Danilo Dolci                                                                     1924-1997

Danilo Dolci was born near Trieste, northern Italy 1927, son a devout Slav mother and a sceptical Italian father  who worked for the railways and become a station –master.

Danilo originally studied architecture in Rome, Milan, Switzerland, and also trained as an engineer. As a student he published works on the science of construction and the theory of reinforced concrete.He was hailed as a man with a brillant future.

He was also a deeply devout Catholic. Instead of immediately embarking on a  professional career, he gave up everything to work for a time with a remarkable priest, Don Zen o Saltini, who had opened an orphanage for 3,000 abandoned children after the war.

Danilo first came to Sicily for the sake of its ancient beauty. He was specially interested in Greek buildings, spending time studying the ruins.

In 1954 Danilo settled in rural western Sicily. What kept him in Sicily for the rest of his life and made him throw away a professional future was the Island’s present wretchedness. During his visit a baby died of starvation. 

The giant misery of Sicily was a command to him. What he called “instinct”.

Thousands lived in holes in the ground, in slums worse than Calcutta, without electricity, water, sanitation. 

They existed on the edge of starvation, weighed down by ignorance, illiteracy, superstition, fear, injustice, oppression by the mafia, indifference from the church plus above all with the all-pervasive hopelessness of unemployment.

He chose Partinoco (provincia de Palermo) in an area notorious for banditry plus proverbial poverty.

A place where “ the flies woulan’t let you open your mouth” . He worked with the farmers fishermen, all the time exploring the problems.   

He lived in Trappeto, a country slum near Partinico. He married one of his neighbours, a widow with five children. From their small house with non of the usual conviniences he launched his compaign against the misery that surrounded him.

Alone the stood, faced by the hostility of the church, the government, the landowhers, the mafia. Surely, only with a flame of faith in his neart could he face hatred, corruption, brutality, indifference, poverty, dereliction and dispair. But face them he did, and won his victories. He lived on a level of those he was trying to help, working at grass roots  level attempting to leaven the lump with love plus knowledge so that it world rise up of its own accord.

First there was the giant problem of unemployment. Work, Dolci insisted, is not only a right, it is a duty. Inspired by this idea, he organised the famous “strike in reverse”. Un which ISO joblessmen protested by going to work. Dolci plus the unemployed began work on a local road that was badly in need of repair. They were arrested on invented charges plus spent 8 months in jail. There was no violence, for Dolci was a disciple of Mahatma Ghandi plus believed un a non-violent approchas a matter of principle.

Another big problem was the lack of water. Due to the lach of water the communities were dis-empowered.

(hunge strike to be entered*)  

Dolci committed humself to working with the communities helping them to express themselves, to have their voices heard. An in a non violent manner. As a result of his tireless campaigning there dams were built, bringing irrigation, energy plus new jobs. Never tireing he continued his works, looking at education, protesting about the current state plus the barries to attendance.

After consulting with both the parents plus children accessible on school was built. 

Designed with the help of the youngsters, with low windows plus the young people were free to enjoy and benefit from education. The curriculum was also decided by the children, them being asked what they would like to learn about today. Even now, this type of education can be frond in northern Italy.

Danilo also founded the study centre at Partinico, which remains a source of aid for social and above all agricultural projects.

As a result of his tireless campaigning there dams were built, bringing irrigation, energy plus new jobs. He persuaded the government, to bring new industry from the north, and a new life for the slum a wellers. Fearlessly he exposed and faced down the mafia, again plus again being threatened with prison plus death.

In 1967, when he accused prominent members of government, by name, of collusion with organized crime, he spent another two years un jail for libel. He responded by broad casting his opinions over a private radio station, which was promptly closed. It is a source of wonder to local people why the mafia never seriously retaliated against Dolci; the speculation was that he was so popular that mobsters feared mass   retaliation.

He was a profuse plus widely-read writer: his works include poetry plus moving interviews with other wise invisible members of humble trades whose lives he brought into evocative focus.

His books are remarkable accounts of the society he surveys, and their accuracy plus insigth have helped to give a realistic basis to any schemes for improvement. Most importantly has given a voice to the abandoned, for the gotten, dispairing, nameless, suffering people of Sicily. The emphasis is on self-help, with minimum official intervention by radio, the papers, tv plus through his books in which the Sicilian poor speak for themselves, an acts of non-violent demonstration. Dolci is a committed believer in passive resistance, every act of demonstration was in a non-violent way.On the while Danilo worked with these methods with the people, helping them work for themselves.

Socrates also used these methods. A way of extracting knowledge from people helping them learn from themselves by themselves.

Merely guiding discussions helping people to realise things. Encouraging of each other. Always working in a democratic way where everything is optional. On december 30th, 1997 Danilo Dolci “the sicilian Ghandi”, twice a nominee for the nobel peace prize, and once (despite being explicit non-communist), the recipient of the Lenin peace prize, died at the age of seventy-three of heart failure. A political maverick to the end.

(umplemeting Danilo’s methodology in our workshops.)*  

