. Knowing I was particularly interested, she
loved talking about the modifications they would make on
their apartment. It was like speculating about what one
would do upon winning the lottery.

Or so I thought. In the short year that we had been
back in the United States, Roberto and Margarita had
carried out many of their ambitious plans.

When we returned to visit them at Sasi we were
surprised to find Roberto emerging from the garage.
Proudly, he ushered us in through a side-door we had never
previously noticed. Inside was an elegant office in which
space for a desk, bookshelves, and drafting tables had been
carved out of a once dark, cavernous storage area.
Roberto’s assistant waved down from a drafting table in a
loft area, suspended over shelves and file cabinets. The
floor was carpeted, the walls were hung with nicely-framed

architectural diagrams of houses and apartment complexes,
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and hanging steel lamps of high-tech design illuminated the
corners.

After the tour of the new office, we went upstairs to
visit with the rest of the family. The living room-dining
area was strangely empty. Usually the site of noisy kid
antics and Margarita’s chores, it was quiet as we entered.
Andrea was in her room: what had been the architect’s
study-office was now unmistakably the room of a teenager,
complete with posters and a stereo. From the noises and
aroma it was clear that Margarita was cooking, but the
cooking corner was vacant. She called down to me from
upstairs. This area had been originally designed as a
laundry room and roof-top balcony, following the zoning
regulations that stipulate the quasi-outdoor use of the
partial third floor. We climbed a wrought-iron spiral
staircase to find that they had closed in part of the roof-
top terrace for a new kitchen, large enough to accommodate
work space, appliances, and a table for dining. Glass
doors led out on to the terrace, surrounded by a waist high
wall, three stories up.

Margarita was as happy as I had ever seen her. "It’'s
like a kitchen of a country house" she explained proudly,
"it’s big, both inside the kitchen and outside on the
terrace." The two younger children were visible through
the big doors, playing on the terrace as she prepared a
fabulous meal for our welcoming. She moved around the open

space easily, from the sink and stove to the table, all the
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while explaining how and why they had made the
modifications, reserving the downstairs angolo cottura for
laundry while moving the everyday life of the family up to
this terrace floor. She had modified the design of her
husband’s project to better accommodate her needs and
aspirations.

Later, reflecting on that first night back, we
marvelled at the dramatic contrasts of daily life in the
Belice. These people’s lives have moved worlds away from
the experiences of their parents and grandparents. Some,
like Margarita and Roberto are fortunate enough to be able
to both value aspects of traditional life and recreate them
in the new built environment of reconstruction.

They no longer labor in the fields of a landlord,
hired daily in a humiliating line-up in piazza by the labor
boss and estate manager, the infamous gabelloto. Totally
eschewing the agricultural past, some hold higher-paying
and secure office jobs, while others work in a construction
industry grown vigorous during the reconstruction. Some
are employed in the new wineries (cantine) built with
financing from the regional government. Many others are
unemployed or underemployed, getting by (arrangiarsi) by
patching together a combination of activities and state
assistance.

The social boundaries are different as well for the
post 1968-generation. It is true that elders venerate the

provincial, close-knit character of the small town; a
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parent of a young professional complained to us, in Palermo
he felt unknown, "just another ant crawling along the
streets." This prewar generation, many of whom were forced
to leave town as migrants or soldiers, tend to value the
slow, familiar pace of the small towns. By contrast, young
people are interested in the world beyond. Roberto and his
friends are cosmopolitan and curious; his daughter and her
friends are even more so. Through television, vacation
travel, and higher education, they are exposed to an
alternative version of the outside world. They aspire to
international models of culture and consumption.

While indices reflect an increase in all-around living
standards in western Sicily, housing standards in
particular have risen dramatically in the twenty years
since the earthquake. The house has assumed new importance
as an expression in material culture of economic status, a
"translation on the ground" of changing economic fortunes,

an embodiment of new social position (Markus 1993: 26).

