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For N.

I found a reason to keep living

Oh, and the reason, dear, is you






And Polo said: “The inferno of the living is not something that will be; if there is one, it is what is already here, the inferno where we live every day, that we form by being together. There are two ways to escape suffering it. The first is easy for many: accept the inferno and become such a part of it that you can no longer see it. The second is risky and demands constant vigilance and apprehension: seek and learn to recognize who and what, in the midst of the inferno, are not inferno, then make them endure, give them space.”

—Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities, 1972

Let’s start with the end of the world, why don’t we? Get it over with and move on to more interesting things.

—N. K. Jemisin, The Fifth Season, 2015
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Introduction

We were out of town when Superstorm Sandy made landfall on New York City, my partner and I, and had trouble catching a flight home. What I recall most vividly about the event itself was the disorientation of seeing a broadcast on CNN of the familiar intersection in front of our building, flooded waist-high. The traffic signals were swinging wildly on their mast arms overhead, in what an excited voiceover described as sustained winds of forty miles an hour or more.

A montage of increasingly surreal footage followed: the tide overtopping a seawall somewhere out in the Rockaways, torrential floodwaters surging into the Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel, then a construction crane snapped in two by the wind, dangling seventy-five stories above Midtown. And finally that unforgettable image of Lower Manhattan, the whole bottom third of the island gone dark after a transformer explosion at the Con Ed electric substation on East Fourteenth Street.

This was plainly no ordinary hurricane. Even before its surge hit New York City, Sandy was already strikingly unusual. The lead winds of a late-season storm, among the largest Atlantic hurricanes on record, had begun to fuse with an existing continental cold front, producing something vastly larger and weirder than either. The combined system would go on to loiter over the northeastern United States for days, stretching ordinary expectations of a weather event to the breaking point, and in doing so defining an entirely new category of “superstorm.”

But it was the storm surge, when it came, that literally redrew the maps. Measured at its peak at the Battery at a previously unimaginable 13.88 feet (4.2m)—or some seven feet (2.1m) above flood stage—it was this surge, far more than the rain or the wind, that caused the most severe and lasting damage.1 As the brackish water streamed inland, it flooded into subway tunnels, utility vaults, basements and hundreds of thousands of other belowground spaces. The Hudson and East Rivers overspilled their banks, as did smaller waterways like the heavily polluted Gowanus Canal. Low-lying areas of New York City, from Manhattan’s Financial District to the beach communities of outer Queens, suddenly found themselves submerged beneath a filthy, freezing tide.

It was more than any of the planners, architects or civil engineers responsible for the city’s form had ever anticipated, and in the end it was more than the infrastructures they devised could withstand. Failure cascaded through a tight mesh of systems critical to the life of the city that, on any ordinary day, ran quietly in the background. Power, fuel, transportation and communication networks all went down, despite the backups and failovers that had been so carefully designed into them. In the worst-hit neighborhoods, they stayed down for weeks.

In New York City alone, tens of thousands of households found themselves without light, heat or potable water. Elderly people and others with limited mobility were trapped on high floors in their thousands, marooned atop twenty- and thirty-story buildings whose elevator service was not restored for a week or more. Entire housing projects were left to fend for themselves, the maintenance crews responsible for their upkeep and repair stranded offsite by the collapse of the regional transportation network. Attempts to restore service struggled against acute and immediate fuel shortages, amid lengthening lines and spreading mayhem at gas stations. And, in true insult-to-injury style, there was barely time for anyone to internalize any of this before a vicious early cold snap settled onto the area.

By the time my partner and I made our way back to New York, it was already clear that Sandy would turn out to be one of those events that rewrites the way we understand the world we live in. Like the “500-year” floods or wildfires that now seem to strike every few months, the appearance of this storm suggested that the atmosphere had undergone a transition to a volatile new state, in which weather events of a magnitude once thought impossible were plainly now on the table, and those that had been considered exceptional would become routine. It was one of those moments of ruthless clarity: a meteorological disturbance so massive that it defied classification, difficult to attribute with any credibility to anything but human action, had landed on the very capital of Empire. And in a matter of hours, it had laid waste to all the intertwined systems that kept it functioning.

Maybe it’s simply that all of this happened to a place as comprehensively mediated (and as endlessly, baroquely self-mythologizing) as New York City. But at least for those of us who found ourselves living through its aftereffects, Superstorm Sandy felt like some kind of rupture or punctuation in history—the advent of a new era, in which the contours of everyday life everywhere on Earth would fundamentally be determined by the consequences of anthropogenic global heating. It will never be possible to point to a given day on the calendar and say, “Yes, that’s when everything started to change,” and in any event I expect that moment would be different for each one of us. If you were forced to choose a single event, though, a single nodal point at which one set of assumptions about how the future might unfold was replaced wholesale by another, you could do a whole lot worse than this one.

Most of the ways in which Sandy reset our expectations about the world we live in were scary, and hard to accept—but not all of them. If there was one bright light that kept burning amid the devastation, it was that there was in New York an organization able to stand up a logistical network and begin relief and recovery operations almost immediately. This organization had two distribution hubs set up before the last of Sandy’s trailing winds had cleared the tristate area. It funneled an enormous volume of donated goods and supplies out to the hardest-hit areas of the city. It furnished crew after crew of volunteers willing to take on the difficult, dirty and occasionally dangerous job of site clearance. And it took on responsibility for providing thousands of displaced, traumatized New Yorkers with shelter, warmth, sustenance and fellowship.

The organization I’m talking about wasn’t FEMA—the Federal Emergency Management Agency formally chartered by the United States government to respond to large-scale disasters, whether “natural” or manmade—and it wasn’t the National Guard. Nor was it the Red Cross, the superficially benign philanthropy blandly familiar to generations of Americans for its role in distributing blankets and food parcels in the wake of crisis. In fact, it was neither a government agency nor a charitable effort of any kind. It was a spontaneous, self-organized initiative assembled in real time by veterans of the previous year’s Occupy Wall Street movement, and consciously guided by the anarchist ideals and values of that movement. It was called “Occupy Sandy.”

Occupy Sandy was simply the easiest, fastest and most effective way for an ordinary, unaffiliated New Yorker to get involved with the relief effort in the hours and days following the superstorm’s landfall, whatever their political convictions.2 That I am aware of, it was the only organization that had meaningful and productive things for people without specialized skills to do in the city’s moment of maximum need—the only one with the capacity to absorb the massive incoming flows of volunteers, supplies and financial contributions, and the network to direct those materials and energies to the places where they could do the most good.

Some numbers will begin to suggest the magnitude of the things these unpaid amateurs accomplished together, on an improvisational basis, without anything in the way of leadership, institutional infrastructure, existing financial resources or prior planning. Within a week of the peak storm surge, Occupy Sandy had 700 core members working out of two repurposed churches in the Brooklyn neighborhoods of Clinton Hill and Sunset Park, and was serving approximately 20,000 meals a day across a far-flung constellation of thirty or more local “recovery centers” stretching from Red Hook to New Dorp.

By the end of November 2012, the initiative could marshal some $700,000 worth of supplies and equipment, and ultimately collected more than $1.3 million in donations intended to support its efforts.3 All told, some 60,000 volunteers were eventually involved in this bottom-up relief effort in one way or another—roughly four times the number fielded by the American Red Cross—bringing with them insights and perspectives from all walks and strata of New York City life.4

I was one of them. And for the first time in my life, I was in a position to do something about the consequences of global heating.

It’s that doing something that I want to spend the rest of this book exploring—both the commitment to local, self-organized action itself, and everything it opens up for us, in a time when so much else about our lives feels like it is shutting down.

Superstorm Sandy, of course, was just one event in the larger pattern of events that we generally think of as “the climate crisis,” defined by the heating our long dependency on fossil fuels has visited upon the planet’s atmosphere, and all the hurricanes, wildfires, droughts and other catastrophic consequences that now follow from it.

One of the most prominent features of this crisis is that we generally feel helpless to do anything about it. This isn’t because we don’t know what causes the atmosphere to warm. The causality is straightforward: the upward march of temperature results from three centuries in which our species powered its expansive activities by burning the “fossil” hydrocarbon fuels of oil, gas and coal, slowly saturating the atmosphere with the carbon dioxide that absorbs so much of the sun’s heat.

Nor is there any ambiguity about what it would take to slow or reverse the heating—and therefore, eventually, subdue the roiling volatility that now threatens so much of everything we care for. The prospects for that depend vitally on eliminating the combustion of such fuels, which even now account for an overwhelming proportion of everything that powers the global economy—in 2022, an estimated 81 percent of all energy consumed on Earth.5

The trouble is that choices concerning energy strategy are made by institutions that are inaccessible to the ordinary person, and which are, in any event, very heavily incentivized to keep on doing just as they have done. Unless you yourself, personally, are a large shareholder of an energy company, or the autocratic ruler of a fossil fuel–producing country, your ability to effect any meaningful change in how the global economy is powered is virtually nonexistent. Until the parties who do have the power decide otherwise, then, the mining, the drilling, the pumping and the burning will continue unabated—and with them the unrelenting accumulation of carbon in the atmosphere, the heating and the terrible consequences for all human and nonhuman life.

This is the point at which our sense of helplessness really starts to feel overwhelming, because none of the mechanisms for change that are available to us feel like they’re up to the task of addressing these increasingly distressing circumstances.

In liberal democracies, electoral representation is the dominant, and only formal, theory of change on the table. But can we vote someone into office for whom robust action on the climate is an overriding priority? We would have to find someone like that, first of all. They’d have to win election. We’d have to hold them to whatever commitments they made on the campaign trail, against the influence of extractive industries that are boundlessly wealthier and better resourced than we are. And then we would have to trust that a large enough number of voters around the country had managed to do the same in their own constituencies, such that the caucus for change is the dominant force in the legislature.

As improbable as all of this sounds, it’s the only game in town. And so many of us still troop off to the voting booth every few years and cast our ballots for those candidates we think will advance our concerns in the halls of power. For the most part, that’s where the matter remains: the ambit of public action many people are willing to take is confined to what happens on Election Day, whatever misgivings they or anyone else may harbor about its effectiveness or consequence.

For many of us, of course, registering our concern for what is being done to the climate as an indirect signal every few years feels ludicrously inadequate to the scale and urgency of the crisis. But what’s left to us consists largely of our own choices. So we give up the car and take the bus instead, or ride a bike to the market. We cut red meat from our diet, reuse our shopping bags and are diligent about sorting the packaging for recycling. Maybe we go so far as to give up flying, or we forgo having children ourselves. And all the while we do the things we think will give voice to our rising sense of unease. We march and we sign petitions, we make displays of our worthiness and unity and number and commitment in the hope of influencing those who make the laws.

When these things begin to feel irrelevant or pointless, we block highways. If we’re feeling particularly brave, we chain ourselves to the doors of the closest oil-company headquarters. But none of that seems to move the needle, either—not on legislation, not on policy, not on any of the decisions made by those whose decisions actually matter. No matter what we do, the figure for atmospheric ppm carbon dioxide ticks ever higher. It often feels like all we can do is look on in horror as the line on the graph continues its relentless upward sawtoothing, bursting through every successive threshold at which we’ve been told livable conditions might still be preserved on the planet.

We scan the news, and it’s full of dust storms and receding glaciers, fracturing ice sheets and catastrophic floods. Or someone’s shared video of a runaway wildfire to our neighborhood chat group—we glance at our phone and see trees older than America consumed by flame and the skies a hundred miles away gone an uncanny orange with the smoke of their dying. And then we walk out the door into a world where people are still placidly driving their cars, commuting to work, taking vacations, having kids, buying stuff. What we feel in moments like this is more than disorientation. It’s something closer to reality shear.

The findings accumulate, the careful lawyerly precision of interim reports and white papers gives way to more urgent and emotive language. The gentle drizzle we’re used to more and more often comes on instead with the suddenness and violence of the monsoon. The bodies of refugees fleeing the devastation continue to wash up on the shore. One day we find the supermarket shelves empty of the things that have been there in such abundance our whole lives. And we wonder why nobody seems to be doing something about any of it.

And so we hope. We hope, variously, that carbon offsets, cap-and-trade schemes and all the other market-friendly paraphernalia of soft mitigation work as we have been promised they will. That our elected representatives turn out to be wise enough in the ways of legislature to get a Green New Deal with teeth enacted. That the unaccountable transnational elites who really call the shots will eventually insist on decisive, coordinated action to protect the climate, for reasons of raw self-interest if for no other. That a party of the poor and downtrodden will rise in righteous glory, to end the age of oligarchic plunder and impunity and set the world to rights. That there’s a garage somewhere, inside of which a genius tinkerer is even now perfecting the technology that will siphon carbon dioxide from the air and sequester it safely somewhere it can’t threaten us again. Maybe even that an artificial sentience is gestating, in the anonymous racks of some distant research center, that will somehow be able to seize control of the economy entire, and in that way rescue us from all our errors and mistakes.

What I think we badly need to get our heads around is that all of these varieties of hope are killing us, and everyone and everything we care about. Whatever energy we might invest in the conventional mechanisms of change, they are plainly failing to prevent the burning of fossil fuels at scale. But worse, every hour we dedicate to them is an hour we haven’t spent in material preparation for the conditions we will live with for the rest of our days on Earth. Our trust in these processes is getting in the way of our dedicating time and energy to the efforts that might actually work to cushion ourselves and our communities from everything coming our way.

If we want to survive the hard times to come together, we need to stop investing our faith and energy in institutions that are demonstrably failing us. We need to admit that we’ve reached a moment at which we can no longer afford to wait for some external process to save us, whether mechanism, movement or deus ex machina.

What we need, in other words, is to get beyond hope. We’ve got to stop waiting for someone else to do something and start doing for ourselves. And not simply in a way that reproduces all the values and structures that led us into our current predicament, but in a way that places concerns for care, dignity and the achievement of justice at the heart of everything we undertake together.

Guided by everything I learned from watching the way Occupy Sandy worked, as well as the experiences of parallel movements across the past six decades, this book is about how we might accomplish that.

In the end, my involvement with Occupy Sandy was comparably shallow. All told, it amounted to perhaps two weeks of shifts at the 520 Clinton Avenue distribution hub; participation in a few of the general assemblies at which the community reported back to itself what it had learned and decided on courses of future action; and an unforgettable Christmas Eve huddled on a freezing church porch that still smelled of a recent firebombing attempt, singing carols and old Wobbly songs with the other volunteers there that night.6 What I saw during these few hundred hours, though, did as much to transform my sense of what ordinary, untrained people could achieve together as anything else I’ve ever experienced.

For my entire adult life, I had been told that the principles of self-organization I believed in were childish, impractical, utopian fantasies that might work tolerably well in small groups of people who already held similar political commitments, but couldn’t possibly do so “at scale,” among significant numbers of citizens. And yet here was the most concrete proof possible that these same, ostensibly impractical principles could successfully be used to coordinate a highly complex and occasionally life-critical effort, consistently and for a number of months, across the largest and most demographically diverse metropolitan area in North America. If anybody doubted that self-organized, nonhierarchical mutual aid projects could respond to catastrophe every bit as effectively as official disaster-relief agencies—if not, in many cases, markedly more so—their questions ought to have been resolved by Occupy Sandy.

That ordinary New Yorkers could organize themselves to achieve something this complicated and difficult, under immense pressure, put flesh on the bones of my fundamental belief in undirected human capacity. That they could do so with the most limited means, in the face of opposition that ranged from patronizing skepticism to outright arson, said something impressive about their ability to make sound collective decisions, despite the pressure. And for this kind of order to arise spontaneously, in the early aftermath of the most significant natural disaster in the city’s living memory, strikes me as nothing short of astounding. I doubt there are 60,000 convinced anarchists in New York City. There may not even be a tenth that number. But there are 60,000 who did anarchy, all through the storm and the months that followed, and did so brilliantly. And perhaps this offers us a more general template for ways in which we might organize our communities so that they shelter more of us from more of the hard times ahead.

But what if organizing ourselves in this way also helps to repair other, more chronic insults to our well-being—the overwhelming sense of powerlessness we so often contend with, the dread of the future we barely manage to tamp down, even the damage inflicted upon us by the ordinary disasters of everyday life? What if the experience of coming to the aid of our community affirms us in ways we might not have dared to ask for, or even imagined possible?

In her 2009 book A Paradise Built in Hell, the writer Rebecca Solnit discusses just this aspect of efforts that arise in the aftermath of disaster.7 She writes movingly of the joy one can take, even in the midst of catastrophe, from inhabiting for the first time a civic self, a self rooted in the provision of communal care—one that seems infinitely larger and more capacious than those narrower selves that are invoked by work, family life, consumerism, therapy culture or identity politics. And she goes on to quote the American sociologist Charles Fritz to the effect that the “widespread sharing of danger, loss and deprivation produces … solidarity among the survivors, which overcomes social isolation, provides a channel for intimate communication and expression, and a major source of physical and emotional support and reassurance.”8

This isn’t some sociological theory of the wouldn’t-it-be-lovely-to-think-so variety but a consistent empirical observation. Consider what John P. Clark related about his experience of the Common Ground mutual aid effort that arose in New Orleans following 2005’s Hurricane Katrina: “Volunteers and survivors often described the experience of a break with conventional reality, and the emergence of a new time and space of possibility.”9

The sense of an opening that Clark reports chimes in every detail with what the artist and activist Cassie Thornton found in her visits to the “solidarity clinics” of austerity-stricken Greece in January 2017: “I met a group of middle-aged women who cited ‘the crisis’ as the birth of their new lives as radicalized people within activist communities, people who had found a purpose, who were now more than just workers and consumers. They felt powerful, connected and interdependent for the first time.”10

People who participated in these efforts consistently experienced the feeling of interdependence as healing, at both the individual and communal levels. “People’s differences went by the wayside,” said one Occupy volunteer, who spent three months working in the hardest-hit areas of the Rockaways. This same volunteer went on to note the curious fact that the opportunity to contribute to the relief effort was itself part of the relief it furnished: “Helping others became a major coping mechanism for many people. It’s much better to have them empowered rather than having these people stand in a line to beg for aid.”11

Perhaps most poignant of all is the stark contrast between the sense of empowerment Solnit, Clark, Thornton and this unnamed Occupy volunteer all mention and the pursuits that are supposed to produce meaning and value in the rest of our lives. When Clark says that in the provision of mutual aid, “[o]ne could experience one’s own activity as intrinsically valuable,” the strong implication is that the things we ordinarily do—that we have to do, in order to keep a roof over our families’ heads, and food on the table—are not experienced that way.12

The crux of this isn’t simply, as Charles Fritz was given to pointing out, that “the everyday, ongoing life of the society” is its own kind of quiet disaster. It’s that the way our society is currently organized affords us very few opportunities to step outside the identities we’ve so carefully shored up, and simply show up for the people who need what we have to offer. It was just such an opportunity that Occupy Sandy extended. If you’ve ever given blood, maybe you’ll recognize these aspects of the way it felt to work at 520 Clinton: that it mattered, that there was no detectable downside to it and that whatever good came of it had not a thing to do with who I thought I was, who the world perceived me to be or how I preferred to present myself.

And in this, there is a clue as to what form our response should take when the excursion from normalcy lasts not just the weeks or months it might take to rebuild after a storm, but forever. You may have noticed that certain words crop up again and again in participants’ accounts of mutual aid efforts. They are the exact same things I experienced in the course of my own involvement with Occupy Sandy: Purpose. Power. Possibility.

That these are the qualities that stand out in personal narratives of mutual aid work, to the point that people thought they were worth mentioning, suggests just how much we suffer from the pointlessness of the work most of us are ordinarily required to do, as well as the broader passivity and isolation to which our usual roles in life have consigned us. But the same accounts also suggest that something profound seems to happen in the moments after some catastrophe has disrupted the ordinary flow of life, in which we stop waiting for rescue and commit ourselves to collective, reparative action. The choices we make in these moments evidently have the power to bind up other, seemingly unrelated wounds. They may even open onto entirely new ways of being in the world.

To me the implications of this extend far beyond either “mutual aid” or “disaster relief,” in the very strictest sense of those terms, and invite us to think expansively about what such efforts might mean when unfolded to their fullest extent, in a world where so many of the old certainties no longer apply.

What I’m proposing is that the most productive way of addressing each of the intertwined crises that confront us—the fundamental, planetary one of climate-system collapse, yes, but also the dread and the powerlessness and even the inordinate difficulty we so often seem to have now, in communicating across the genuine differences that cleave us—consists in our application of one and the same strategy.

And happily, this strategy also happens to be the one most immediately accessible to us. It lies in organizing ourselves to take care of one another, without waiting for anybody to issue that care to us as generic subjects, sell it to us as customers or offer it to us as passive recipients of a charity bestowed from above. In other words: finally doing something about the straits we’re in, directly and in our own neighborhoods, in ways that call upon all the resources and capacities the roles we play in everyday life have no need of and place no value upon. Who knows but that we may finally find selves that we recognize, even here in the most difficult and challenging hours of our lives.

This is what I want us to hold on to, as we move further into the time of storms together. In the rest of this book, we’ll learn how to develop this set of ideas and put them to work.

We will confront the complex and cascading conditions of our moment head on, to better understand what they actually ask of us. We will learn to understand how the second- and third-order consequences of global heating give rise to a Long Emergency—a breach in the ordinary that simultaneously challenges the structures of power we’re familiar with, endangers most everything we hold dear and furnishes us with a rare opportunity to build something more in line with our deepest values.

By considering the Black Panther “survival programs” of the 1970s, the solidarity clinics of austerity-stricken Greece and Occupy Sandy itself, we’ll explore how people under various kinds of extreme pressure organized for their own continued existence, when everything else fell down around them. From them we’ll learn how we might tend to our own needs for sustainment, safety and mutual care in the face of the Emergency, especially when the state has failed us (or even, as is so often the case, when it actively moves to thwart us).

We’ll turn to the thought of the idiosyncratic American “social ecologist” Murray Bookchin, as well as examples from municipalist Spain and autonomous Rojava, to learn how we might build and apply collective power—a counterpower to the forces of grief and loss at work everywhere around us. We’ll glean vital insight into what works and what doesn’t work, what tactics we ought to embrace and which ones we might be better off choosing to avoid.

And finally, we will bring together everything we have learned. We’ll discover how mutual care and collective power reinforce each other, in the places of refuge that I call Lifehouses. We’ll explore how we might set up a whole network of such sites, in which we can nurture the capacities of the communities we belong to, offer respite to all those driven before the storm and get started on the long, difficult work of repair. We will see how building the Lifehouse both gives us a practical means of enduring the Long Emergency and prefigures the methods of decarbonized cooperation and exchange that our lives will necessarily be founded on in the post-Emergency world that follows.

But none of that can fall into place until we finally steel ourselves to take those first few steps beyond whatever hope for the future we still cherish and at long last commit ourselves to do something about it.

Whatever you choose to do, though—whatever any of us choose to do, together—we should understand from the outset that it won’t be enough. Nobody can prevent all the extinctions and losses, ruptures and severings that are now bound to take place: not any of us as individuals, or even all of us in concert. We’ve left it too late, the damage is too deep, the destabilizing process too far advanced. We won’t be able to forestall any but the least part of the sorrows to come, even if we give everything we have to the effort. But what we can still do, perhaps, is join ourselves with the others around us and together make spaces in which more of what we cherish is able to endure. To make life and possibility, where there is otherwise only grief.

Nobody can do that for us. We have to do it for ourselves. This book is about what happens when we let go of hope, stop waiting and start doing.
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The Long Emergency

Shortly before 5 p.m. on Tuesday, July 19, 2022, the temperature reading at the Royal Air Force base in the Lincolnshire town of Coningsby hit 104°F (40°C), setting an all-time record in a United Kingdom that was then enduring the second successive day of unprecedented heat.

Across Great Britain, train service came to a virtual standstill, as rails buckled, overhead power lines came down and trackside electrical fires compromised the safe operation of those mainline routes that were still running. Highways and airport runways that had been engineered for an era of lower operating temperatures rippled and cracked. Two of the capital’s largest hospitals were forced to cancel operations and reroute critically ill patients to other facilities, after the air-conditioning units cooling their data centers failed and their IT systems collapsed. A long arc of wildfires left smoke hanging over much of the country, from North Yorkshire down to Essex; the London Fire Brigade declared a major incident after having attended some 1,146 call-outs on July 19 alone, making it far and away their busiest day since the Luftwaffe bombings of the Second World War.

Once the situation had stabilized over the course of the following week, the true cost became clear. Official sources estimated that a thousand Britons had lost their lives in the swelter, their deaths attributable to no other cause than the heat—a higher number of deaths from this cause, over the two-day period of elevated temperatures, than would ordinarily be expected in an entire year.

For many residents of the British Isles, this was the moment at which everything finally came into focus. The atmospheric heating they had been warned about across forty years of climate research and increasingly urgent rhetoric had become a concrete, uncomfortably physical fact of life. As billions of others around the world had done before them, they were now forced to adapt to circumstances that suddenly seemed unfamiliar and hostile. And all it took to bring this new reality home, and to demonstrate the acute vulnerability of the infrastructural systems their lives depended on, was a forty-eight-hour jolt of extreme temperature.

In the aftermath of that single two-day period, what became clear was that the immediately injurious effects of the heat itself were not the whole story. Bad as they were, those effects were in many cases compounded by shortfalls of planning and investment, maintenance and care. Their impact was ultimately absorbed by public services, infrastructures, a social fabric and individual bodies already weakened by the combined effects of pandemic-driven neglect and longer-term austerity. Officials didn’t even bother denying it—one admitted it would take “decades” to proof the country’s road and rail infrastructure against the heat, while another chided the British public that it “must learn to live with extreme events.”1

If 104°F is now inside the bounds of possibility for a July day in Britain, though, you really do begin to wonder what might constitute the next extreme, and just what it is that we “must learn to live with.” Because there’s worse yet to come—for all of us, everywhere on Earth, no matter what any of us choose to do now as individuals, families, communities or societies.

The issue we face is not simply that legislatures and private interests worldwide continue to make decisions that are inconsistent with a survivable future, or that even the most hesitant, incremental, market-friendly efforts to preserve a livable climate are routinely thwarted. It’s that even if all the endlessly ramified operations of the global economy could somehow immediately, instantly and painlessly be rendered carbon-neutral, some further increment of planetary heating is bound to happen, simply as a result of the fossil-fuel consumption that has already taken place. There remains some legitimate question as to just how much heating will occur, over what time frame and with what impact on the delicately equilibrated systems that sustain all Earthly life. But enough oil has already been pumped to the surface, enough coal has already been burned, enough of their carbon has already been liberated to tip the atmosphere into a new and violently hostile state of being.

So bear in mind, as you skim the morning headlines, that everything we have already experienced is just a foretaste. This is what the planetary system looks like, and how it behaves, when the carbon dioxide reading measures 424 parts per million, when the average amount of global warming since the beginning of the industrial era has barely crept past a single degree Celsius.2

Once the increase tilts past 1.5°C, we are told that “tree die-offs, drying peatlands, thawing permafrost and other self-reinforcing feedback loops [will] release additional carbon emissions, amplifying the warming further.”3 This is the point at which the transformation of Earth’s atmosphere becomes an autocatalytic, self-sustaining process, spiraling “beyond the ability of humanity to influence it.”4 The climate will find a new equilibrium at some point, but no human now alive can say with any confidence where that might be. Whether we or our institutions are prepared for it in any way that matters, we have stepped into a new planetary epoch together.5

What is of interest here isn’t so much the coming of the heat, in itself. I think most of us accept by now that anthropogenic global heating is a real thing, and that a radically different climate will continue to condition experience across the entire life span of anyone now alive. What we’ll primarily be at pains to respond to are the follow-on, second- and third-order effects of the heat and especially the ways in which these cascade, interlock and amplify one another to create a fundamentally new and extremely challenging set of conditions for human life on Earth. In the dryly technocratic language favored by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), these conditions arise out of the interaction of “[m]ultiple climatic and non-climatic risk drivers … resulting in compounding overall risk and risks cascading across sectors and regions.”6 And we have to imagine all of that intersecting with, and intensifying, the existing patterns of deprivation and injustice we already struggle with. This is what constitutes the baseline condition we need to plan for.

Even now, I don’t think either the depth or the complexity of the trouble we’re in are particularly well understood. The wager here is not that billions of human beings will experience the deleterious effects of heat directly and for themselves. That is overdetermined: as we have seen, it will happen regardless of any action we may take. The wager concerns what happens in the aftermath. The specific assertion I am making is that the combined direct and indirect consequences of the heating that is already entrained by our past behavior, no matter what we do now, will in fairly short order exceed the capacity of our social, technical, political and economic systems—in other words, what many of us would think of as planetary civilization—to contain them. And that as a result, the greater part of that civilization’s familiar ways of ordering everyday reality, whether enacted through mechanisms of state or market, will not survive.

I’m not expressing any opinion, mind you, as to whether any of that should survive—whether it might yet be reformed, repaired or made just, or whether it has earned the benefit of the doubt in any of these respects. I’m simply saying that it will not, not in any form that we recognize. And if by “short order” I mean “at some point in the next ten to fifteen years,” that’s probably optimistic. This is our world now. These are the skies under which we will live out the rest of our days. Welcome to the Long Emergency.

The Long Emergency is my name for the period we’ve entered together, set off by climatic instability, but ultimately far larger than that alone. It consists of an extended excursion from everything we recognize as normal, of as yet unknown duration and resolution, during which many of the systems and structures that currently shape our lives will be flung to pieces by the force of events. For as long as it lasts, we will be compelled to take on a much greater share of the responsibility of caring for ourselves than most of us are accustomed to, as individuals and communities both.

Even now, in its earlier stages, we can see just how that great undoing will unsettle the world as we know it. Three interlinked circumstances, in particular, spell havoc for any attempt at maintaining the institutional status quo: that a band of the Earth where a billion or more human beings now live may soon be uninhabitable through much of the year; that a considerable percentage of them are likely to flee in desperate search of conditions more hospitable to life; and that no society on the planet is remotely prepared to handle the consequences of that many people being on the move.7 At the tail end of four decades of disinvestment in public services, especially, the challenges of organizing a safe, dignified and just existence for everyone displaced by the heat and its sequelae will tax our systems to the breaking point. Whatever respite or refuge is to be found we will have to fashion for ourselves, largely using the means we already have at hand.

I imagine that if you’re reading this book, you don’t particularly need to be convinced of this, any of it. But it’s one thing to understand something like this intellectually and quite another to accept it emotionally. This uncompromising set of facts will compel us to adopt new ways of doing things, at every scale. It will transform the most fundamental arrangements of our lives: the structures of power and the institutions that mediate it. The ways in which we organize the fulfillment of our bodily, psychic and social needs. The shape of families and communities. Our methods of organizing the built environment and of moving through the world. Where and how the food we eat and the things we use are produced. Conventions of conduct, comportment, equipment and dress. Even the people we understand ourselves to be, and present to the others around us.

And while our ability to steer any of this will most often be limited, where we are able do so, we may find that we have unprecedented scope to reimagine the fundamental terms of our engagement with one another. This is what we’ll need to hold fast to, amid all the anguish, loss and grief of a world progressively unweaving itself: the idea that this state of Emergency offers us an opening and a chance to try ways of organizing life in common that are different from everything that has brought us to the place where we stand now.

There are those who consider the prospect of an Emergency world and see, somehow, a near future largely determined by the continuing resilience of late-capitalist normalcy, holding its own against all the converging factors that threaten it, and capable still of bringing new territories and aspects of life under its dominion. Others see the blood-drenched, all-against-all nihility of The Road.8 Personally, I don’t think either one of these scenarios furnishes us with an especially helpful guide to the space of possibilities we now inhabit, or the room it affords us for maneuver. But there is a way in which we might approach understanding everything that is at stake and getting at least an initial idea of where big heat is taking us all, and that is to consider our previous collective experience of sustained emergency: the suspension of most all of the norms of everyday conduct that followed the outbreak of COVID-19.

The pandemic tutored us in the intricacies of the planetary supply chain, reintroducing consumers in the global North to experiences of material scarcity we probably thought our societies had transcended permanently. The elaborate logistical systems that underpin the fulfillment of our needs, and that ordinarily work so well that we tend to forget they even exist, had finally failed to deliver what was wanted exactly where and when it was wanted—if not quite for the first time in living memory, then at least since the increasingly distant childhood of those who grew up in the years of wartime rationing. In the worst weeks of lockdown, we found ourselves bartering for bread flour and toilet paper, or buying them by the pallet-load because industrial quantities were the only ones left available, and then sharing out the excess among friends and neighbors.

The globe grew bigger again, as the contrails stopped cross-hatching the sky. Our lifeworlds contracted to the ambit of a square mile or so, and, for a little while, our relationships with the other people in that square mile became the central fact of existence.

All through this time, millions sheltering under strict lockdown relied on neighborhood mutual aid groups for their groceries—in fact, for deliveries of everything necessary to maintain and reproduce our capacity to function as human beings, whether that meant baby formula or methadone, dropped off by masked and gloved volunteers who rang the doorbell and then retreated to a wary distance. We learned to depend more on one another, for everything from check-in calls on vulnerable neighbors to household repairs, and less on systems of state or market.

For the overwhelming majority, this turn to one another was not made out of any prior ideological commitment to anarchism, or localism, or the virtues of self-reliance, but because there simply was no alternative. We took care of one another in all the ways we could, and when some crisis exceeded our ability to manage it using the resources we had at hand, for the most part it simply went untended to.

In many ways, the official response to COVID not merely did not help us look after one another but actively exacerbated our inability to do so. As even the convinced antistatists among us must acknowledge, state action was critical in organizing both the astoundingly rapid development and the widespread distribution of effective vaccines. But throughout the early phase of the pandemic, government on both sides of the Atlantic remained in the hands of almost uniquely incompetent managers, the greatest part of whose incompetence lay in allowing questions of public health to become unduly politicized. Far from summoning us to any sense of common purpose, public policy therefore aggravated the social fault lines that had developed and were allowed to fester all through the years of neoliberal complacency, often badly compromising our ability to care for ourselves and one another.

