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Preface

Joshua Miller, Ph. D.
Professor, Smith College School for Social Work

Author of Psychosocial Capacity Building in Response to Disasters pub-
lished by Columbia University Press. '

I first met Xiying in Chengdu six months after the Wenchuan earthquake at a
conference to consider the impact of the disaster and what could be done to respond
to the needs of affected people and their communities. The conference brought to-
gether Chinese and international experts to exchange information and share ideas.
One of the refreshing aspects of this conference was that we went on field trips to
temporary housing communities ( such as Jiannan) and visited the ruins of towns and
villages — most strikingly Han Wang and Beichuan — where the extent of the devas-
tation was as great as any disaster I have responded to around the world. The post —
earthquake suffering was immense - many lives were lost, many of whom were chil-
dren, along with the complete destruction of homes, workplaces and sometimes en-
tire communities. We were able to talk with affected people, local officials, helping
professionals and volunteers who had flooded in from all over China.

There .were many impressive aspects to the Chinese response to the earthquake.
The government rescued many people and quickly built temporary housing communities
and schools. Dedicated cadres, many of whom had sustained personal losses, worked
tirelessly to serve their communities. Many NGOs offered their resources and services.
But what really stood out for me was the response of many Chinese universities from
the mainland as well as Hong Kong and Taiwan. Academics were redeployed from the
classroom to the community as they established social work centers, offering direct

services and trained, supervised and administered the work of many staff who respon-
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ded to one of the greatest disaster - related population relocations in the history of the
world. One such academic was Xiying, who ran the Jiannan social work station.

This book by Xiying and her colleaguesﬂ is an essential resource for understand-
ing the impact of disasters on individuals, families and communities. It uses a case
example approach so it is rich in detail and real - life experiences. While there are
many theories about the consequences of disasters, there is no better way to learn a-
bout the impact on real people and the workers who serve them then to pour through
these case studies — they exemplify praxis, where theoretical understandings meet
the real world. One of the things that I appreciate about the way that Xiying and her
colleagues have approached this work is their appreciation of the inter — relationship
between individuals, families, communities and their socio — cultural — historical -
environmental context when there has been a disaster, the social ecology of the disas-
ter. And the examples also illustrate a holistic, multi - systemic approach to helping
people to recover. We cannot separate individual healing and recovery from collec-
tive reconstruction nor focus on the inner, subjective experiences of people without
considering their social networks and material circumstances - they are all parts of
one big circle of strength and healing. 1 also appreciate how the case examples offer
a balance between sharing the profound suffering of survivors with a belief and recog-
nition in their sources of strength and resiliency. This is a balanced, compassionate
and ultimately hopeful approach. The authors do not make the artificial choice be-
tween offering counseling and casework on the one hand or social and economic reha-
bilitation on the other; rather they opt for a model of psychosocial capacity building
which links all facets of recovery in a synergistic way.

Since meeting Xiying after the earthquake we have co — taught a course for grad-
uate students at Beijing Normal University in the School of Social Development and
Public Policy , where she is an Associate Professor and I am an Honorary Professor.
In this course we have anecdotally used some of the case material included in this
volume but it is exciting to know that it is now comprehensively located in a book. I
anticipate that not only will we draw on these case studies for our course but other
scholars and teachers will find them to be a rich source of material to mine for the
field and the classroom. Xiying and her colleagues have done us a service by compi-
ling this book, offering us a solid foundation to build on and a well of knowledge to

draw from.



