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The traumatic event challenges an ordinary person to become a theologian, a philosopher, and 

a jurist.1 

This paper considers some of the ways in which ‘ordinary people’ respond to 

extraordinary events, be they local crises or far-reaching disasters. Although primarily 

an exploration of responses generated by the author’s own local community to 

Canberra’s 1997 hospital implosion and 2003 bushfires, it takes some account of the 

responses of others to the 2002 Bali bombing and the 2001 attacks on the World 

Trade Centre, where those responses, despite the qualitative differences in the crises 

that prompted them, resonate with the local experience.  

Herman suggests that people’s responses may be framed in religious, rational and 

legal terms. Whatever their frame of reference, some people locate responsibility 

outside the self, and some locate it within the self. People articulate their responses in 

dialogue with others, within and external to their community, using narrative and 

rhetorical strategies to share their intellectual and emotional positions. This paper 

takes as its data sources a small selection of community-generated written responses 

to the four above-mentioned traumatic events, extracted from a larger, doctoral study 

on the same topic. It notes that some themes are recurrent in the responses that 

comprise the thus-constructed public disaster discourse.  

An estimated one-third of Canberra’s population gathered around the shores of Lake 

Burley Griffin on the afternoon of Sunday, 13 July 1997, to witness the demolition by 

implosion of the Royal Canberra Hospital. The ACT Government had invited the 

public to attend the event; indeed, it was in order to facilitate a public entertainment 

on a grand scale that both the means and the day had been determined. However, the 

implosion went tragically wrong when a steel projectile killed a 12-year-old spectator, 

Katie Bender.  



On 18 January 2003 bushfires swept through the southwestern suburbs of Canberra, 

causing the loss of four lives and the complete destruction of some 500 homes. 

Although known as ‘the bush capital’, the city, perhaps ironically, had not thought of 

itself in recent times as being vulnerable to the quintessentially Australian threat of 

bushfire. 

What these two very different events have in common is that neither of their 

disastrous outcomes was ‘meant to happen’. Each is arguably a disaster only in local 

terms, both events lacking the scale and impact of such unarguable catastrophes as the 

Bali bombing and September 11; catastrophe being defined as ‘an accident that kills 

more than 100 people with one blow.’2 However, both events certainly resulted not 

only in personal tragedy, but in widely apprehended social and political crisis within 

the Canberra community. 

While some might argue that the death of a child during an implosion may better be 

described as an ‘accident’ rather than a ‘disaster’, it is only a matter of degree that 

separates the singular accident from the broad scale disaster, for in all other respects 

than scope they do not differ. A disaster causes stress on a social system, regardless of 

the scale of either the disaster or the social system.3 The collective nature of the 

exposure to stress occasioned by disaster is fundamental to a society’s response. 

When ‘many members of a social system fail to receive expected conditions of life 

from the system...’(38) a broadly felt undermining of people’s ontological security 

results.  

In disasters, more than the loss of loved ones or property, people suffer a loss of 

faith—faith that life is predictable.4 Twenty-two years after the atomic bombing of 

Hiroshima, Lifton’s psychological study of survivors found that they continued to 

suffer this ‘loss of faith (or trust) in the structure of existence.’5 Key among the 

questions to be answered in the aftermath of disaster is how this faith may be restored.  

It is that breach of ontological security that most affects a community on both 

individual and social levels, which is the prompt for most of its responses. It is to be 

expected that after an accident or disaster the trustworthiness, reliability or 

competence of those who hold certain civic responsibilities in the affected community 

may be questioned, especially if any of the victims have cause to believe that these 

office-bearers were at all negligent or recreant. Thus a common response to an 



accidental event is the call for the exercise of responsibility and the attribution of 

accountability. 

Societies such as ours which are organisationally and premised on a division of labor 

are highly vulnerable to suffering widely distributed effects of recreancy.6 The fact 

that those in power have not been able to protect their community from the damaging 

effects of disaster undermines not only their own authority, but the community’s faith 

in the efficacy of those mechanisms which they have adopted in order to shield 

themselves from such trauma. 