There was an initial, instinctual flush of high seriousness and spontaneous mutual concern: this was the period of balcony arias in Italy and weekly doorstep applause for the National Health Service in the UK. But as the crisis wore on, to all appearances interminably, the popular mood soured. Dark conspiracy theories swirled, suppressing vaccine uptake just when near-universal adoption was needed most. In time, lockdown came to be marked by an amplification of the ugly qualities and characteristics that so often color the everyday late-capitalist lifeworld: solipsism and self-absorption, mutual wariness and hostility, most of all a preemptive irritation with the demands of others. And this was inevitably reflected in the type and magnitude of risk we assumed whenever we moved in public, with some fraction of those around us loudly refusing to mask up, or even threatening or physically assaulting those who did.

Amid all this, we learned that disruption is not merely an event that lands in one place and at one time, but something that cascades and ricochets, nonlinearly and in unpredictable ways. All through 2021, anyone who wanted to buy a PS5 or an iPad to ease the boredom of long days in lockdown had to contend with the knock-on effects of an achingly drawn-out drought that hobbled Taiwan’s water-intensive semiconductor industry, at the very same moment microprocessor factories in Texas were unable to make up the shortfall due to their own, storm-related blackouts.9 Just about anything with a chip in it was back-ordered for months. And then the container ship Ever Given came to grief in a sandstorm, midway through the Suez Canal, blocking for six days the passage of some 16.9 million metric tons of cargo, and complicating matters still further. By the end of the year, weeks’ worth of the American consumer supply wound up stacked in holding patterns in the roads off Long Beach.

Sometimes it was the measures undertaken to forestall the virus itself that complicated our efforts at collective self-care. The members of a Buddhist volunteer group trying to source combat tourniquets for the Ukrainian relief effort, in the early weeks of the Russian invasion, found themselves hampered by the fact that almost all production of such tourniquets takes place in China, in cities that were then subject to the strictest COVID lockdowns observed anywhere. They could go on Alibaba and click “buy now” on as many cases of tourniquets as they pleased, but there was simply no way to physically get shipments out of Shenzhen. What might have been straightforward, even trivial, under ordinary circumstances became impossible under the emergent conditions of the pandemic. In the brittle, interlinked, hyperextended and thoroughly unforgiving world we have built, each successive crisis prevented a ready response to the next.

Sometimes, in the way of these things, when an official response did arrive, it had a certain quality of misemphasis, overcorrection or overshoot. Faced with economies in post-lockdown freefall, governments around the world took short-term measures to sustain business activity that turned out to be counterproductive in some important way, even demonstrably hostile to the scaled protection of human life. The summer 2020 “Eat Out to Help Out” policy in the United Kingdom is a prime example. The scheme, which offered potential diners a 50 percent subsidy for restaurant meals in the weeks immediately following the relaxation of the first national lockdown, threw the hospitality industry a temporary £850 million lifeline and was at the time regarded (by its architects, at least) as a success. But the resulting surge of indoor dining came some four months before a vaccine became available, at a time when coronavirus was still spreading uncontrolled and uncontained. Eat Out to Help Out is now known to have generated some 70,000 COVID-19 cases in the weeks that followed—or between 8 percent and 17 percent of all newly detected infections, leading to a cascade of onward cases and some unknown but clearly nontrivial number of deaths.10 What we learned from this, if we were paying attention, is that simpleminded interventions in poorly understood, complex and complexly interacting systems aren’t particularly likely to realize whatever benefits were anticipated, and may indeed leave us saddled with worse, to the very point of death.

And, of course, people did die, in their millions. Some were world-famous, many were known only to their families, quite a few of them seemed to occupy that space in between—the kind of people who subtly knit a neighborhood together, even if you only knew them from the bus stop, or because they ran the local shoe-repair shop. Whichever category they belonged to, you knew when the virus had taken someone in the area: their passage would be marked by the telltale of an ambulance gliding silently through the side streets, running blue lights but no siren, a faint but unsettling medieval air hanging over the whole thing. It was when this started to happen more than once a day that we truly learned what it meant to live in a time of plague.

This speaks to one final way in which our collective experience of COVID illuminates the stakes of the epoch now underway. It has to do with the toll taken upon those of us who survived by the grief, dread and unrelieved anxiety of the pandemic years. Despite the astounding human capacity for restoration and repair, despite the ways in which some lucky few among us might even have been able to harness the circumstances of lockdown to their advantage, we are each of us less than we were before. Some of us were, no doubt, able to strengthen our local networks and ties with our neighbors, and our confidence in our own capability along with them. But I imagine that most of us will be hard-pressed to say that we are better able to take on significant new challenges than we were in what it is now clear were the last weeks of the dying old order, in the ember days of late 2019. Whatever world it is that we now confront together, we face it harrowed by the emergencies we have already endured.

So: prolonged and cascading disruptions to the systems that undergird the material abundance we are used to. The retreat or outright failure of whatever state provision we might previously have been able to call upon. An array of public policies, postures and measures meant to impose some degree of continuity on a suddenly turbulent world, many of which swiftly come to seem bizarre and misguided, and which in any event fail to work in the way intended. Attempts at repair that do at least as much harm as good; entanglements in which one measure of mitigation or relief forestalls others that are just as urgent and just as necessary. A generalized contraction of the world, and the concomitant foreclosure of possibility. A train of shocks coming over the horizon one after the other, each new one appearing before we have quite managed to deal with the last, and each complicating all the rest. And all of this buffered only by the commitment, compassion, organizational nous and lifegiving selflessness of the ones around us, and whatever capacities for resistance we are able to develop and nurture in ourselves.

If these were the facets of our experience of COVID, they will also be the defining elements of our encounter with the time of heating. The pandemic was, then, two things at once: simultaneously the most vivid preview of how our societies will respond to future catastrophes of similarly global scale, and the first in an inexorable series of such events, each of which subtly erodes our capacity to respond to the next.

Contemplating what we endured during the pandemic and lockdown ought to give us a better understanding of what to expect from the Long Emergency as it unfolds. But our experience of the COVID years can only be, at best, a very approximate guide to some of the other conditions we now face, especially where those specifically arise from the circumstances of heat. What might actually be useful would be to lay out the basic parameters of life on a suddenly and sharply hotter planet, paying particular attention to the ways in which these intersect with the constraints and uneven geographies inscribed on the globe by the way production and consumption have been organized for the past half-century or so. If we are to devise meaningful strategies for collective survival, we will need to come to grips with each one of these separate elements of the interlocking crisis—as well as what they all imply when taken together as a whole.

We start with the sheer unanswerable fact of the heat itself.

Some idea of what sustained exposure to heat does to the human body can be gleaned from David Wallace-Wells, who considers the matter in his 2019 survey of conditions on The Uninhabitable Earth.11 Wallace-Wells’s particular contribution to the popular climate literature is a concern for the so-called “wet-bulb temperature,” an index combining heat and humidity readings. At wet-bulb temperatures above 95°F (35°C), he tells us, the human body cannot cool itself by sweating, no matter how much water one drinks. Outdoor labor or activity of any sort will be rapidly and reliably fatal to anyone exposed.

He goes on to observe that there is already a broad swath of latitudes in which the wet-bulb temperature exceeds this point throughout much of the year, that most of the places affected are those least likely to have robust municipal cooling facilities or other means of alleviating the heat, and that both the land area and the number of days a year in which these conditions obtain are rapidly expanding.12 A more recent study, however, suggests that the human body loses its capacity for self-regulation at wet-bulb temperatures much lower than was thought to be the case when Wallace-Wells published.13 Wet-bulb readings of around 87°F (31°C) are now considered to be the upper limit for survivability—the threshold past which continued exposure reliably entrains organ failure and death, even for the youngest and healthiest. Since far more of Earth’s surface can be expected to experience conditions in this range over the summers to come, the clear implication is that the zone that will effectively become uninhabitable is considerably larger than even Wallace-Wells had supposed.

There are legitimate reasons to push back against this narrative, including the idea that increased awareness of the danger among those most vulnerable to conditions of high heat and humidity has itself reduced the risk they contend with.14 By the same token, though, no amount of awareness can compensate for the facts of our physical embodiment, or the structural factors that limit people’s ability to determine when, where and for how long they work, constrain their access to air conditioning and otherwise restrict how much control they have over their exposure to the heat. The latitudes in greatest peril may never be literally uninhabitable in the way that, say, the surface of Mars is. But conditions that approach the upper bounds of survivability unquestionably make the struggle to provide for oneself and one’s family that much more difficult, day by day ratcheting up the incentive to seek a better life somewhere else.

Even in regions where humidity, and therefore the wet-bulb temperature, does not present a hazard, heat can threaten life in ways few had imagined before they started showing up in the statistics of morbidity and mortality. For example, the past few summers have seen a steady increase in the number of people across the American Southwest admitted to hospital burn units, having suffered instant second-degree burns from contact with sidewalk or street surfaces superheated to over 170°F (76.7°C).15 Unsurprisingly, the number of hospital admissions tracks the rise in temperatures associated with hotter summers.16 A 2019 study found that the risk of pavement burns in areas of direct sunlight begins around the 95°F mark, but “increases exponentially as ambient temperatures rise” into the range that is now routine—a sobering thought, considering that daytime temperatures in Phoenix, Arizona, hit 110°F (43.3°C) or more every day between June 30 and July 30, 2023.17 In cases where surface contact is sustained for more than a minute or two—as it easily can be for accident victims, elderly people who have fallen to the ground and are unable to immediately right themselves, or opioid users who have nodded out—victims generally suffer full-thickness, third-degree burns over the entire skin area involved. In the hottest places, these burns join more obvious risks to life from sunburn, dehydration, heat exhaustion and heat stroke as factors that already constrain outdoor activity during daylight hours, at least for those who are able to exert control over their working conditions.18 And this is hardly a marginal concern: Phoenix is the fifth-largest city in America.

Beyond these immediate threats to the functioning of our bodies, none of the hazards presented to us by heating is more fundamental than that it endangers the growth of agricultural crops on which all human well-being ultimately depends. More than 40 percent of the daily calories currently consumed by humanity each day are derived from just three staple crops: rice, wheat and maize. Of these, a single one, rice, is the predominant source of energy in the diets of more than 2 billion people around the world and may constitute 90 percent or more of daily caloric intake among the poor of South and Southeast Asia.19

Rice is well adapted to the monsoon conditions of this part of the world, both major subspecies having been domesticated here. But it is vulnerable to heat that strikes at the wrong time in its growth cycle: its ability to grow is limited by the number and intensity of “killing degree days” to which seedlings are exposed, and crop yield falls sharply as temperatures surpass the threshold of cellular damage. Whatever rice does survive to be harvested, further, will be less nourishing, with the grain’s levels of protein, iron, zinc and multiple B-complex vitamins all suffering from high atmospheric concentrations of CO2.20

What is true of rice is true of the other staple crops, as well. In any given area under cultivation, some plants will wither and succumb to the heat-driven desiccation of their vital organs, while others will not propagate adequately due to equally heat-driven failures of pollination. All are imperiled by the drought, wildfire and bacterial and fungal blights projected to occur more often, and with greater severity, on a significantly hotter planet. Shortfalls in production may be ameliorated, to some extent, by expanding the territorial range across which staple crops are grown, or by cultivating them at higher altitude; it is even just possible that high ambient levels of atmospheric CO2 could increase average yields in well-situated biomes. But unless robustly heat-tolerant varieties of the crops much of humanity currently derives the better part of its nourishment from can be developed, the grim prospect of sustained, population-wide hunger, even famine, cannot be eliminated.21

And then there are the physical effects of unprecedented heat on the places we live. If we have already seen what a mere two days of extreme temperature do to a polity and a population unprepared for it, consider that by 2050, people living in Beijing, Delhi, Kuala Lumpur, Singapore and dozens of other cities analyzed in one 2019 study will experience “a climatic regime that does not currently exist on the planet.”22 Even this rather hair-raising estimate is based on the IPCC’s Representative Concentration Pathway 4.5, an “optimistic” scenario in which carbon emissions are stabilized after mid-century and average global heating is held somewhere between 1.4 and 1.8°C.23 Whether either is likely to be contained within those bounds is left as an exercise for the reader.

When I argue that many places on Earth that are currently densely settled will become virtually impossible for human beings to dwell in safely, this is the finding I have in mind. As much as the habitability of such places will be constrained via the direct impact of heat, it’s not hard to imagine that the closely associated second-order effects will be very nearly as consequential, extending as they will to insurmountable drought, the salinization of aquifers, seawater rise, or such a rise coupled with subsidence of the ground on which the city is built, as in Jakarta.24

I’m not suggesting that these conurbations will ever become entirely depopulated. There will always be communities of people who prefer to make a go of it in the wreckage, somehow, because they quite reasonably fail to perceive the makings of a better life anywhere else; because the anonymity and relative lack of oversight they experience in the abandoned city afford them opportunities not otherwise available; or simply because it is their home and they will not desert it. But proofing all of the urban environments most vulnerable against the newly volatile conditions will require an enormous, ongoing financial investment, literally running into trillions of US dollars.25 Where that investment is no longer considered worthwhile or can no longer be sustained, the electric power, water, gas and sewerage infrastructures that support high-density habitation will swiftly fall into disrepair. And in turn, wherever they do, it will become extremely difficult to sustain communities of any significant size. (At some point, depending particularly on whether or not they can reliably be supplied with sufficient quantities of drinking water, Phoenix, along with Los Angeles, Las Vegas and the other cities of the American desert Southwest, may well number among them.)

A further tranche of cities, while not subject to quite the same conditions of existential risk, will be under continual threat from tropical storms: hurricanes in the Atlantic and northeast Pacific, typhoons in the northwest Pacific and cyclones in the south Pacific and Indian Oceans. We know that these storms will both be increasingly frequent and—thanks to the sharper energy differentials of warmer, wetter air—increasingly violent. The Category 4 hurricane Harvey, for example, which made landfall just south of Houston in late August 2017, shed 15 percent more rainfall than comparably sized storms of the pre-warming era.26 Harvey inflicted $125 billion in damage, making it second only to Katrina as the costliest storm on record—and it was only one of sixteen separate billion-dollar weather events in the United States that year.27 Houston’s experience of Harvey suggests that the magnitude of damage inflicted on the built and social fabric of a place by the wind speeds, rainfall totals and storm surges associated with Category 4 and 5 storms can be shouldered once, possibly twice, though not easily. Asking any human community to do so once or twice per decade, however, is unthinkable. That level of insult to the systems and infrastructures that support the maintenance of collective life simply cannot be sustained.

We will be reminded, over and over, that the relevant factors governing the fate of such cities are economic every bit as much as they are geophysical. The tipping point for coastal and low-lying conurbations will be that at which reinsurance firms withdraw their protection, capital investment in the form of real estate effectively becomes uninsurable, and development-loan and mortgage providers abscond from the scene. The calculus in such cases is one of “asset exposure,” measured in increments of “capital per inhabitant,” and the downside risk they face when they assess the most likely climate scenarios in these terms is already making insurance providers noticeably skittish.28

Just how skittish is suggested by the large American insurer State Farm’s May 2023 announcement that in response to “rapidly growing catastrophe exposure,” it would no longer write homeowner policies in California—not merely in flood or wildfire zones, that is, but everywhere in the entire state.29 We can be certain that State Farm will not be the last insurer to do so, and that their decision is merely the harbinger of a more thoroughgoing retreat of this sort.

On the far side of the risk curve, the auguries for any further investment in a city are not especially good, and some relatively dramatic dispersal of the population cannot be far off, however improbable it may seem now. The C40 Cities climate initiative speaks frankly of a “managed retreat” from coastal zones, arguing that “[m]ovement away from the coastline will be unavoidable in some places,” and that doing so intentionally and proactively “will have significantly lower social and economic impacts than forced, reactive retreat after coastal flooding events.”30 Relocating everyone imperiled by rising oceans is not the project of a few months, or even a few years: in 2018, twenty-one of the world’s thirty-three megacities of 10 million or more inhabitants were situated on coasts.31 Roughly 600 million of us live fewer than ten meters above average sea level.

Whether cities of the threatened latitudes become physically uninhabitable or their future prospects merely judged to be a bad investment risk, the predictable consequence will be a significant intensification of the flight toward the temperate zones of the Earth that has already begun.32

Unsurprisingly, the language around this issue is vexed. Experts tell us that the term most commonly used to describe people in flight from ecosystemic collapse, “climate refugee,” is misleading on both legal and scientific grounds, so let us simply think of them as being “displaced.” What all parties agree on is that their experience of displacement will take multiple forms.

Most of us, when trying to imagine what people go through in the course of such journeys, are likely to picture dust-whipped desert holding camps, perilously overloaded Zodiacs on the Channel, or desperate lunges across the Mediterranean in whatever spavined Libyan fishing boat can be pressed into service.33 But the reality is that a healthy proportion of such displacements will be internal, such as the waves of outmigration that depopulated panhandle Texas and Oklahoma during the Dust Bowl years of the 1930s. Whether showing up in the form of RVs in Walmart parking lots and FEMA trailers dotted across the American landscape, families doubled or tripled up in inadequate housing, or the millions who wander from city to Chinese city without the all-important hukou that confers the right of settlement in any of them, the dislocation will be visible just about everywhere in the inland regions of the habitable zone.34 As we move deeper into the Long Emergency, both city and countryside will increasingly come to be marked by scenes of mass dispossession, involuntary mobility and the inevitable social frictions that arise in their wake.

What happens at the boundaries between states will be more brutal still. Border crossings on land will increasingly become flashpoints for conflict, with the worst violence most likely to break out at the junctures between polities that appear to offer sharply asymmetrical life chances to the displaced—as, say, along the Rio Grande dividing Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua, from El Paso, Texas; at the Pazarkule gate on the Turkish-Greek frontier; or at the Spanish North African exclaves of Ceuta and Melilla.35

Even where such stark contrasts do not exist, it will become routine and unremarkable for states of the relatively clement latitudes to assert their sovereignty in the way the United States already does, in the form of fortified and heavily militarized frontiers, ludicrously thickened border conditions and rigorously enforced biometric access regimes.36

The abject cruelty of exclusions at land borders is, if anything, overmatched by those that take place on the high seas. Here state posture increasingly combines attempts to repel migrant vessels that approach territorial waters with the harassment, interdiction or detention of the humanitarian activists trying to help them survive the crossing.37 Such operations often result in massive loss of life, as during the June 2023 incident in which the Greek coast guard actively prevented the rescue of hundreds of migrants trapped on the Adriana, a Libyan fishing trawler about to capsize in the Ionian Sea.38

And for those who do manage to slip through the weave, legally or otherwise, the coldest of welcomes. As the Long Emergency wears on, the tendency will be for states to institute and hunker down behind all the policies and provisions that together make up a “hostile environment” for immigrants of all sorts.39 Internally, states that perceive themselves to be under pressure from mass migration will do everything they can to make everyday life miserable for the newly arrived.

This will broadly mean an intensification and sharpening of those measures that already exist: routine immigration patrols, grim detention facilities for those scheduled for deportation and mandatory document checks at every point where people avail themselves of everyday services like housing, banking, education and healthcare. With increasing frequency, private employers and landlords will be deputized to make this sort of inspection—directed not merely to refuse service to anyone who cannot furnish the necessary credentials, but to report them to the authorities on the spot.

And more and more often, we’ll find ordinary people enlisted to perform “borderwork”: the informal and enduring ways communities have of letting newcomers know when they are not welcome, ranging from subtle slights to the most blatant, overt forms of othering.40

The picture that is rapidly coming into focus is one of a world without refuge, hospitality or fellow feeling, in which even those who are themselves only a generation or two removed from flight do everything they can to prevent the same welcome being offered to others. What is certain, however, is that all of the people displaced in the waves of collapse and abandonment will need to find homes somewhere. Through its sheer magnitude, the human flow involved will overwhelm any and all measures taken to counteract it. No polity on Earth will be able to completely seal itself off, whatever cruelty it chooses to enact at its borders.

Both transborder and internal migrant flows will continue to be swollen by large numbers of people fleeing armed conflict, which we now know is made more likely by heating.41 A 2014 study considering thirty-two years of data from sub-Saharan Africa found reasonable grounds to draw a “strong causal” relationship between temperature at the higher end of the expected range and violence against civilians, in particular.42 The authors of a systematic review published the following year were willing to assert the link between climate and conflict rather more strongly, and with global effect.43 They were even prepared to put numbers on it: in reviewing fifty-five quantitative studies of interpersonal (i.e., “assault and murder”) and intergroup conflict (“riots and war”) conducted between 1986 and 2015, their meta-analysis showed that each rise of one standard deviation in a given location’s temperature “is associated with an average 2.1 percent net increase in the rate of interpersonal conflict and a 11.3 percent increase in the rate of intergroup conflict.” They then dryly noted that, according to an emissions scenario “which is now thought to be conservative,” “[a]lmost all inhabited locations are projected to warm by at least [two standard deviations], with the largest increases exceeding [four] in tropical regions.” What this suggests above all is just how futile it is to distinguish between those fleeing hostile climatic conditions and other kinds of refugees, as if there’s a material difference between fleeing from the prospect of death in a food riot and that of death from heat stroke.

Demands for the restriction of movement will be resisted, of course—most effectively not by displaced people or their advocates, but by a business community that has long depended for its profit margins on the unimpeded flow of underpaid and acutely vulnerable immigrant labor. This is particularly so in sectors like poultry processing or agriculture, where the convenience, variety and plenty we enjoy have largely been achieved on the backs of an immigrant workforce that has long been treated as disposable.

And perhaps the needs of business will mean that some route to relative safety can be preserved, here and there, for at least a small portion of the displaced population, though at the cost of unspeakable working conditions. Otherwise—unless internal migrants become desperate enough to take on the non-unionized, low-pay, high-turnover work on which the everyday bounty depends—the closure of borders will drive acute shortages across every economy that has come to rely on the tacit cruelty of a two-tier labor system.44 The grotesque irony is that any safe route whatsoever that is made available to displaced migrants may depend on the patronage of forces foundationally committed to their exploitation.

What we must try to comprehend and plan for, somehow, is a world in which hundreds of millions have been set to flight. In the very long term, I think we’ll collectively come to understand this titanic, century-spanning process of resettlement as the planet’s human population simply adapting en masse, and as best it can, to its violent new conditions of tenure. But in the meantime, the outlook is considerably darker. Consider the repercussions of the Mediterranean migration crisis over the past decade and a half, with knock-on effects extending to the as-yet uncontained right-populist surge across Europe;45 remind yourself that the number of human beings involved in that migration reached into the millions, at most—and then try to imagine what will greet a population on the move that is not one but two orders of magnitude greater.

The vast upheavals of people during the Second World War and the Partition of India are the only remotely comparable events in recorded human experience, and the ripple effects from those are still driving history the better part of a century later. Everything we know about such wrenching dislocations tells us that abuse, pogrom and attempts at more or less comprehensive “cleansing” are sure to follow, wherever a distinct and identifiable body of people arrives in a place disinclined to welcome them in any particular number. And if history is any guide, some of these will be aimed at populations previously thought to be well integrated, or even fully assimilated.

Sharp limits on the movement of people will be accompanied by increasing friction in getting goods from one place to another, in an undoing of the process painstakingly enacted during the era of globalization.

Globalization was, in part, a titanic, decades-long, and largely successful effort to figure the world as a smooth space, where neatly containerized cargoes of all sorts could flow seamlessly between continents through the secured “gateways” and “corridors” of international logistics.46 During these years, production was increasingly offshored from its traditional sites in the industrial heartlands of the global North to locales offering more relaxed regulatory regimes, fewer taxes and lower wages, in a headlong race to the bottom. Shenzhen was transformed from sleepy Pearl River Delta market town to manufacturing titan and metropolis of 12 million. Impoverished countries like Bangladesh, Vietnam and the Philippines reinvented themselves as powerhouses of global textile production. And warehouses, retail shops and homes beyond number filled up with the low-cost, relatively high-quality things they churned out.

But as you may have noticed, there is a considerable degree of overlap between the tropical locales that benefited most from this offshoring and the places on Earth most imperiled by direct heat, cyclonic storms and sea-level rise. Globalization will be thrown into reverse as tropical cities are subsumed by these threats, a greater share of manufacturing capacity is reserved for desperate local need and the conduits that for so long ducted capital, matter and energy between hemispheres are severed with an almost audible snap.

In this process of involuntary deglobalization, geography will have its revenge. Especially if emissions-intensive air freight falls into increasing disrepute, if not legal jeopardy, on ecological grounds, seaborne cargo will have to shoulder a greater part of the burden of moving things around the world. But ships plying their way between continents are forced to thread certain potentially unreliable bottlenecks—the Panama and Suez Canals, most obviously, but also the Strait of Hormuz, the waters off the Horn of Africa and the treacherous Malacca Strait, rich with gleefully redistributive pirates.47

This will increase the difficulty involved in simply getting goods from one place to another, in turn compromising the “just-in-time” logistics on which so much modern production depends. It will become enormously more burdensome, and in some cases may no longer be cost-effective at all, to assemble components drawn from across a hemisphere at a site of final integration before shipping them to a retailer or end user on the other side of the ocean. A greater portion of the complex artifacts people do make and use will therefore, of necessity, be produced closer to the point of actual need, or done without entirely.

Of all sectors of the economy, though, those that are dedicated to the provision of food and other perishable goods are most acutely vulnerable to increased difficulty in getting things from one place to another. If food production is likely to be sharply limited at source—as we’ve seen, both by the direct effects of heat on crops and by shortages of the necessary agricultural labor—it is equally so that what does get produced may not traverse borders quite as easily as it had in the past.

The July 2023 collapse of the Black Sea Grain Initiative suggests some of the reasons why.48 Intended to protect shipments of the Ukrainian wheat, corn and sunflower oil much of Africa depends on, the compact was sensitively dependent on Russian assessments of strategic advantage, or even whim. When those assessments shifted, Russia reimposed the blockade on Ukrainian shipping it had maintained since the outbreak of war, and with tens of millions of tons once again piling up in silos, grain elevators and warehouses, Ukraine was compelled to try moving grain overland.49 But the volume of grain that can be moved via truck or train is inconsequential compared to the capacity of an oceangoing bulk-carrier fleet, and the circuitous routing required of overland journeys means even that small amount moves much more slowly than it had before. The immediate result of the agreement’s collapse was price instability on grain markets worldwide and food insecurity for hundreds of millions living half a planet away.

It’s true that these are special circumstances, arising amid a conflict that, for once, has not a thing to do with global heating. But as we’ve seen, the risk of conflict increases sharply in a hotter world, and the same wartime factors that now hobble Ukrainian grain shipments—contested waters, mined sea-lanes, missile strikes on civilian vessels—stand to endanger any shipment moving across the face of an angrier globe, just as they had in world wars past.50

None of this makes the already quite considerable challenges of feeding ourselves over the years to come any easier. For the indefinite future the picture is likely to be one of curtailed availability, irregular distribution, range reduction, the increased spoilage of perishables, higher costs and limited stock of what is available, acutely threatening the all-but-inconceivable plenty, variety and on-demand access most of us have experienced for most of our lives.51

And what is true of food is also true for medicines and medical devices. You may remember how difficult it was to source N95 masks in the US or the UK during the early phase of the COVID pandemic—again, this was because the facilities capable of manufacturing nonwoven material at the necessary scale had largely been offshored to China. Chastened by this experience, both countries have more recently made noises about redeveloping a robust measure of domestic biopharmaceutical manufacturing capacity, with an eye toward ensuring that all the contents of the standard pharmacopeia can be produced at scale locally.

But while there is certainly a gathering intuition that this might be a wise thing to do, and it even meshes with the kind of protectionism espoused by populist parties everywhere, it has yet to be fully accomplished anywhere. It may never be. As a result, antibiotics, hormones, contact lenses, insulin pumps and a very wide range of other medical and pharmaceutical goods critical to the maintenance of life are still for the most part produced at the far end of a globally ramified supply matrix.52 Given the increasing complexity of long-distance transport, we can’t bank on uninterrupted access to these vital supplies, either.

There are two further aspects of life in the years ahead we need to consider, without which no picture of an Emergency world is quite complete. The first is that exposure to all of the conditions we’ve discussed clearly affects some bodies more than others. If the raw conditions of life on a hotter planet fold back against each of us differently, then so, too, do the second-order effects of the heat, from an increased collective propensity for violence to interruptions of the food supply. It is in this sense that the Long Emergency will produce at scale a condition the disability scholar Jasbir Puar thinks of as “debility”: a series of psychophysiological maimings and disfigurements of capacity that are unevenly inflicted across the population.53

For some of us this will show up as a persistent unavailability of the medicines or prosthetics we depend on; for others it might mean the insults to memory, executive function and cognitive capacity that are broadly entrained by continuous, unameliorated, long-term exposure to stress. For far too many, it will involve the slow depredations of threshold malnutrition. We ourselves will be weakened by our passage through the times ahead, in the most intimate, bodily ways, and the most vulnerable among us most of all.

The second is that our ability to respond to all of the conditions we face is complicated by the fact that we have entrusted so very much of the way we organize the world, as individuals and institutions both, to a finicky, fragile, high-maintenance technology of cloud-based services. Most all the networked services we depend on, for everything from entertainment to wayfinding to payment at the point of sale, are hosted in highly energy-intensive data centers and connected to the user and one another via a perilously vulnerable meshwork of routers, microwave transmitters and fiber-optic cables. None of these have generally been designed to account for operating temperatures that are now considered “extreme” and will soon become far more frequent.54

Though important parts of this extended armature have been engineered with redundancy and failover firmly in mind, we have lazily come to regard something as an always-on, always-there utility that is in fact deeply contingent. At any given moment, important components of it are evidently only a few hot hours away from failure.

Here, then, is everything suggested by those two days of a British July in full flower: a hotter world is, eventually, a hungrier world, a sicker world, a more violent world, a smaller and a more crowded world. In all of these dimensions, things may occasionally get better for a little while, here or there. But the frictions will never ease. The sort of disruptions, difficulties and outages that we’re just now learning to anticipate and expect: these things do not represent a glitch in the system of the world. They are the best currently available state of that system, functioning as smoothly as it is able to at the moment, given the constraints on it, and likely as smoothly as it ever will again.

There is, of course, an institution in our lives that is supposed to manage risk, protect us from threats to life and provide for the common good. What of the state in the Long Emergency?

In a growing number of places on Earth, the state has already failed, collapsing inward in not so much a managed as an unplanned and headlong retreat from public provision. We see what this process looks like once it has run to completion in countries like Yemen, Somalia, Haiti or, most recently, Venezuela: the state has vanished utterly as a force in people’s lives. Its ability to guarantee reliable (or any) access to essential services has evaporated. For most of the population, everyday life has become a desperate scramble to secure the basic necessities of survival.

Those with cash to spare are, of course, always free to purchase whatever safety the market affords them. The Guardian columnist Nesrine Malik describes some of the measures resorted to by better-off residents of the Sudanese capital, Khartoum:


There are electric generator providers who will sell you a wide range of devices to keep your lights on when the power goes out. There are sellers of water pumps to tease out the water from the mains, and another set of contractors to build you giant water containers to store that water when even the pumps don’t work anymore … Policing is patchy and unreliable, so you can pay someone to guard your home in the night.55



Everyone who can afford to shores up the threadbare remnants of state provision in this way. Everyone who can’t is left to fend for themselves.

It’s admittedly somewhat surreal to apply the lessons of everyday Sudanese life to, say, the United States, an economy fully 150 times as large. Given the way governments in the global North are already visibly struggling with the basics, though, we can be forgiven for wondering if some more thorough undoing isn’t what awaits us in the years to come. Even short of outright collapse, ordinary democratic polities with fully developed economies now often feel as though they are approaching some threshold past which they will no longer have the effective capacity to deliver political goods—and this is true even now, in the early stages of something that will clearly tax that capacity to the maximum.56

More of us now know what it is to struggle with unreliable infrastructure, to wait helplessly for degraded public services or to make shift for ourselves when they never do arrive. And while some might see a certain karmic justice in this, in all the slow violence of empire now come boomeranging back onto the imperial core, in any society it is always the powerless who suffer first and most acutely from the retraction of public provision.

The Marxist geographers David Harvey and Ruth Wilson Gilmore both think of the process involved in this retraction as “organized abandonment.”57 Organized abandonment falls unevenly on the land, but if you live in a place that has been deserted in this way, you know it. You can feel it. The long hollowing-out of public investment is a palpable thing, directly accessible to the senses. It’s the dogshit, trash and broken glass that accumulate on sidewalks that are no longer swept clean on a regular basis. The long line of ambulances stacked up in front of the emergency department of each hospital. The wait for a bus that used to arrive every few minutes and may now come twice an hour, if it shows up at all. It is the practical inability to access services that are formally yours by right, and the automated “helplines” or long and intentionally dispiriting waits on hold you encounter when you do try to schedule them. It is the shuttering of firehouses and libraries, the intentional discontinuation of street lighting and roadway maintenance—of everything, in fact, that signals a decent common existence. And all of it done intentionally, for the benefit of a vanishingly small (and not infrequently offshore) shareholder class. If this is the condition of neoliberal governance now, I can’t imagine how anyone thinks it will suddenly improve once it comes under so much more pressure from so many new directions.

But as Gilmore develops the idea, particularly, organized abandonment is much more than simply a passive process of retreat and disinvestment. There is an active side to it, as well, and it is brought to bear on the bodies of those marked as other. Places that have been stripped of their public goods in this way are at the same time purposively made over into “planned concentrations or sinks … of hazardous materials and destructive practices,” to which marginalized, racialized and criminalized populations are relegated.

Gilmore is specifically speaking to Black experience in the United States, and there remain aspects of her framing that are unique to that experience. But analytically, it’s not hard to see resonances and parallels with the ways in which organized abandonment works elsewhere and for other bodies, including all those in flight from newly uninhabitable conditions. Whatever life they knew before, those who have been transformed into “people on the move” by the fact of their displacement will find that they immediately become subject to much the same array of measures that are applied to other despised populations. Their very existence will be defined as extralegal. They will be intimately policed, perpetually surveilled, consigned to sacrifice zones and exposed to all the hazards that live there, with consequences that are more than occasionally lethal.58

So while it’s tempting to argue that most states of the global North are bound to contract to whatever core military, security, police and judicial functions are required to protect private property, this isn’t quite correct. To say that the state will go away is firstly to presume that it was ever there as anything but an actively malign force in people’s lives. After some four and a half decades of conscious disinvestment, however, this simply isn’t the case, especially for the poor and racialized communities that are invariably exposed to its worst effects.