4. RECONSTRUCTION AS A CASE STUDY

The post-earthquake reconstruction effort raises
questions of interpretation. Some scholars view
earthquakes, floods, and other destructive natural
phenomena as "events" rather than "disasters" (e.g. Lees
and Bates 1984). They argue that national attention and
economic development can emerge in the course of

reconstruction, leaving the area in a more advantageous
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position than it was before the dramatic occurence. While
it is true that the problems in western Sicily received
sudden and widespread recognition after the earthquake,
evaluating the impact of this attention is rather more
complicated. Renaming a disaster an "event" because people
may be better off materially distracts us from a more
complex reality that involves the destruction of people’s
homes, communities, and land. Although this perspective
appears to speak to the western Sicilian situation, it in
fact obscures the negative impact associated with the
increase in national attention and material wealth.®
Following the lead of Marxian social theorists, I
propose that reconstruction constitutes a massive
intervention on the part of the state into people’s lives.
The Belice earthquake can be treated as a heuristic moment,
a perspective from which to examine changes in state power
and local reactions in the course of settlement
reconstruction. In a matter of moments the role of the
central government was transformed from a secondary,
largely absent entity to an institutional force responsible
for rebuilding the streets, piazze, and homes of 100,000
people. While western Sicilians had previously prided
themselves on their minimal involvement with and

independence from the government, from 15 January 1968

6. Gabriella Gribaudi (1981) argues that the 1980
earthquake in the Naples area brought national attention to
the whole Mezzogiorno and served as an occasion for forming
and elaborating upon stereotypes of the Italian North and
South.
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onwards, they had to rely on the state for everything from
toilet paper and soup to housing and jobs. The government
could rapidly determine the movement and placement of the
population. It could decree the existence or abandonment
of cities and towns. It was empowered to expropriate urban
and rural land and influence real estate values. As
Agostino Renna, architect and social theorist puts it, the
local economic and political structure was fully subsumed
by the state’s control over agriculture, construction,
commerce, and real estate (Renna 1979: 98).

In its central role in reconstruction, the state was
in a position to influence all levels of people’s lives
from the size of their bedrooms to their capacity to
socialize easily with neighbors. Inhabitants’ ability to
alter their domestic environment, to tile their floors or
change the line of a wall, fell under new regulatory
authority. 1In the process of designing houses and towns,
state planners were in a position to manipulate the
movements of people across space and time and influence the
patterns of their interaction.

The disjuncture and conflict between those who planned
and designed the new towns and those who came to inhabit
them was exacerbated by the structure of decision-making
established by the central government. A single state
office, the Ispettorato generale per le zone terremotate
(Inspectorate General for the Earthquaked Zones), was set

up to direct and manage all aspects of reconstruction.
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There was no place for inhabitants’ contributions in the
objectives and methods of the Ispettorato reconstruction
office. The participation of future inhabitants in the
planning of new towns was excluded at every level. Of all
the friends, acquaintances, and informants with whom I
spoke, not a single one had been consulted or involved in
the planning of their new towns. (I do not include here
the architects and bureaucrats I sought out specifically
because of their active roles in reconstruction.) Thus,
settlement transformation in the Belice Valley
reconstruction was largely exogenous, at least in its
initial phases.

The economic context of the Belice reconstruction
recalls Harvey’s (1981) model of capitalist urban
development. In Italy there was an economic crisis of
overproduction combined with recession in the late 1960s.
To extricate capital from this crisis, government policy
aimed to revitalize and remodernize the industries of big
northern-based corporations and to revamp financial markets
by exporting capital outside of Italy. New patterns of
capital concentration, the elimination of small and medium
firms, and the erosion of newly achieved workers'’ rights
and benefits represented a massive reorganization of the
Italian economy.

Despite widespread recognition of the continuously
growing economic disparity between North and South, there

was little done in the course of the economic restructuring
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of the 1960s and 1970s to even out regional imbalances. A
strategy to shore up the large industrial firms of the
North was pursued at the expense of establishing a
productive economic basis in the South, the underdeveloped
Mezzogiorno (De Bonis 1979: 129). Could the state have
adopted a policy to combine economic development with the
reconstruction of the Belice towns, and in so doing
addressed structural imbalances of the Italian economy?
Notwithstanding politicians’ promises and assurances to
redress the problems associated with inequality and
underdevelopment, real efforts to close the gulf between
the rich North and the poor South were in fact minimal or
non-existant.