As Freudenburg writes, ‘[n]atural forces that overwhelm society’s system of 

technological defenses…can be disquieting because they remind us that our immunity 

from natural disaster is incomplete’ (915). Indeed, they expose the ill foundedness of 

the belief in the possibility of such immunity. Two survivors of the Canberra 

bushfires expressed just such disquiet:  

Suddenly the wind was blowing like a hurricane and the fire was upon us. The grass on the 

plain between us and the pine forest was alight. This wasn’t supposed to happen. The trees 

were miles away and grass doesn’t burn and spit embers. The equestrian centre was between 

us and the pine forests, we shouldn’t be threatened by bush fire.7 

There is no sense in it, just a humbling reminder of human frailty and our ultimate lack of 

control over the environment. 8 

The same desire to feel that humans have the power to protect themselves and their 

property from unforeseen destruction takes its most affective form in people’s sense 

of responsibility for their children’s safety. It is a responsibility that is felt socially, as 

well as personally. When the young are the victims of disaster, as in the hospital 

implosion and the Bali bombing, parents and other community elders may experience 

a terribly poignant form of survivor guilt. As one Canberra journalist wrote:  

I feel guilty for having been there, for having been part of the machinery that encouraged 

people like the Benders to go along for the spectacle. Others I have talked to during the week, 

including those in the immediate vicinity, feel guilty for having been out enjoying themselves 

while a young life was so senselessly snuffed out. 9 

The death of a child leaves parents feeling ‘that they should somehow have been able 

to protect the child.’10 In both of these disasters, it was the youth of (so many of) the 

victims that most engaged the community’s emotional response, in turn drawing forth 

a sense of responsibility—innocents(ce) betrayed by their elders’ lack of vigilance. 



Victims’ relatives and others may look to those in authority who, by virtue of their 

positions, share in the duty of care for the young, and identify a dereliction of that 

duty: 

[T]he US was reportedly well aware and it apparently alerted your Government. But your 

Government did not make my son aware. Why did our children die…?’(Brian Deegan, father 

of Bali bombing victim 11 

It would appear that the golden rule of explosive engineering – the minimum amount of 

exposure to the minimum amount of people – was contemptuously flouted by all concerned in 

the recent demolition of the Royal Canberra Hospital.12 

Following the hospital implosion, there was no expression of post-disaster euphoria 

such as that which followed the bushfires, where people’s sense of community was 

actively celebrated. There was nothing to celebrate which might have leavened the 

widespread blame-casting that followed the implosion. While much of it focused on 

individuals who were thought to have been recreant, this blaming had consequences 

for the cohesion of the wider community: 

Kate Carnell, you are morally responsible for Sunday’s tragedy at RCH, and you must resign. 13 

[W]e are outraged and must demand a scapegoat. We will refuse to believe this was a 

blameless‘accident’. The only question is whether a technician will be sufficient or if our 

sense of order demands the sacrifice of Kate Carnell. 14 

In the aftermath, blame and vitriol have been heaped on whoever is handy and the death of a 

little girl has brought the city to its knees. 15 

When some individuals begin to be blamed, those whose actions have been most 

public and volitional will find those actions most difficult to disown.16 Where this is 

the case, the community is at higher risk of becoming a ‘corrosive community’ in 

contrast to those ‘therapeutic communities’ in which ‘official actions…tend to reflect 

community expectations, helping to restore a sense that the system can be trusted.’17 It 

is not surprising that the latter is more likely to be the case following natural disasters, 

while the former is more likely following technological or anthropogenic disasters, 

despite the impossibility of entirely separating these two types of disaster. 18 Barton 

states in line with this: ‘[t]he retroactive fear of death that follows a narrow 

escape…results from the awareness of forces that deal death and destruction at 

random.’ The survivors are ‘strongly motivated to restore their faith in the adequacy 

of themselves and their community by taking effective action against the disaster.’ 19 



Many studies of community responses to disaster focus on these physical actions 

taken by those communities, that is, their provision of aid to the victims. Often these 

studies are concerned with being able to predict which behaviours are likely to occur 

under such circumstances in the interests of informing disaster-planning for the future. 