What Gilmore helps us understand is the curious mixture of passive and active in the state’s posture toward those pushed to the margins, and the ways in which it so often simultaneously undermines and overmines their struggle to lead a decent existence. Many, perhaps even most of us, live in communities whose capacity for care has in some way been eroded by the withdrawal of public investment. Some of us, though, live in communities where that capacity has consciously and intentionally been shredded.

Here we’re finally in a position to understand the true depths of the trouble we’re in. The crisis of our moment consists not of a breakdown of the global climate system, and all the storms and floods and fires and plagues it gives rise to, as terrifying as those things might be. It doesn’t even consist of the irreversible proliferation of such events, or their cascading downstream consequences. It consists in the fact that all of that lands not on healthy, robust societies, but on ones whose capacities for care have been thoroughly and intentionally eroded.

These circumstances are multiplicative: what a well-cared-for population might have shrugged off, or taken in course, poses sharply greater risks for bodies that have been debilitated by their passage through a process of organized abandonment.59 Our ability to take care of ourselves and one another has been undermined, not enhanced, by the structures of state that are nominally there to secure our collective well-being.

Zoom out, and the picture that comes into focus is of a globe quilted with places in which the long process of targeted disinvestment has frayed away the social fabric to the point that it’s come undone; places that have been written off by insurers and formally forsaken as sites of human settlement; and places in which a duly-constituted government no longer has the capacity to underwrite public order, even if it wanted to.60 Though we have come to it by such terribly different routes, those of us who live in any of these places now find ourselves in much the same situation: alone, unsure what to do and unable to look to the state for meaningful assistance with the conditions that threaten our well-being. We simply cannot count on it to be there for us in the moment that it matters most.

If nothing else, this ought to be radically clarifying. To me, the relevant question we face isn’t whether the state can or should furnish everyone with at least the rudimentary makings of a decent and dignified life, but something far more concrete: whether it is likely to in this time and place. Here Harvey states what should be obvious: “[I]f the state withdraws from [the provision of public goods] then there is only one possible response, which is for populations to self-organize to provide their own commons.”61

This is the insight on which everything turns. As the circumstances of the Long Emergency pick up pace and blend into one permanent condition of omnicrisis, it’s time for us to think about building something else.

Are things really that dramatic, though—that far gone? Is it really our lot to stand by and watch as big heat wreaks chaos on the institutional architecture of the world? Aren’t there any policy directions or technological developments at hand that might yet prove consequential in the struggle to maintain a survivable climate, and therefore the social arrangements we’re accustomed to?

For reasons I’ll explain, I do not believe that there are. There will of course be attempts to prevent further heating, most of them diligent, clever and sincere—but they will very likely fail, as will attempts to mitigate the heating that does take place. I’m making three separate assumptions here: that a so-called “green energy transition” will not take place in time to prevent the most consequential drivers of change from happening; that reparative “geoengineering” will not be attempted at the necessary scale or, if attempted, will not work as intended; and that in the time available to us, we will not invent some other technology capable of siphoning carbon from the atmosphere at the necessary scale, and rescuing ourselves that way.62

Let’s start with the notion that a green energy transition will not happen in time to shelter us from the impacts of big heat. In the near term, it’s a safe bet that incumbent actors will continue to prioritize the lowering of energy prices, accumulation of domestic political capital or strategic energy access considerations over what is necessary to stabilize the atmosphere. For evidence of this, we need look no further than the Democratic Republic of Congo’s May 2022 announcement that it would auction off its peatlands and old-growth rainforests for oil drilling, Germany’s return the following month to coal-fired energy generation, Prime Minister Rishi Sunak’s declaration that it would be “economically illiterate” to wean the UK off of oil and gas, or the fact that China and India continue to approve new coal-fired power plants, even amid a season of record-shattering heat that shed tremendous suffering on both countries.63 The price of solar power keeps dropping, yes, and the fact that it and other renewable sources are responsible for an ever-greater percentage of the annual planetary energy budget may well be excellent news for the long term. But decisions like those recently made by India, China, Germany, the UK and the DRC are clearly inconsistent with the pressing need to halt emissions. So while it’s certainly possible that humanity may successfully complete a transition to renewable sources of energy over the next several decades—and therefore, eventually, the decarbonization of the atmosphere, and a slow subsidence of the heating—it’s not currently in the cards. And in any event, no such thing can take place swiftly enough to prevent global average temperatures from proceeding past the point of safety because, again, they have already done so.

If we can’t act quickly enough to prevent dangerous concentrations of heat-absorbing carbon dioxide (and the still-more-problematic but less-attended-to methane) from building up in the atmosphere, the next line of defense would be to prevent the sun from warming the atmosphere in the first place. This is, in fact, the goal of the various geoengineering techniques gathered under the rubric of “solar radiation management,” the most developed of which conceptually is something called stratospheric aerosol injection.64 This is based on a natural phenomenon that has been noted at least since the “year without a summer” that followed the 1815 eruption of Mount Tambora in present-day Indonesia, the largest volcanic event observed in recorded history: sulfur dioxide lofted into the stratosphere by the blast aerosolized and circulated worldwide, continuing to filter sunlight for months, and cooling average global temperatures by around half a degree Celsius.65 As a strategy for countering global heating, stratospheric aerosol injection turns on the notion that what happened accidentally at Tambora can be achieved intentionally, programmatically and for as long as proves necessary.

Enthusiasts generally wave a hand at the complexities involved in stratospheric aerosol injection, but they are profound. In her book on geoengineering, the science journalist Elizabeth Kolbert tells us that achieving anything like the necessary coverage would require fleets of aerosol bombers continuously strafing the upper atmosphere with particulates.66 Not merely does the necessary fleet not yet exist, neither does an aircraft that can carry the required twenty-ton payload to an operating altitude of 60,000 feet—nor, for that matter, does the technology to power such an aircraft’s engines and keep it continuously aloft without dumping yet more carbon into the atmosphere. All of that would need to be funded, designed, developed and deployed before heating was reduced by so much as a hundredth of a degree. And even then, unless some other process was drawing carbon down in the meantime, the cooling effect would only last as long as the injection sorties were maintained.

But even this isn’t the best argument against geoengineering attempts of this sort. The real trouble is that, despite all the computational power we throw into building models of heat exchange between the planet’s atmosphere and its oceans, we still don’t understand the complexities of this interaction very well. It’s all too easy to see how some well-intentioned but ham-fisted intervention in this entangled system might disrupt climatological patterns that condition literally billions of human lives—the ocean current known as the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation, for example, which both regulates the climate across much of the Northern Hemisphere and circulates nutrients that sustain sea life, or the equally life-giving monsoon rains of South Asia.67 The Tambora eruption, after all, did just this, resulting in an estimated 105,000 deaths from the direct consequences alone.68 But advocates appear remarkably cavalier about such prospects: according to a project director for something called the Solar Radiation Management Governance Initiative, “We live in a world where deliberately dimming the fucking sun might be less risky than not doing it.”69 (If you are anything like me, you quail at the thought of how much work the word “might” is doing in that sentence.)

Assuming, then, that geoengineering based on solar radiation management does not turn out to work safely or well, a remaining possibility for lowering the heat resides in the technology of direct air capture, or DAC.70 Here the picture is somewhat more encouraging. To begin with, we know DAC actually works. Each the size of a shipping container, DAC units can be deployed anywhere, and the amount of carbon that a given installation extracts from the atmosphere can in principle be more or less finely tuned, allowing for small-scale tests that don’t run the risk of short-circuiting the monsoon or turning the entire sky white as a side effect. But here again, there are limitations: whatever carbon dioxide is absorbed from the air will still need to be sequestered in some way, the DAC process is itself hugely energy-intensive, and the technology has so far only been deployed in pilot programs of limited extent and ambition. While DAC shows significantly more promise—and beyond that, feels in every way wiser and more measured—than stratospheric aerosol injection, spinning it up to any scale at which it might make a difference will take years. Even in the best-case scenario of DAC deployment, we would still be in for many years of historically anomalous temperatures and all the extreme weather events and third-order effects that follow on from them.

And that really is the bottom line in any of these discussions. We are already committed to decades of severe storms, wildfires, droughts and floods, no matter what technology is developed, no matter what policies are enacted, and no matter what any state, transnational or corporate governance body decides to do now. At this point, no force on Earth can prevent the breakdown from progressing. The process that has already begun will run its course, conditioning the shape of possibility on this planet until long after we are gone from the scene. It will be the central determining factor in virtually all human endeavors for centuries to come and will only finally resolve itself many, many years from now, when the climate system has achieved its new stable state, and whatever human population remains has either learned to live within that balance or is unable to disturb it to any salient degree.71

The idea I’ve tried to flesh out here—that the society we live in is on the edge of a catastrophic transition to a new order of being, catalyzed by widespread ecosystemic breakdown—is not an especially novel one. The basic contours of this scenario have been explored, with lesser or greater sophistication, in literally hundreds of essays and books, dating back as far as the 1960s—and, indeed, society’s manifest failure to fail over all this time has lent most of these titles an undeniable Chicken Little quality.72 What this entire body of literature has proven unable to explain is something most people no doubt find utterly unremarkable: that high-complexity societies organized around the conventional Westphalian state and the globalized market continue to thrive, a quarter of the way through the twenty-first century, despite the mounting pressures on them.

The writer and climate activist Andreas Malm has taken would-be catastrophists to task for their failure to connect the dots in this regard. What is lacking in their just-so stories of societal collapse, he argues, is an account of “how environmental stress factors [are] translated into hardship” for a society’s “dominant classes.”73 That is: How are disruptive climatic conditions—which may well be debilitating or even fatal for individual bodies—mediated to the dominating structures and institutions of society, such that their ability to continue arranging the world for their own benefit becomes and remains degraded? By extension, how will the heat somehow prove incommensurate with the continuity of all the political, territorial, technical and economic arrangements that together make up our familiar world? How, above all, is an institution as enduring and well defended as the state supposed to recede from our lives so thoroughly, when confronted by heavy weather, that we are forced to shift for ourselves?

These are excellent questions, and I’ve tried to suggest some of the mechanisms that are likely to be involved in our case. But a richer and perhaps more satisfying answer lies in a brief essay called “How Complex Systems Fail,” self-published in 1998 by an anesthesiologist named Richard Cook.74

By “complex systems,” Cook means the intricate, multilayered processes of technical orchestration that are everywhere in modern life, from operating theaters to air-traffic control centers to nuclear power plants, but the same principles can be extended to an economy or a society without doing them too much conceptual damage. Cook tells us a few things about the working of such systems: that they are inherently hazardous and involve multiple points of risk. But they are also well defended against the risk of failure, furnished with abundant safety features and multiple layers of redundancy.

Cook observes that, whatever safety mechanisms they may have been equipped with, what all such systems have in common is that they are kept within safe operating margins via the continuous adjustments of human operators. This seems commonsensical enough. But what he argues next is somewhat startling: these adjustments are invariably in the nature of a “gamble.” Whatever decision is at hand, it will always be a bet made about the future in the presence of imperfect information.

Most of the time—in fact, virtually all of the time, by definition—the gamble pays off. The system reacts in the way its operators expect it to: the nuclear reactor continues to run smoothly, the satellite reaches a stable orbit, the tumor is excised and the patient successfully revived. Paradoxically, though, trouble arises when operators have insufficient experience of failure. Lulled by their unbroken record of success in keeping it going, they can’t sense when the system they’ve been entrusted with is close to the edge of its performance envelope, and miss or don’t recognize the signs that it is closing in on failure. They make a gamble that the system will continue to operate normally, as all their previous experience has counseled them to expect that it will, and they allocate their resources accordingly. And then change comes arcing in from some unforeseen quarter: the gamble is lost, and everything comes undone all at once.

In his essay, Cook says one other interesting thing about complex systems, which is that it is quite possible for them to “run in degraded mode” for extended periods. That is, they are so well defended by their many layers of backups that they can accumulate damage for many years before hitting the point of absolute breakdown. They simply go on working, without either their operators or anyone else necessarily realizing the extent to which everything under the hood has corroded away to nothing.

The most obvious example of this in societal terms is the Soviet Union, which continued to maintain a certain façade of robustness even after the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, and indeed right up to the point of its dissolution on Christmas 1991. Not merely did the USSR manage to hide its advanced state of decrepitude from all but the canniest external observers, whether sympathetic or hostile; it even managed to prevent its own decision-makers from perceiving the truth of their situation.75 The lesson for us seems obvious: even those arrangements of the world that seem imperturbable may simply be tottering along “in degraded mode,” way out past their margins of safety, and vulnerable at any time to the final insult that will bring them all crashing down.

I don’t want to discount capitalism’s astonishing tenacity, or dismiss that darkly impressive ability it seems to have of reframing disaster as growth opportunity and discovering new markets even amid the rubble. There are plenty of bright people who believe, or have anyway managed to convince themselves, that the systems undergirding everyday life in the late-capitalist period are more than resilient enough to carry the day, even given the new constellation of climatological threats they face.76 Nor would it necessarily be wise to bet against them, however desperate, self-deluded or willfully unseeing their arguments might seem.

For well over a century now, its critics have continuously underestimated capitalism’s sheer vitality: its genius for adaptation, its propensity to generate entirely new lifeways requiring entirely new material supports, its capacity to develop intensively when extension was no longer a viable option. The engine, somehow, keeps turning, despite the analytical predictions (and frequently enough the heartfelt desires and lifelong efforts) of those who have prophesied its failure. It may well somehow continue to do so, even amid the most disruptive scenarios considered here.

I also don’t want to suggest that the process of destabilization I describe will necessarily unfold in quite the same way in every place on Earth. Given the present reality of uneven development, it will likely be possible to maintain some pastiche of the late-capitalist lifeworld we recognize in many places—at least with great effort, and exclusively for the most highly favored—and it is even possible that these won’t simply amount to a series of buffered enclaves, fortified redoubts and the secured corridors between them. For those lucky few able to avail themselves of these sheltered environments, and blithe enough not to care about the fate suffered by anyone else, not a single topic I raise for consideration in the rest of this book is likely to be in any way germane.

But for the rest of us, the normality to which we’ve become so accustomed over the past forty years is already dwindling in the rear-view mirror. Nor will there be, as the cliché has it, a “new normal” we might clamber up onto and cling to for dear life. If an emergency, an emergent situation, is a sudden and unexpected excursion from the accepted bounds of the normal—an exceptional case in which the ordinary rules and procedures are temporarily suspended—what we now confront is an excursion that has become permanent.

And so we find ourselves contemplating the end of the systems that have defined the ordinary through all our lives, that have framed and given grounding context to everything we’ve ever experienced. There’s a line of thought that putting things this starkly is bound to be counterproductive, if not actively reactionary in consequence.77 On this theory, predictions of any particularly widespread social breakdown in the wake of ecosystemic collapse are slipshod analysis: sloppy thought that unduly universalizes and naturalizes something that was done by specific, identifiable historic actors, and for which they should be held accountable. Worse still, from this point of view, is that discussions of breakdown are supposed to subtly commend rugged-individualist responses, and therefore erode the bases for solidarity and the mass collective action that are seen as necessary to a just survival.

One of the strongest criticisms levied against framing our situation in such uncompromising terms, though, isn’t directed toward any putative weakness of analysis, or of the political choices that result. It’s that doing so can easily be psychologically overwhelming. The argument is that being hammered by the unrelenting facts produces a kind of lassitude in people, a blackened quietism that couples fundamental acceptance of the facts with an overcoming and total sense of one’s own powerlessness. Or worse yet—since things are already so bad that nothing we do could possibly matter—a careless, profligate abandon.

And here I’m considerably more sympathetic. But as I see things, there are two strong counters to this argument, one of which is ethical and the other pragmatic. The ethical aspect is straightforward: it’s a matter of basic respect, as well as a bedrock principle of informed consent, that each of us be furnished with an account of our situation and the options available to us that is as complete and accurate as possible. As importantly, though, we need to grasp what our circumstances consist of, what they imply and how they amplify one another, if we’re ever to figure out how to navigate this harsh new world together.

There will be shock and rage and overpowering grief in this—as there should be. I doubt many of us will be able to contemplate the true contours of the world we now inherit without being undone, at least for a little while, by the things we feel in response. If we sit with these feelings for long enough to let them subside, though, we may find ourselves ready to face up to what they are really asking of us. Not only that: we may come to realize that there are others who’ve been on the same journey and are every bit as ready for that encounter as we are. What lies before each of us now is to find those others. It’s only by confronting the new terms of our tenure on the planet, however stark or bleak or frankly unnerving they may be, that together we can begin to do something about them.
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Mutual Care

It is one of the worst bodily sensations you will ever experience: that clammy, cold-sweat certainty of knowing you’re alone, at a moment in which you desperately need the help of others. When the support structures you expect to rely upon have fallen away, or were never there in the first place, you arrive with terrible clarity at the understanding that this is it. There’s no one you can call. Or there’s no one on the other end of the line to answer. Maybe the line itself is dead. In any of these cases, though, the result is the same: no help is forthcoming.

The awful isolation of these moments is something you experience at the somatic level as much as the intellectual or emotional. Every fiber of your being rebels: surely, surely it’s not supposed to be this way—not here, not in the twenty-first century.

There is a way of refusing to let that isolation stand as the unquestioned law of life, or to acquiesce to the privatization of the terror and grief that accompany it. We call that refusal “mutual aid.” The activists Kelly Hayes and Mariame Kaba cite a definition of mutual aid offered by Seattle’s Big Door Brigade, and I can’t improve on it: “When people get together to meet each other’s basic survival needs with a shared understanding that the systems we live under are not going to meet our needs and we can do it together right now!”1

The commitment to mutual aid doesn’t emerge from any kind of prior theory, in other words, simply from the recognition that when the institutions to which we’ve entrusted our care fail us, the only thing standing between us and the darkness is our own capacity for collective, self-organized action. Mutual aid is simply how people without resources have always arranged the means of their own survival: cooperatively, outside the structures of market or state, using whatever tools they had ready to hand. This is the sense in which the anarchist philosopher Peter Kropotkin first used the term, in his enduringly lively 1902 classic Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution.2 Holding that the capacity for cooperation is a trait far older than humanity itself, which has been conserved across deep time for the enhanced likelihood of survival it confers on populations, Kropotkin insists that it is a possibility that remains available to us, even now, and that it might continue to sustain human communities through their darkest hours.

But mutual aid isn’t quite as simple as cooperation toward the shared goal of survival in a time of emergency. Nor is it quite coextensive with the set of practices political scientists rather clunkily describe as the “non-state provision of social welfare,” though it is that in schematic.3 In its modern sense, the term primarily refers to those citizen-driven emergency relief efforts that both stem from and reproduce a distinct set of values, most central among which is horizontality.

In this context, horizontality is much more than an organizational structure. It is the refusal to impose, observe or respect any sort of power relation between the person who is extending help and the person who requires it. This is the fundamental quality that distinguishes mutual aid from other models of voluntary, nonstate service provision, like charity. Where charity insists on a show of gratitude from the recipient—or at least tacitly expects them to nurture a sense of obligation that must someday be discharged—mutual aid rejects the savior/saved dynamic entirely.4

This is not the only thing that sets the practice of mutual aid apart from charity. Mutual aid starts from the recognition that exposure to risk falls unequally across the population, and aims at nothing less than transforming the circumstances that produced that inequality in the first place.5 It aims, in other words, at liberation.

*

If Kropotkin had seen collective, cooperative practices under-girding the everyday life of communities just about everywhere, for most of us those habits have long since been overwritten by systems of state and market. In modern times the instinct toward cooperation only seems to reappear in times of the most acute peril, when all of that falls away. The terrible gift we’re offered in these moments is a chance to practice all those capacities for self-organization that are so badly under-developed in our ordinary late-capitalist lives. This was the story of the Common Ground Collective, a mutual aid group established in the Algiers district of New Orleans following the August 2005 landfall of Hurricane Katrina.6

New Orleans is a particularly low-lying city, protected from the higher surrounding waters of Lake Pontchartrain and the Mississippi River only by an elaborate system of levees. These levees failed at six points during Katrina, inundating 80 percent of the city and damaging a full 70 percent of its occupied housing units.7 Just about the entire population of Orleans Parish was displaced.8

The hurricane’s direct and indirect effects were particularly lethal for the city’s poor and majority-Black neighborhoods, where they were compounded further by the lack of any meaningful official response to speak of.9 As the days dragged on without any effective relief effort being mounted, the stories that filtered out of the region took on a frankly apocalyptic tenor: bodies lying unrecovered in the street being devoured by rats, or patients stranded in a flooded hospital being euthanized (at least seventeen reported) when it became clear that they could or would not be evacuated.10

Galvanized by the anguished recognition that “help was not coming,” Common Ground was founded by “three friends sitting around a kitchen table, with only a cell phone, $50, and their own energy, imagination, and compassion to work with.”11 The effort eventually grew to some 28,000 volunteers, an especially impressive level of commitment when you consider that in 2005, the population of New Orleans proper was only about sixteen times that number.

Common Ground’s founders Malik Rahim, scott crow and Sharon Johnson were clear about what their initiative would offer: “Solidarity not Charity.” The effort was “the first movement to visibly mobilise grassroots disaster relief with radical social and ecological principles in the US,” and it was explicitly organized “to provide relief, aid and support to underserved [and] marginalized communities” on a Kropotkinian, horizontalist model.12

Rahim, crow and Johnson knew what it meant for people to be marginalized and underserved: Algiers, where they founded Common Ground, has a median household income lower than 99.5 percent of American census tracts.13 But where people living in places like this were all too often treated as Katrina’s “faceless or helpless victims,” when they were even seen at all, Common Ground insisted that they be acknowledged “as active participants in the struggle to make their lives better.”14

Taking their inspiration from the Spanish anarchism of the Civil War years, the Black Panthers and the Zapatistas—Rahim himself had actually been a Panther—the three founders wrote down a set of values that would guide their effort, among which were autonomy, anticapitalism, cooperation, solidarity and the commitment to direct action. Common Ground would maintain a properly wary distance from the state, which had done so little for the people of New Orleans, and organize itself from among the people of the communities hit hardest. It would ask no payment for its services and at the same time reject the patronizing model of charity that, subtly or otherwise, conditioned the aid work of conventional organizations. Above all it would do something about the catastrophe that had befallen residents of the city’s poorest neighborhoods, rather than wait passively for the help from above that was never destined to come.

Starting from a single “distribution center”—a makeshift tent set up in Rahim’s driveway, lashed together from PVC pipes and nylon tarps—Common Ground volunteers started sharing out food parcels they’d trucked in from Texas themselves. They set up a rudimentary clinic, whose volunteer medics rode through the streets on bicycles, asking locals if they needed anything in the way of help and offering first aid to those who had been injured in the storm or its aftermath.

The network expanded, over the next several months growing to include multiple distribution hubs and medical clinics, a women’s center and a community kitchen. Common Ground crews fanned out through the neighborhoods, pulling down houses that had been rendered uninhabitable by the rains and toxic floodwaters, gutting, tarping and doing mold abatement on the ones they could save, and training volunteers to handle these specialized tasks safely. Yet other initiatives spoke to the wider needs of a community under pressure, from a local newspaper and radio station to “a biodiesel [fuel] program, computer classes, childcare co-ops, legal assistance, eviction defense, prisoner support, after-school and summer programs, anti-racism training, and wetlands restoration work.”15

None of this went unopposed. Some of the backlash came from the very people you might imagine might contest an autonomous effort at self-determination organized by the residents of poor and Black neighborhoods: Common Ground’s volunteers faced down physical threats not merely from the armed white vigilantes roaming Algiers Point, Central City and the French Quarter in their pickup trucks, but also from the National Guard that had ostensibly been deployed to the region to help. But other challenges came from less predictable quarters. The French ultraleftists known as the Invisible Committee remark, in apparent sympathy with the charge, that “Common Ground has been criticized … for the fact that its activities were geared towards a return to normality—that is, to the normal functioning of things.”16

But I don’t think this is at all fair. Just as the Black Panthers and the Zapatistas had left traces for the founders of Common Ground to pick up, interpret and make their own, Common Ground laid down tracks for the ones who followed, building not so much a network across space as one across time. In navigating by the cues left by the ones who had gone before them, they inscribed the trail more deeply and signposted it for all those who would follow in the years to come. And among those who did pick up the traces was a group of Occupy Wall Street veterans who organized themselves to counter the effects of Superstorm Sandy. They called themselves Occupy Sandy.

If the full circumstances of Sandy’s apocalyptic descent onto New York City were difficult for anyone on the ground to grasp in real time, they will be virtually impossible for me to convey to you now, even given the benefit of time and distance. Like all such events, the storm and its aftermath appeared in our lives as a hyperobject, too large and ill defined at its edges for anyone to see clearly.

What did become evident, as the storm surge receded, was that in many places the devastation was little less than total. Whole communities had been reduced to sodden splinters all along the city’s coastal frontage, from Edgemere and Arverne in the Rockaways to Midland Beach on Staten Island. In Breezy Point, Queens, at the far western end of the Rockaway Peninsula, an entire neighborhood burned down to nothing when rising seawater first sparked electrical wiring into flame, then prevented firefighters from reaching the scene of the blaze.17

In one part of town after another, what had been the stuff of people’s lives mere days before now clogged the gutters in abject heaps of undifferentiable material, wedged in tangles of rusted rebar. Many of the buildings that did survive the storm’s immediate onslaught were too dangerous for people to venture into unprotected—with 17 percent of the city’s land area flooded, tens of thousands of structures had been soaked to chest height in sea salt and sewage, or the toxic waters of the flooded Gowanus Canal, and were now being subsumed by rapidly spreading colonies of mold.18

All told, Sandy caused an estimated $19 billion in immediate damage and lost economic activity.19 Roughly 69,000 housing units were damaged in the five boroughs of New York City alone, and at least 300 destroyed entirely, rendering as many as 40,000 people temporarily homeless.20 Forty-four New Yorkers lost their lives to the storm’s direct effects.

Even neighborhoods that weren’t hit directly by flooding or fire absorbed a body blow. With power out through much of the city, with water mains, emergency services and regular food deliveries in broad swaths of Brooklyn and Queens disrupted for weeks, life for millions teetered on the cusp between challenging and perilous. And amid all the chaos, what became obvious was that New York City had never been designed to absorb this kind of impact, at any level: not in terms of its architecture, not in terms of its physical or institutional infrastructure.

On any ordinary day, these infrastructural systems sustained the life of the city so quietly and with such unremarkable efficiency that they receded from collective awareness. In their failure, everyone who relied on them was reminded that “ordinary” is an achievement. The consequences of infrastructural collapse were plainly visible everywhere you went in the days and weeks after Sandy, made manifest in the form of raw human need.

There were and are agencies that are chartered specifically to assist in the wake of such disasters, primarily by organizing emergency shelter, sustainment and financial assistance for all those who find themselves displaced. In New York City, the public-sector response to Sandy was chiefly coordinated by Region 2 of the Federal Emergency Management Agency, or FEMA, and that of the charitable or philanthropic sector by the American Red Cross. But these are lumbering, dinosaurian entities, whose very nature and organizational structure makes them incapable of reacting to events at the speed of calamity itself.

“What we’re hearing, even from FEMA and the Red Cross themselves, is that because they’re such large operations, it takes them weeks just to get set up,” said Rev. Michael Sniffen, rector of an Episcopal church in Brooklyn, a few days after the storm had receded. “You know: FEMA comes and knocks on someone’s door and says, ‘OK, we’ve done an assessment, you’ll hear from us in ten days.’ But for folks who are living without power, without water, without food, ten days is too long to wait.”21

This was an infrastructural failure of a different sort, and it was particularly terrifying given the plummeting temperatures that settled onto the region in the first days of November. With no heat, no light, no food, no water that was safe to drink and no help in the offing, millions living across the tristate area now found themselves up against the unthinkable. There is a very real sense in which they owe their survival to the efforts of the thousands of their neighbors who organized themselves under the banner of Occupy Sandy.

It is overwhelmingly likely that we would not have anything like an Occupy Sandy to discuss now, whether by that name or any other, had it not been for the original Occupy Wall Street encampment in Zuccotti Park the previous fall.

The legacy of OWS was evident in the incredible speed at which the relief effort took shape: it was because of the social connections, and the trust for one another, that activists had forged in the course of those ecstatic and difficult weeks in the park that they were able to stand up the sprawling network of sites and activities so very quickly.22 It was evident in the immediate sophistication of the logistical systems they organized at each of those sites, which owed something to the pop-up infrastructure of the makeshift society formed over the fifty-nine days and nights in Zuccotti.23 And it was most evident of all in the set of values that guided the relief effort—which should surprise no one, given that they were the selfsame values, held by a group that included many of the same people.24

These ideas, techniques, connections and beliefs—much of what made Occupy Wall Street what it was, in other words—had lain dormant for the better part of a year, slumbering beneath the surface of everyday New York City life. They remained available as a set of latent and unrealized potentials, there to be picked up, dusted off and brought to life again when the conditions were right.25 This is what accounts for the circumstance that so mystified official observers at the time: how a non-organization that to all appearances had come from nowhere was able to field hundreds of motivated volunteers within the first days after landfall and sustain high-intensity recovery operations from their sudden network of warehouses and distribution hubs.

One of these hubs was set up in the Episcopal church where Sniffen was rector: the Church of St. Luke and St. Matthew at 520 Clinton Avenue, on the border between Clinton Hill and Prospect Heights. My partner and I showed up there on the afternoon of the fourth day following the storm. At that point, neither of us had any particular experience, skill or competence in disaster relief and recovery work; if that came at all, it came later. All we knew was that we wanted to help and had been summarily rebuffed by the first two organizations we’d initially tried to volunteer with.26

We could have followed the crisply designed yellow directional signs that someone had hung up, pointing the way to 520 from the Clinton-Washington C train stop at the corner. But there was no need to: there was a long column of delivery trucks backed up in front of the church, the best signpost anybody could ask for. We found the church halfway down the block, set back from the sidewalk behind a low chain-link fence.

Someone had zip-tied a homemade banner onto the fence that read “OCCUPY SANDY: Mutual Aid Not Charity,” in conscious or unconscious echo of the slogan that had rallied Common Ground during Katrina. The banner told us, from these very first moments, that here was something very different from the Red Cross that had turned us away so curtly. (Lest anyone miss the point, the first letter in “aid” was replaced with the universal circle-A symbol of anarchy.)

Two or three volunteers sat at a folding table set up alongside the fence, walking a nearly continuous stream of arrivals through the process of registering themselves. They were extraordinarily efficient: we didn’t have a chance to open our mouths before someone responsible for intake had greeted us, thanked us for coming, handed us materials to make name badges with and showed us what to do to get signed up. We filled out a brief questionnaire—contact information, useful skills, languages spoken—and then waited for a group of ten or so to accumulate, at which point we were given a short lecture explaining the values we would be expected to uphold as volunteers. And that was it. We were part of Occupy Sandy.

Let’s return for a moment to that banner, and what it implied.

In her book on the aftermath of disaster, Rebecca Solnit suggests that we can best understand what happened in New York that October as a hybridization of two preexisting currents in the city’s public life.27 What emerged fused the spontaneous, largely apolitical self-help efforts that sprung up in the wake of the September 11 attacks to Occupy Wall Street, which was of course intensely politicized. And there’s a strong argument to be made that it was the anarchist sensibility suffusing the latter that accounted for Occupy Sandy’s remarkable effectiveness.

In other words, what made Occupy Sandy work was precisely the fact that it was Occupy Sandy. The effort was explicitly founded in a particular set of commitments, which were articulated in its every space and evident at its every stage.28 Though they had unquestionably been distilled through the experience, the perspectives and the language of the Zuccotti Park occupation, at core they were much the same set of values that scott crow had described as driving Common Ground’s work in New Orleans six years previously: autonomy from the state, solidarity with the marginalized, horizontality in organization and decision-making, and directness of action.

As we’ll see, these were all qualities that helped the relief effort achieve what it did, concretely and materially, but they weren’t pursued for the sake of that alone. They were deployed toward a larger end. As 520 site coordinator Samantha Corbin told the documentary filmmaker Josh Fox, “Aside from simply being antiracist, antisexist, antihomophobic, anticlassist … we believe that in the work that we do, we have to be actively undermining those structures that separate us, and keep some people down and elevate others.”29 That belief determined not merely what was done by Occupy Sandy (OS) but how it was done. The best way to really grasp what I mean by this is to see what it looked like in action.

Once our little group had moved inside the church, we found that its nave had been converted into an impromptu warehouse, complete with areas to receive incoming relief supplies, store them until needed and then stage them for delivery. A human chain ten or fifteen people long was handing boxes in from the street, steadily moving them off the trucks and into a holding area distinctly smelling of damp cardboard, where each one was opened and checked. Donated supplies filled the pews all the way down to the sanctuary, carefully sorted by row: winter coats and hand warmers here, soap and tampons there.

A member of the intake team explained the various sections OS was organized into, listing all of the many things that needed doing—we could prepare hot meals in the church kitchen if we wanted, or help with coordinating transportation, or even get trained to do direct relief or demolition work out at the field sites, if we felt up to it. All of this sounded equally necessary, interesting and urgent, but I could see for myself that the two volunteers handling incoming packages were struggling to sort them into the pews fast enough to keep them from piling up at the entrance. So that’s what I got stuck into, and for the most part that’s what I wound up spending the balance of my time at 520 doing.

I quickly learned that, however rustic this logistics hub might have seemed to casual inspection, it was a sophisticated operation. Once I got used to the system, it rarely took me any more than a few minutes to put together a care package custom-tailored to the needs of someone out in one of the ravaged coastal communities. This wasn’t simply a matter of some shrewd sorting protocol, either. In a particularly clever hack, activists hijacked Amazon’s wedding-registry functionality as a way to funnel donations; by visiting the gift registry notionally set up for “the wedding of Sandy and Sandy,” supporters from around the world were able to purchase whatever was needed most urgently, from cleaning supplies to bottled water to blister-packs of batteries. (This, of course, was the ultimate source of the long tailback of trucks we’d encountered when we first arrived at 520, which would continue to clog narrow Clinton Avenue for weeks thereafter.) When people who’d been displaced, or were holding out in whatever remained of their family home, told volunteers in the field what they needed, that information was fed directly into the wedding registry. It often enough meant that they were able to get just what they’d asked for.

