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Democracy fragile and un-natural

Thank you for inviting. I am coming home. Almost 50 years ago, I started my 
career as an urban planner in Italy. My career began in a small village near 
Reggio Emilia. I went there to assist the villagers rebuild their central square and 
school that had been destroyed by the guerrilla wars between the Communists 
and nationalist fighters and post war Italy. The village damage was several 
decades old but and the wounds of this conflict remained. The scars of war had 
not healed nor had the social cleavages that existed at the time of this conflict. 
Physical scars can be removed or healed but social scars remain for a very long 
time sometimes centuries. We’re here today to talk about municipal democracy 
which is part of a social fabric of any place. When it is ruptured for any reason it 
is very difficult to mend. Time is not enough there having to be much greater 
intervention to heal the wounds that arise among and between people because 
of the catastrophe in any place.

Figure 1 Me in Italy 1964

This lecture is based on that fragile that remains after any large-scale physical 
disruption. The type of destruction does not matter. A natural disaster, war, 
terrorism or civil unrest all cause deep pains that are difficult to repair. The 
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reasons these pains are difficult is that social situations are not clear and visible. 
The connections between people are visible by action but cannot be diagnosed 
by simple visual survey. The reason for this is people are the building blocks for a
social order that we call social capital. Social capital the relationships between 
people and their desire to work with one another and to sacrifice for one is the 
bedrock of what we call democracy.

Democracy is not natural. Social organization of humans since the beginning of 
time is one of domination not one of sharing. So, when any unexpected action 
occurs within the fragile social capital system it closes and seeks refuge and 
domination not in blending resources. Democracy is based on an open system of 
behaviour between people. It is in fact, a set of very fragile close knit structures 
that were formed over many centuries in a place. The root of this sharing is trust.
When a disaster occurs no matter how big or how small the roots of the system 
are damaged. Because the first thing that fails in the system is trust. Collective 
trust gives way to domination because people fear that they cannot trust one 
another to take the right course of action to survive and subsequently thrive 
post-disaster. If we examine a disaster closely we find that when the disaster 
strikes, there’s collective survival behaviour to save property. The next human 
tendency is to reach out to people who can manage their lives to give security 
while the social capital of the place can be rebuilt.

The intensity, scale and magnitude of the disaster is almost directly correlated 
with the need to bring order and to abandon collective responsibility to a single 
person and a single entity over the national trust that exist between people and 
any place. The disaster strikes at the heart of social organization. There’s 
considerable research that shows the deeper the social organization the more 
likely physical recovery can occur quickly after any disaster. So, a municipality is 
the unit that is disrupted most severely and the place where the loss of trust 
deepens fear and the search for dominant rather than collective leadership.

Authority replaces democratic leadership

Authority, that is domination in a time of fear is much stronger in humans than 
the trust that is required for them to find common solutions. This is a basic 
instinct; a survival instinct. You must place your trust outside your own instincts 
because the situation has moved beyond your ability to control the outcome. 
Authority is manifest quickly in most disasters. Even in places that are remote or 
in the largest cities the search for certainty for absolute clarity is stronger than 
the trust that people had that is the foundation of their communal life. That is 
not to say, that there is not good community response. But, the clearer the 
larger, the stronger and the more authoritative the voice that provides direction 
the more likely people are to surrender to it. This is only natural. And throughout 
the turbulence of the trauma the voice of authority is so strong that it 
overwhelms reason. Disasters need not be physical to gain this form of response.
When factories close or economic situation are, difficult people turn to allow shrill
voices proposing farfetched and sometimes catastrophic actions no matter 
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whether there is truth in the direction or candour in the advice. The default 
position when the social system is weak is to turn to a person or institution and 
place all your trust in that entity or personality and lose your own personal well. 
As Eric Fromm points out the escape from freedom is the deepest emotion in 
humans. We prefer to be told what to do how to do it and when to do. A thriving 
democracy provides choice this is in opposition to the needs of a person who is 
frightened and insecure.