The aim of this study, however, is to consider people’s sense-making activities in the 

aftermath of disaster, particularly as the sharing of responses with others facilitates 

them. In the struggle to make sense of the incomprehensible, how are narrative and 

other rhetorical strategies deployed?  

Certainly, in the aftermath of a crisis, people try to make sense of their own actions in 

response to the event, as well as attempting to make sense of the event itself. Because 

their initial responses to the crisis have become entwined in the crisis itself, when 

people look back over the event in order to make sense of what occurred, their own 

activity becomes an integral part of that which they seek to understand.20 Thus many 

survivors tell stories of the experience that predominantly relay a sequence of 

activities (‘I did this, then this, then this…’). This may or may not be accompanied by 

an evaluation of the usefulness or significance of such activities, and may be quite 

unemotional.  

People’s attitudes and beliefs affect how they adapt to disaster. Emotional processing 

works to integrate the experience with a person’s existing cognitive models. Without 

this, a sense of continuity from the previous to the future self can be lost. ‘The 

experience of being victimised causes a rupture in the person’s personal, family and 

community identity.’21 Assumptions about ourselves and our world are ‘violated by 

trauma’—assumptions about vulnerability and invulnerability; about safety and 

danger; about predictability and unpredictability; and about control and lack of 

control:  

Implosion is something that goes in…if I had known it was going to explode I wouldn’t have 

gone. (Cherril Kousal, a spectator at the hospital implosion) 22 

Our world has been turned upside down, shattering our present and leaving us wondering 

about our future. (Rev. Brenton Daulby, at an Adelaide memorial service for Bali bombing 

victims) 23 

It was a holocaust of an extent that we simply did not and could not possibly have had the 

capacity to deal with. (Chief Minister, Jon Stanhope, defending local firefighters’ actions) 24 



However, not all disaster experience is negative. In the face of grief and uncertainty, it 

is commonly observed that communities respond to disaster with emotional solidarity 

and altruistic behaviour. Wolfenstein refers to the phenomenon of ‘post-disaster 

Utopia’, Fritz to the ‘community of sufferers’25 and Barton to the ‘community of 

fate’26 in which previous social stratification is abandoned in favour of communal 

identification: 

[L]et us support the bereaved and know the unity of shared suffering. (following Canberra 

hospital implosion)27 

The nation unites in grief. (following Bali bombing)28 

Friendships blossom among the ashes. (following Canberra bushfires)29 

At the community level, even if nothing else of the psychophysiology of disaster 

victims is understood, there is a popular appreciation of the therapeutic value of 

testimony—of talking about what happened, of telling one’s story, of ‘the restorative 

power of truth-telling.’30 After the hospital implosion and the bushfires, The Canberra 

Times invited its readers to contribute their stories of the event, thereby answering two 

needs—that of the survivors to verbalise what had happened, and that of the rest of 

the community to hear about it (and thus to share, vicariously, in the experience). 

The value of inscribed responses is that they may be interrogated across time and 

space, with the texts and images in which and by which they are expressed rendering 

them historically fixed. In the time that has elapsed since the hospital implosion in 

1997, the Canberra community, like countless others, has become one whose 

interactions are increasingly electronically mediated. Although the local newspapers 

and radio stations again played an important role in broadcasting people’s responses, 

in 2003 the role played by their websites was significant. Websites, unlike Letters to 

the Editor columns, have a capacity, limited only by editorial decision, to host as 

many responses as the community wishes to make, and, what is more, for those 

responses to be as lengthy as their authors wish. One writer, for example, 

accompanied his story of his bushfire experience with a 10-minute video clip, and 

many posted stories were illustrated with photographs that bore visual testimony to 

the veracity of the writers’ claims to having experienced something at once horrific 

and spectacular. 