That they were asked about their needs at all, though, speaks to the contrast between the way OS did disaster relief and how a hierarchical, command-and-control organization like the National Guard set about doing things. When the National Guard set up their distribution sites for blankets or food or fuel, they would generally broadcast over the radio the times and places these supplies would be available. The supplies themselves were free, but anyone who needed them would have to make their way across town to claim them—and this was highly challenging, to say the least, on a sprawling terrain of flooded streets where public transit was effectively nonexistent and fuel shortages were beginning to bite. And what if your radio had shorted out in the flood, or its batteries were dead, or you didn’t have one in the first place? How were you even supposed to know these facilities were available to you?

The Red Cross wasn’t much better, judging from a “scene of clumsily administered relief” a journalist witnessed in Midland Beach, two weeks after Sandy: “At the nearest intersection, a Red Cross van announced, via megaphone, ‘hot soup!’ to no one in particular … The truck left not long after arriving. It fed no one.”30

This is entirely consistent with scenes others witnessed, as well as things I saw for myself when I came across Red Cross teams on my way to or from 520.31 The distinct impression I was left with was one of salaried staff listlessly executing a plan that had been thought up in some windowless operations center dozens of miles away, with neither input from nor any real consideration for the communities who were supposed to benefit from this largesse. Fairly or not, it was also commonly understood among OS volunteers that Red Cross workers in particular were unwilling to venture up the dark stairwells of the high-rise public housing projects where so many of our fellow New Yorkers were stranded.

By contrast, Occupy Sandy’s volunteers actively fanned out across the worst-hit neighborhoods. Like Common Ground’s bike-mounted medics, they went door-to-door and household-to-household in Red Hook and the Rockaways, checking in with everyone they encountered. They went into the housing projects and up to the darkened floors, keeping faith with the places, and the people, other relief workers evidently found so daunting. And rather than presuming that those they came across were victims in need of rescue—and offering them generic aid packages in response, as a Red Cross outreach worker might—the members of OS field teams treated them as peers and equals, the ones who knew better than anyone else what their actual needs consisted of.32 Each interaction between a volunteer and someone affected by the storm therefore started not with an assumption, an assessment or a judgment, but with a question: “How are you doing?”

No attempt was ever made by Occupy Sandy to sort bodies into those that were deserving of care and those that were not, the way other relief organizations did. Nobody involved with the effort would ever ask for proof of address, a Social Security number or any of the other documentation required by government agencies like FEMA before they’d furnish aid. Nobody made you fill out paperwork just to prove that you were who you said you were. OS volunteers offered assistance to anyone who asked, whatever their immigration status, whichever side of the law they were compelled to operate on.

There was a fundamental respect for people’s autonomy in all of this, not to mention their dignity. It was one of the qualities that most sharply differentiated Occupy Sandy from the Red Cross or the National Guard, and it emerged directly from the principled distinction between mutual aid and charity. But the way OS went about doing things was also hugely time- and labor-intensive. In pragmatic terms, it wouldn’t have been possible had the effort not had enormous numbers of volunteers to draw on. The fact that it did had something to do with a quality I think of as “invitationality.”

My partner and I had experienced this quality from our very first moments on the sidewalk in front of 520 Clinton. Where the other efforts we had tried to volunteer with in those first days after the storm were indifferent, or even faintly hostile, Occupy Sandy literally and actively welcomed us, and I’ve never forgotten it. I don’t think the power of a greeting like that can be overstated, as a way of piercing the routine isolation of late-capitalist lives and kindling the first flickers of something that might in time become a sense of belonging.

But this wasn’t the only way the invitational quality was expressed. It was there in the informal way we were encouraged to identify ourselves as new volunteers and would remain known to one another throughout the entire period of our involvement: as first names only, scrawled in Sharpie across a piece of masking tape slapped to our chests. And it was there in the orientation briefing we were given, where it was made clear that while bigotry of any sort would never be tolerated, anyone who could agree to treat the people around them with dignity and respect would always be welcome and appreciated in the effort.

Other ways in which the sense of invitationality manifested itself were less explicit than that, and more a matter of the shared ethos that saturated and sustained the whole effort. Part of this was simply that anyone could make a meaningful contribution just by showing up, whatever their ability or level of commitment. Nobody who volunteered for Occupy Sandy was ever assigned to a role or task—who, after all, had the authority to assign anyone anything? Newcomers were encouraged, instead, to find a role organically, to “plug themselves in” to whatever seemed like it needed doing most, just as I’d found my way to organizing donations in the pews.33 With so much going on, people never seemed to have much of a problem finding something to do that was a good fit for their capabilities and predilections.

This wasn’t necessarily a matter of any ideological commit-ment—it was surely down to OS being an informal, ad hoc initiative, with neither the inclination nor the capacity to inflict bureaucratic procedure on anyone. But it meant that the relief effort was to a very great degree genuinely self-organized, and it kept the barriers to entry low. As a result, the operation made places for all sorts of people—some of whom had clearly never before interacted so closely, over so long a stretch of time, with people as different from them as the ones they met in Occupy. Its invitationality helped OS field the numbers necessary to pull off labor-intensive strategies like door-to-door canvassing.

These were all ways in which the values animating the effort were expressed concretely. There was one final way in which those values were expressed, which is that everyone who showed up for Occupy Sandy had a voice in the way it was run. Just as Occupy Wall Street had before it, OS made its decisions collectively, democratically and by consensus. Concerns were aired and courses of action hashed out in regular general assemblies that lasted anywhere up to several hours, and anyone who participated was welcome to speak, to raise items to the agenda and to block the adoption of measures they felt they could not support.

I saw real efforts made to convene as much of the community as possible in these gatherings, and they continued to be held through the entire time I was involved in Occupy Sandy. But while I believe that the commitment to purely horizontal, consensus-based decision-making was something sincerely held by most OS volunteers, as the effort expanded it became functionally difficult to honor in full.

By late November, despite an agenda that made space for reports from a wide range of local activities and working groups, my feeling is that the people participating in the general assemblies had mostly abandoned any pretense that they gave voice to everyone who was involved in the effort in any way. By that point, “Occupy Sandy” was tens of thousands of bodies working at dozens of sites strewn across three states. It was simply too large and diffuse to fit in a single room, and possibly too diverse to allow everyone who did gather there to reach full consensus on all the matters before them.

Was this anarchy in action, then? Well, as the proudly libertarian writer Colin Ward always maintained, ordinary people are doing anarchy all the time, without ever identifying as anarchists, or even necessarily approving of “anarchism.”34 And as we’ve seen, this was true of Occupy Sandy as well.

But that it worked, and was broadly seen to work, gave the lie to the snide critique so often levied at anarchist ideas, in Ward’s time and our own. Nobody could credibly accuse Occupy Sandy of being childish, or impractical, or utopian. If anything, just the opposite was true. The imperative of treating those who suffered from the storm as peers fundamentally deserving of dignity may have been founded in a political stance, but it led directly to a practical result, a far tighter coupling between what they needed and what the relief effort was able to offer them. The commitment to horizontal, leader less organization meant that relief teams in the field could respond to emergent situations as they saw fit and deploy their resources in whatever way seemed most appropriate. Autonomy meant that the effort was able to reach the most vulnerable New Yorkers, those who had a great deal to fear from becoming visible to agents of the state, or simply lacked the formal tokens of twenty-first-century citizenship. In each of these cases, the principles that guided Occupy Sandy were tested against some of the most trying and stressful conditions experienced in the living memory of New York City, and in each they proved their worth many times over. Occupy Sandy delivered the goods, and it did so in ways no hierarchical body could match.

And it does bear repeating that a relief effort founded in the ethos of mutual aid simply worked better than any of the conventional alternatives. In the wake of the storm, a broad institutional consensus emerged that Occupy Sandy had outperformed official disaster-response organizations like FEMA and the Red Cross, even on their own terms. In mainstream-media coverage, in government circles, there was astonishment at the claim that OS achieved what it did on a total budget amounting to “a mere $1.34 million—roughly 1 percent of the entire Red Cross payroll and less than the sum of three Red Cross executives’ salaries in 2012.”35 Figures like these led to the curious specter of New York City’s Special Initiative for Rebuilding and Recovery and the US Department of Homeland Security studying this horizontally organized, avowedly anti-statist effort to see how it might be co-opted.36

But in the end, such direct comparisons miss the point. They are to reduce OS to a study in operational efficiency. Its real value was that it did what it did in a way that upheld people, affirmed their ability to provide for one another under the most difficult circumstances and maybe even shifted their understanding of the world they lived in. In other words, it was liberatory.

The activist Dean Spade proposes four criteria for evaluating the success of a mutual aid effort on this question:


Does it provide material relief? Does it leave out an especially marginalized part of the affected group (e.g., people with criminal records, people without immigration status)? Does it legitimize or expand a system [resistant left movements] are trying to dismantle? Does it mobilize people, especially those most directly impacted, for ongoing struggle?37



Occupy Sandy unambiguously succeeded on at least three of these four counts.

There is no question whatsoever that it furnished communities and individuals both with significant material assistance. It turned nobody away, as either volunteer or recipient of aid, who was willing to treat the others around them with a threshold minimum of respect, and made places for people irrespective of their citizenship credentials. It profoundly, and lastingly, undermined many of the claims to competence that are routinely made on the part of actors like FEMA and the Red Cross, at least so far as the New York region is concerned.

The only remaining question is whether OS encouraged the people who encountered it, whether as participant, recipient or onlooker, to undertake further acts of liberatory self-provision. On this question, the evidence can only be described as “mixed.” While concerted mutual aid efforts did arise in neighborhoods throughout New York City during the time of COVID, and some of them did indeed involve veterans of Occupy Sandy, no broader or more sustained infrastructure of self-organized care has appeared there in the years since the storm.

I think it’s nevertheless fair to understand OS as a stepping stone toward liberation, as much for the way it transformed subjectivity and the sense of the possible as anything else.

This wasn’t anybody’s job. Nobody was paid for the grueling hours they put in. Occupy Sandy offered tens of thousands of New Yorkers a rare opportunity to exercise their skills and talents in the service of their community—to do something about the terrible thing which had befallen them and their neighbors—and this was its own considerable reward. There were other rewards, too. Without anyone telling them what to do or how to do it, everyone involved in Occupy Sandy had a chance to grow into their autonomy, and their power, in a way that little if anything about their previous lives might have prepared them for.

For me, the chance to for once do something of actual utility—even if it was no more than shifting boxes—stood in the starkest contrast with my working life in the weeks and months before the storm, amid the empty play of symbols that characterizes so much of twenty-first-century existence. The chance to break out of the siloed identities and stilted routines that kept us from ever getting to know one another as anything other than strangers on the street corner was extraordinary. To do all that in service of a larger vision of a community where people cared for one another was unforgettable. The great secret of Occupy Sandy is that being part of it felt wonderful.

It registered in the psychic life of the city, as well. Even in a metropolis of 8.5 million, a headcount of 62,000 was enough for the effort to establish a tangible presence on the streets. For a little while, the yellow occupy sandy mutual aid patch safety-pinned to someone’s sleeve or backpack was a common sight around town, and on one level it worked just like any other brand encountered on the sidewalks and subway stairs of New York City: as a declaration of affinity, affiliation, belonging. But part of what that patch meant, too, was that none of us would ever again have to wait in hope for someone to come rescue us, even in the face of events so terrible they challenged the ability of the city itself to function. If there was rescue to be had at all, it would be because we’d organized it ourselves.

For all my enthusiastic embrace of the practice, mutual aid is not a panacea. Whatever context it arises in, this way of doing things is not without its limitations and drawbacks.

As we’ve seen, in mutual aid efforts the boundaries between caregiver and recipient are, by definition and intent, less sharply drawn than they are in other forms of provision. It derives much of its value from this refusal to make cleavages between the helper and the helped, and for that matter, it may not always be clear just who is acting in which role. To participate in mutual aid projects is necessarily to accept the interdependence of intertwined lives. But especially in smaller communities, this can open the way to a multiplicity of worries—intrusiveness, violations of privacy, judgment, even the withholding of care, which can in turn be used as a cudgel and a means of control. People who are denied care in this way, whether because they are controversial within the community or merely unpopular, often have no real way of doing anything about it.

Unlike the services furnished by a state, as well, nobody has any statutory right to mutual aid. There is no such thing as a minimum level of service, no guarantee of the completeness or competency or even basic adequacy of what you might be offered.38 And again, barring the rare circumstance in which one has been agreed upon beforehand and explicitly articulated, there is no formal accountability process or means of redress when things do go wrong. You might conceivably go after the Red Cross or the Coast Guard in court, should they somehow fail you in the course of a rescue attempt, and you might even recover something. It’s hard to imagine any such thing coming to pass where a self-trained, horizontally organized, entirely voluntary effort is concerned.

And finally, there is the line of critique often levied against mutual aid efforts by those who think of themselves as occupying the revolutionary left: that mutual aid is little different than any of the other institutions of bourgeois voluntarism. That it drains away or mutes the flashpoints of popular rage that might become insurgent. That it shores up a capitalist order that is in its death throes and should be allowed to fail.

I think it’s fair to say that mutual aid efforts sometimes generate (or preserve) value that is thereafter folded right back into circuits of capital accumulation, or that their presence in a community can prepare it for later capture by market actors. But, again: the argument is not that mutual aid is perfect, or even that it is the best among all possible ways of doing things. The argument is that it is what we have when things go sideways—and a set of practices we can build on, as the crisis in our lives turns from acute to permanent.

We know mutual aid works, at scale and under pressure. But as we lean into the long years of permacrisis, it might pay to think a little bit about just what it is that mutual aid efforts are set up to furnish—what they’re good at, and where they necessarily fall short.

What is actually at risk in catastrophic events has to do with the basic Maslovian facts of our embodiment, and the needs imposed upon us by the nature of metabolism. These needs are simple, consisting first of all of hydration, nourishment, shelter and clothing. We need to be clean and able to rest, in an environment sustained within a fairly narrow range of temperatures and conditions. And we need some measure of protection from physical hazards like fire, electrocution or carbon-monoxide inhalation, as well as the bacterial, viral or fungal vectors of disease. Absent any of these, no human body will survive for much longer than a few days.

On any ordinary day, the fulfillment of our bodily needs is sustained by the most elaborate infrastructures—so elaborate, indeed, that a good portion of the institutions of state ever developed have been consecrated to their management. But when some catastrophic event takes place, some or all of the infrastructures we count upon fail. That’s what catastrophe is: the power goes down, and with it the lights and the refrigeration (and the air-conditioning, if you’re lucky enough to have any). The water from the taps smells wrong and doesn’t feel safe to drink. The groceries you were counting on to make the week’s meals with, the formula for the baby, the medicine you need for your diabetes—none of that ever made it out of the warehouse, it all sits rotting by the pallet-load on a rainswept loading dock, miles out of reach.

This is the central set of issues that mutual aid efforts take it upon themselves to address, at least once the most acute threats to life have been dealt with. Whether Common Ground, Occupy Sandy, the Centros de Apoyo Mutuo set up in Puerto Rico after Hurricane María or the nameless groups without number that popped up all over during the pandemic, what these groups all constituted was a parallel, ad hoc delivery infrastructure, conceived of, managed and experienced in very different ways than those which undergird our lives “on any ordinary day.”39

But as ingenious as these efforts may have been, as products of the event, they were never designed to be sustained. We can talk about “aid” when need is acute, but when need becomes intractable over the long haul, we have to think in terms of something else. If self-organized processes were effective in distributing aid under these circumstances, in the aftermath of crisis events, might we also productively use these same techniques to reorganize broader swaths of our lives? And especially, might they help us fend for ourselves, collectively, over the longer term, in situations where the state is indifferent, hostile or simply absent? The concept we need to mobilize, if we want to bridge these situations, is care.

In English, “care” is one of those words that folds in a great many shades of overlapping meaning. It is, among other things, the mobilization of attention—the dedication of some portion of our cognitive resources to noticing another. But more than that, what we care about matters to us. We become personally invested in its fate and thereafter commit our own energy and effort to ensuring its continuance, as best we can. I think of care, then, as acts of nurturance, maintenance and repair, undertaken in the presence of an affective commitment.40

These acts of care are required continuously. Whenever and wherever we have endured as some recognizable “we,” it was because some among us—the overwhelming majority of whom were women whose names are lost to history—did the draining, thankless, utterly necessary work of making sure we would still be there the next day. This work is feminized and therefore implicitly devalued. It’s all but never celebrated in any of the stories we tell ourselves, and only very rarely compensated in any proportion to its actual importance to our lives. But carework is the labor that knits the world together.

To say that carework has been systematically undervalued, even in the progressive tradition, is not merely an understatement but even something of a category error. If you accept the Marxian distinction between “productive” and “unproductive” labor, care is by definition literally unproductive activity. Similarly, where Hannah Arendt opposes the “work” that produces durable objects of use to the “labor” that gives rise to intangibles or consumables, care falls decisively in the latter category.41 Anyone who has ever spent much of their day washing or cooking or cleaning—and does all of it in the full awareness that it will have to be done all over again the next day, and the one after that, in unending series—might be inclined to agree.

But none of the work that either Arendt or Marx reckons as productive becomes possible without the daily replenishment and restoration of the laboring body.42 And as Silvia Federici has it, these “day-to-day activities by means of which we produce our existence” are simultaneously sites at which “we can develop our capacity to cooperate and not only resist our dehumanization but learn to reconstruct the world.”43

Here Federici seems to be getting at the very quality that 520 Clinton site coordinator Samantha Corbin had seen in Occupy Sandy’s ability to “actively undermine those structures that separate us.” If carework is, or can be, a way of remaking the world, though, it is prevented from doing so when the people undertaking it are individualized, shattered, severed from one another and alone. Its politically transformational qualities only begin to appear when care is consciously thought of as a matter of collective self-provision, outside the obligations of the family, the impersonal structures of state and market or the vertical relations implied by charity. This is the sense in which we now grasp care.

It is no longer merely the means of individual bodily survival. It is the means by which we sustain ourselves, as communities of people working together toward our common liberation. As a tactic for those intent on resisting oppression in the near term, Hayes and Kaba call this “care-driven organizing.”44 As a way of tending to our needs over the longer term, especially when other modes of provision have fallen away, it is, as I see it, a practice of mutual care. And it points toward the habits of collective self-provision we will need to learn (or relearn) if we propose to survive the rigors of the Long Emergency together.

The point of framing things in this way is to address two qualities that existing mutual aid efforts only begin to gesture at: the multiple dimensions of bodily and psychic need, and the extension of those needs over time. Taken together, these demands suggest that mutual care will work best when organized as an integrated solidarity network of interlocking efforts—each one targeted toward one discrete facet of care-work, like nutrition, education or medicine, each supporting all the others. This is the sort of structure we’ll need to call upon when the emergency in our lives becomes permanent and the institutions and services we ordinarily rely upon to sustain us fall away.

Who better to learn from, then, than a group of people for whom life was always an emergency, who responded to their conditions by organizing just such a network of collective self-provision? The first steps on the way toward mutual care were taken by the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense (BPP) in the Bay Area of the late 1960s.

Such ideas have never been more fully developed than they were in the panoply of “survival programs” organized by the Black Panthers between their launch of the Breakfast for Children program in early 1969 and the shuttering of the last such initiative, the Oakland Community Learning Center, in 1982.45

What the Panthers organized to defend themselves against was, in a word, racism, though the word scarcely seems adequate until we consult Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s definition: “the state-sanctioned or extralegal production and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to premature death.”46 Some of the ways in which this vulnerability appears are independent of class or income, notably a risk of harassment and assault at the hands of the police so acute that Black parents have always had to have “the talk” with their children as soon as they were of an age to leave the house on their own. But all of its manifestations have invariably fallen most heavily on those who are both Black and poor, and this was so even in the Bay Area of the 1960s, in the midst of a society then approaching the historical peak of its power and affluence.

For poor Black people in the Oakland of 1966, “vulnerability to premature death” took a fearsome number of forms; the foreclosure of educational, training and employment opportunities. The institutional denial of credit. Woefully substandard housing. In the medical professions, a general indifference to conditions that disproportionately or predominantly afflicted those of African descent, like hypertension or sickle-cell anemia, a painful and potentially fatal blood disorder. Malnutrition or outright hunger. And, of course, the likelihood of beatdowns, jailing or worse, any time someone was unlucky enough to cross paths with the police.

The spectacle of entire communities bearing up under this kind of malign neglect ultimately proved so incompatible with American self-regard that it led to action, and that action took the form of an expansive program of state provision. The America into which the Panthers emerged in 1966 was not one undergoing state failure or a process of managed retreat. Quite the opposite, in fact: during the Lyndon B. Johnson administration, between 1964 and 1968, the United States formally committed itself to nothing less than an all-out War on Poverty. In concrete terms, this consisted of a range of targeted activities administered by an independent federal agency called the Office of Economic Opportunity, including the Job Corps vocational training initiative; an early-childhood education, health and nutrition program called Head Start; the college-preparation scheme Upward Bound; Volunteers in Service to America, or VISTA; and the ambitious, controversial Community Action Programs.

Technocratic though it surely was in conception, the War on Poverty represented a massive expansion of the care services available to the many millions left behind by the postwar economic surge. Many of its initiatives were specifically intended to address the needs and problems of what was then called “the ghetto.” And by the standards of the day, it was relatively well funded, more than tripling government expenditure on issues of poverty and amounting to some 15 percent of the entire federal budget by the time it was rolled back under the Nixon administration.47

There were glimmers of something far more radical in the War on Poverty, as well. In their original conception, the Community Action Programs were the closest any official policy of state ever came to involving the American people in their own self-determination—by comparison with anything devised in the years since, especially, they can seem like something drawn up in Cuba, or Chavista Venezuela.48 The authors of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 famously envisioned that these local initiatives were to be “developed, conducted, and administered with the maximum feasible participation of residents of the areas and members of the groups served.”49

Perhaps inevitably, though, this was a commitment destined to be honored more in the breach than in any observance.50 Practically in the same breath that he affirmed “the necessity of including the poor in all our activities,” Office of Economic Opportunity director Sargent Shriver clarified what this really meant: “We have no intention, of course, of letting any one group, even the poor themselves, ‘run the jobs’ or ‘run the programs.’ ”51

And just as bad as the seeping paternalism was the sense that the scheme as a whole amounted to a titanic misdirection. As a contemporary observer, the activist urban planner Robert Goodman, described it, “maximum feasible participation” amounted to little more than “allowing the poor to administer their own state of dependency”: they “could direct their own welfare programs, have their own lawyers, their own planners and architects, so long as the economic structure remained intact—so long as the basic distribution of wealth, and hence real power, remained constant.”52 This left most Americans who were both poor and Black more or less right where they’d started: unseen, underserved, under-resourced and perpetually at risk.

The gulf between the War on Poverty’s promise and its reality was something keenly felt by two young Oakland residents named Bobby Seale and Huey P. Newton, who developed their critique at close range, during their work at a Community Action Program called the North Oakland Neighborhood Anti-Poverty Center in the summer of 1966. Over the course of their involvement with the Center, Seale and Newton had seen how government action consistently failed the very people it was supposed to uphold, how state agencies used the pretext of “community outreach” to intensify their surveillance of Black lives.

Now they laid out the contours of something very different. Setting out from a blank sheet of paper, Newton distilled the principles of Black self-determination he and Seale had absorbed from their readings of Malcolm X and Frantz Fanon into a concise list of positions and demands. This was the Ten-Point Platform and Program, the founding charter of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense.

Newton designed the party’s platform to appeal to Black Americans by restating the raw facts of their situation “in some basic instructive thing that [ordinary people] can understand, instead of a bunch of esoteric bullshit.”53 The Ten-Point Program was, accordingly, divided into two sections called “What We Want” and “What We Believe,” with a point-for-point correlation between each specific policy demanded in the former and one of the articles of belief outlined in the latter.

There was an insurmountable contradiction in the program from the jump, in that it simultaneously demanded that the United States government furnish Black people with decent housing, healthcare and employment (points 2, 4 and 6) and called for the overthrow of that same government (point 10). But it nevertheless gave voice to a conclusion that was becoming increasingly hard to avoid: that if no real relief from their troubles was forthcoming, despite all the Head Starts and VISTAs a wealthy society could dream up, Black people would just have to set about organizing that relief for themselves.

The earliest Panther activities were dedicated to patrolling the police. Taking advantage of what were then generous provisions in the California state legal code for the open carrying of firearms, armed Panthers shadowed the Oakland PD on their sorties through the ghetto, observing their interactions with residents at close hand and ensuring that any arrests they made remained strictly within the letter of the law.54

This phase of activity culminated in a May 1967 protest on the steps of the California state capitol building in Sacramento, during which Seale read a statement decrying the proposed Mulford Act, “legislation aimed at keeping the Black people disarmed and powerless at the very same time that racist police agencies throughout the country are intensifying the terror, brutality, murder and repression of Black people.”55 (In a front page story, the Sacramento Bee duly reported this scrupulously legal demonstration as the “invasion” of the capitol by an “armed Negro band.”56)

Despite Seale’s efforts, the California Legislature swiftly passed the Mulford Act—ironically enough, on an “urgency” provision driven by the protest itself—and it was signed into law by Governor Ronald Reagan two days later, putting a permanent end to the Panthers’ armed patrols in California.

By now, however, the Panthers’ inability to prevent the passage of the Mulford Act almost seemed beside the point. The audacity of their tactics, and the media attention they garnered, electrified Black radicals across America. Wildcat groups calling themselves “Black Panthers” began to spring up all over the country, just about anywhere there was a significant Black population. Unwilling to countenance the reputational hazard this presented—or perhaps more to the point, the dilution of their authority—in spring 1968 the party leadership began officially chartering these chapters. Local groups were required to swear allegiance to the central committee in Oakland, formally adhere to the Ten-Point Program and send anyone who wished to become a branch officer to headquarters for a six-week course of political education.

The list of official chapters eventually grew to thirteen, with affiliated organizations operating in at least sixty-one cities in twenty-six states and the District of Columbia, vastly multiplying the party’s reach, influence and ability to inspire.57

But the Panthers’ increasingly high profile also shed the most unwelcome kind of attention on Huey Newton personally. In the early hours of October 28, 1967, while looking for a parking space on Seventh Street in West Oakland, Newton was ordered to the curb by OPD officer John Frey. Realizing immediately that the driver he had pulled over was none other than “the great, great Huey P. Newton,” Frey ordered Newton out of the car and proceeded to frisk him in a manner that Newton found “degrading,” “disgusting” and humiliating.58

The details of the altercation that followed remain murky still, despite multiple trials, but what has never been in any doubt is that shots were fired, wounding both Frey and Newton as well as a second OPD officer at the scene; Frey, hit four times, died of his injuries.59 In September of the next year, Newton was convicted of voluntary manslaughter for the killing of Frey and was sentenced to two to fifteen years in the California Men’s Colony at San Luis Obispo. He remained imprisoned until the overturning of his conviction in May 1970, removing him from direct influence over the party’s activities, but furnishing it with a “living martyr”—and, in “Free Huey,” giving the new left of the period one of its most potent rallying cries.60

Contesting the police violence Black people were exposed to on a daily basis may have put the Panthers on the map, but it was far from the only aspect of their challenge to white supremacy, and arguably not the most effective or consequential.61 That accolade belongs instead to a wide-ranging set of community-based care efforts the Panthers devised from the middle of 1969 on, designed to forestall “vulnerability to premature death” in all its many forms. These were the famous “survival programs”: a dizzying array of twenty or more distinct initiatives offered to the Black and poor communities of the Bay Area free of charge and, at least in part, eventually rolled out across BPP branches nationwide.

The turn toward the survival programs originally stemmed from a sharp internal dispute between the revolutionary strategies advocated by different factions among the Panther leadership. On one side was Minister of Information Eldridge Cleaver, famously a fiery proponent of the armed struggle. This was undoubtedly in sync with the temper of the times, with hard-left factions worldwide—the Weather Underground, the nascent Baader-Meinhof, Italy’s Red Brigades, the Irish Republican Army and the Japanese Red Army—committing themselves to insurrectionary violence. But Newton took up the opposite position: against the overwhelming reality of US power, he considered any embrace of the armed struggle a recipe for revolutionary suicide.

There was a very great deal of justice to Newton’s perspective. The Panthers operated under the heaviest sort of government surveillance and repression throughout their entire existence, at first involving local police departments in the Bay Area but, as their notoriety grew, swiftly expanding to include the entire federal law-enforcement apparatus. Their early successes made them a central concern of the nationwide, covert and thoroughly illegal effort the Federal Bureau of Investigation embarked upon in August 1967, at the personal instruction of Director J. Edgar Hoover: the “Black Nationalist Hate Groups” strand of the bureau’s longstanding domestic Counter-intelligence Program, better known as COINTELPRO.62

This was intended “to disrupt, discredit and destroy” not merely upwellings of emergent Black consciousness in America but Black activists themselves, reputationally and bodily.63 It was brutally effective. COINTELPRO’s direct effects extended to the outright murders of Panthers Fred Hampton and Mark Clark by Chicago police in December 1969, but almost as destructive was the bureau’s relentless whisper campaign of poison-pen letters and ginned-up kompromat, and the internal fissures and suspicions it gave rise to.64 Knowing what we now do about COINTELPRO, and the lengths Hoover was willing to go to in order to destroy even the mildest advocacy for Black self-determination, there can be little doubt that any party committing itself to the strategy advocated by Cleaver would in one way or another have been extinguished to its last member.

Newton was no less a revolutionary than Cleaver, but he did recognize something that Cleaver evidently could not: that, in the Marxist-Leninist terms the party leadership was always fond of using, the historical conditions of Black America at the end of the 1960s were not yet ripe for the seizure of power from the oppressor. “[A]s revolutionaries we must recognize the difference between what the people can do and what they will do,” he explained. “They can do anything they desire to do, but they will only take those actions which are consistent with their level of consciousness and their understanding of the situation.”65

And what prevented poor Black Americans from developing a revolutionary perspective, in Newton’s analysis, was the abjection and violence of the conditions they contended with in daily life. Anyone interested in seeing them claim their due role as the subjects of history would therefore have to sustain them in body and mind, until they had achieved a level of consciousness at which revolution would appear organically and of its own accord. This was the genesis of Free Breakfast for Children, the People’s Free Food Program and all the many other ways in which the Panthers proposed to care for the people. “All these programs satisfy the deep needs of the community but they are not solutions to our problems. That is why we call them survival programs, meaning survival pending revolution.”66

Cleaver, for his part, had dismissed the notion of working toward the revolution by caring for the people as “sissy.”67 However pungently expressed his feelings may have been, though, they became moot in the fall of 1968, when he chose exile in Algeria over the prospect of returning to prison. With Cleaver out of the frame and Newton still behind bars, Seale, “a staunch advocate of community programs,” assumed responsibility for setting the party’s agenda.68 Under his leadership, emphasis shifted decisively toward the survival programs, where it would remain for the balance of the party’s time as an effective political organization.69

After several months of planning and recruitment, the first Free Breakfast for School Children program opened in January 1969 at St. Augustine’s Episcopal Church in West Oakland.70 It was an immediate success and swiftly led to the formulation of other care initiatives along still more ambitious lines. By 1972, the party was offering an extensive list of survival programs, including


the People’s Free Food Program, the Intercommunal Youth Institute, the Legal Aid Educational Program, the Free Busing to Prisons Program, the Free Commissary for Prisoners Program, the People’s Free Shoe Program, the People’s Free Clothing Program, the People’s Free Medical Research Health Clinic, the People’s Sickle Cell Anemia Research Foundation, the People’s Free Ambulance Service, the People’s Free Dental Program, the People’s Free Optometry Program, the People’s Free Plumbing and Maintenance Program, and the Community Cooperative Housing Program.71



Some of these were clearly “programs” in name only, consisting in a service that was only ever offered on a very limited basis, but others were maintained for years and ultimately went on to impact the lives of millions.72 In the light of Gilmore’s definition, especially, we can see these programs more clearly for what they were: lifesystems in a world designed to produce death.

At the level of daily sustenance, the People’s Free Food Program furnished recipients with “an ongoing supply of food to meet their daily needs.”73 Each participant in the program was furnished with standardized bags of staple items such as “eggs, canned fruits and vegetables, chickens, milk, potatoes, rice, bread [and] cereal,” with a “minimum of a week’s supply of food” included in every bag. Whenever conditions permitted, this was extended to “[p]eriodic mass distributions of food to reach a larger segment of the community than can be serviced from the ongoing supply.” What people got through the Free Food Program was both more generous and more closely tailored to their expressed desires than any package of support any government program of the time was able to offer.

The People’s Free Medical Clinics were dedicated to longer-term maintenance of the body, addressing the demand for “completely free healthcare for all Black and oppressed people” made in Point 6 of the Ten-Point Program.74 Eventually extending to thirteen cities, these were often rudimentary affairs, set up in trailers or abandoned storefronts; in Boston, the clinic ran on electricity tapped illegally from a nearby lamppost.75 But most were nevertheless able to offer a respectable range of primary-care services, from basic wound care and blood-pressure testing to nutrition advice, childhood vaccinations and prenatal screenings.76 Equally important, the care offered at the clinics upheld the dignity of the people they served, in ways that contrasted sharply with the alternatingly neglectful, dismissive, patronizing or authoritarian treatment poor Black patients especially were used to receiving from public hospitals.