The state instead acted to resolve the crisis of
overaccumulation for big corporations. Massive capital
investment was directed toward the consumption fund, into
the building of new housing and towns. The resumption and
repair of the productive economy, already at a disadvantage
and then damaged by the earthquake, was at first postponed,
and later wholly disregarded as an primary objective. The
productive arrangements characteristic of regional
underdevelopment--for example a crippling infrastructure of
antiquated roads and railroads and an absence of low cost
credit--were left unaltered in the reconstruction of
western Sicily. The emphasis in reconstruction was on

recreating an environment suited for residence and the
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services associated with it--homes for habitation, stores
for shopping, schools for study, and churches for prayer.

The focus on consumption and social reproduction took
particular shape in the Belice reconstruction. One can
recogniz= in the design an attempt to isolate individual
families, create consumer needs, and foster market
dependence. In short, despite years of delays, the
domestic environment was repaired and replaced while the
productive one was ignored. As a result, I would argue
that the Belice residents have been increasingly integrated
into large-scale patterns of consumption on the world
market and management by the central state.

Simultaneously, the extent of economic self-reliance in the
area has been diminished, thus exacerbating the
population’s subordination and dependency vis-a-vis outside
sources of money and power.

Despite the massive transformations of consumption
patterns and lifestyle, the new wealth is incomplete,
temporary, and dependent on resources from the outside.

The foundations of this comfort and benessere are
essentially unsupported. There has been little or no
change in the productive sphere of the local economy. The
incomes of the majority rest on some form of state subsidy,
whether direct assistance in the form of welfare, worker's
compensation, and pensions, or indirect assistance attached
to the reconstruction effort. This includes state aid for

housing, jobs in the building and zoning offices,
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employment in the construction industry, and related
service work. Many more rely on remittances, mostly from
emigrants in northern Europe, to subsidize local
consumption. Thus, the new wealth in the Belice Valley is
not linked to a strong economic foundation, nor to a new
sense of financial security.

Sicilians tell a story to describe their own folly
with the sudden substitution of la miseria with benessere.
A poor, slow-witted Sicilian arrives on the shores of
America, full of anticipation of promised riches. Walking
down the street, he passes a twenty dollar bill fluttering
by. "Why don’t you pick it up?" asks his friend.
"Because," he says with great patience reserved for
explaining the obvious, "here in America the streets are
littered with twenty dollar bills. Why trouble myself now,
when I can pick them up when I need them?”

They sigh after relating this tale, "we are in America
here in the Belice, and we’re letting the money flutter by,
same as this migrant!" Money from the state is falling
from above, but by little fault of their own, it is not
being used to bring about productive economic
transformation.

Despite ambitious goals, the economic activity
associated with the reconstruction effort represents what
Peter Schneider, Jane Schneider, and Edward Hansen (1972)
call "modernization without development." This process

refers generally to increased temporary employment
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opportunities and a higher standard of living, without the
transformation of the basic relationship of dependency on
outside markets. In the case of the Belice Valley
reconstruction, the state pumped money into the area with
construction projects, services, bureaucracy, and
entitlements, yet the productive basis of the economy
stagnated as agricultural production fell during the
construction boom. As the construction of new settlements
comes to a close after nearly thirty years, the economic
foundation of the area appears precarious to say the least.
Daily life is thus marked by incongruities and
contradictions in the new settlements. People can choose
from forty-five different brands of shampoo but lack the
water with which to wash their hair. They have china
dishes from France, but use disposable paper plates to
conserve water. Planners have included tennis courts in
the new towns but there is no instruction nor maintenance
and hot temperatures limit play of the unfamiliar game to
early evening. Women enroll in aerobics class to slim
down, but drive their car a block away to work or shop so
as not to run the social risk of meeting passing men on the
sidewalk. People decked out in the latest sweatsuit from
the United States and Ferragamo shoes drive their Alfa
Romeos, with the American rock singer Prince in the
tapedeck, to a crumbling farmhouse to pick up fresh warm
ricotta from "their" shepherd who speaks nothing but

dialect.
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These scattered examples, these contradictions of
daily life demonstrate the incomplete and poorly planned
transformation of Sicilian settlement. The government has
focused on the social reproduction of the earthquake
victims--on the physical and social infrastructure of
residence and consumption. This emphasis on residence at
the expense of economic development and secure productive
employment has created an imbalance between lifestyle and
the means to support it. And, the most pervasive and
glaring contradiction--the large-scale construction of
elegant houses in fancy towns elaborately modern with few
public services and even fewer employment opportunities--
raises questions about the very future of these towns and
the economic prospects of the populations inhabiting them.