Me on Citizen Review Tour New Orleans

Pivotal Points

If we can imagine a situation where there is danger, we search for certainty. 
When the airplane that we are in bounces in the sky we await instructions from 
the pilot. Our minds close to receiving any other information. In this way, we are 
paralysed. The paralysis of a disaster occurs in a similar fashion. When the city 
shakes or the floodwaters rise or the wind destroys buildings we seek some voice
from someplace that tells us what to do and how to do it. This is, the first pivotal 
point among several where we move away from the architecture of collective 
governance to give way to a single guiding hand. There is immediate comfort in 
this situation. However, there is great danger. Because as we become 
comfortable over a short period we lose our ability to make judgments about 
what is transpired and how we might contribute to our own survival. There are 
too many instances where humans have followed leaders to their own 
destruction. I will only suggest one that is illustrated of how dangerous it is in a 
time of uncertainty to give way entirely to a single authority. Jonestown is an 
event that occurred several decades ago where an entire community committed 
suicide on the false belief that they were in danger. People with educations and 
considerable mental capacities once they had surrendered their first step of 
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doubt into fear were lost to act for themselves but more importantly they cannot 
exercise collective judgment.

The second pivotal point in a disaster is during the rescue. Rescuers become the 
voice of reason for all of us because we have no capacity to determine what 
course of action is the best in the circumstance. Recall, the first pivotal point is 
shrinking from the danger. The next step will point is in the minutes of the 
traumatic action we follow a leader or group of leaders to an uncertain direction. 
These first two steps are the slippery steps that lead to the surrender of any 
democratic control. That is not to say, that we should not behave this way. But it 
is to suggest that the surrenders if they go unchallenged personally and 
collectively lead to the next pivotal point where we place all our resources in the 
hands of a single person to direct us out of the disaster. That third step is the 
beginning of recovery and how that recovery is administered and shaped will 
determine whether collective responsibility can return to the municipal place 
soon or ever.

The Storm Strikes

The gathering storm in most instances is forecast well before the disaster. 
Economic disasters are recognized early well before the big crash occurs. 
Similarly, natural storms, avalanches, earthquakes and similar natural strikes 
have been discussed in the locations have been forecast for some time. 
However, another tendency of humans is to deny the possibility or anticipate 
that will occur elsewhere. While we are avoiding the obvious we are also 
preparing the death of democracy. The lack of preparation means that we must 
use extreme measures and place ourselves in the hands of others to recover and
survive. So, the very first steps in understanding how to recover a democracy in 
a municipality is to prepare for the contingencies threats physically, socially and 
economically to a community. Large numbers of immigrants in this respect into a
small unprepared location can create a havoc and provoke a loss of freedom. 
Because as other people were excluded we diminish our own rights. Clearly, 
when a natural disaster occurs if we are not prepared for its consequences we 
put our hands in someone else’s care. Thus, the first step in preparing to retain 
democracy is to prepare against the consequences of a natural or physical 
disaster that might undermine. This is, the best way forward. Communities that 
are organized to deal with physical disasters are also well organize collective 
institutions. The institution that is preparing for the disaster is a building block in 
the social order and a cornerstone of social capital. Many cities in Japan have 
well-designed long-term organizations that are ready when disaster strikes. The 
same organizations form the base for the recovery and they can with the disaster
management agency act as a community voice and provide a form of democracy
throughout the recovery process. In this way, the community never puts its fate 
entirely into the hands of a single authoritative source.

Being prepared is not merely having equipment it is also having organizational 
structure that can come into existence during any crisis and assist the 
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community deal with it while it is going on as well as after finishes. We usually 
think of the community emergency teams asked people who only deal with 
natural disasters. And this is the case in most of the world. However, there is 
increasing research by myself and others that suggests for small communities is 
essential to have an organized business and commercial institution that is 
preparing for the disaster well ahead of time and know not just how to respond 
to the immediate social issues but also how to reconfigure themselves so that 
they can revitalize the economic engine of the community. The chamber of 
commerce or business Association and every community needs to be a disaster 
readiness organization and have a structure that allows it to create direction for 
the recovery process. As we have discovered in our research small towns and 
special languish not because the school and civic organizations are not rebuilt 
but because the economic organizations fail. Their failure is directly related to 
the fact that there an economic echo system that must be put back in place as 
the system and not one business at a time. Any attempt for a single firm to try to
service a community usually ends up in a poor result because the firm is 
dependent upon other firms to provide services to it as well as to provide a large 
enough density for workforce that they need to operate. So, one of the necessary
strategies and rebuilding post-disaster is to have a predicate commercial 
organization that has already thought through how they can rebuild and what 
order and shape this will take. One of the enduring issues facing Christchurch 
New Zealand is that the economic rebuilding did not follow an organized process 
tied to the physical reconstruction of the community.