The clinics placed a strong emphasis on preventative healthcare, doing everything they could to address the totality of the circumstances that produced sickness. This attention to the underlying social and structural causes of disease required an intimate (and labor-intensive) degree of involvement in patients’ lives, in a way that would be unthinkable for mainstream medicine, then or now. “We’d go in, and there would be an elderly person in some apartment who needed, really needed, to see a doctor but they were afraid to go to the doctor,” recalls Harlem Panther Cleo Silvers.77 “[In] almost every apartment, there was somebody who had some kind of illness that needed to be treated right away. But the only way to find that out was to go and do the door-to-door work and find out what’s really going on in the community.” This unusually direct access also gave clinic workers the opportunity to offer their patients advice about housing issues or legal services that were available to them.78

Where the People’s Free Medical Clinics corresponded with Point 6 of the Ten-Point Program, the Intercommunal Youth Institute spoke to the demand for free education expressed in Point 5. Later renamed the Oakland Community Learning Center, this was the longest-lasting of all the Panther survival programs, and it served as the model for the “liberation schools” the party established elsewhere.79 Set up to offer education for the children of BPP members, the Learning Center indicted the broader failures of a public school system “which has systematically produced individuals totally incapable of thinking in an analytical way.”80

The Panthers therefore worked with national education experts to develop a curriculum for the Learning Center that was based on the acquisition and application of critical-thinking skills, and developing these skills among its students was always its primary mission. But the center also served as something of a nexus between the various survival programs. Director Ericka Huggins explained how families benefited from these synergies:


A number of new programs have developed just from having the school here. We find out, for instance, that a mother needs certain things, otherwise she won’t be able to get her child to school. So, we have a welfare rights referral system. There’s a senior citizens program functioning here. Quite often, the grandparents and older guardians of the children are involved.81



Again, as with the clinics, there is a holism to this approach, founded in the recognition that no child who is hungry, sick or compelled to take on the burden of caring for the others in their household will ever be likely to reach their full intellectual potential.

Though never developed anywhere as extensively as they were in Oakland, for a time the party attempted to roll out the survival programs across Panther chapters nationwide. Soon after chartering them in 1968, the party’s central committee ordered the regional chapters to commit themselves to the policy, “including, minimally, a Free Breakfast for Children program”; in April 1970, each chapter was additionally required to launch a People’s Free Medical Clinic of its own.82 Some went further still: the Winston-Salem branch operated a highly successful ambulance service, while the Dallas chapter offered “pest control programs, citizen police patrols, a liberation school, and a tenant information center.”83

Whatever the hopes and energies invested in these local initiatives, however, they were not destined to be sustained for very long. In 1971, Panther leadership made the decision to consolidate around their base. The Panther chapters in major cities like Boston, Detroit, Houston, Philadelphia and Seattle were shut down, alongside all of the smaller ones.84 The most dedicated volunteers at each branch were relocated to headquarters in Oakland. The party’s days as a national organizing force were over.

With the shuttering of the Oakland Community Learning Center in 1982, one of the most extensive experiments with care-driven organizing ever attempted came to its formal conclusion. The Black Panther survival programs were administered fitfully, over a brief existence. They covered a mere handful of cities and directly involved, at most, hundreds of thousands of people in a nation of 200 million. And even so, the Panthers had to draw on much of the Black revolutionary population of North America to do it. But for all that, they were so audacious in their conception that we are still reading, thinking and talking about them half a century later.

The performance of these programs can’t really be evaluated independently of COINTELPRO, because there never was any “independently of COINTELPRO.” The survival programs, like every other initiative undertaken by the Black Panther Party throughout its existence, suffered tremendously from the FBI’s decades-long campaign of harassment, rumor-mongering, subversion, defamation and sabotage, which has to be regarded as the central factor conditioning their success or failure. But let’s see if we can nevertheless draw out some insights about what did and did not work about the Panther effort to “serve the people, body and soul.”

The survival programs were undermined by a degree of ambition that, while no doubt justified by need, nevertheless amounted to a perilous overreach. There was, if not quite a one-to-one correlation, then certainly a broad correspondence between the Johnson-era War on Poverty programs and their BPP equivalents. But without anything like the resources of the state to draw upon, it’s hard to see how the latter ever could have done anything but fall short of the scale, comprehensiveness and universality required by any real program of community care.

This was clear at the time, as well. No less a sage than Bob Avakian, not yet chairman of the Revolutionary Communist Party, USA, could observe in 1972 that Breakfast for Children was “a rather ridiculous attempt to apply literally the standard Maoist ‘serve the people’ strategy … the notion that the Panthers could compete with the Welfare Department or the Baptist Church in feeding the ghetto poor is simply ludicrous.”85

Avakian certainly had his own, self-serving reasons for talking the Panthers down, but he wasn’t wrong to question how, or whether, the programs could be sustained. Over the party’s history, the net monthly income of $40,000 generated by sales of its newspaper The Black Panther represented by far its largest single source of revenue.86 But the survival programs were also substantially funded by the local Black business community, with contributions coming in the form of both cash payments and donations in kind, and this was not always purely out of the goodness of anyone’s heart.

Panther leadership had announced early on their intention to “support the businesses that supported their survival programs and … criticize and mobilize against the businesses that did not,” and there was little ambiguity in anyone’s mind about what this “mobilization” might entail:87 Panthers had firebombed a North Oakland store that had donated only one dozen eggs for the Breakfast Program rather than the requested six dozen.88 Newton’s spin on such tactics was that “Black capitalism will be transformed from a relationship of exploitation of the community to a relationship of service to the community, which will contribute to the survival of everyone.”89 But he had earlier spoken, provocatively, of “opening clothing and shoe factories to provide for more of the needs of the community.”90 We are left to wonder what might have happened had the Panthers developed their own organic production capability—setting up affiliated cooperatives to furnish jobs and training, as well as inputs for the survival programs, rather than depending upon a wary business community for unreliable infusions of resource.

And, of course, not one of the programs would have been possible absent massive drafts of unpaid administrative, organizational and care labor—labor, as the testimony of Huggins, Elaine Brown and others who were there at the time makes painfully clear, that was almost exclusively undertaken by the women of the party.91 Even in the ranks of an organization nominally dedicated to the total liberation of Black Americans, Panther women were second-class citizens and struggled to be acknowledged for their contributions to the cause. As Brown memorably put it, they had “to fight for the right to fight for freedom.”92 This, too, was obvious at the time, for anyone with the eyes to see it, but it’s only with the passing years that most accounts have reckoned with just how badly the party’s efforts were stunted by its own sexism.

That the personal prejudices, failings and limitations of all-too-human leaders could so deform the party’s potential can be directly traced to its top-down organization. In both their centralization of authority and their reliance on charismatic leadership, the Panthers left themselves vulnerable to a decapitation attack, which is of course exactly what happened. Even beyond this, though, it’s startling to realize just how antiquated the party’s whole architecture now seems to those of us more accustomed to leaderless, self-organized movements. It’s unfair to ask that the survival programs anticipate organizational strategies that wouldn’t arise for a good twenty years after their eclipse, but any such thing would have put real flesh on the bones of the Panther slogan “All Power to the People.”

Perhaps the biggest question hovering over the survival programs, though, concerns what they were ever really intended to achieve. One common line of thought suggests that the Panthers never meant for them to bear the full weight of need, either in West Oakland or anywhere else, but rather intended them primarily as a way to show up the state and shame it into reparative action. This interpretation was bolstered by Bobby Seale himself, who, in enumerating the benefits of the Breakfast for Children program, argued that it “could highlight the government’s failure to provide such a crucial social service, as well as add another dimension to [the Panthers’] public image and potentially broaden their base of support.”93 And indeed, the programs were hugely successful in attracting support from elements of the Black community that had previously been indifferent or hostile.94

But what Seale neglects to mention here is that Breakfast for Children also fed hungry kids. The People’s Free Medical Clinics screened patients at risk for hypertension and sickle-cell disease. The Free Busing to Prisons Program made visits with incarcerated relatives possible. And if these programs and the others directly sustained people against a hostile world, their downstream consequences unfolded with all sorts of time signatures, and in ways that could not easily have been foreseen.

The free clinics in particular resonated widely with other communities under pressure. Their insistence that medicine serve the people directly inspired a succession of actions undertaken in New York City by the revolutionary Puerto Rican advocacy group the Young Lords, notably their hijacking of a city X-ray van so they could offer tuberculosis screenings on the block, and later the audacious 1970 seizure of Lincoln Hospital in the South Bronx.95 (The demands made as a condition of ending the occupation—for “door-to-door preventative medicine programs, [the right] to choose the doctor you want to have, to have free daycare centers in all hospital facilities, [and] to receive free healthcare”—were eventually written into the New York State Patients’ Bill of Rights.96)

The ripples set up by BPP education programs were felt at a still further remove in space and time: Common Ground co-founder scott crow notes, for example, that he was first exposed to notions of egalitarianism and cross-racial solidarity in the Panther-organized East Dallas preschool he attended as a small child.97 So while most accounts of the period conclude bluntly that the Panthers’ arc across history ended in failure, I wonder if anyone who owes the sustenance of body and soul through those years to one or another of their survival programs would be inclined to judge them quite so harshly.

The Black Panthers are today fondly remembered for their impossible, insurgent glamor, as it has come down to us through a series of iconic images. These come readily to mind: the armed Black Panther Party for Self-Defense of its earliest days, gathered in righteous defiance on the Sacramento capitol steps. A long rank of Panthers in formation at a 1968 Free Huey rally in West Oakland’s De Fremery Park, immaculately turned out in their uniform of black beret, black leather jacket, black turtleneck. Or the freed Huey himself, restored to his peacock throne, spear in one hand and bolt-action shotgun in the other. There is a truth depicted in these images, and it certainly comported with the party’s idea of itself: Black people as agents of history, dazzlingly unbowed in the face of a state power that aimed to sever and destroy them using all the means at its disposal.

But if America itself has always constituted the permanent emergency in Black lives, the enduring need is for a force that is able to counter all of the ways in which bodies are made vulnerable to premature death, and ultimately that has to do with the extension of care. Of all the facets it presented to the world, then, the party that aimed to “serve the people, body and soul” through the survival programs strikes me as the most truly revolutionary. It proposed that the most radical strategy anyone can adopt is the provision of loving care to people their own society would prefer to see erased—and still more so, enlisting them in the effort of extending that care for one another over the long haul.

This is why my favorite picture of the Black Panthers is one in which there are no leather jackets and no berets, no sunglasses and no rifles, in fact no uniformed party members at all—just two Black women in floral-print dresses, one middle-aged, the other heavier-set and a few years older, sitting on a bench before a drab cinder-block wall.98 At their feet are two kraft-paper grocery bags stuffed to overflowing with bread loaves and packaged food, boldly screened with the words PEOPLE’S FREE FOOD PROGRAM and the party’s pouncing-cat emblem. The older woman clutches a copy of The Black Panther for Saturday, August 12, 1972, the headline of which reads: “Survival Pending Liberation.”

It looks like a hot day in the picture. It looks like a time and place in which people understood that their struggles were linked with the struggles of others. (I wonder how many people, on seeing this image, notice the United Farm Workers button one of the women is wearing.) Most of all, though, what you see in this picture is what it looks like when people refuse to be defeated—when they endure because they organized themselves to endure, despite everything that was arrayed against them.

*

In their respective ways, Common Ground, Occupy Sandy and the Black Panther survival programs all managed to address shortfalls of care, and there is no question that in doing so each of them saved lives. But as we’ve seen, there were nevertheless real limits to what each was able to achieve. If we’re interested in imagining a structure that is able to redress lapses in care that afflict an entire society, and that can manage to subsist outside the state for years on end, we’ll have to look further afield for inspiration.

Ideally, what we’re looking for is a way of organizing the self-provision of care that combines the ambition and scope of the Panther survival programs with the bottom-up, self-organizing qualities of latter-day mutual aid efforts. It would consciously be organized as a network, able to facilitate the sharing of tactics and practices between nodes, without overriding their ability to respond to local conditions (or their respect for local knowledge). By operating outside conventional institutional structures, further, this care effort would be free to innovate with respect to approach, method and process—to do things in ways that no profit-driven enterprise or entity of state would ever be likely to attempt, let alone adopt.

As it happens, there is a real-world example of a system of mutual care with just such qualities. It never faced anything like the same pitch of opposition that did so much to undermine the success of the Panther programs. But it did manage to see millions through a virtually complete collapse of social provision in their society, and to do so in a way that enhanced their capacity, their autonomy and their dignity. I am speaking of the “solidarity networks” of post-2011 Greece.

On paper, there’s a clean distinction to be made between organized abandonment and outright state failure. But the conditions experienced by the Greek people in the years since the global financial shock of 2008 suggest that there may not always be a great deal of practical difference between the two.

In Greece, the economic downturn was both more severe and more protracted than elsewhere, eventually so total in its effects and consequences that Greeks refer to it simply as I Krísi, “The Crisis.” In some sense, the roots of the Crisis can be traced to Greece’s original adoption of the euro in 2001, which geared the national economy directly to a far larger European one that worked in a different way and responded to a different set of imperatives—one that was, furthermore, overseen in the main by French and German administrators not particularly well disposed toward their neighbor to the southeast.99

A balance of trade deficit opened up between Greece and the higher-productivity economies elsewhere in the Eurozone, as Greece spent more heavily on imported goods than it took in through overseas sales of its own; debt began to accumulate. (Every perceived sign of Greek fiscal liberality in this period, however minor, was accompanied by dark mutterings that “Germany had not signed up to the euro ‘in order that it could pay for Greece’s debts.’ ”100) It was this imbalance that brought about disaster when global recession overtook the Eurozone: the Greek government found itself pinned beneath a mountain of obligation it had no ready way of servicing, given the scale of the domestic economy and the tax revenue it was able to raise.

To finance repayment of its sovereign debt, Greece was between 2010 and 2012 forced to borrow 240 billion euros from the International Monetary Fund, the European Commission and the European Central Bank, collectively known as the “Troika.” But inevitably, there were strings attached: in return for their largesse, the Troika compelled the Greek government to adopt successive “economic adjustment programs” imposing a punitive regime of austerity, in which public spending was pared back to a minimum. Together, the measures constituted “the most extreme package of spending cuts, tax rises and privatizations ever faced by any developed country”—nothing less than a “liquidation of the public welfare system.”101

This was a storm entirely of human making. The cuts were felt in every sphere of Greek life, resulting in unprecedented levels of unemployment, poverty and social deprivation.102 But they landed with particular force on the health sector. The two memoranda of understanding that the Greek government signed with the Troika contained provisions explicitly intended to reduce healthcare capacity, via the “rationalization” of state provision.103 These measures included drastic cuts in hospital budgets, a drawdown of the national healthcare workforce and a reduction in salaries and benefits paid to the healthcare workers who remained in employment.104 As a direct result, at least 2.5 million people, almost a third of the population, found themselves excluded from access to public healthcare.105

The consequences of this unprecedented withdrawal from public provision were as swift and awful as they were unsurprising: plummeting measures across just about every way we have of assessing health.106 The ramifications included unchecked outbreaks of West Nile virus, H1N1 influenza and malaria; sharply higher rates of HIV infection among injecting drug users; and a spike in the bleakest of all indicators: the number of suicides recorded in Greece rose by more than 60 percent between the pre-Crisis year of 2007 and 2013.107 The effects of austerity were stark enough to be manifested in the figures for all-cause mortality, with a study in the gold-standard Lancet medical journal finding that in 2011–12, some 2,200 excess deaths were most likely attributable to the impact of “economic adjustment” measures.108

Greeks were by no means inclined to remain passive in the teeth of the Crisis or to bear its insults in silence. Those who had been compelled to watch helplessly as the Troika and its partners in the Greek government laid waste to their dreams called themselves Aganaktisménoi—in Greece as in Spain, the Indignant.

On May 25, 2011, in response to the passage of yet another tranche of austerity legislation, their indignation boiled over. In Athens, tens of thousands of them occupied the central Syntagma Square, just opposite the Greek parliament building, while parallel demonstrations took place in Thessaloniki, Patras, Larissa and the country’s other major population centers.109 Though immediately (and at various times thereafter) subject to vicious repression on the part of the police, the occupation of Syntagma went on for weeks, until the tents were finally cleared from the square on July 30; occupations in Thessaloniki and Heraklion lasted into early August.110

At some point during these weeks, a profound transformation of affect and perception took place among a fraction of the Aganaktisménoi gathered in Syntagma; they moved from protesting the circumstances of their collective immiseration to doing something about them.111 The first rhizomatic tendrils of what would become a nationwide solidarity network grew outward from facilities organized by the Syntagma Square assembly to support the immediate needs of those participating in the occupation.112 As at Zuccotti Park just a few months later, this infrastructure encompassed a collective kitchen, a first-aid clinic/“informal hospital,” and a “neighborhood organization center” set up to coordinate actions taking place elsewhere in the city.

The self-organized, grassroots institutions that would play such a pivotal role in sustaining Greek life over the decade to come were already present in embryo in each of these impromptu provisions. But among them, it was the clinic that held the most radical implications for the future. Conceived as a “solidarity project” from the start, according to the architect and activist Elisavet Hasa, it pursued “an alternative mode of care” founded in a new relationship between the providers and seekers of medical services. What originated as a matter of immediate practical necessity, amid the chaos and tear gas of the protest camp, developed into an expansive vision of “autonomous self-organized care practices” and eventually a far-flung constellation of sites at which that vision was realized.

For all its humble beginnings, this was by no means a marginal effort, in either scale or ambition: by 2020, there were more than thirty social clinics operating across Greece, providing “primary and specialized care for roughly 10 percent of the population and a rising number of migrants.”113 With so many denied access to the national health system, this network played a critical role in maintaining the physical and psychological health of millions living through one of the most sustained contractions in peacetime living standards ever experienced by a population of the global North.

What requires some explanation is how the solidarity network came to spread beyond Syntagma and the parallel occupations of public space in the other cities of Greece, and become woven into the rhythms and habits of everyday life. There were two facets to this, one social and the other physical.

The social aspect is easy enough to account for. Some 29 percent of the Greek population reported themselves to have participated in anti-austerity protests in one way or another.114 Having met their own neighbors in the course of the protests—some of them, seemingly, for the very first time—people tended to maintain these connections as the squares were emptied and they returned to the life of their communities.115 What they brought back with them wasn’t merely a new way of doing politics, complete with its own characteristic modes of organizing and collective decision-making. It was also the sense that everyone in the streets around them was struggling with the same punitive conditions they were.

From the latter half of 2011 onward, a panoply of popular initiatives expressing this newfound sense of solidarity appeared in Greece, each of them organized and managed by assembly, in the way the protest camps had been. Running alongside them were the Den Pliróno (“I Do Not Pay”) movement, whose guerrilla electricians reconnected power for thousands whose accounts had been shut down for nonpayment (and, from time to time, disabled the electronic payment gates in the Athens Metro), and several hundred “without middlemen” markets, where produce that had been sourced directly from growers was sold at cost.116

For the most part, these were simple, practical measures, directly oriented toward the basic Maslovian needs of everyday life. But other initiatives emerged to address the terrible shortfall in healthcare capacity that had opened up—and here, especially, the expression of solidarity took a distinct spatial form. The concentration and “rationalization” of state services stipulated by the Troika had an immediate, tangible effect on Greek cities: “Portions of the building stock that housed welfare services were abandoned … hospitals and health clinics were merged, medical centers, schools, and daycare centers were closed.”117

Then the wave of abandonment settled onto private spaces. Neighborhoods came to be pocked with vacancies and sudden voids—each a place where some commercial storefront or residential premises had been forsaken by its owners, in a curious echo of the nation’s own throes, when whatever debt had been taken on in its acquisition could no longer be serviced.

This evacuation clearly presented communities with a challenge, but it also offered them the means of addressing it. In neighborhoods across Greece, activists set about occupying abandoned public, commercial or domestic premises and reworking them into clinics and pharmacies. (Other properties weren’t so much occupied as freely offered to local solidarity initiatives by their owners, on “the understanding that the initiatives would cover property taxes and utility bills” or undertake needed repairs.118)

Even in the years before the Crisis, this kind of adaptability had been a hallmark of activist spatial practice in Greece, as when empty apartments in Athens’s Alexandras Prosfygika housing complex were converted into a free guesthouse for the visiting families of cancer patients being treated at the adjacent Agios Savvas hospital.119 Now just about anywhere that could conceivably be used as a site for the delivery of care actually was pressed into service in this way—private residences, the ground-floor storefront spaces of the low polykatoikía apartment blocks ubiquitous to Greek cities, even the grounds of a tile factory that had been taken over by its own workers after being abandoned by the owners.120 All were reworked room by room, in a politicized process of adaptive reuse that didn’t merely transform the use of space, but also its meaning: “living rooms [were] converted into administrative areas or waiting rooms, and bedrooms repurposed as medical examination rooms or storage spaces for pharmaceuticals.”121

In neighborhoods especially hard-hit by the Crisis, where little that could pass the test of commercial viability survived, a mesh of mutually reinforcing solidarity efforts emerged alongside the clinics. The effect was to create an archipelago of spaces in which refuge was possible, burrowed termite-like through the fabric of the uncaring city. A different set of values held sway in these spaces, articulated in terms virtually identical to those espoused by Common Ground and Occupy Sandy: in crossing the threshold of any among them, you entered a zone in which “charity” was a dirty word, and the fact of someone’s need was more important than their ability to pay or the credentials of citizenship they might hold.

In all cases, these were “small local operations, closely intertwined with the life of the neighborhoods in which they were situated.”122 Perhaps unsurprisingly, given everything we know about the gender dynamics of care, women were disproportionately represented in them, comprising more than 60 percent of volunteers.123 But they reinforced one another, multiplying the capacity of the solidarity network as a whole: clinic and pharmacy workers were able to draw upon free “social kitchens,” while the ability to access comparably free healthcare supported a wide range of autonomous collectives in other domains, from legal-support clinics to small-scale urban farms.124

There was a circularity or wholeness to these interactions; in particular, the value to other institutions of a place where anyone who needed to might eat, drink, shower and restore themselves at no cost clearly cannot be overstated. (The economics of such projects were further bolstered when members of parliament representing the radical-left party SYRIZA agreed to tithe 20 percent of their salaries to the support of solidarity initiatives.125)

In order to share resources, extend their capacities and generally amplify their presence in Greek life, the solidarity clinics forged a nationwide network. At an assembly in Athens in November 2013, they adopted a shared “10-Point Charter of Constitution of Solidarity Clinics and Pharmacies”—those ten points, of course, unavoidably reminiscent of the Black Panthers’. What this charter committed the clinics to wasn’t simply an attempt to replace the healthcare services that had evaporated in the course of the Crisis on a like-for-like basis, though that might have been welcome enough given the circumstances. It was a reframing of the entire relationship between the person seeking medical care, the provider of that care and the society that contained both. And this in turn required a wholesale deinstitutionalization of the practice of medicine.

No one could accuse the solidarity clinics of lacking ambition. What they aimed to do was nothing less than supplant “the biomedical, hierarchical, and profit-centered model of modern medicine with horizontal and noncommodified modes of care.”126 As anything so complex would have to, this project proceeded on multiple fronts.

The fundamental and in many ways defining quality of solidarity care was, of course, that it was offered for free. The question of one’s ability to pay ceased to be a gating mechanism, or a way of allocating medical or pharmaceutical resources. No one using the clinics received a higher standard of care because they could afford to pay more for it.

Deinstitutionalization also meant that the sites of care had to be purged of any visible aura of authority. This turned out to be not so very difficult, when the examining room of your local clinic might have been a sales office or a preteen’s bedroom six months previously. To be sure, this was making a virtue of a necessity, but it was a virtue nonetheless: it meant that clinical appointments took place in human-scale settings that had been divested of any power to overawe or intimidate.

This egalitarian sensibility extended to the way that people were greeted when some malady or upset first drove them to seek medical attention. In the solidarity clinics, the person our healthcare systems would ordinarily call a “patient” was instead referred to as an “incomer,” the Greek word for patient conveying unavoidable “connotations of feebleness.”127 A new reception protocol was developed, to “greet incomers in empowering ways,” and it sounds an awful lot like intake for Occupy Sandy, right down to the attempt to help incomers “internalize the values of the clinic.”

At the Workers’ Medical Center in Thessaloniki, for example, care seekers were seen by a three-person team, in a conversation no more hurried than it had to be. Their approach stands in the sharpest contrast with the procession of rushed, mechanical fifteen-minute slots that so often constitutes general practice elsewhere.


Every new incomer meets with three health practitioners at the same time on their first ninety-minute visit: a general physician, a psychotherapist, and a social worker … There is a health card that the social worker or third member fills out, asking questions to which the patient can answer or not … The health card covers the mental, emotional, and physical health, but also is used to note the conditions of the family, home, work, food, sleep patterns, and family relations.128



All of these were considered salient to the question of overall health.

The American activist Cassie Thornton, who spent time at the Social Solidarity Health Center in Thessaloniki in 2017, later incorporated its methods into her own strikingly innovative proposal for guerrilla healthcare.129 She explains that the point of this inquiry is “to make a hologram of every person: a three-dimensional image of health as clear as possible” to both the clinical team and the care seeker themselves. This mirrors Occupy Sandy practice, as well as what I was taught at the Berkeley Free Clinic, when I trained and worked as a primary-care medic at the beginning of the 1990s. Reframing this first encounter as a collective inquiry, conducted among peers and invoking the gifts of everyone present, goes a very long way toward subverting the “savior/saved” dynamic endemic to modern Western medicine—and can also bring to the surface information critical to a successful resolution of the health crisis, which a more typical examination might have missed entirely.130

The clinics differed from traditional medical institutions in whom they extended care to, as well. The solidarity network served everyone denied institutional care in Crisis Greece—not merely those excluded by virtue of their inability to pay but also, in a time of desperate human flow, the undocumented newcomers that made up a growing part of the population. The Greek national health system had always required a social security number of those wishing to book appointments or fill prescriptions, limiting anyone who lacked one to whatever care they could manage to cobble together from repeated visits to the local hospital emergency room.131 With undocumented immigrants and refugees in Greece numbering somewhere between 600,000 and 1 million, though, this failure of inclusion was staggering, as irresponsible as it was unconscionable.132 The solidarity clinics stepped into this breach, asking neither proof of citizenship nor any other form of credential from care seekers before offering them treatment.133

The final aspect of deinstitutionalization was possibly the deepest of all. It was that care seekers were invited to participate directly in the management of the clinics themselves. Each of the clinics in the solidarity network was managed by an assembly that coordinated all aspects of its operation, from fundraising and the procurement of necessary supplies to counseling of the clinic staff itself.134 Anyone who came to a clinic to be treated for their ailments was encouraged to join the assembly and actively participate in its deliberations. Beyond a general commitment to directly democratic forms of governance, this turned on the profound and enduring insight that “the incomer’s active participation in their own health and community is itself a central form of their health treatment.”135 Here scott crow’s description of Common Ground’s understanding of the people they worked with as “active participants in the struggle to make their lives better” was echoed virtually word for word, inscribed in a practice that defines mutual care about as well as anything could.

This, then, was deinstitutionalized care, responsive to the needs of a population laboring under all the physical and psychic assaults of Crisis. All of the practical knowledge involved in setting up a clinic that worked this way, and running it on an ongoing basis, was shared through the solidarity network: how they went about securing the resources they needed, what kind of maintenance was required by their more delicate equipment, when and under what conditions they pursued alliances with other local actors, even how they physically laid out their spaces.136

Each clinic maintained an archive that went into an impressive amount of detail regarding its day-to-day operations, consisting of “bills and cost templates, shift schedules and medicine catalogs, inventories of equipment and sketches of spatial layouts, architectural drawings of the property and photographs,” and these, too, were distributed widely. Such protocols were surely more complicated than, say, instructions for the assembly of flatpack furniture, but they required nothing a motivated community couldn’t scrape together from the resources at hand. It was as if the source code underlying the whole solidarity-clinic project had been uploaded for sharing and could, therefore, be reproduced locally by every community in Greece that felt the need of one.

Formerly middle-class people seeking care in such settings were most likely reassured to learn that in some ways these clinics worked exactly like the state or private medical practices they’d relied upon previously. Anyone issued a prescription by a solidarity pharmacy, for example, could have it filled locally, or by any other pharmacy within the network.137 But such markers of familiarity were largely cosmetic and served to camouflage the far deeper transformation that had taken place. In the midst of the worst contraction of possibility any of them had ever known, the solidarity network offered Greeks an entirely new model of care. In Federici’s terms, solidarity clinics weren’t merely places where people resisted their dehumanization. They were also classrooms, or better yet laboratories, in which together they might learn how to reconstruct the world.

*

An objection that is very often raised by skeptics of deinstitutionalization is that there are shortfalls in what any facility set up along these lines can do. And to a degree, there is some justice to this: by and large, the solidarity clinics did not actually have the capacity to offer cancer care, or advanced trauma medicine, or diagnostics of any sort involving the latest scanners. Anyone requiring that kind of intervention, whether they’d been in a car crash or needed an MRI, would still need to visit a conventional hospital. In such cases, providers in the solidarity network were often able to lean on connections with sympathetic public and private hospitals and arrange referrals for free treatment.138

But none of this should be taken to imply that the clinics were incapable of delivering healthcare. Because, just as the Black Panthers found (and I can confirm, out of my own few years at the Berkeley clinic), the great majority of people walking through the door of such a facility don’t require anything so elaborate as acute trauma care. They may well be suffering from a relatively minor injury or infection of one sort or another, but mostly they are worried. It may even be the case that what nominally brings them to the clinic is not the situation in their life they really want and need to talk about. In most such cases the patient—the incomer, the seeker of care—is very well served by the things an autonomous clinic actually does best: listening to them, demonstrating that someone cares and giving them advice about over-the-counter medications or simple, low-cost treatments they might reasonably undertake at home. None of these measures requires elaborate or expensive infrastructure, but they bear disproportionately on “patient outcomes.”

And this extends past the time of the visit. Our health is very greatly determined by factors that are only ever, at best, under our partial control, including where we live, what we can afford to eat, how we earn a living and who we spend most of our time with. What distinguishes radical healthcare providers from their mainstream peers is their understanding that these aspects of our existence cannot be grasped, let alone treated, in isolation from one another. The ailments of the body are connected to those of the society that body moves through.

A suggestion to “eat more leafy greens,” for example, is easy enough to accommodate for someone used to doing their grocery shopping at a high-end market. But it’s all-but-worthless advice to anyone who lives in what nutritionists call a “food desert,” where the only affordable options they might have access to are fast-food chains, convenience stores or ultraprocessed vending-machine snacks. And, of course, it’s a stinging slap in the face to anyone compelled to make their home in a refugee camp and feed themselves on whatever is served to them. This is something the Greek solidarity clinics dealt with by maintaining close links with a range of small-scale, democratically managed urban farms, “without middleman” farmers’ markets and fishing cooperatives. The care they offered was integrated, in other words, and it responded to the structural constraints on health in a way our own institutionalized systems evidently remain unable to, even in conditions as yet unbound by crisis. Why, then, has their model of care not spread everywhere?

CareNotes, the collective editors of an insightful book on the Greek experience called For Health Autonomy, note a widespread perception that the solidarity clinics were merely “temporary materializations [organized] by and for activists,” destined to fade away once the state had recovered its senses and returned to the universal provision of care.139 This would certainly seem to dovetail with what one regional solidarity-clinic coordination group had in 2015 described as its “single aim”: “to cease to exist, to be no longer needed, to have the state provide each and every one with the access to the fully operational national healthcare system.”140 And it was what actually seemed to be in the offing when the SYRIZA-funded Solidarity for All network announced that it was creating a register of clinics and allied efforts in preparation for folding them into a coordinated national effort once the party had assumed power.

But from the perspective of other activists, this was a blatant land grab: an attempt to co-opt the energy of their movement, drain it of its revolutionary content and reassert the normalcy of business as usual under a shallow mask of left authenticity. Their hostility was implacable—not merely to the Solidarity for All registration effort, but all other forms of normalization, including several cases where an originally self-organized clinic was taken under the auspices of a sympathetic local government. (Indeed, initiatives that had voted in assembly to accept municipalization in this way were compelled to leave the solidarity network.)

These tensions came to a head when a euphoric SYRIZA prevailed in the national elections of January 2015, and what had been internecine squabbles among tendencies of the activist left were overnight transformed into questions of official government policy. The boundaries between SYRIZA and the solidarity movement had always been somewhat blurred, particularly given SYRIZA’s establishment of Solidarity for All—the umbrella support group to which the party’s MPs had donated 20 percent of their salaries—in autumn 2012.141 There was even a statute in the party’s charter requiring its members to invest their time and energy in solidarity initiatives.142 Many Greeks therefore expected that, in power, its strategy to defeat the Crisis might involve a mixed ecology of care services, in which those who preferred to do so (or continued to have no other option, like undocumented migrants) would be free to secure their care from the solidarity clinics, while everyone else returned to a newly revivified national health system. Why would a party that had invested so much in supporting grassroots efforts not incorporate them into its grander vision for a better tomorrow?

Others had so much faith in SYRIZA, especially after a 2015 reform granting the uninsured access to the public health system, that they saw no place at all for a national network of solidarity clinics. And it was evidently this view that prevailed. According to the psychologist Ilektra Bethymouti, one of its earliest participants, the solidarity network effectively came to an end at the Fifth Panhellenic Meeting of Solidarity Clinics, in Thessaloniki in April 2016.143 From that moment forward, each of the clinics that survived was obliged to navigate whatever hazards it faced alone.

In voluntarily dissolving the network they’d worked so hard to build, healthcare activists placed a tremendous wager on SYRIZA’s ability to restore the national health system to its full capacity. As the CareNotes collective observed, though, the confidence they placed in SYRIZA relied on “a nostalgic misperception of the permanence of a stable and benevolent social welfare state.” In other words: there was nothing worth returning to. Even at its most complete, the care that people accessed through the state was always contingent, conditional on a government remaining in power that was willing to undertake robust and continued investment in the national health. Any faith that such conditions might persist into the indefinite future was a faith misplaced.

Just how badly misplaced was made brutally plain when the new SYRIZA government, under Prime Minister Alex Tsipras, immediately executed what has to be regarded as a world-historical “backflip” and “surrendered abjectly and totally to the Troika institutions.”144 In July 2015, the Tsipras government agreed to a third tranche of “economic adjustment,” imposing some of the harshest austerity measures yet seen in Greece, and though they had to rely on the votes of opposition parties to get it across the line, the package was approved by the parliament in August. The scars of this betrayal lingered for years. At the next opportunity, in the national elections of 2019, Greek voters handed a landslide victory to the center-right New Democracy party, under whom refugees were once again excluded from the national health system. Everyone who had staked so much on the idea that another care was possible now had to watch as that possibility slipped through their fingers once more.