What contemporary electronic media facilitates that traditional print-based media 

could not do to the same extent, is the sharing of people’s narratives. Furthermore, 

these stories can be ‘shared’ over and over again. After the bushfires those who didn’t 

want to write about their experiences were specifically invited to be interviewed by 

the ABC, who then posted these stories in real audio on their website. The instinct to 

preserve the communal experience (and thus also to be able to re-tell it) is also 

evidenced in the work of a local publisher, who almost immediately began collecting 

stories for a book of people’s experiences of the bushfires. 

While forensic investigations get underway in the attempt to explain the technical 

dimensions of a disaster (and some members of the community have a strong need to 

have this sort of meaning-making occur), it is argued that the normative or moral 

aspect of sense-making is most likely to be found in the public domain of rhetoric31 In 

the activity of sharing their perspectives on ‘the irruption of the unpredictable,’32 

community members tentatively and mutually negotiate a range of intersubjective 

discursive positions. These responses involve the negotiation, through narrative, of 

what Nietzsche calls the community’s ‘language of good and evil,’33—their 

understanding of right and wrong in this context. This understanding is developed 

through engagement with the rhetoric in whose terms both are discussed. In other 

words, an important achievement of a community’s response to an accidental or 

disastrous event is the determination, in its aftermath, of its moral dimensions.  

In Bakhtin’s terms, each person’s partial perception of experience contributes to a 

community dialogue. Each contribution is assessed by that community and the maker 

of the statement held accountable or ‘answerable’ for it.34 This process of engaging in 

argument and negotiation over the meanings we attach to events is clearly apparent in 

Letters to the Editor, in which some writers specifically take issue with the stated 

positions of others. For many rhetoricians, participation in such community dialogue 

is seen as a civic responsibility, a pre-condition of a healthy democracy.35 

For many participants in social dialogue, however, their personal needs to express 

their thoughts take priority over any sense that, by doing so, they are contributing to a 

civic exercise. Many individuals make clear, reflexive statements that the purpose of 

their statements is to assist in their private need to make meaning from disaster—it is 

a personal, not a political activity. Others indicate that it is by immersing themselves 



in dialogue that they hope to be enlightened, even if this is a somewhat painful 

experience: 

I inflicted so many news stories on my brain in order to deal with the events of Sunday and to 

try to provide answers as to why it happened at all. (following Canberra hospital implosion)36 

The instinct to put one’s own experience into words is a very strong one. Two 

Australians living New York, Peter Carey and his partner, Alison Summers, published 

written responses to September 11, and Carey noted in his own response the driven 

way in which Summers had worked at her piece in order to get it all down: 

Alison needs to stay home. She nests, tidies, spends several hours on small domestic tasks. 

Then, finally, she begins to write a powerful piece about her escape. She works all day, all 

night, she cannot stop.37 

It is not only victims who experience the need to tell their story. Many others also use 

narrative to construct what McLeod calls their ‘storied selves.’38 One Canberra 

woman, empathising with Katie Bender’s mother, wrote an extensive piece in which, 

as she recalled her excursion with her own 12-year-old daughter to see the implosion, 

she imagined the behaviours, values and interests of the two girls to have been 

similar.39 In its focus on the personal and the particular, it is an evocative piece that 

allows the reader to imagine the real child who was killed – a child like all others who 

might get easily bored, complain to her mother, and prefer to read rather than watch 

the event she has insisted on being brought to watch. In other media representations 

meanwhile, approaching the hagiographic in their depictions, Katie was already being 

removed into the realms of unreality—‘a beautiful angel we never knew.’40 

The fact that crises and disasters often present in spectacular fashion calls forth 

complex responses from witnesses. The tragic outcome of the hospital implosion (a 

deliberate spectacle) made one witness revise her participation in the event, horrified 

that her presence had somehow made her complicit in the accident: 