In addition to thinking about how to rebuild the economic Association must think 
about what the economic target is. Many small towns have serviced the same 
customer base for many years even a century by post-disaster that customer 
base is no longer in the community or have been disrupted by the fact that the 
economy shifts to the new supply chain as soon as there is interruption 
disruption in the goods and services needed to meet customers’ needs. More 
simply a community that provides cheese predicate will have several 
competitors that move into and take over the cheese markets that were 
previously serviced. While the committee might lament this situation, it cannot 
hope the old business pattern will resurrect itself simply because they are back in
business. Usually the cheesemakers should think of other milk or related 
products where there is a new market for them to serve to survive. This only 
makes sense; the world waits for no one. But this is also a dangerous time for the
community democracy because the firms and organizations that play leadership 
roles may disappear, move or select other areas of endeavour. Our research 
indicates that the clear majority of local firms are in are unable to rebuild 
because of the market disruptions in their industry that occur post disaster.
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 Me with Mayor Nagin Reviewing Recovery

In New Orleans, it was clear that the intersection of the physical disaster caused 
by the storm and the economic disaster meant the city had to be reconfigured as
well as rebuilt. The social order the building blocks for community restoration, 
thus the economic system was failing. Therefore, to rebuild the city the first 
order of business was to find the right mix of surviving enterprises to act as the 
backbone for a new economy that could rebuild a sustainable social structure. 
This entailed spending more time working on creating an economic development
plan and leveraging that with the social plan so that people could participate 
democratically in selecting both directions of the economic plan and the new 
socio-political systems that had to be put in place to support this new economic 
order. Therefore, what I am saying is that a new democracy fashioned on a new 
economic order must be developed post-disaster. If there is no economic order 
and social capital related to it is very difficult to rebuild the municipality, 
community or province. This is precisely what happened in Japan when the 
tsunami knocked out not only the base economic order and energy systems but 
created a new economic chasm.

The absence of free thought disaster recovery is the largest issue in the recovery
itself. Because the predicate emergency preparedness should but frequently 
does not think about what would the shape of the place if a disaster should 
strike. Moreover, the regular social and economic institutions have almost no 
capacity at the time of a large disruption.

The first lesson is to build the rebuilding agencies and social organizations prior 
to disaster striking. Very few places do this. Post-disaster democracy languishes 
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because there was so little attention to what to do in the disaster and what to do 
after it.

Democratic Rebuilding

After all disasters, the first thing that politicians promise is that the community 
will be rebuilt as it was. That might be a good idea for a museum but a very bad 
idea for a functioning economic and social community. The target is to build 
toward a new economic horizon. But recognizing this direction we need to say, 
why rebuild so fast. There’s great criticism in the press regarding slow rebuilding 
that criticism assumes that everything will be as it was. Rebuilding for the future 
will take more time and a greater effort in determining what the future is for the 
people and place. Some small communities in our research probably should not 
have been rebuilt. The community was in fact at the time of the disaster barely 
economically alive. It would have been better to merge one or two small 
communities into a larger more viable place. This takes considerable effort. 
People like it the way it is. Even when communities are faced and a knowledge 
that rebuilding the old way is almost certain death in the next disaster. Ache, 
Indonesia is an excellent example. The local villagers want to live next to the sea
no matter what the consequences because their livelihood was dependent on the
sea. The recovery agencies attempted to move the fishermen and failed. 
Subsequently, working with the community new structures less dangerous and 
flood and tsunami periods were constructed. The lesson here is that the 
combination of knowledge of the reconstruction experts recognizing local 
expertise can come out with a better solution than using any single approach. A 
larger lesson regards democracy because by participating in formulating 
strategies collective wisdom or a modified democratic process is put in place. 
This process is one of the first steps that should be used in the rebuilding 
process. That is, coupling native-local collective knowledge with expert 
information-thus avoiding the monolithic professional top down approach that 
erodes local social capital and harms the potential for continuing self-governing 
processes post disaster.

Rebuilding is democratic or democracy restoring. In too many instances, large-
scale outside interests decide that big firms can do the job of rebuilding better 
and faster. What a miss is that it is not how fast you rebuild but how well you 
embed new self-governing attitudes and collective democratic processes in the 
rebuilding activity. There is no better place to develop and design a new 
democratic thrust than in the rebuilding process. Not only should native ideas be 
incorporated by local people should be hired to work in the rebuilding process. 
The reasons for this are several:

1. The locals have been put out of jobs during the storm and are still 
suffering economic hardship. They need work with money to rebuild their 
own families and to regain their dignity.