There’s a powerful lesson in the Greek experience for those of us afflicted by the deliberate hollowing-out of the UK’s once-mighty National Health Service, the slow cratering of profit-driven healthcare provision in the United States, or the more thorough abandonments that are surely yet to come. The only way for any of us to secure even the rudiments of care, when the systems we’re used to relying upon become unreliable, is to develop the capacity to care for ourselves.

And this is a possibility that remains open to us. Other than a squeamishness about operating outside the law, perhaps, there is not a thing that stops any of us from organizing our own solidarity clinics, pharmacies and networks right now. In fact, given the often-enough lethal shortfalls of care that increasingly manifest themselves in our communities, I wonder more and more frequently why this hasn’t already happened.

But if we do nevertheless manage to establish self-organized systems of mutual care, at some point we are likely to come up against the same challenge confronted by those active in the Greek solidarity movement: What do we do when some larger and more powerful actor, whether of market or state, proposes to multiply the impact of our exertions by joining their effort to our own? When a progressive city government, or even a FEMA, wants to “leverage” the power of grassroots initiatives by joining them into some kind of superstructure that is not under their direct, democratic control?

These are questions that anyone involved with the stewardship of a local mutual care effort, or really anyone at all who endeavors to do something about the Long Emergency on behalf of their own community, will ultimately face. And just as clearly, they are questions that individuals and communities will have to decide for themselves.

Based on what happened in Greece, though, what we can say empirically is that everyone who trusted in SYRIZA to deliver the goods got nothing, or worse than nothing. It may or may not be fair to paint all movements of the electoral left with this particular brush, but objectively that is what happened. Pragmatically, Greek solidarity activists would have been better advised to maintain their network of clinics and pharmacies and the profound investment in community capacity it represented. That way, whether a “radical left” national government succeeded, went down to ignominious failure or simply muddled along without any clear direction to speak of, people across Greece would still have options corresponding with their own needs and preferences, whatever those happened to be. At least, this is the deeper lesson for the Long Emergency: lifesystems must be designed so that they’re as robust as possible to fluctuations of the underlying political or economic order, because fluctuation is all we are likely to know for the foreseeable future.

Beyond this, though, the Greek solidarity networks incorporated a recognition our own practice of care so urgently requires: that the upstream causes of whatever ill health we may suffer from are increasingly out of our control. Some of these causes are endemic and structural, consisting precisely in the “group-differentiated vulnerabilities to premature death” identified by Gilmore. Others have to do with the risks that are more broadly attendant upon living on a wounded planet: the insults bodies are subjected to when forced to labor in the spiking heat or breathe the smoke of distant fires, or the slow erosion of sanity caused by living with unreliable infrastructure.145 We know that self-organized networks of mutual care can buffer us against these harms and offer refuge, especially for those most vulnerable to the interlocking and cascading conditions. But before any such thing can come to pass, enough of us need to perceive the necessity for it that we are willing to devote our own time, attention, energy and labor to making it real.

The Crisis pushed millions of previously more or less apolitical Greeks through a process that the great Brazilian educator Paulo Freire called “conscientization,” in which people come to be aware of the interlocking systems of power that bind them.146 “Radicalized” would not be too strong a word for what they experienced. And they were therefore willing to entertain radical approaches to the problems that confronted them: ways of organizing themselves that burst through the psychic guardrails of ordinary life; methods of caring for one another that bypassed the conventions of occupation, role and status; and means of collective self-empowerment that sustained them through their moment of greatest peril.

We know, from Katrina and Sandy, that acute climate shock can similarly radicalize people, opening them up to ways of doing things they never would have considered previously. The question now is whether sustained and chronic climatic disruption will produce a conscientization in quite the same way. The empirical evidence of Katrina and Sandy is: yes, they will. As the Long Emergency advances, leaving existing institutions increasingly unable to provide for our needs, it is these networks we will turn to—for our sustenance, for our healing, for our lives.
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Collective Power

In the wake of Occupy Sandy, I often wondered if the practices that constituted the relief effort—and just as importantly, the values that animated it—couldn’t be inscribed in our lives more permanently, developed into some more enduring infrastructure of care.

This was chiefly because a self-organized initiative had empirically proven itself more effective in delivering disaster relief than its top-down, command-and-control alternatives, and I couldn’t help but suspect that the principle might extend to other contexts. But my curiosity was also driven by the way it felt to participate in the effort: helping to figure out how a random cluster of nonexperts might set up and run a high-tempo distribution hub was so much more rewarding than any of the work I’d ever done in ordinary late-capitalist life that I wanted everyone to experience something similar. I found myself more and more often imagining what it might be like if all of our institutions of governance were remade along the lines of the way we’d been doing things. What would that feel like? What new possibilities might open up if responsibility for far more of life was placed back where it belonged, in the hands of ordinary people?

One objection to this idea is that neither Occupy Sandy nor any of the other solidarity networks we’ve discussed so far were ever intended to be systems of universal, society-wide provision. They were emergency interventions, intended to suffice only for the duration of a sharp, unexpected departure from the ordinary. Even the Black Panthers’ extensive program of self-organized community services was only intended to support Black survival “pending revolution.”

In fact, people involved in mutual aid efforts, however heroic, have often remarked that they wished they didn’t have to be. They’re painfully aware of how contingent their offer is, how reasonable it is to fear that people in need will fall between the cracks and how much more dignified and comprehensive anything approaching true social provision would be. Here one thinks of the demand of Greece’s autonomous clinics “that the state assume its responsibilities” for care of the community, or of Bobby Seale’s virtually identical comments, forty-five years earlier and an ocean away, about shaming the government into upholding its formal obligations.1 All of this is to say that self-organized care isn’t always necessarily the way we might wish to do things in a better world, but in a state of exception it’s what, and all, we have.

But what about when the excursion from the ordinary becomes permanent, when the organized abandonment of our communities starts to look a whole lot more like outright state failure? When the circumstances of the Long Emergency bite, how might we go about imagining not merely the stopgap provision of services, but an entire system of governance based on the same principles that underwrite the success of mutual care? Is it even possible to organize communities this way?

It’s clear that any such thing would be extraordinarily difficult to achieve under the terms of political economy that currently condition our lives. Right now the necessary resources are for the most part allocated by systems that, whether they operate by logics of state or market, feel inaccessible to us. And they feel inaccessible because they are inaccessible: under the present dispensation, most all the decisions that matter are made by small groups of people operating out of sight of the public, in institutions that may not even in principle be accountable to the people whose lives they affect so dramatically.

But as David Wengrow and the late David Graeber argue in The Dawn of Everything, things have not always been as they are now.2 In a great many times and places across the long reach of human association, in fact, they found that the decision-making institutions governing the allocation of resources were more accessible to ordinary people—more predicated on their active participation, more responsive to local need, less hierarchical. And of still greater relevance to our situation: that at least some societies actively adjusted how they went about organizing decision power, allowing them to flex in response to changing conditions in some quite subtle and sophisticated ways. The strong suggestion is that we can still choose to do the same.

And if there is any condition we might want our social and political arrangements to flex in response to, it is upon us now. The Long Emergency offers us an opening—a rupture in both the capacity and the legitimacy of the arrangements that now dominate our lives, and therefore a precious opportunity to rethink those arrangements. As I’ve defined it here, it consists precisely of a situation in which all of the institutions that conventionally structure our world have been stressed to the breaking point and must therefore be replaced by new ways of organizing the necessities of life.

But here a major difficulty arises. The trouble is that such moments of breakthrough can generally only be put to beneficial use by people who arrive at them with some concrete idea of what they want to achieve and how they intend to go about doing so.

What we need, then, is a theory to help us understand what kind of institutions we might want to develop if we are to reclaim the capacity to choose and to act in this moment of crisis. We need a theory of collective power, in other words, based on all the same qualities that animate mutual care and make it work. How might local governance work, what might it look like and how might it feel to engage with if it wasn’t coextensive with government at all, but developed as an organic outgrowth of our own desire for self-determination? What steps might we need to take now if we wanted to get there?

Since the time of Kropotkin, a great many political thinkers have taken up the question of local power and how it may be developed outside the state; it’s fair to say that this is a central concern of the left-libertarian tradition. In the past century, however, none that I am aware of has dedicated quite as much effort to exploring this question, in all its facets, as the curious, obstreperous, often infuriating American writer Murray Bookchin. The elements that appear and reappear in his conceptual tool kit, over forty or more years of published writing—the deliberative assembly, the autonomous polity and the confederation—are so well suited to the challenges of our moment that his lifework is worth exploring in some detail.

Murray Bookchin was born to Russian-Jewish immigrants in the Bronx in January 1921 and seems to have more or less immediately committed himself to an intensely politicized life, joining the Young Pioneers—the Communist Party USA’s organization for children—at the age of nine.3 It was neither the last political organization he would join nor the last he’d break with and denounce.

In fact, the list of groups Bookchin joined and positions he espoused over the course of his life is somewhat dizzying. By the time he was fourteen, the orthodox Stalinism of the CPUSA had already started to feel confining, and following Moscow’s betrayal of the Republican cause in the Spanish Civil War, it came to repulse him. At this point he joined the Socialist Workers Party, but its Trotskyism proved no more congenial as a final ideological home for him. Over the course of the decades that followed—during which he worked in an iron foundry and on the line at General Motors, joined both the United Electrical Workers and the United Auto Workers and served in the US Army—he gravitated first toward a libertarian-socialist position and then, in 1958, a more explicit anarchism.

Even this, however, eventually cloyed for him, and in a series of blistering denouncements he declared himself no longer an anarchist, reconciled himself with at least local forms of electoral politics and finally moved to Vermont to put these ideas into practice. The strong impression one is left with, across this whole long series of arrivals and heated departures, is of someone perpetually searching for an institutional vessel for his intensely felt beliefs and perpetually being disappointed by what he found.

But at just about every step of his postwar ideological journey, he elaborated his commitments of the moment in print. His earliest published pieces appeared in a rather heterodox and ideologically diverse New York–based journal called Contemporary Issues (“A Magazine for a Democracy of Content”), and as the title of a 1952 article called “The Problem of Chemicals in Food” suggests, his concerns were ecological in scope from the very beginning. In this, Bookchin opened up a question that had never previously been treated as a valid area of concern for left thought: how shared prosperity might be achieved without pushing Earth systems past their safe operating limits.4 In the 1968 essay “Post-Scarcity Anarchism” he went further still, imagining a politics of abundance in a time when fully automated luxury anything must have seemed still more science-fictional than it does now.5

Despite these rather considerable contributions, and some remnant currency in radical-ecology circles, it’s hard to overstate just how marginal a thinker Bookchin had become by the final years of the twentieth century. And yet, with maximum improbability, the thought elaborated so laboriously in those books would turn out to be most relevant to the central global challenge of the twenty-first century and directly, indirectly or at least dialectically inspirational of its most forward-looking sociopolitical developments.

What did that thought consist of? Bookchin wrote a lot, usually in a state of high dudgeon at his many perceived adversaries on the left. Both his positions and his labels for them evolved, and while he was generally careful to note in later work just how they’d done so, this was not always clear to casual readers who encountered his writings out of sequence. This was especially so in the days before the internet came into widespread use, when a robust understanding of his beliefs could only be cobbled together by tracking down the evidence as it appeared across a scatter of indifferently distributed books. With the benefit of latter-day collected editions, though, and of internet resources like the Anarchist Library and Dana Ward’s invaluable Anarchy Archives, it’s possible to sketch the evolution of a series of interlocking concepts Bookchin called “Communalism” and “libertarian municipalism,” as well as the broader project in which they were both embedded, “social ecology.”6

Social ecology was a startlingly novel formulation, founded on two major insights. The first was Bookchin’s recognition, even before Rachel Carson’s 1961 Silent Spring had given the contemporary environmental movement its initial impetus, that the Earthly biosphere was in the throes of a profound crisis as a result of human action and headed for worse. He even predicted the specific form the crisis would take, warning as early as 1964—more than a decade, in other words, before the 1977 White House memo generally regarded as the first appearance in public thought of what was then called “the greenhouse effect”—that atmospheric heating driven by accumulations of carbon dioxide “may well rank among the most serious sources of future ecological imbalance and may pose major threats to the viability of the planet,” “undermining the very capacity of the Earth to sustain advanced forms of life.”7

Here Bookchin’s clear, early articulation of what has since become universally accepted scientific consensus feels stunningly prescient:


Since the Industrial Revolution, the overall atmospheric mass of carbon dioxide has increased by 13 percent over earlier, more stable, levels. It could be argued on very sound theoretical grounds that this growing blanket of carbon dioxide, by intercepting heat radiated from the earth into outer space, will lead to rising atmospheric temperatures, to a more violent circulation of air, to more destructive storm patterns, and eventually to a melting of the polar ice caps (possibly in two or three centuries), rising sea levels, and the inundation of vast land areas.8



Again, consider the unnerving clarity of vision it took to set these ideas in print months before Martin Luther King was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, the Beatles played Shea Stadium, or American combat forces landed in Vietnam. The only aspect of Bookchin’s 1964 framing that is in any way incorrect is the optimism of locating the melting “two or three centuries” from now.

It’s Bookchin’s second insight, though, that really gives his social ecology its continuing and acute relevance. This was that the planetary crisis was caused, in large part, by what he called the “social pathologies” of patriarchy, statism and capitalism, and could not be undone or reversed without first unwinding them. He understood, before virtually any of his contemporaries on the left, the causal link between our compulsion to dominate—especially as it was expressed in the capitalist project of unlimited growth—and the destruction of the ecosphere and therefore its capacity to support all Earthly life.

Marxist economics, with its theory of the “metabolic rift,” offers some of the analytical insights you’d need to draw upon in order to reach a conclusion like this; the intersectional feminism of the Combahee River Collective others; and mainstream ecological science yet others again.9 But social ecology is the first body of thought I am aware of that links the planetary crisis to the alienation we suffer as individuals and communities via their common causal factor of domination.

Where classical anarchism had always been defined by its revulsion for coercion and hierarchy, Bookchin now tied relations founded in these qualities directly to the question of our persistence as a species. If we wanted to survive, he argued, and to preserve the kind of healthy planetary ecosystem in which we might all thrive equally, we would have to undertake the work of reorganizing society and all its institutions so as to eliminate the possibility of domination—either of nature by humanity, or of any human being by another. This is a strikingly bold, integrative conception of power, especially given that it was first articulated in an era when the left was still largely given over to the machismo of national liberation, and it speaks directly to the ecological and intersectional concerns of our own moment like no other thought of the period.

To facilitate meaningful change, though, this theory of social ecology needs a corresponding form of concrete expression. Bookchin named this Communalism, with a capital C, in explicit allusion and homage to the Paris Commune of 1871. Communalism was designed around a set of “preconditions for human survival,” among which were “the anarchist concepts of a balanced community, a face-to-face democracy, a humanistic technology and a decentralized society.” Taken together, these would constitute nothing less than “a new politics structured around towns, neighborhoods, cities, and citizens’ assemblies, freely confederated into local, regional, and ultimately continental networks.”10

As expressed here, Bookchin’s faith in the wisdom of ordinary people is profound. He evidently could not countenance the idea that when given the power to decide freely, anyone rational would opt for anything but cleanly powered, human-scaled, locally managed production that could be sustained over the long term. His clear supposition is that people empowered to make consequential policy decisions for themselves would (“naturally”) choose to forgo the neocolonial megaprojects, the sweetheart deals and lobbyists, the expeditionary wars—in fact the whole grim architecture of extraction and exploitation that was tilting the entire atmosphere toward an untenable state. The assumption underlying his entire project, across decades, is that a free people organized on Communalist lines would organically tend toward distributional justice, achieved via what we’d now call a “circular economy.”11

The locally scaled manifestation of Communalism was to be called “libertarian municipalism,” a form of language Bookchin first started using in the early 1970s. (As always with Bookchin, his use of the word “libertarian” here reflects the older usage, in which it is more or less synonymous with “anarchist.”) It was in and through this practice that Communalism proposed to “eliminate statist municipal structures and replace them with the institutions of a libertarian polity.”12

So far as actually achieving this was concerned, libertarian municipalism “depends upon libertarian leftists running candidates at the local municipal level, calling for the division of municipalities into wards, where popular assemblies can be created that bring people into full and direct participation in political life.”13 Here Bookchin distinguishes between government, an “institutionalized association that constitutes a system for handling public affairs,” and the state, which he remains enough of an anarchist to define as “a force for class repression and control.”

The institutions of nonrepressive government are to be popular assemblies: participatory, deliberative venues where “citizens … deal with community affairs on a face-to-face basis, making policy decisions in a direct democracy and giving reality to the ideal of a humanistic, rational society.”14 In fact, all the “management, plans, and regulations” necessary to the stewardship of a contemporary city would be “formulated democratically by popular assemblies.” Where issues that transcend the narrow and particular interests of a given municipality arise, “the democratized municipalities should join together to form a broader confederation.”

There are a few things we might want to note about all of this. The first is the improbability that significant numbers of “libertarian leftists” would vote, let alone contest office, in conventionally bourgeois elections. Beyond this, though, Bookchin never specifies how big his wards are to be, or what’s supposed to happen if, once created, the people living in them show little inclination toward participation in popular assemblies. He fails to anticipate that many communities might prefer to define themselves by constitutive exclusion of the outsider, and never clarifies who does and does not count as a citizen for purposes of participation.

In fact, he displays an unusually strong, Enlightenment-derived faith in public reason (in both its senses of deliberative reasoning-in-public and of a public with the broad capacity for reason) that can be difficult to sustain for anyone who has been exposed to the various feminist and postmodern critiques thereof. He never convincingly explains why his decentralized confederal structures would necessarily be democratic ones, or why federated communities that are run democratically should necessarily be progressive or ecological in their commitments.15 He has no real answer to capital flight and doesn’t seem to have entertained the possibility that any polity that did succeed in organizing itself along Communalist lines might simply be contained, undermined, suppressed or annihilated—as indeed was the Paris Commune itself.

For all his blind spots, Bookchin’s notions of social ecology, Communalism and libertarian municipalism offer a way of organizing our communities that is particularly well tuned to the rigors of the Long Emergency. And among all the aspects of this nested set of ideas, the most germane to us is the concrete practice at its core: the assembly.

What is the assembly? At its simplest, it is any group of people gathered to discuss matters of common concern and, when faced with the necessity of a decision, to choose among the courses of action available to them. If “democracy” in contemporary life so often gets reduced to the vote for one representative or indifferent choice over another, the participatory tradition of the assembly gives democratic values a far fuller and more robust expression. It is an immediate, concrete exercise of collective power, available wherever and whenever people come together in any number greater than a handful.

In the West, the formal articulation of participatory democracy begins with the 1962 Port Huron Statement of the fiercely idealistic Students for a Democratic Society, or SDS, which enshrined its authors’ belief that “people should have a central role in determining those decisions that affect their daily lives.”16 But beyond some thought that “decision-making of basic social consequence be carried on by public groupings,” and that these groupings have “the function of bringing people out of isolation and into community,” the statement’s authors offered no particular guidance as to how this might be achieved.

It is fair to say that a certain woolliness on the details was a broader failing of the era, a time when—as Francesca Polletta concludes, after having studied seven American movements that embraced the practice—even the most motivated “activists were making participatory democracy up as they went along.”17 So perhaps Bookchin can be forgiven for not outlining in any particular depth how he expected his flavor of public deliberation to function. But what’s striking about Bookchin’s advocacy for the assembly is that he sustains it uninterruptedly, from a time before Port Huron had even given a name to “participatory democracy,” to an epoch in which most seasoned activists on the left had given the form up as hopeless. And this is largely because, wisely or otherwise, he was looking to a different set of antecedents than the SDS or the other activists of the generation immediately following him. Bookchin adduces proof of the assembly’s superiority not as they did—from direct experience of its use as organizing, capacity-building or consciousness-raising tool in the course of the Civil Rights struggle—but from historical accounts of its practice in classical antiquity and colonial New England.

The notion that more or less densely-settled communities might be run on principles of broadly participatory decision-making has appeared in a wide variety of times and places across human history, from the medieval folkmoots, þings and althings of Northern Europe to the Haudenosaunee Confederacy of pre-Columbian North America.18 As recent scholarship suggests, it may even have been present at the very dawn of urban-scale settlement, at the long-buried Ukrainian “mega-sites” of Maidenetske, Taljanky and Nebelivka—the latter, fully the size of medieval London by 3200 BCE, evidently comprised of “self-governing districts … with assemblies for decision-making.”19 Much of Graeber and Wengrow’s book is dedicated to exploring this long and variegated history of deep political participation and what it may imply for our own choices.

But these are not the inspirations Bookchin draws upon in devising the tenets of his libertarian municipalism. Alongside his near-contemporaries Hannah Arendt and C. L. R. James, he looks instead to ancient Athens, the institution of the Ecclesia and the sovereign Greek ethical imperative of appearing before one’s neighbors and peers in face-to-face deliberation.20

The monthly public assembly, the Ecclesia, does indeed appear to have been a carefully balanced and elaborately well-thought-out process, in which responsibility for decision-making in all matters of state was broadly distributed across the citizens of Athens. But for the contemporary reader, it’s impossible to engage Bookchin’s praise of it (or James’s or Arendt’s, for that matter) without stumbling at the very outset against a circumstance that ought to have been radioactively disqualifying for anyone claiming to be concerned with the expansion of human freedom: Athens was a slave state. Its vaunted “democracy” excluded an overwhelming majority of the population. In fact, only free male veterans of military service enjoyed the privilege of participating in the Ecclesia and, therefore, the other institutions of public deliberation.21 In his article exploring the roots of participatory democracy, James mounts a bizarre, no-true-Scotsman defense of Athenian practice as not really constituting slavery as such, and for his part Bookchin does something very similar.

Fortunately, history offers more recent, somewhat less compromised examples of public deliberation that Bookchin could draw upon in his further development of libertarian municipalism—medieval Lombardy, the revolutionary sections of 1790s Paris, the anarcho-syndicalist Spain of the Civil War years.22 But where he really seems to find the virtues of public reason epitomized is in the New England–style town meeting.23 This is something he consistently extols across thirty years of writing, to the degree that he eventually moved to Vermont, where the town meeting survived as a living tradition, so that he could practice the technique full-time.24

For all this, it must be said that his understanding of the social, psychological and emotional dynamics of the assembly form was not particularly sophisticated—or anyway, not at least so far as that understanding was expressed in his published oeuvre, which conspicuously lacks the quality James C. Scott refers to as mêtis, or insight derived from hands-on, practical experience.25 His many writings on the topic tend to consist, rather, of a repeated series of exhortations that the face-to-face assembly is the only “rational” and “moral” venue for collective decision-making, and that its superiority in these regards is sufficiently self-evident to recommend its widespread adoption.

That this was not universally considered to be a wise idea among people with more pragmatic experience of the form is something of an understatement; the historian Laurence Veysey wryly notes that, in “urging popular assemblies as the appropriate means for [the] day-to-day management of resources,” Bookchin “unwittingly returned to the very device which had been clung to for so many wearisome years” during earlier upwellings of the utopian spirit in America, with dispiriting results.26

There are, of course, sound reasons why we might want to be wary of a naive or unconsidered practice of assembly. For Bookchin the process of collaborative truth discovery is something that takes place through deliberation in open assembly, always “according to the canons of reason, reflection, and discourse that uniquely belong to our own species.”27 You sense that he means for this to be radically inclusive and to affirm and uphold the capacities for rationality that are in principle enjoyed by all human beings. But as a guideline for something that is supposed to constitute the sole legitimate expression of collective will for all those living in a particular locale, this is woefully insufficient. Its insufficiency becomes especially evident in a complex, heterogeneous society.

Firstly, just because a process is formally open doesn’t mean that it’s actually accessible or inclusive, let alone welcoming. The composition of the deliberative group itself may feel as though it excludes the newcomer. It can be intimidating to offer one’s opinion, especially in matters of controversy, and most of all for those who are not native speakers of the language in which the assembly is being conducted, or whose accent or customary mode of speech otherwise marks them as other. It may be practically difficult for people with any degree of speech or hearing impairment, sensory sensitivity or social anxiety to participate. And, of course, we might find ourselves unable to contribute should the place and time of assembly come into too much conflict with the obligations already imposed on us by work, family and the due care of the self.

Without very clear guidelines as to the rules that guide deliberation—limits on speaking time, for example, or the number of total comments made—the proceedings of an assembly may easily be dominated by the charismatic, the rhetorically gifted or simply those whose carriage and mode of self-presentation convey the fact that they are habitually used to being attended to. Any ambiguity in these procedures, particularly with regard to decision rules, may give the impression of a consensus that doesn’t truly exist, or even be consciously exploited by the underhanded to advance some sub-rosa agenda of their own. Absent some degree of explicit, formal structure, an assembly process whose very reason for being is that it is supposed to be equal, open and noncoercive may wind up imposing its will on those who don’t know how to read the prevailing currents of power, and, when it does, these dynamics will always break in favor of the elite groups and individuals who already enjoy that power.

And finally, the assembly works well where it is understood by all parties to be the assembly—that is, either formalized as a process of consensual governance, or consecrated by long-standing custom as the sovereign decision body of a given community. What does not work so well is when an ad hoc assembly is constituted of different people each time it meets, and participants, perhaps reasonably enough, decline either to be bound by the commitments of those who were there last week or to recognize decisions made in their absence.

Particular care needs to be taken when the assembly gathers in the open, in public space. The activist-scholar Alberto Corsín Jiménez tells a story about assembly participants in the main plaza of the Lavapiés neighborhood of Madrid having to negotiate with a group of recent immigrants who also wanted to use the plaza, reasonably enough, and were in the habit of playing loud music over their deliberations.28 (It is notable that those immigrants evidently did not feel that the assembly spoke to or for them, or could.29)

These were all points made resoundingly by a successive line of feminist critics whose work exposed participatory and deliberative forms of democracy to a powerful series of troublings: where Jo Freeman assailed the tacit power dynamics that persisted even in ostensibly “leaderless” and nonhierarchical activist groups, Nancy Fraser demolished the notion of a unitary public sphere, and Lynn Sanders noted that not everyone necessarily had the ability, the time or simply the inclination to participate deliberatively.30 (For his part, Bookchin seems never to have taken this body of thought on board, even though aspects of it, notably Freeman’s pivotal “The Tyranny of Structurelessness,” had already appeared by 1970.31)

Despite its pretensions to universality, then, the problem of the assembly is one of representative legitimacy. In order to be broadly perceived as valid, an assembly has to convene a threshold percentage of the population, and that number needs to be sufficient for it to practically enact its will. Kali Akuno of the Mississippi-based libertarian-municipalist initiative Cooperation Jackson is unusually specific in identifying that threshold, defining the assembly as “a body that engages at least one-fifth of the total population in a defined geographic area.”32 And this feels right: with one out of every five people in a community directly participating in discussions about its posture, priorities and future, their decisions undoubtedly bear a fair amount of weight. How legitimate is it possible to be, by contrast, if your “neighborhood assembly” of ten or twelve bodies occupies a single room, when right outside the windows you can feel the entire city breathe capital all around you, all the way out to its furthermost hinterlands?

Even when the necessary pains are taken to ensure that a given gathering in assembly is both genuinely invitational and consensually legitimate, there is one final consideration, which is whether it is actually dispositive. As suggested by the famous Atelier Populaire poster from the Events of May 1968 (“I participate, you participate, we participate … they profit”), canny activists have always understood that “maximum feasible participation” is often a fig leaf for something else, a way of shedding unwonted legitimation on some preexisting agenda.

Neoliberal governments often deploy ostensibly participatory processes with the greatest possible cynicism, to lend the color of popular ratification to decisions that have already been made elsewhere: this is known as “consultation.”33 But the misapprehension that the assembly’s role is essentially consultative is common enough, even among its radical advocates. For example, the late Jackson, Mississippi, mayor Chokwe Lumumba—widely known as a strong proponent of the form, and nobody’s neoliberal—was comfortable characterizing the assembly as “a body where the people challenge government, ask government questions, get informed by government, and protest government when necessary.”34 But not, you will notice, as an institution that supplants government—in other words, not as a locus of power in its own right.

So what we’re after isn’t mere participation, or even the stronger claim on energy, attention and commitment represented by deliberation. To serve the end of collective power, the assembly can’t simply be there to permit the therapeutic venting of grievances, facilitate a process of “consultation,” or allocate some token wedge of the local council’s annual budget. It must exist to decide, and its decisions must be dispositive over real resource.

Given that, the project of self-governance via assembly becomes something that is worth pursuing. If nothing else, the ability to participate in consequential decisions helps to shift the psychological locus of control, however incrementally, from external to internal. The world is no longer quite so much something that happens to you, and that you have no choice but to accept, but something you can intervene in, concretely and directly. The ability to act upon the world in this way is in itself palliative of the awful helplessness in the face of events that characterizes our time.

But it’s also about something even larger than that. For the feminist philosopher Iris Marion Young, justice is more than merely a question of the equal distribution of goods. It is a condition in which “action, decisions about action, and provision of the means to develop and exercise capacities” are accessible to all.35 This is why the practice of deliberative assembly isn’t simply about getting together to vote for one or another among the options before us. In helping us build our capability for collective self-determination, and giving us a venue in which we might employ it, the assembly is, as directly as it is possible to be, concerned with the achievement of justice.

The question remains as to how any such thing might be practically implemented. In many cities, some kind of neighborhood-scale deliberative infrastructure is already there, in statute and practice both, and might be repurposed toward more substantive ends: in New York City, for example, David Harvey imagines “the revival of the now largely somnolent community boards as neighborhood assemblies with budget-allocation powers.”36

This chimes with Bookchin’s practically achievable “minimum program” for libertarian municipalism, which outlined a set of “steps that can be taken now include initiating … municipalist movements that propose popular neighborhood and town assemblies—even if they have only moral functions at first—and electing town and city councillors that advance the cause of these assemblies and other popular institutions.” But with even the elements of this minimum program requiring significant commitments of time and energy, any attempt at putting it into practice had to wait for a moment in which large numbers were primed to accept its logic.

That moment arrived at last with the new millennium, amid a set of circumstances in politics that are generally referred to as the “horizontal turn.”

Though protest groups like ACT/UP, Earth First! and Critical Mass had pioneered its basic forms in the 1980s, we can roughly date the horizontal turn proper to sometime between the fall of the Soviet Union at the end of 1991, with its final discrediting of the Marxist-Leninist logic of command, and the breakout of networked organizing tactics into wide public visibility at the 1999 protests against the World Trade Organization in Seattle.37 In between those events, and inspired above all by the 1994 Zapatista insurgency against the Mexican state in Chiapas, activists progressively abandoned traditional parties of the radical left in favor of flatter, “leaderless” organizing structures.38

This new way of coordinating collective action appears to have been first explicitly named as such in the practice of horizontalidad that emerged in Argentina in 2001.39 And for the first time since the consciousness-raising groups of the mid-1970s, relatively small, nonhierarchical and self-organized groups returned to the center stage of political activism.

Rather than concentrating the power to decide in a single leader, or tightly sharing it among a party cadre, horizontalism distributed it across everyone motivated enough to show up and participate. Sometimes, the decision logic employed was the pursuit of full consensus, at others a simple majority vote. But materially, this looked much the same, wherever on Earth you happened to encounter it: people gathered in a rough circle, often in a courtyard, clearing or public plaza, visibly and volubly discussing the matter before them. (If the universal symbol of leftism in the era of national liberation was the Kalashinkov raised in a clenched fist, its truest emblem in our own is undoubtedly the cheap and ubiquitous knockoff Monobloc chair, visible in depictions of such gatherings from Bogotà to Kampala to Berlin.40)

To be sure, much of this was made possible by the diffusion of newly affordable networked communication technologies, principally text messaging and, a few years later, the smart-phone with its microblogging and secure-messaging apps. But horizontalism was more than a matter of information-technical innovation. The horizontalist generation developed a new attention to mood, affect and subjectivity in deliberative gatherings. By the time of the WTO protests in Seattle, activists were already using an array of hand signals to convey the sense of a meeting, from enthusiastic assent to vehement objection.41 Assemblies increasingly came to draw upon a repertoire of techniques that simply did not exist in the West at the time of the Port Huron Statement, taking inspiration from Indigenous practice and especially the Zapatista notion of a “world which contains many worlds.”42

By 2011, those who occupied the squares had ready to hand


a rich and growing panoply of organizational instruments—spokescouncils, affinity groups, facilitation tools, break-outs, fishbowls, blocking concerns, vibe-watchers and so on—all aimed at creating forms of democratic process that allow initiatives to rise from below and attain maximum effective solidarity, without stifling dissenting voices, creating leadership positions or compelling anyone to do anything which they have not freely agreed to do.43



These elements of horizontal practice constituted a lightweight, portable kit of parts that was broadly available at moments of social or economic rupture, and such moments came thick and fast as the second decade of the new century dawned.

Across the Arab world, from Tunisia to Bahrain, conspicuously young populations finally lost patience with the absolutist oppression of elderly despots and the foreclosure of their life chances that went along with it. The indignados of Spain, like the Aganaktisménoi, were responding to a different set of pressures: their aspirations for a better life had been sanded away to nothing by the years-long recession gripping Europe’s southern tier, often brutally exacerbated by austerity programs of the sort imposed upon Greece by the Troika. And in the United States, millions could no longer quite escape the sense that somewhere along the way, the American dream had become the sole prerogative of an absurdly wealthy few; this tiny sliver of the population, having reaped stratospheric profits from the financialization of just about everything, now left everyone else to a grim destiny of casualized employment, equally precarious housing and debt service drawn out unto the grave.