In this dissertation I try to highlight the linkages
between social change and architectural transformation of
settlement in the context of reconstruction after the
earthquake. My primary goal is to approach the issue of
the built environment with an analysis both holistic and
dynamic. Rather than look at housing and settlement as
fixed spatial containers of people’s behavior, I try to
analyze the interactive processes, the mutual
determinations between social, political, economic change
and spatial transformations. This focus on the built
environment--oriented by the theories of Castells, Harvey,

and Foucault--is integrated with an anthropological
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analysis of a historically and culturally specific local
case.

Anthropological fieldwork offers a valuable addition
to these perspectives on large-scale economic processes.
First, ethnographic focus on the local level and everyday
behavior highlights the dynamic nature of the relationship
between the built environment, its planners, and its
inhabitants. Secondly, investigation of people’s daily
experience helps to provide a more complicated description
of the state, repressing the tendency to view it as a
monolithic entity with a unified will. Rather, I seek to
identify the categories of people involved with planning
and chart their intentions and actions, just as I keep in
the foreground the interests and composition of the local
population. Ethnography can and should make an important
contribution to such a perspective by showing how people
actually live with and against new patterns of state

intervention.
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CHAPTER II

THE BELICE VALLEY EARTHQUAKE

In this chapter I describe the earthquake of 1968 in
the Belice Valley, its physical impact and the responses of
the inhabitants. I then discuss the situation twenty years
later in 1988, when I arrived with my husband to engage in
a year of fieldwork. A more detailed account of the
different patterns of reconstruction in five towns
underlines the complexity of the situation. I argue that
the earthquake of 1968 served as an important turning
point, ushering in changes in the political, economic, and
social life in the Belice and considerably exaggerating the

impact of other changes already underway.

1. "THE HOUSE NO LONGER HAS ROOTS"

The weather in western Sicily in January 1968 was
uncharacteristically cold; after a week of snow a parish
priest in Santa Ninfa described his strangely beautiful
town: "it had the air of being dressed in new clothes."
Documentary film footage from that period shows children
frolicking and inexpertly throwing snowballs. During the
day of January 14th a light earthquake shook the Belice
Valley and many left their houses to pass the afternoon in
the safety of the open piazza. In the town of Gibellina
they discussed the old widow who died from shock and fear

during the tremors. Some argued half-seriously that the

— — —_ — ————— . —
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earthquake had been orchestrated by the rivalrous capital
city, Palermo. There was talk of the apocalypse, scheduled
for ten o’clock that evening. After the moment
uneventfully ticked by, most returned to their houses to
join their families (Barbera 1980: 16-20). Small shocks
are common in this sysmically active area and few took the
first tremors of January 1l4th seriously enough to evacuate
or to enact measures for civil protection.

The notte dell’inferno (infernal night) began in the
wee hours of January 15th. The major earthquake hit the
Belice Valley at two o’clock in the morning, followed by
three more devastating aftershocks; at least two of these
registered between 6 and 7 on the Richter scale. During
the next week and a half the area was hit by forty more
lesser shocks (Marino 1968: 59). By June of that year the
Belice Valley had been hit by 345 aftershocks, 81 of which
registered over 3 Richter (Caldo 1974: 37). The
aftershocks continued for years, the most serious in
December 1972.

The January 15th tremor is recalled most vividly:

The house became a boat in a hurricane of waves; an

invisible force pulled me up, slammed me down, smashed

me against one wall, and then against the other wall.

I was nothing. I thought: the house no longer has

roots. Then a huge crane picked up the house and

hurled it to solid ground. The storm was over. A

minute of silence, then a sea of voices_rose from all
over the town. [from Barbera 1980a: 19]

1. Translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
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The men in the piazza of Gibellina were mistaken by
four and a half hours in their predictions of the
apocalypse. The first news story of the earthquake was
titled: "Gibellina No Longer Exists" (Giornale di Sicilia
15 January 1968). The town was completely destroyed. One
hundred eighty-five people died, b