2. There is no better way for people to accept a new economic direction than 
for them to participate in constructing it.
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3. The lag time in people returning to their communities is usually too long 
for them to wait for their homes and neighbourhoods to be rebuilt. 
However, if they are engaged in the rebuilding process a larger number 
can come home from wherever they went during the recovery period as 
workers.

4. There is little doubt that people who participate in crafting the future 
respected and respect the new institutions that are built and physical and 
social quality of the place. That is why in so much of the research there’s 
an emphasis on the restoration of the community centre as a place for 
healing. The best healing of a community social structure comes in the 
side to side person-to-person activities in the rebuilding of the community. 
That is exactly what I learned 50 years ago, here in Italy and took with me 
when I went to New Orleans.

We must think of rebuilding not as physical but social and emotional. The 
reconstruction of the spirit is overlooked in so much of the literature on post-
construction rebuilding. But this is an essential element of any rebuilding process
and the cornerstone of a reconfigured local democracy. Democracy is fluid and 
must be configured for the situation. Thus, as the situation is merging an 
emerging the new democracy is being fashioned.

Democratic Capacity Building

The last element in this approach is the long-term democratic capacity building. 
As I just mentioned post-disaster rebuilding is democracy shaping. Must 
recognize that the shape of democracy prior to the disaster influences what 
happens after the disaster. In too many instances the economic and social gulfs 
between people were exaggerated prior to the disaster. While there was a 
democracy in too many times that democracy was captive of the interests of a 
few. The disaster shakes up the system. In the wake of the disaster there is a 
very small window of opportunity to move the community into a new direction. 
That new direction needs to have the seeds of a more resilient and sustainable 
system that is more inclusive than the old system and more capable of facing 
and dealing with the future. As the new system emerges someone must take the 
responsibility for crafting and maintaining the shift in democracy. In my 
experience, there are several elements to this. First, there is institution building. 
That is, the new circumstances require a new institution built are of the ashes of 
the old disaster zone that is truly reflective of the future. This new institutional 
arrangement sometimes is called the future club or some other nomenclature 
that clearly reflects that it is not trying to mirror the past but to build a future. In 
New Orleans, a young person’s business organization arose that acted as a 
guiding hand for the rebuilding process because it was not captured by the past 
work was focused on the future. Second, leadership training and education is 
important particularly at the municipal level. New stewards be they city 
counsellors or civic administrators need to be educated on the best processes 
and programs for delivery of high quality best practices government and 
governance. I work in such an institution now and its mission is to provide soft 
education in the form of workshops and community building activities that allow 
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people across the economic and social spectrum to see the future together and 
put in place the means to get there. Third, mentoring is very important. The best 
recoveries find mentors from outside the city the state and sometimes the nation
to help them see where they are and where they might want to be.

Creating the future is the most important activity post-disaster. Too much 
political capital is expended on re-examining what happened at the time of the 
event and how to restore places to the same stature they were predicate. This is 
a waste of time. While the inquiries are going on and time is lost businesses and 
communities die. A far better approach is for the community to find the expertise
it needs to guide it to the future. There may be some looking back at either 
activities or systems such as dams or levies that failed. Repairing them may not 
be the goal but changing the course of the river or moving activities out of 
harm’s way. If the energy expended on examining what happened were 
transferred to building new institutions and new ways in which people can build 
their social and economic capital, then we have found a better democracy and a 
set of better communities. That is the most relevant goal in the recovered 
process.

Steps to the Future

The future is not guaranteed. The past is no place to find it. Therefore, the 
mission post recovery is to take the right steps to ensure a viable and vital future
for the community. What are the steps to restoring democracy?

1. Preparing while rebuilding—This is the most fundamental and 
important step. Building in the ways to avoid the recently experienced 
situation is paramount. Looking at the problem for the truth. There is no 
such thing as 1-100-year flood. It is a 1-100 chance of a flood. This means 
you can have another one right away or in several hundred years. But it is 
the causes of the flood such as very building in the area around the city 
that may be the real issue. If you are not looking for or at the right 
problem the futures are bleak.