What united significant numbers of people in all these places was the common sense that their future was being stolen away from them in real time, without their having had the slightest say in the matter. And they responded in much the same way: with a demand for ¡Democracia real ya! (“Real democracy now!”). This demand was most visibly expressed in a wave of occupations that broke out spontaneously at Tahrir Square in Cairo in January 2011, at Puerta del Sol in Madrid and Syntagma Square in Athens in May, at Zuccotti Park in the financial district of downtown Manhattan in September and, somewhat later, at Gezi Park in Istanbul. This was the global coming-out party for horizontal praxis known as the “movement of the squares.”44

For many participants, myself included, this tide of protest constituted the first time in our lives that our subjective experiences of the world were reflected in mass political action of any sort. We had grown tired of being told that politics would only ever amount to the choice of the least-worst option and that the best we could ever expect to achieve was the most tepid and incremental sort of reform. On some level that was deeper but harder to articulate, we’d wearied of never seeing our dissent from the bland late-capitalist consensus depicted, or even acknowledged, anywhere in public life. So for us, the wave of occupations felt like a sudden irruption of jubilee time. From Zuccotti Park itself to Dame Street in Dublin, the predominant mood in every protest camp I was able to visit in the fall of 2011 was a kind of infectious glee or delight that this should be coming to pass at all.

It’s highly tempting to understand the “new municipalist” wave that broke out during 2014–15, then, as in part an attempt to bottle the euphoria of occupation and extend the logic that had guided the occupation of the squares to a pursuit of lasting local power.

Consciously or otherwise, new municipalism exploited the opening of the Occupy moment to draw upon the massive surge of people radicalized by their experience of austerity in the post-2008 period and with their energy attempt an enactment of the late-Bookchinian project. Though there never seems to have been any intention to articulate anything like a “standard municipalist policy agenda”—any attempt to do so would be “contrary to the decentralized, autonomous nature of the movement”—city-scale movements of highly similar sensibility sprouted up on six continents in the years following 2011, virtually none of them affiliated with a preexisting political party.45 Broadly concerning themselves with housing justice, “the feminization of politics” and countering the invasion of local economies by venture capital–funded Silicon Valley platforms like Airbnb and Uber, they broadly thought of themselves as “new municipalists.”46 And what they applied to their contestations of local power was the horizontal process and the assembly form they had learned in the squares.

This was the critical moment at which large numbers of people moved from protesting the neoliberal conditions under which they lived to actually doing something about them. With varying degrees of success, each of these movements now tried to adapt the “minimum program” of libertarian municipalism to the real-world challenge of winning a citywide election. If we suspect that this neo-Bookchinian approach to power might truly offer up insights that help us endure the Long Emergency together, it is this moment of transition from theory to practice we will need to consider most closely.

Though large-scale efforts pursued new-municipalist strategies in places from Valparaíso to Zagreb, it is the major cities of Spain that traveled furthest down this road. During the long, drawn-out years of austerity that followed the particularly sharp Spanish financial crisis of 2008, Madrid, Barcelona, Zaragoza, Cádiz and A Coruña each gave rise to an organic movement espousing municipalist values, organized not as a traditional political party but as a “confluence.” In setting themselves the project of winning citywide power, these confluences—Ahora Madrid, Barcelona en Comú and their peers—collectively began to generate for the first time an experientially informed body of thought about what municipalism is, how it works and what it does on the ground.

“Confluence” is a difficult-to-translate term in Spanish municipalism, used to describe what might elsewhere simply be called a “platform.” As was emphasized to me any number of times during my travels in Spain, confluences are precisely not coalitions of parties. The primary point of distinction seems to be that a coalition is a temporary, tactical coming-together of existing entities that continue to maintain their own distinct identities (e.g., a labor union, an NGO, a social movement) as they work together toward a given end. By contrast, a confluence is an in-gathering of individuals—in principle, even the same individuals who might have been mobilized by a coalition among the parties to which they belong—organized under a new identity and committed to a process of self-definition by assembly.

Partisans of any existing formation were free to join the confluences, but they had to do so as unencumbered individuals. “Nobody could participate in the gatherings in representation of other collectives, associations, or institutions such as political parties and unions … Everybody was a bare participant and had to speak on her own behalf.”47 In Spain, the language used to explain this, even by ordinary activists, can be uncannily high-theoretical; the word chosen to describe this logic by just about every street-level Ahora Madrid participant I met was “molecular,” as if they’d just that moment put down a dog-eared copy of Deleuze.

Neither a social movement nor quite a political party, then, the confluence offered distinct strengths and weaknesses. One clear strength was its rootedness in the daily experience of specific neighborhoods, which gave it both legitimacy and a means of staying abreast of evolving conditions that conventional parties did not have access to in quite the same way. Frequent asambleas populares kept the confluence grounded, counteracting what might otherwise be its tendency to abstraction and “making sure that it is constantly aware of the realities within which it lives.”48 They also performed a search function—sweeping the horizon, in effect, helping the confluence as a whole discover emergent matters of concern that might otherwise abscond from its awareness. These might in turn reflect common or even citywide struggles and therefore prove effective as issues to organize around.

Another strength enjoyed by the confluences was their broad power to convene. Bookchin’s libertarian municipalism had refused both a conventional class analysis and the politics of identity as organizing principles, regarding them as invidious and prone to the creation of power-squandering fissures.49 Prefiguring Graeber’s brilliant rhetorical maneuver in positioning Occupy as an appeal to “the 99%,” its bold, implicit gamble was that the alienations and dislocations of late capitalism would eventually be painful enough that they would be experienced by virtually everyone in a society and could be mobilized as such.

In the wake of 2011, this actually appeared to be the case: both the asamblearismo of the squares and the new municipalism of the confluences aimed to speak to, and therefore politically activate, people who were not currently affiliated with any existing party or movement. The numbers and enthusiasm of their public meetings spoke vividly to the success of this strategy.

But even at this point, it was not obvious how that passion might be transformed into actual power. This speaks to a feature of the confluences which in truth was probably both a strength and, in certain lights, a weakness. Utterly uninterested in imposing a disciplined uniformity of belief among members, the confluences always supported a robust diversity of viewpoints, and this extended to the theories of change held among their most committed activists. In Spain, this disagreement was, again, conducted at an unusually high level of abstraction. It was generally articulated as the tension between a “Laclauian” faction and a “Negrian” one.

At issue between them was nothing less fundamental than the question of how popular power can most readily be developed and exercised. One tendency within Ahora Madrid, broadly associated with the national left-populist party Podemos, committed itself to establishing radical democracy along the ambitious lines suggested by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe.50 This involved the pursuit of institutional state power and the attempt to leverage it toward the “counterhegemonic” transvaluation of all the values operating in everyday late-capitalist life.

The opposing tendency, with roots in the left-libertarian Traficantes de Sueños bookstore and publishing house, held to the contrasting theory of “constituent power” developed by the Italian autonomist Marxist Antonio Negri, and later elaborated with Michael Hardt.51 This body of thought turned its back on the seizure of institutions and placed its faith instead in the continual becoming of the multitude itself, conceived as such.

Though the confluence form unquestionably drew its original energy from a distinctly Negrian surge in the plazas and the neighborhoods, it’s tempting to read the evolution of Spanish municipalism as a gradual eclipse of the Negrian perspective by the Laclauian. In Madrid and Barcelona both, this was accelerated by the practical realities associated with victory and the assumption of electoral office.

In his 1996 book Aramis, or the Love of Technology, the late French sociologist Bruno Latour describes a process that unfolds any time a technology works its way from abstract idea to realization, a double articulation he refers to as “recruitment” followed by “translation.”52

In order to establish purchase in the world, a project needs to attract partners, which might be individuals, institutions or even material objects. This is what Latour calls recruitment, and it’s just as true of political projects as it is of technical ones. A political platform running a candidate for local office, for example, will need to recruit door-to-door canvassers, volunteers to post on social media and people willing to work the phone banks. If their proposition involves deliberation in assembly, they’ll require facilitators of assemblies, spaces to hold them and some way of recording and storing the minutes of each. They’ll need to attract designers, printers, videographers, drivers and, of course, funders to shoulder the financial burdens of all this activity. Depending on the operating environment, they may even need street medics, or people strong and confident enough to provide security. And most obviously of all, they’ll need to recruit votes.

Recruitment is vital in order to advance any nascent project. But each new actor recruited apprehends what they’ve encountered a little bit differently, and the project is slightly modified by the very act of their recruitment. This is translation. Sometimes, the alterations required to recruit one partner to the project are intolerable to another, and one or another of them drops out.

For our purposes, there are two particularly salient qualities of translation. The first is that it is low fidelity. There is always some degree of conceptual slippage involved, every time a new actor is recruited to the effort. And the second is that this process is iterative: it repeats every time some new component is added to the mix. Repeated enough times, like some material-semiotic game of Telephone, it can result in the thing that finally hits the streets bearing little or no resemblance to what was originally imagined. It has evolved by drift.

This is exactly what happened when the libertarian municipalism imagined by Bookchin in the 1980s was translated into the “new municipalism” practiced in the main cities of Spain, post-15M.53 What is municipalism? The answer would depend on who you asked and when you asked them. And a good deal of friction inheres in the fact that there’s necessarily a mismatch, a profound one, between the way municipalist assemblies worked in the squares and neighborhoods and the way municipalist civic administration was compelled to operate.54

This was, of course, recognized quite clearly by the people involved: as Barcelona en Comú communications manager Marina López told the Guardian in 2016, a year into their first administration, “The difference with being in power is there are two parallel processes—ours and the institutional one, and they don’t work in the same way or [at the] same speed.”55 The affects generated by each, the skills they called upon, even the kinds of people they spoke to were all different from one another. According to activists who were there, there was even a palpable difference in tone and tenor between the original neighborhood assemblies of post-15M Barcelona and the formally similar gatherings later convoked by Barcelona en Comú in power.56

So it’s not an exaggeration to say that parts of municipalist theory were sawn off to fit. The notion that policy might continuously be developed in deliberative assembly fell by the wayside—in Madrid, spontaneous neighborhood assemblies were no longer taking place by the time the citywide municipalist confluence Ahora Madrid was forged, while those in Barcelona had largely dried up by the fall of 2012.57 And what of the allegedly “crucial” distinction between policy development and administration by recallable councils? Similarly, nowhere to be found: following the municipalist victories in both cities, administration proceeded much as if any other insurgent candidacy had taken City Hall. As central as they may have been to the process of governance envisioned by Bookchin, these practices were immediately shed by actually existing municipalism in its 2015 Spanish manifestation. Indeed, one longtime activist quit Ahora Madrid at the very moment of its ascension to power “because the project had changed so much in the process of winning the election, that they no longer recognised it as the radical, horizontalist, prefigurative project they originally joined.”58

Other issues were caused by a misperception of how much power the city government had to make change. Bookchin had always taken pains to distinguish between local electoral politics and the larger domain of parliamentary politics. The position he seems to have been reaching for in his late phase was that, of all the forms of statecraft, the one we encounter at the municipal level is the most accountable to ordinary citizens, the easiest to participate in directly and the least unclean. He therefore winds up defending the legitimacy of participation in local forms of elected government, if only with the intention of one day disassembling them from within, and arguably this is the point at which his transition out of anarchism is complete. This is a rather nuanced position, but there’s nothing that’s particularly unclear about it: participation in local government is acceptable to the convinced municipalist, while that in the regional or national state remains beyond the pale.

As is so frequently the case, however, this seemingly crisp and clear distinction in principle evaporates on contact with reality. For one thing, it’s often not so very clear just where “local government” begins and where it ends. In Spain, for example, municipal governments don’t enjoy the power to levy taxes or even necessarily to allocate budget as they see fit. So when Ahora Madrid came to power, they were broadly unable to enact those aspects of their agenda that required any significant capital investment to speak of. The power to affect Madrileños’ lives in most of the ways that signified simply resided at a higher level than any amenable to the kind of face-to-face neighborhood democracy Bookchin imagined. At this point a Laclauian position starts to seem reasonable.

The need to wrap a complicated and unconventional proposition in the body of a single individual took its toll, as well. In Barcelona the municipalist candidate, Ada Colau, had come out of housing activism, had a movement history and enjoyed a longstanding reputation for daring on the local left, but in Madrid the only name put forward that was acceptable to all factions (see: recruitment and translation) was a local magistrate named Manuela Carmena. Carmena was broadly respected for her incorruptibility but otherwise had no particular identification with the municipalist moment—and in time, this would tell. Ahora Madrid’s activists had banked on her serving willingly as the “empty signifier” called for in Laclauian theory, a blank screen onto which voters could project whatever they wanted. And furnished with this invitation, the voters went ahead and did just that. Indeed, the range of things that people projected onto Carmena was notable above all for its cringeworthiness, with graphics circulating in the run-up to the election unabashedly portraying her as Batman, Angela Davis, Princess Leia, Che or, most curiously of all, Maria von Trapp from The Sound of Music, twirling in an Alpine meadow with an AR-15 assault rifle gripped in each hand.59

This surge of enthusiasm carried Ahora Madrid to victory in the elections of May 24, 2015, albeit as a minority government supported by the conventionally socialist PSOE (Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party). As things turned out, though, not merely did Carmena refuse to be anybody’s blank screen, neither did she govern as much of a municipalist. On the day after being installed in Madrid’s City Hall, in the Palacio de Cibeles on the Paseo del Prado, she told her electorate, more or less in so many words, that as Manuela Carmena was who they had voted for, they would now be governed as Manuela Carmena saw fit. Those who had declared themselves not so much asambleistas or Madridistas as Manuelistas were closer to the mark than they knew. (So much for the fine Bookchinian theory of delegated and revokable power.)

Finally, Ahora Madrid found out the hard way that, unlike their partners in the PSOE or other traditional political parties of clear tendency and long standing, a municipalist confluence formed relatively recently is not likely to have significant knots of longtime supporters distributed throughout the administrative apparatus. Even in a best-case scenario, upon acquiring the keys to City Hall, a newly elected municipalist administration would still have to tutor the civil servants who actually run things on the day-to-day in relatively new and unfamiliar values, priorities and processes—and that costs time, energy and political capital. And this, of course, presupposes that bureaucrats share a certain degree of sympathy with the newcomers and are willing to try new ways of doing things. In administrative departments that are not favorably disposed to the incoming administration, it will be greeted instead as such interlopers generally are: with foot-dragging, malingering, work-to-rule strikes and so on.

In the end, Madrid and Barcelona both managed to see their confluences into power: Ahora Madrid under Manuela Carmena until 2019, and Barcelona en Comú with Ada Colau for two full terms, until finally going down to defeat in 2023. Both cities objectively got “municipalism.” But whether that municipalism was libertarian in any meaningful sense was another question entirely.

In his later writing, Bookchin staked everything on a wager that municipalists could successfully occupy the local state, consolidate whatever power inhered in it and use that power to catalyze further transformations of democratic expression. On this theory, their time in office would be dedicated to building a series of participatory counterinstitutions that might then go on to seed libertarian values and practices at every level of city life, driving a deeper, longer-term transition toward Communalist life. In short, municipalist candidates would “become Mayor to abolish the position of Mayor.”60

Perhaps too much was lost in the process of translation that all ideas must undergo as they make their way toward realization, but nothing of the sort happened in Spain. What libertarian municipalism was stripped of, as it made itself palatable to the Spanish electorate in the heady season of 2015, was just about everything that made it distinct as a political tradition. Most of the features that might have commended it to us as a way of contending with a hot and dangerous future—the power it restored to neighborhood-scale actors, the connections it drew between the exercise of that power and broader movements toward ecological care, and more—fell away like a discarded husk.

Some of the measures called for in the Ahora Madrid platform were eventually enacted during the Carmena mayoralty, notably an audit of public expenditures, a freeze on evictions, gender parity in appointments and a reconsideration of certain boondoggle megaprojects associated with the previous administration. Beyond that, though, Ahora Madrid could not possibly bear up under the hope Madrileños had invested in it, and Carmena was defeated by the right-wing Partido Popular at the 2019 elections. The hugely popular traffic-calming measures introduced in central Madrid under Carmena were immediately reversed upon the PP’s resumption of power, evidently largely out of spite and/or the desire to be performatively pro-car, not because the change of policy produced any measurable benefit whatsoever.61

Barcelona fared somewhat better in this regard. Although a high-profile effort to bring the city water supply back under public ownership was eventually defeated in the Spanish Supreme Court, Barcelona en Comú did manage to establish a municipal renewable-energy provider (as well as a low-cost funeral company), remunicipalize home care, retrieve a number of kindergartens and domestic-violence shelters from private providers and perhaps bring to heel some of the overtourism and short-term rental custom that had threatened to render life in the core neighborhoods of Barri Gòtic and El Raval untenable for locals.62

I do not mean to minimize the importance of these and municipalism’s other accomplishments in Spain, particularly for those who continue to enjoy them on a daily basis. They are real. But clearly they fall far short of substantiating the claims Bookchin had made for his libertarian municipalism, and neither do they offer anyone much of a recipe for doing something about the conditions of the Long Emergency. If one of municipalism’s failure modes is outright defeat, then, another is clearly victory of the sort achieved in Barcelona and Madrid: governance hard to distinguish, in the end, from that of a more or less entirely conventional social-democratic administration, lacking most or all of the participatory-deliberative features Bookchin insisted on as essential.

Indeed, the amount of recruitment and translation necessary to contest City Hall almost seems to justify the anarchist critique of the later Bookchin: on the available evidence, it certainly seems that to engage electoral forms of democracy at all is already to be watered down and recuperated, at such a high cost in effort that nobody involved retains enough energy to try again later.

So if we conclude, in the end, that the state is not amenable to being reclaimed in this way, this is not driven by some misguided quest for ideological purity.63 It’s simply pragmatic. By subordinating itself to the conventional rhythms of representative politics—the pendulum swings of sentiment, the tendency of nominally redistributive parties to accommodate local business interests so as to prevent capital flight, the erosion of the tax base and above all the possibility of defeat—the ostensibly mighty municipalist wave of 2015 produced few if any lasting policy accomplishments. Worse yet, there was no wholesale subjectivation, radicalization or activation of the broader public, nor were institutions created or allocated persistent sources of funding during the period in which confluences enjoyed control of the local state.

These sharp lessons suggest that the later Bookchin was wrong, to which there are two possible responses. The first—and in Spain, this is what the Laclauians of Podemos eventually went with—was to argue that local power could not be sustained without the overarching, protective penumbra of the national state, which should therefore be contested robustly through the usual electoral means. Having seen power at the city scale slip through their fingers, activists of this conviction saw no other way to accomplish the counterhegemonic transformation of subjectivity they so desired than by reorganizing themselves to win national elections.

But this seems to neglect the fundamental lesson of defeat at the ballot box: power that is developed through electoral means can evaporate that way, too. Everything you built can be wiped away in a heartbeat, the moment a sufficiently motivated opponent is sworn into office.

Happily, though, there remains another approach to building popular power, one that is less vulnerable to the shifting opinions of the electorate. This is not to say that it is in any way undemocratic: if anything, its interpretation of democracy asks a great deal more of the people than simply showing up to vote every few years. It is in every way less conventional, more interesting and harder to achieve than electoral victory, but ultimately, I think, has much more to teach us about the future. It started from the widespread conviction that to think in terms of the state was already a mistake, in a place called Rojava.

There has been a profusion of names for what happened in the breakaway cantons of northern Syria following the 2014 withdrawal of the Damascus regime, and that profusion is frankly bewildering. Roughly contemporaneous, and to all appearances equally authoritative, sources refer in English to the Democratic Federation of Northern and Eastern Syria, or the Federal Democratic System of Northern Syria, or the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES). Most of us know it, more simply, as “Rojava.”

With a population of somewhere between 2.5 million and 5 million, and persisting in some form from July 2012 to the present, Rojava appears to be modern history’s largest-scale and longest-running example of a place where order was achieved in the absence of a state, where decisions of real material consequence were made by ordinary people sitting in assembly.64

This is already extraordinary enough. But what is still more extraordinary, and what particularly commends it to us in our time of troubles, is that the people of northern Syria achieved this with their world on fire, amid circumstances of the most terrible devastation. And what is most extraordinary of all is that so little is known about it outside the region, even now. It’s hard to credit that the efforts of millions of men and women over a decade or more can simply be made to disappear from history, but this increasingly appears to be the case. If we want to recover the knowledge they won at such a high cost and see what lessons we might be able to learn from their experience, perhaps it’s best to simply start from the first weak signals that reached the West.

Starting toward the end of 2014 and picking up speed all through the year that followed, word began to filter out to the outside world that there was something astonishing happening in Kobanê, Afrîn and Cîzire, the three provinces of northeastern Syria. The most improbable stories started to emerge: of an ecosocialist society blossoming on what seemed like the most inhospitable of soil, even amid the all-consuming chaos of an exceedingly brutal civil war; of a revolution “rooted in the theories of Bookchin and the practice of the Zapatistas,” and a society sufficiently committed to gender equity that it required every town, village and hamlet to elect male and female co-mayors;65 of a fierce, all-female militia called the YPJ, which had helped to defeat the puritan jihadis of Daesh in open combat and in so doing rescued tens of thousands of captive Yazidi women from being sold into sexual slavery.

Much as with the movement of the squares, and then Occupy Sandy—but still more so, because it seemed so much more ambitious and larger in scope—each new dispatch from Rojava arrived as an explosive expansion of what felt possible, and you couldn’t read the slightest thing about it without wanting to jump and rave for the joy of it all. In an article published just about immediately after crossing back into Turkey, the anthropologist Mick Taussig described the incredulity he felt at what he’d seen in Kobane: “Sometimes words fail you. Names are not enough. Anarchist? Feminist? You have to be kidding.”66

Since at first blush few places on Earth would appear to be less hospitable to the rise of an ecological, feminist, libertarian-socialist society than this war-scarred wedge of northern Syria, all of this requires a good deal of explanation. In order to place what happened in Rojava in its proper context and understand the process by way of which this miracle came to be, we need to reckon with the singular figure of Abdullah Öcalan and understand how the work of a deeply obscure American thinker came to fructify the thought of a Kurdish rebel languishing in a Turkish jail.

Born in eastern Turkey in a year variously estimated to be 1946, 1947, 1948 or 1949, Öcalan was Kurdish, a member of an ethnic minority distributed in a powerless scatter across the four national territories of Iran, Iraq, Turkey and Syria. At the point at which he co-founded the Kurdish Workers’ Party, or PKK, in 1978, Öcalan was by all accounts a fairly conventional Marxist-Leninist and thought of the Kurdish struggle in the terms of national liberation that were common to the era. In this early phase, the declared aim of the PKK was to establish a homeland for the Kurdish people, a Kurdistan on the entirely conventional lines of the Westphalian nation-state.

Outlawed and branded a terrorist organization by the Turkish state, for the next two decades the PKK was forced to operate out of more or less clandestine sanctuaries in Syria, with Öcalan himself reportedly living in a safe house in Damascus for much of the period. Following his CIA-facilitated 1999 capture in Nairobi, however, Öcalan was spirited away to the Turkish prison-island of İmralı in the Sea of Marmara, where he remains imprisoned as of this writing, and this is the moment at which everything began to tilt.67

Spared execution only by virtue of Turkey’s hopes for eventual accession to the European Union and denied access to his lawyers for more than a decade now, he has remained on the heavily guarded island fortress in all but total isolation. In the interest of allowing him to prepare an adequate legal defense, though, his jailers did grant the prisoner access to books—”hundreds,” including works by Braudel, Foucault, the Zapatistas’ Subcomandante Marcos and the midcentury German feminist and sociologist Maria Mies.68 And among those hundreds of titles were some written by Murray Bookchin.

There is no public account of just how Bookchin’s writing got to Öcalan in the first place, or which books specifically were part of the tranche he had access to; the only one mentioned by name in the correspondence between the two is the 1992 Urbanization without Cities.69 The entire matter remains something of a puzzlement: again, Bookchin was hardly top-of-mind in radical circles in 1999, and indeed, Bookchin himself appears to have been somewhat mystified by the development. (His daughter Debbie, a prominent municipalist activist in her own right, relates that upon receiving correspondence from the jailed PKK leader, her then eighty-three year-old father turned to her in evident bemusement: “Apparently the Kurds have been reading my work and are trying to implement my ideas.”70)

Yet to hear Öcalan tell it in his introduction to Democratic Confederalism, it was these works that guided his pivot from garden-variety Marxist-Leninism to the confirmed antistatist he became.71 If the connection between Bookchin’s thought and the actually-existing new municipalism of 2014 and thereafter was somewhat cloudy, in Rojava the influence was direct and unambiguous.72

It must be said that Democratic Confederalism breaks no particularly new ground intellectually, but that is not to detract from its considerable merits as a work of synthesis. Öcalan, in essence, caught Bookchin at a point in his development before he had renounced anarchism, and took him at his word. It’s this antipathy to the form of the nation-state that underlies Öcalan’s striking refusal to call for the establishment of a “free Kurdistan” and instead work toward the development of a confederal, nonstate society.

More strikingly still, his writings unhesitatingly locate the origin of all oppression in the gender relation, arguing that neither social justice nor ecological balance will ever be possible until women collectively claim the power denied to them through the past several thousand years of patriarchy. This, indeed, was so central to his thought that “the fundamental principle of democratic socialism inside the Kurdish freedom movement is referred to as ‘killing the male.’ ”73

This marked turn away from Marxist orthodoxy led Öcalan to reject the idea of a “necessary passage through stages of [historical] development” and to dedicate himself rather to the project of building “radical democracy in the here-and-now.”74 Having already reorganized the PKK to counter its increasing centralism and bureaucracy, starting in the 1990s, he now proceeded to imagine what an entire society might look like if subjected to the same sort of transformation.75 Based on his reading of Bookchin, Öcalan concluded,


A free life cannot be established by using the same tools that are used to enslave society, nature, women, and everyone else … [P]ower and state structures must be totally replaced with entirely different methods, and we should not, as many revolutions have done in the past, fall into the temptation of using the very weapons of the system that would corrupt our revolutionary goals.



Öcalan proclaimed the democratic confederal system at Newroz, Kurdish New Year, 2005, initially giving it the unfortunate (and swiftly rethought) name Koma Komalên Kurdistan.76

What is proclaimed, however, does not just automatically come to pass, and the establishment of the nonstate Kurdish society Öcalan dreamed of had to wait for the necessary conditions to come into being. Those conditions arose, for better or worse, amid what is by common reckoning among the bloodiest and most bitter of all contemporary conflicts: the civil war that broke out in Syria in 2011.

For those not already immersed in the region’s shifting political, religious and ethnolinguistic crosscurrents, this chaotic, fractally complex, multi-way struggle can be almost impossible to understand. In its roughest outlines, though, the civil war pitted the nominally Ba’athist, ethnically Arab Assad regime in Damascus, supported and supplied to this day by Russia, against a “Free Syrian Army” supported by Turkey; the jihadi Salafists of Daesh (better known in the West as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or ISIS); and a Kurdish-led coalition eventually organized as the Syrian Democratic Forces, or SDF. By the end of 2011, the progress of these multiple insurgencies forced the Assad regime to triage its remaining resources, contracting to the rump regions where it felt itself to be on firm ground. This very much excluded the country’s northern tier, where the Kurdish rebels increasingly demonstrated that they could capture and hold territory—and it left Daesh their primary antagonist.

Known in the West primarily for a series of gruesome decapitation videos and equipped with scriptural justification for an extensive armature of practices that included ethnic cleansing, slavery and the establishment of rape camps, Daesh made a highly clarifying foe for the nascent Rojavan revolution. The recruitment pitch seems obvious, most particularly for the region’s women, faced with a choice between forced “marriage” to a Salafist slaver or taking up arms and throwing in with the autonomous, all-female militia of the SDF, the Women’s Protection Units, or YPJ. The ranks of the YPJ swelled.

At Mt. Sinjar on the Iraqi border, where Daesh had slaughtered entire Yazidi villages and hounded tens of thousands of survivors into the baking hills, and then during the 2014–15 siege of Kobanê, the Kurdish-led coalition revealed itself to be an effective fighting force. Supported by United States airdrops of weaponry and supplies, as well as US airstrikes in direct support of combat operations, the combined militias drove Daesh from Kobane by late January 2015, smashing its fighting formations and setting the survivors to disorganized flight.

The ground was now clear for the transformation that Öcalan had first committed the PKK to at Newroz 2005. In the three cantons of Kobanê, Afrîn and Cîzire, this took the form of an umbrella Movement for a Democratic Society, known by its Kurdish acronym TEV-DEM, and a series of institutional innovations that drove the practice of democratic confederalism down to the hamlet level.

What eventually became clear in the months that followed was that Democratic Autonomy, the theory of collective life Öcalan had derived from his reading of Bookchin, had been operationalized in Rojava and somehow made real at the largest scale. Instead of an ethno-national homeland, what the insurgent Kurds of northern Syria had set themselves to building was a society without a government, built on autonomous cantons and neighborhood assemblies and dedicated to gender equity and repair of the ecosystem.

In the West, such ideas tend, still, to be regarded as the province of deeply unserious people—“luxury beliefs” only suitable for the spoiled young, or others privileged enough not to know the pressures of exigency. In Rojava, they were put into concrete practice, often by people for whom privilege might mean having an intact roof on the building in which they were sleeping that night. “I don’t know if you will believe me when I say I could physically feel the revolution,” said the sociologist Dilar Dirik, upon her arrival:


“How does one feel freedom on a body?,” you may rightfully ask. But … as soon as I stepped on Rojavan soil, suddenly, I breathed freely for the first time in my life. And though I found myself in one of the most dangerous places in the world, I felt safer than ever.77



Dirik was not alone in feeling that the people of northern Syria had achieved something exceptional. To paraphrase Sartre’s famous comments about Che Guevara, the autonomous citizens of this new Rojava—and especially those fighting in the ranks of the Kurdish militias, the YPG and YPJ—struck me from the moment I first read about them as the most fully realized human beings of our time. As revealed in interview after interview, their choices and actions seemed fully aligned with their beliefs, in a way that very few of us ever get to experience.78 Their understanding of domination and what it requires of those who would unwind it was direct, complete, unclouded. And despite the brutality of their war and the sorrow of their circumstances, it was hard for me not to envy them a little. They had been beset by something terrible, and they were doing something about it. Beyond the general inspiration of knowing that such things are still possible, it’s this specific quality of having been forged under maximum pressure that commends Rojava to us now as a guide to fruitful conduct in the Long Emergency.

Rojava made good on Bookchin’s proposal that larger polities be divided into political units compact enough that they might be governed effectively in regular, face-to-face assembly. This step appears to have been taken on pragmatic grounds, after the neighborhood councils that had initially been established proved unable to contain everyone who wanted to join them. The sense that this sudden clamor to participate was the irresistible upwelling of something far too long suppressed is palpable, even through secondhand accounts:


By the spring of 2012, hundreds of thousands of people were flocking to the neighborhood meetings, eager to participate, in numbers far greater than the venues could accommodate … Clearly the neighborhood unit was just too large. So to allow all residents to represent and organize themselves, the [revolutionary administration] created a new level in the cities’ council structure: the commune, at the level of the residential street.79



The commune completed the architecture of open, democratic decision bodies operating at every scale of Rojavan public life, from each canton itself down to each cluster of households. “Decentralized administration and differing needs and circumstances between the three cantons” meant that the details of its implementation have varied over time and from place to place across the AANES, but some suggestive numbers can be offered.

The city of Qamişlo, for example, was initially divided into six districts, each of which was further subdivided into 18 communes of 300 residents apiece; in the countryside, a single commune might suffice for a whole village.80 By 2016, there were some 530 communes in Afrîn, and 620 in Cizîre.81 These units became the basic cell of the Rojavan revolution, simultaneously its fundamental enabling condition and its message.

In principle, each commune organized under TEV-DEM was supposed to be relatively self-sufficient, hosting a production cooperative that generated enough to provide for its own needs as well as affording some degree of trade between neighbors. Under this system, it was the commune’s general assembly that apportioned the necessities of life among residents—fuel, bread and so on—and also where decisions about the day-to-day running of the community were made.82

Each commune was also furnished, wherever possible, with a range of committees corresponding with the administrative functions of a city government, from the ideology committee, which handled the operation of educational institutions, to the peace committee, charged with the maintenance of public safety. In scale and function, these were roughly parallel to the neighborhood assembly working groups of Spanish municipalism. They were, however, able to achieve what the working groups could not—not merely offering neighbors a venue in which they could make decisions for themselves but actually furnishing them with the tools necessary to enact the results.

The commune structure allowed Rojava a degree of creativity in the management of everyday challenges that exceeded anything Bookchin had imagined, or for that matter anything ever deployed at scale in the West. There were three particular features of Democratic Autonomy that seem as though they were significantly enhanced by the system of local assemblies: its centering of women’s voices; its pursuit of justice, both civil and criminal; and its ability to integrate the disparate, mutually wary ethnic and religious communities of Syria’s northern tier.

Taken together with its antistatism, it is the deep commitment to feminism that gave the Rojavan experiment much of its shimmeringly improbable character (and in turn furnished the Western media with their most enduring image of Rojava, the fighters of the YPJ).