My first reaction was horror. I felt like a voyeur, entertained by an accident…part of a terrible 

thing that killed. I was angry at being coaxed into a great big party. I didn’t sleep that night.41 

Many of the witnesses to the bushfires, even while voicing their horror at the tragic 

outcomes of the event, seemed reluctantly compelled to acknowledge the spectacular 

dimensions of what they had seen, just as did many witnesses to the destruction of the 

World Trade Centre. For these witnesses, the sight was typically outside their visual 

and experiential lexicon, and they resorted to whatever specific or generic analogies 



they thought most appropriate—the bushfires being likened to war, and September 11 

to a disaster movie:  

Saturday in Canberra reminded me of Vietnam 1969. The enemy was ‘nature’…42 

As I rounded the Canberra/Cooma turn off I looked into the sky and the thought that came to 

my mind was that I was driving into hell…if I had to compare it to a Hollywood movie, I’d 

say it was very much like Dante’s Peak, when the volcano erupts and ashes rain down on a 

small town.43 

A wave of dust came straight up the street like something out of Independence Day. (James 

Dorney, an Australian who escaped the World Trade Centre.)44 

David Rando argues that comparison continues to be a most powerful device in our 

attempts to achieve comprehension of disaster, pointing out that ‘the events of 

September Eleventh were first brought into sense through frames of comparison, or 

metaphor.’45 The search for more complex and pertinent interpretive frames begins in 

earnest once the immediate danger is past. Several frames may be available to those 

with prior experience of similar disasters, but these are not necessarily available to 

those experiencing the event. It is more common for those involved to struggle to find 

the words that will help give meaning to certain experiences.46 Often, forensic 

responses to disaster, prepared by those with relevant professional expertise, will 

supply those frames, but usually not until some time has passed: 

Inside the Canberra firestorm.47 

How it went wrong.48 

An important social function other than community building is served by recounting 

stories of disaster experience. This is the opportunity to share what has been learned 

with others. In public discourse, rhetoric’s function is more important than the mere 

establishment of ‘facts’—it acts as praxis, as a guide to human action by integrating 

knowing and doing.49 

The Canberra bushfires provided a somewhat unique opportunity, in disaster terms, 

for the communal exercise of such deliberative rhetoric, because a week after the 

destruction in the southwest of the city the threat of bushfire to the northern suburbs 

provided the opportunity for much of the suggested action to be immediately 

implemented and tested, rather than being somewhat theoretically proposed. Not only 

were macro-policies such as the place of managed forests in the local economy being 

scrutinised, but those who had experienced the fires were actively passing on what 



they had learned to others in their community who may yet be able to benefit from 

it—‘disposable nappies work better than tennis balls to block your downpipes’; ‘as 

the power will go off in the event of fire, move your car outside if you have an 

automatic garage door’; ‘take hoses inside as the fire passes over so that they don’t 

melt’. 

For yet others in the community, hearing and reading the stories that others tell is a 

way to judge their own actual or projected behaviour, just as is the case when they 

imaginatively engage with the behaviours presented to them on television. As Wilson 

writes, ‘[f]inding both similarities and differences in their circumstances compared 

with those of people in [television] programs, they project implications for their 

everyday lives.’ Having identified with some characters, they ‘return to life changed, 

acting in new ways.50 

Finally, as McKee points out, there is also pleasure to be had in ‘trying to make sense 

of things.’ Aligning theorising and gossip, he shows that both are processes of 

‘exchanging information—evidence—and trying to fit it all into a wider schema.’ 

Importantly, the end product of both practices is ‘community; communication; a 

practice that works on a relationship.’51 This is precisely the purpose and function of 

the exchange of information that occurs in post-disaster dialogue. It is also partly the 

purpose of a research interest in community response to disaster. 
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