This is true for the quality of the local institutions that support your 
democracy. They need to be examined post disaster to see if they are 
helping or hurting your chance to get to where you need to go. As 
described earlier, this is the time and the chance to craft new organization
structures that can assist in making the place better and stronger.

2. Creating a post recovery governance approach prior to the 
disaster—few communities prepare to govern post disaster. Most 
communities have elaborate plans for the emergence. But what happens 
after the emergency is over. By creating a post disaster organization 
before the disaster hits there is a realization that the existing governance 
system is under-representative of the community. Therefore, a more 
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inclusive pre-disaster organization that can come into being post disaster 
may pave the ways for better governance in the presence and almost 
certainly a training ground for new governance after the disaster.

3. Area of Disaster management—this is the entire geographic area that 
is the ecological zone where the environment is a signal tapestry or 
intergraded geological system. By examining the entire local system new 
built environment issues arise such as buildings on fault lines and power 
and water systems that need better coordination to reduce disaster 
impacts or reduce the likelihood. Moreover, a good careful look at this 
might lead to regional emergency management systems. Larger collective 
management systems present opportunities for cross fertilization of 
community interest so needed cooperation is tapped post disaster.

4. Global Best Practices—Communities need to know global best practices 
to prepare for and deal with the consequence of disaster. So, the pre-
disaster organization has a commission to be a community educator. So 
much time and energy goes into trying to educate the community after 
the disaster when more pre-disaster information and education will reduce
the consequences of post disaster rebuilding. As described earlier getting 
to the future is dependent on a reservoir of knowledge and institution 
building capacity for communities to survive and thrive post disaster.

5. Future Fund—communities like their residents seldom put any money or 
other resources aside to commence post disaster rebuilding. The biggest 
reason for this is that central governments sometimes penalize 
communities with money on the bank. Moreover, the public sees today’s 
needs as superior to any future requirements. There are ways to sell this 
idea particularly in disaster prone areas. It is hard but it is necessary 
because if a community has no resources it cannot take the first most 
crucial steps in shaping its future. Moreover, once in the dependent 
position almost all the community energy is spent on trying to obtain 
meagre hand outs and little on rebuilding.

6. Future Proofing—rebuilding for the future means future proofing by 
looking at new systems of energy, water and other utilities to be a more 
resilient community soon as these resources become more scarce and 
more vital.

7. Special Steps for Small Communities—Small communities of less than
1000 inhabitants have to look back and forward. They need to look back at
the traditions that need to be the base for the rebuilding. But they also 
must determine what to re-build and where. It might be better to find a 
new location and it is always better to find smarter systems that might be 
woven into the old environment. Finally, while tourism is a base it may not 
be sustainable post disaster and it is seldom attractive employment to 
young people for a future opportunities so thinking creatively of how to 
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incorporate other arts and culture into the community as well as getting 
younger views into the re-positioning process is essential.

Summary and Conclusions

There is an old saying “there is no such thing as a natural disaster”. Clearly, 
what this means is well nature will wreak havoc on human populations it is only 
because the people were not prepared. We can extend that to saying that the 
people caused the problem. As we urbanized we also change the environment 
locally and globally. There’s little doubt now that this is doing enormous damage 
in the short term that cannot be reversed in the longer term. This means we will 
face more disasters probably more frequently and worse. As the icecap cools and
the oceans warm the pressures in the air system change both above the water 
and below the water. This means we will have more storms that ravage 
communities all over the world. We will also have more earthquakes and 
tsunamis that destroyed large and small places on the coastlines. Almost no 
community will be immune. We must take actions now that alter the situation. 
These actions may be taken after some large-scale events. We must take 
advantage of whatever opportunities we have. But we can also look at the other 
side of the coin. Every disaster is an opportunity. The disaster sweeps away 
encrusted bureaucracies, bad practices and feeble democracies. The danger is 
we will move to faster solution relying on single people organizations to deliver 
them and thereby endangering our precious Democratic ways of life.

What I’ve tried to structure here is an argument about how fragile the 
institutional framework is and how susceptible we are to the quick easy solutions
that erode our future. My message is that the best opportunity to craft a new 
direction may come from the disaster itself. We may use the rebuilding and 
repositioning of physical and social institutions to craft new ways of building not 
just places but new institutions that protect extend and enhance Democratic 
ways of life while at the same time preserving our opportunities to prevent the 
desecration of the earth.
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