I have never come across a fully satisfactory explanation as to just how and why the commitment to gender equity became so deeply entwined with the Kurdish revolution. The equality of women seems to have been there all along, as both abstract value and practical method, informing all phases of the PKK’s struggle since at least the 1987 founding of its first all-female body, the Union of the Patriotic Women of Kurdistan (YJWK). Even beyond this, though, as Dilar Dirik makes clear in her invaluable study The Kurdish Women’s Movement, everything we have come to understand as “Rojava” would be unthinkable without accounting for the utter centrality it placed upon women’s voices, perspectives and experiences of the world.83

The Rojavan theory of feminism is called “jineology,” from jin, the Kurdish for “woman,” and for better or worse, in practice it follows tenets first laid out by Öcalan in his 2003 manifesto, The Sociology of Freedom.84 These were predicated on both a fairly traditional gender binary and a comparable degree of essentialism, Öcalan holding that women were “biologically more compassionate and empathic than men, had more ‘emotional intelligence’ and were closer to nature.”85 If it is bracing enough to read a political figure with such widespread influence opine that “a movement for woman’s freedom should strive for anti-hierarchical and non-statist political formations,” it is just as disappointing to read in the same breath that this is “because hierarchy and statism are not easily compatible with woman’s nature.”86

It is fair to wonder whether any jineology framed in this way can easily accommodate the post-Butlerian understandings of gender current on the Western left. But Öcalan is not Rojava, and jineology as it was interpreted by Rojavan women inclined away from such raw essentialism: Dorşîn Akîf, an instructor at the Women’s Academy in the Cîzire town of Rimêlan, explained in 2015 that “Concepts of men and women aren’t biologistic—we’re against that … Of course we believe that gender is socially constructed.”87 (Even friendly Western observers may not have grasped the depth of thought often involved in the day-to-day working-out of jineology, though, prevented by their own prejudice from seeing its sophistication. As the late David Graeber put it, “It never occurs to them that people in Kurdistan might be reading Judith Butler too.”88)

Whatever its weaknesses as theory, jineology was hugely effective in practice. The mixed TEV-DEM communes implemented “the feminization of politics” rather directly, in the form of the distinctive dual-mayor structure, the mandate that each committee be at least 40 percent composed of women, and above all in the mass participation of women in direct self-determination. But Rojavan women also had access to their own dedicated communes, organized under the auspices of the Rojava-wide confederation of women’s organizations Kongra Star, and these went further still.89 If jineology figured women as “the oldest colony,” the reorganization of women’s life around their own communes can be understood in part as a literal process of decolonization, ejecting the oppressor from the territory it had so long exploited and undertaking the reclamation of an all-but-forgotten sovereignty.90

Parallel, women-only governance structures were set up by Kongra Star in each commune, with veto power over any decision that bore on the girls and women within their ambit. Participation in these councils was high, on average fluctuating between 50 and 70 percent, and in some neighborhoods regularly reached 100 percent of the adult female population.91 Kongra Star also sponsored the establishment of a Mala Jin, or House of Women, in each district, as both an institution and a physical “place where women can turn for assistance, support, mediation, advice, and protection.”92

But it was the assemblies where the real alchemy happened. Their invitation to discuss, debate and decide transformed what had been strictly private, familial affairs—often enough hidden out of a misplaced sense of shame—into matters of public concern, whose resolution the whole community was thereafter accountable for. The widely circulated images of fiery young YPJ fighters provided the world with one image of Rojavan women no longer willing to bear the yoke of patriarchal oppression in any of its aspects and prepared to defend their bodily autonomy at all costs.93 The women’s assemblies gave it another. These images were not nearly as widely reproduced, but what they depict is in its own way every bit as vivid and moving: headscarfed women, generally a few years older than their opposite numbers in the YPJ, gathered by the dozen in their cheap Chinese Monoblocs in one dusty courtyard after another, visibly determined to assert themselves as the agents and protagonists of their own lives.

The commune structure also lay at the heart of the Rojavan approach to public safety and the resolution of conflict.

In most larger Rojavan population centers, there was an armed security formation called the Aşayîs, which along with responsibility for countering jihadi or Turkish attempts at sabotage took on some of the functions of police; as “many” residents frankly explained their situation in 2014, “without the Aşayîs, none of us could live here.”94 But wherever possible, both disputes between neighbors and more serious breaches of public order were handled locally and consensually, through the mediation of peace committees. Katherine Finn, an Irish barrister who observed the Rojavan justice system in operation in May 2018, noted that this “legal system mirrors the political structure, which is to say that there are fora for resolution of legal problems from street level upwards.”95

At the most local level, peace committees were composed of anywhere between five and ten members elected from among the residents of a commune, with the usual provision that at least 40 percent of them be women. (In the parallel women’s committees organized under Kongra Star, specifically charged with responsibility for domestic and other forms of patriarchal violence, they were entirely composed of women.) These were empowered to investigate and redress whatever breaches of the peace arose in their commune’s immediate locale. Their basic tool was mediation.

In such a mediation process, the members of the peace committee—none of whom needed to be legally qualified, many of whom remained untrained by anything except experience—gathered an alleged perpetrator, their victim and any witnesses in a series of informal conversations, which ordinarily took place in homes or other noninstitutional locations. There they would collectively attempt to determine what had taken place and what, if anything, could be done to repair it. Perhaps the most unfamiliar aspect of this is that it does not rely upon the adversarial framing common to Western systems of jurisprudence, in either common-law or Napoleonic varieties: there is neither prosecutor nor defense. The emphasis is placed, rather, on consensus and on a collaborative search for measures of redress and rehabilitation that can be agreed to by all parties.

The range of measures for redress available to peace committees was both extensive and creative. It included imprisonment, as a last resort, but more often involved a range of sanctions tailored to the specific situation, most of which were aimed at keeping the offender in the community in some way. These included


a period of education, lasting until the trainers are convinced that the person has changed; work in a cooperative or public service; exclusion from the commune; social isolation—for some people the hardest [punishment] of all; boycott, if the convicted person has a shop; temporary relocation to another neighborhood; and exclusion from some public rights.96



Beyond its moral decency, this desire to avoid imprisonment wherever possible speaks to one of the key benefits of this sort of restorative practice for collective resilience: when an offender can be rehabilitated locally, the community retains access to their energy and whatever skills they might have to offer, and the fabric of family and neighborly relations remains to a greater or lesser degree intact.

Should the members of a commune- or neighborhood-level peace committee for whatever reason not be able to achieve agreement, they were able to invoke a larger-scale form of public safety administration, known as the “justice platform.” These convened anywhere up to 300 people to hear cases, drawn from “related communes and councils, civil society organizations [and] social movements,” and were considered to be the final arbiter short of the formal court system.97 Due to their size, these more often resorted to a majority-vote-decision rule than the strict pursuit of consensus, but the spirit in which proceedings were conducted was the same: the search for a resolution that all parties could live with. This is the assembly writ large—the assembly with real dispositive power over life, chartered and undertaken with all the high seriousness of any courtroom anywhere.

The turn to such relatively informal methods of jurisprudence wasn’t simply an artifact of the civil war, some field expedient turned to out of desperation. As with jineology, the commitment to restorative justice precedes the revolution in Rojava, and its techniques had been practiced in Kurdish communities on both sides of the Turkish-Syrian border for many years. In 2011, a member of the legal committee in the Kurdish-majority Turkish town of Gewer told a visiting team of German researchers that, under Democratic Autonomy as it was practiced there, “We don’t lock people up and then release them fifteen years later. Instead we try to effect a fundamental transformation in the person and then reintegrate him.”98 This chimes with the Mala Jin organization’s account of its own conflict-resolution work, a decade later: “We build peace in the society, we are neither [civil] nor criminal lawyers. The goal … is to avoid taking the case to the court.”99

The AANES was and is by no means a prisonless LeGuinian utopia. It has maintained a prison system throughout its existence, which at one point held some 2,700 civilians and 11,200 Daesh prisoners of war, as well as a far larger network of detention camps for as-yet-untried Daesh fighters and their families.100 But there does seem to have been a concerted, consistent effort to rethink criminal jurisprudence in such a way as to divert people from ever entering this system. And though, as we’ve seen, there were police units in Rojavan society, they appear to have conceived of their role differently than any public safety department we’re likely to be familiar with.

Graeber gives us a sense of just how differently, in his account of a December 2014 visit to an Asayîs training academy:


Everyone had to take courses in nonviolent conflict resolution and feminist theory before they were allowed to touch a gun. The co-directors explained to us that their ultimate aim was to give everyone in the country six weeks of police training, so that ultimately, they could eliminate the police.101



In the West, police, prison and other institutions of the carceral state maintain such a hegemonic hold over our imagination that we can scarcely even conceive of ways in which the ends of public safety might be pursued that do not make recourse to them. Our experiments with restorative justice are just that: tentative, underfunded, small in scale. As yet, the infrastructure to underwrite a consensual jurisprudence barely exists for us, and it certainly has yet to be embedded in community safety institutions with broad purchase, even given the widespread revulsion with policing that has broken out in the post–Black Lives Matter, post–Sarah Everard moment.

By distinct contrast, Rojava remains the only contemporary polity I know of in which restorative practice was not part of an experimental or diversionary program intended to reduce loads on the conventional criminal justice system. It was the system. By distributing the capacity to de-escalate conflict, preserve public order and protect both individuals and communities across the entire social field, Rojavan practice developed ways of securing justice appropriate to a free people, and its methods and insights remain available to call upon in other times and places where there is no state.

Finally, Rojava appears to have devised a social architecture that was, at least in certain times and places, successfully able to recruit participants from a wide variety of Syria’s famously fractious factions and communities. In part, this seems to have been due to perceptions among the part of the population that did not throw in with Democratic Autonomy that a better quality of life was being enjoyed by their peers.102 As a Kurdish Peshmerga fighter not affiliated with the SDF told Dilar Dirik, admiringly, “We see what their table looks like, we see how they eat. They don’t own anything for themselves.”103

But the embrace extended to other religious and ethnic communities, as well: not merely Kurds, that is, but also the Alawite and other Arabs, Armenians, Circassians, Druze, Syriacs, Turkmen and Yazidi living in the three liberated cantons. Although Democratic Autonomy originated among Kurds, in practice its village-level institutions were open, and participation in them seen to be so beneficial, especially for women, that members of other ethnic communities either enlisted in them directly or formed their own equivalents. As Silvan Afrin, an economist from the city of Dêrîk, described her local assembly, “It’s an open meeting, where people in the neighborhood talk about their problems, and everyone comes, Arabs, Kurds, Syrians, everyone.”104

It’s certainly possible to overstate the case, but this remarkable ability to attract members of communities figured as other, and integrate them individually and collectively in a process of shared self-determination, stands out in a time that otherwise seems hell-bent on atomizing us along every conceivable fracture plane of identity. The lesson appears to be that if you can build something that tangibly improves the scope of agency experienced in daily life, people will flock to it, whatever reservations they may hold.

This is part of what gets missed when Rojava is narrowly understood as a Kurdish achievement. A pattern of life that did, indeed, begin among the Kurds of northern Syria was effective enough in expanding their exercise of freedom that it appealed to members of other communities—and it was expressed through an institutional design that was open and capacious enough to welcome everyone who felt it spoke to them. Another way of describing this is as an insistence that there is no necessary contradiction between the work of survival, the work of care and the work of justice.

For now, all of this seems moot. At some point during a call with Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan on October 6, 2019, a circuit closed somewhere in the wet congeries that serves Donald Trump as a brain, and under the impression that it was somehow a projection of strength and resolve, he did exactly what Erdoğan wanted of him: he ordered that the US special forces that had hitherto afforded Rojava an umbrella of deterrence be withdrawn. This was an unmistakable signal that the fate of the Kurds was no concern of the United States, and it effectively transformed Syria’s northern tier into a free-fire zone.105 Two days later, under the cover of airstrikes and artillery barrages, Turkish forces rolled across the border, and the Rojavan experiment was effectively nipped in the bud.106

Afrîn had already been lost to the Turks at the beginning of 2018. Now much of the remaining territory of the three original cantons was converted to a thirty-kilometer-wide “safe zone” carved up between Turkish and Russian forces, the contours of which were agreed to without any Syrian participation to speak of, at a meeting between Erdoğan and Russian president Vladimir Putin held barely two weeks after the former’s call with Trump.107 A Turkish campaign of assassinations and drone strikes aimed at destabilizing the AANES continues to the present, as well as the hugely destructive diversion of water from the Syrian reach of the Euphrates.108

Life in Rojava goes on, as best it can. But hemmed in by great-power games, the realpolitikal necessity of cooperation with the Damascus regime, and the unremitting hostility of its neighbor to the north, Rojava no longer seems to have the organic capacity to continue its development of Democratic Autonomy.

As different as they surely were, and for all the distance that separates the ends they came to, the throughline that connects new municipalist Spain with revolutionary Rojava consists in people doing something about conditions of life they had come to find intolerable. In considering the practical lessons of both, the original insight bound up in Bookchin’s social ecology still feels substantially correct: that there is a profound relationship between the microscale and the macro-, between the means of politics and their ends, between ordinary people gathered in assembly to discuss the problems they face and the fate of the ecosphere they belong to.

In Rojava, the popular assembly finally surpassed the “moral functions” it had been limited to at its maximum extent in municipalist Spain, and opened at last onto actual power. In the apportionment of daily necessities, in the restorative work of the peace committees, in the development of women’s capacities, it was the venue in which questions of real consequence for everyday life were decided. But this appears to have been possible only because of the power vacuum left by the withdrawal of the Syrian state, amid the devastation and anguish of civil war. There was in practical terms no government in northern Syria following the Assadists’ withdrawal to Damascus and, until the establishment of the councils, very little in the way of functioning governance, either.109 And this meant that the abstractions of Öcalan’s Democratic Confederalism could be translated into a set of facts on the ground with relatively little in the way of slippage.

What happened in Rojava during the years immediately thereafter is still the preeminent example of what people do to care for themselves when the emergency in their lives becomes permanent. Its power to inspire remains undiminished. But if circumstances amounting to abject state failure are the sole material conditions under which anything like Democratic Autonomy becomes possible, it may not be a practically useful guide to surviving the particular future we face. Until and unless we experience that failure for ourselves—and, inshallah, nobody again ever should have to face what the Syrian people have endured—the Rojavan experience may not offer us much insight into action we can take in our own circumstances.

We still need a way of caring for ourselves that is true to the possibilities and constraints of our own situation, that can be put into practice around and in the shadow of the state (as well as outside it entirely, should that come to pass). We still need to discover a way of organizing collective power that does not rely upon the shifting winds of electoral sentiment, that lets people establish meaningful control over resource by themselves and for themselves, without waiting for the approval of anyone else.

I am convinced that, with its conceptual architecture of Communalism, confederalism and libertarian municipalism, social ecology is a strong part of the answer to these questions. But Bookchin devised this body of thought at a time when the planetary crisis had not yet advanced to a critical stage. In the terms we would use now, it was a strategy of mitigation, intended to drive the decarbonization of production and therefore help to maintain Earth systems within their safe operating limits.

In our moment, those systems have already exceeded the parameters of their normal variation—the bounds they’ve fluctuated within for all the time since the Eemian interglacial period 125,000 years ago. The ecosphere, by definition, no longer operates in the way it has for much of the time we have walked the planet. The time for mitigation has passed. So we now need to weigh a question Bookchin never had to consider: Can practices inspired by his social ecology and Communalism function as strategies of adaptation? We need to discover if, and how, they might be translated into terms we can use, and whether they are tools we can rely upon as we make our way together amid the desperate seasons of this harsh new world.





4

Beyond Hope

And so we find ourselves at a moment of decision. What can we do now, to make our way through the terrifying set of conditions we’ve inherited? What choices are available to us?

We can buy less, and that more locally, in the hope that in aggregating and responding to our purchase signals, the market will commit itself, permanently and worldwide, to a low-carbon production pathway.

We can vote, in the hope of electing legislatures and governments committed to real climate action and able to see their policies enacted as binding law.

We can protest, in the hope that legislators will note and heed the will of their constituents, and that governments and transnational bodies can be pushed toward a more aggressive defense of the planet, whether they were elected or not.

We can engage in civil disobedience, in the hope that we can convince enough of our fellow citizens of the lateness of the hour, and that they, too, will be motivated to do something.

We can engage in the sabotage of extractive industries, in the hope that their calculus of return on investment can be shifted, and that shareholders will tire of plundering the Earth for so little in the way of gain.

We can work toward the revolutionary seizure of power, in the hope that we will succeed in time to take meaningful action on climate, and that our success will inspire other would-be insurgents to undertake and accomplish the same, everywhere.

We can entrust our fate to technical means, in the hope that someone somewhere will invent a way of safely decarbonizing the atmosphere, or reflecting the sun’s heat back to space, or stabilizing the ice sheets where they are, or really all of that.

Each of us is free to commit to any of these courses of action, or—at the risk of some incoherence—even all of them at once. They are all based on a self-consistent theory of change of one sort or another. But despite their superficial differences, all of these strategies share some deep qualities in common. They are all indirect: they leave you moored in your life, standing by, doing nothing to develop your own capacities. They act with delayed effect: however long they take to work, we can be reasonably sure that it is not soon enough. They are wildly contingent on the coordinated efforts of others, depending on the energy, conviction and incorruptibility of human beings beyond our reach or ability to influence, and their capacity to cooperate with one another at scale.

Finally, there’s no guarantee that any of them will work or even produce any measurable results at all. You could invest every iota of your life energy in any of these strategies for change for the rest of your days on Earth and move the needle on climate not at all.

This leaves us with one final possibility. We can act—directly, immediately, locally, without waiting for the state or any other institution to undertake our defense. What might that look like?

In her wonderful social history of squatting on New York’s Lower East Side, Ours to Lose, Amy Starecheski tells the story of the electricity-generating stationary bicycle set up on the sidewalk outside C-Squat on Avenue C, which supplied power to a bank of phone chargers during the extended outages that followed Superstorm Sandy.1 The entire community gathered around the chargers, at first simply to top up their phones, but later simply because that’s where the people were. Over these days and weeks, the sidewalk in front of C-Squat was the most obvious place for people experiencing a sharp, sudden disruption of their way of life to seek out useful information, the comfort of fellowship and vital material support.

Here in microcosm is a model for the kind of community infrastructure we will need to see us through the Long Emergency: when the grid goes down or the water from the pipes isn’t safe to drink, there ought to be a place close at hand where we can attend to these material needs … that is also a place where we might seek the strength, insight and reassurance of others in the same straits.

As the unfolding reality of Earth system collapse increasingly intersects with the organized abandonment of our communities, and the complex systems we rely upon for the maintenance of everyday life prove to be far more fragile and contingent than we’d ever understood them to be, many of us will have more and more need of settings like this. What I believe our troubled times now ask of us is that we be more conscious and purposive about creating them in our communities—each one provisioned against the hour of maximum need and linked with others in a loose, confederal network. I call them “Lifehouses.”

The fundamental idea of the Lifehouse is that there should be a place in every three- or four-city-block radius where you can charge your phone when the power’s down everywhere else, draw drinking water when the supply from the mains is for whatever reason untrustworthy, gather with your neighbors to discuss matters of common concern, organize reliable childcare, borrow tools it doesn’t make sense for any one household to own individually and so on—and that these can and should be one and the same place. As a foundation for collective resourcefulness, the Lifehouse is a practical implementation of the values we’ve spent this book exploring.

There’s a kind of positive externality that emerges from organizing things in this way, as well. As we’ve seen, one of the problems that always vexes those of us who believe in the assembly, and similar deeply participatory ways of managing our communities, is that these types of deliberation are often a hard sell. Most of us are exhausted, for starters. Our lives already hem us in with obligations and prior commitments, situations that require our presence and undivided attention.

We may not always have the energy or the wherewithal to travel very far to “participate,” even if we’re convinced in the abstract of the value of doing so. If the place of assembly is right in our immediate neighborhood, though? And we happen to be going there anyway, to charge a phone, pick up the kids, return a borrowed dehumidifier, or simply seek shelter from the heat? Then the odds that any one of us will get meaningfully involved in the stewardship of collective services increases considerably.

Just like the phone chargers on the table outside C-Squat, think of the infrastructural provisions as the “killer app”: the compelling proposition that pulls people into the Lifehouse. But the deep value is in the other voices we encounter there.

Lifehouses would be most useful if we thought of them as places to help us ride out the depredations of neoliberal austerity now, as well as the storms to come. This means furnishing every cluster of a hundred or so households with access to a structure that’s been fitted out as a shelter for those displaced from their homes, a storehouse for emergency food stocks and a heating-and-cooling center for the physically vulnerable. It should be able to purify enough drinking water, and generate enough electric power, to support the surrounding neighborhood when the ordinary sources of supply become unreliable. And it should be staffed, on a 24/7 basis, by volunteers who know the neighborhood and its residents well and have a developed sense for the matters that concern them most.

That way, when the moment strikes, there’s no need to organize makeshift distribution sites like the tent in Malik Rahim’s driveway, or hope that the parish church has a rector sympathetic enough to offer up their space. Both the physical facilities and the social networks to support a robust local mutual care effort are already in place. Indeed, that care effort is at this point the merest extension or intensification of what people are already doing in their everyday lives.

The value of such a place extends past the material to the social, psychic and affective. If a Lifehouse can be somewhere to gather and purify rainwater, the nexus of a solar-powered neighborhood microgrid and a place to grow vegetables, it can also be a base for other services and methods of self-provision—a community workshop, a drop-in center for young people or the elderly and a place for peer-to-peer modes of care like the “hologram” Cassie Thornton derived from her experience of the Greek solidarity clinics to latch on. It can be all those things at once, provisioned and run by the people living in its catchment area.

If mutual care needs a site, and so does collective power, then that site should draw out and strengthen the connections between these ways of being in the world.

It is imperative in this that we avoid any suggestion of planning or pre-defining something that must emerge organically from people’s own priorities and decisions. Everything important about this idea must be worked out in practice, in the light of local experiences, local struggles and local values. But in what follows, I’d nevertheless like to set out some of my own thoughts about the things a Lifehouse ought to do and be.

At the outset, though, I should probably set some expectations about what Lifehouses cannot achieve.

It’s clear even in these early days of the Long Emergency that the scale of devastation involved in many climate-driven events will often be so extreme that no community hub will be able hold its own. There is no suggestion here that (for example) any facility will help a community survive sustained wet-bulb temperatures above 35°C (95°F) if it is unable to maintain its own cooling, or shelter people from the total destruction of a runaway wildfire, or do anything at all for them if it is submerged beneath rising floodwaters.

Not every community Lifehouse, further, will be able to provide for each and every circumstance it might be confronted with. It’s obviously hard to purify enough rainwater to drink when there hasn’t been a drop of precipitation for months, or to grow anything unaided in soil that’s been depleted of its fertility over decades. However resourceful people may be, there will inevitably be times that they need tools, medicines or equipment that simply cannot be procured or produced locally. In part, this is why we cannot imagine the Lifehouse as something that stands alone. Each one needs to be linked with others in some confederal structure, so they can distribute some of their burdens across the network in moments of acute pressure and in this way bear up under what might otherwise be an intolerable load.

But even that fails to address the central reservation some who are otherwise sympathetic to the idea may hold. A Life-house, even a large-scale network of Lifehouses, is not the revolution. It cannot directly hold to account any of the actors we know are responsible for our peril. It can do nothing overt to prevent the larger forces of market and state from continuing to dominate the world and in doing so desecrate it. Our commitment to build the Lifehouse may even dovetail uncomfortably with the premise, if not the conclusion, of an argument we know the extractive industries are preparing to foist upon us—that it is too late to stop the planet from heating and therefore that there is little enough sense impeding them in their pursuit of profit. And for this reason alone, the idea will not be acceptable to many who think of themselves as belonging to the progressive tradition. All a Lifehouse can ever do is give people a space in which they might realize a vision of social ecology, tending to themselves and the planet by practicing and experiencing solidarity, mutual care and self-determination.

In the fullness of time, this may itself prove to be a form of slow repair and, should it propagate widely enough, a healing of the damage done. But in any timeframe we will live to see, any Lifehouse will, at best, remain what scholars of these things call a “heterotopia of resistance”: a space organized outside, apart from and in opposition to the main currents of a society.2 Establishing such spaces may or may not help to advance the grander vision of ecological accountability and justice we cherish, but I think we will be very glad to have recourse to them when the moment of need arrives.

It probably does need to be said in so many words, though, that despite the inherently global nature of this crisis, just about everything about the discussion that follows concerns actions we take in our own backyard.

When everything goes sideways, we’re largely compelled to make do with the resources in our immediate vicinity. But there’s a good argument to be made for continuing to organize and work locally, too. At this most granular scale, it ought to be possible for us to reassert at least some control over our conditions and to witness the results of our efforts.

That “witness” is vital in ways that aren’t simply about functionalist assessment. In dark times, we need to be able to see the impact of our actions to keep despair at bay. We need to feel like there’s some more or less direct gearing between the choices we make together and the concrete extension of shelter to those in danger. We need, in other words, to feel our power. That only really becomes possible when the questions we are deciding involve things that are close at hand.

If we do want to organize a Lifehouse in our community, the very first question we’ll be confronted with is where we intend to house it. It will have to be a place where people can safely gather in numbers, maybe not the assembly of “one-fifth of the total population in a defined geographic area” specified by Cooperation Jackson’s Kali Akuno, but not too far short of that, either. Beyond sheltering those people from the elements, it should be able to physically support the services and provisions they require when everything else fails them.

In many neighborhoods, there will often already be a building or physical site that organically serves many of these functions. This is the neighborhood’s naturally arising Schelling Point, or node of unconscious coordination.3 Whether house of worship or union hall, high school gym or public library, it will be where people in the surrounding streets instinctively turn for safety and aid in times of trouble.

For example, consider the 51,000-odd church buildings scattered across England, each of them located at the heart of a town, village or urban parish, and each generally built to abide across the centuries. In a time when the profession of Christian faith is in precipitous decline, many of these buildings have neither an active congregation to care for them nor meaningful links to the lives unfolding all around them. They face abandonment, decrepitude and eventual collapse, even as the human communities they’re embedded in still have want of the sanctuary they once offered. Many of these structures would make exceptional Lifehouses—it’s easy to imagine them restored to new purpose with solar panels shading the wonky gravestones, and perhaps a cluster of direct air capture units huffing away out back.

Even in places where no such stock of abandoned churches exists, though, there will likely be solid options available for recuperation. Just about every neighborhood that has become a sacrifice zone under the ordinary circumstances of organized abandonment has one or more underutilized structures perfectly suited to use as a Lifehouse. Think of commercial premises that can’t be leased profitably, or a school in a catchment area depopulated of school-age children. These structures belong to the category spatial researcher Samaneh Moafi calls “negative commons”: having been discarded because they’ve lost all utility as either capital or the state reckon it, they become available for collective use almost as an afterthought.4 They are there to be grasped and made use of.

A Lifehouse needn’t even be a conventional building per se. In a time of violent and unpredictable hazards, there is some logic to implementing the idea as a cluster of lightweight, rapidly demountable structures like those erected by the radical architectural practice raumlaborberlin on the site of a rainwater retention pond at Berlin’s former Tempelhof airport.5 This complex, Floating University, has been designed to accommodate a wide range of climate conditions. All of the structures that comprise it are built of cheap commodity materials like scaffolding tubes, timber frames, sheet plywood and straw and can be reconfigured very nearly at will as programs and requirements shift.6 Floating University therefore evolves with the seasons and changing uses and remains able to function as a gathering place whether the ground beneath is fully flooded or parched to the point of cracking. Given even a few days’ warning, the components of a Lifehouse organized along these lines might be broken down and moved to a safe location, or even laid by to wait out the danger in suitably hardened storage onsite.

Raising new structures any more substantial than those making up Floating University, though, will become increasingly difficult to justify over the years to come, on the principle that the least damaging building is the one that’s already built.7 The enormous quantity of carbon released into the atmosphere in any conventional construction process offers a very strong argument for reclaiming the structures that already exist, at or close to the psychic heart of the places in which so many of us live, as homes for community resilience hubs. There will, of course, be neighborhoods where there are no such abandoned structures—but these, virtually by definition, will be places where a robust market for land continues to function. Such communities don’t have acute need for the things a Lifehouse does. They would appear to already be adequately cared for by the market, and most likely prefer it that way. The rest of us, though? We will increasingly want somewhere we can come together to care for ourselves and for one another, and to decide from among the courses of action available to us.

In some cases, it may be possible for a community to form a special-purpose land trust or the like: some legal instrument that would let it buy a derelict school or house of worship legitimately, refit it as a Lifehouse and build up a reserve fund for the upkeep, maintenance and repair that will surely be necessary. But gaining access to underutilized or abandoned structures, and occupying them over any meaningful period of time, will often mean summoning the courage to operate outside the bounds of law. Elaine Brown explains how this worked for the Black Panthers: “If we wanted to open a clinic, we took over a piece of property, we didn’t pay rent. We would run an electrical line from wherever, didn’t pay for electricity. We’d go to the hospital and just steal supplies.”8

I know that many of us struggle with such fearless directness of action, often for excellent reason. There are no upsides to getting your life tangled up with authority, for any of us, and the consequences of having done so can easily drag on for years even where they are not immediately lethal. But the Long Emergency has a way of clarifying the stakes of inaction. The derelict middle school on the avenue is unambiguously worth more tonight, as a shelter for bodies at risk, than the land beneath it is to some sovereign wealth fund far across the sea at some abstract time to come. At moments like this, when all that stands between people in desperate need and the possibility of their rescue is a pair of bolt cutters, the moral force and the practical necessity of breaking the law are in complete alignment.9 All that’s required of us is that we summon the courage to act.

The mutual aid slogan has it that “audacity is our capacity.”10 The French Jesuit (and philosopher) Michel de Certeau suggests that the powerless must always “vigilantly make use of the cracks that particular conjunctions open in the surveillance of the proprietary powers,” which is really another way of saying the same thing.11 There’s no question that our particular conjunction produces the kind of lapses in oversight Certeau is talking about, and will continue to, in near-endless profusion. What we now need to determine is whether they will be wide enough to smuggle our lives through intact.

Being able to draw upon the resources of a properly outfitted Lifehouse has surprisingly deep implications. A community that is able to house, feed and care for its members, furnish them with clean water to drink and generate enough power to heat or cool them will find that it is broadly robust to the consequences of decisions made elsewhere. It is effectively autonomous.

This is not the same thing as autarky, or total self-sufficiency, which is in any event never truly achievable. But a degree of self-reliance in these matters does afford a community significant room for maneuver in a world that is otherwise defined by the constraints it imposes. Become resourceful in these specific ways, and the ability of others to place limits on your freedom of action is sharply circumscribed. You can participate in larger networks or decouple from them at will, without affecting your underlying capacity to provide for your neighbors.

The technical term for this architecture of connection is “distributed,” and it’s the least familiar of the three basic ways to organize a network.12

We all know what centralized institutions look like. From schools to hospitals to companies large and small, they’re all around us, in both public and private spheres, and have been all our lives. In a centralized architecture, all information flow between one local node and another is forced to travel through a controlling authority that sits at the hub of the network. This is the way hierarchical, command-and-control organizations like FEMA or the Red Cross are structured, and it makes them very slow. Information from elements at the network edge has to travel all the way to the center before decisions about posture and commitment can be reached. As we saw with the Black Panthers, this kind of network topography is acutely vulnerable to a decapitation attack: destroy the central node, and all of the others are cut off from one another, utterly unable to learn anything about another’s condition or coordinate their activity in any other way. (We say of such networks that they have a “single point of failure.”)

The obvious alternative to a centralized organizational structure might seem to be one that is decentralized, and this is certainly the term that’s most often used in political contexts to describe nonhierarchical arrangements of power. But there’s some ambiguity in this, stemming from the different ways in which network theorists and people who talk about politics use language. Not all decentralized networks preserve the features of robustness, resiliency and local autonomy that best suit a federation of Lifehouses.

In hard times, then, what we’re really after is a distributed structure, in which independent capacity and decision-making authority reside in every local node in the network, and each is free to connect with any or all of the others, on a horizontal, peer-to-peer basis.

This means that nobody involved ever has to wait for guidance or permission from above to act: when emergent conditions arise, people have all the tools, skills and resources they need to respond locally. It’s not particularly efficient: in fact, there is by definition maximum redundancy and duplication of effort in a network of this sort. But there is no single point of failure. Individual nodes or the communication links between them can be disrupted or even destroyed, without damaging any other node or the resilience of the network as a whole. This quality makes a distributed topology very well suited to a time of widespread volatility, and it’s what commends it to us for the organization of our Lifehouse network.

What if something happens to the Lifehouse itself, though? Why not distribute its functions around the neighborhood, so there’s no single point of failure? It’s an excellent point, and people may want to consider doing just that. But there does come a moment at which the benefits of dispersion are outweighed by its disadvantages, and in this case the upsides of being together feel like they are worth the risk of concentrating our life-critical assets in one place.

The seemingly abstract distinction between the various kinds of network, and the implications of each for local autonomy, become much easier to understand when we consider a concrete case, like the supply of electric power. This is the most basic infrastructural good a Lifehouse will need to furnish—not just to run a bank of phone chargers, like the bike outside C-Squat, but to maintain the refrigeration of food, the operation of medical devices and, still more so, the relatively narrow range of conditions in which bodies can be sheltered from climatic extremes outside.

Technically, the North American power grid is decentralized. There are only indirect links between the two major and three minor interconnections that constitute it, each of which is itself composed of multiple system operators protected by any number of failsafes, cutouts and backups. But at any level experienced by ordinary consumers, the network is a centralized, hub-and-spoke affair. Electricity is generated at one place, far away, and brought to each individual client through an elaborate and vastly reticulated infrastructure of substations, long-distance transmission lines and trunk cabling.

When a single transmission line falls to overload, storm or sabotage, all the clients on the far end of the break are left without power.13 When the link that gets severed is a true single point of failure, or when more than one cut is involved, the entire regional grid goes down. And when it does, it may be weeks, even months, before power is restored, as some communities learned to their sorrow in the aftermath of hurricanes Katrina, Sandy and María.

For the most part, we only liminally understand just how deeply we rely on stable, continuous electric supply. It’s a classic example of an infrastructure that works silently in the background to sustain us and that we never value or even notice until it fails. Let the power be cut, though, and we lose lighting, refrigeration, air conditioning, connectivity and the ability to charge all the devices that constitute the material basis of modern life, all at once. The second-order effects of a power outage for other infrastructures can be every bit as severe and just as long-lasting: after 2017’s Hurricane María, for example, 87.9 percent of the cell towers in Puerto Rico remained offline for three weeks or more.14

This makes it essential that power supply to a Lifehouse be robust to the kind of grid failure that now occurs routinely in the wake of major weather events. The classic solution is for each site that requires uninterrupted electric service to purchase and run its own gasoline- or diesel-fueled generators instead of relying upon mains power from the grid. When Common Ground realized that it was “vital to keep radios, fans and lights on in the hot days and nights” of a Louisiana autumn, for example, it was just such generators that allowed them to keep their operations going.15 (Demonstrating that what distinguishes a decentralized from a distributed network is often a matter of scale and perspective, each generator was itself the hub of a local constellation: Common Ground “would set one up in one backyard and run extension cords to multiple houses.”)

Generators may well have been “the only sources of power for months in the Seventh and Ninth Wards, as well as the coastal areas” hit hardest by Katrina (as indeed they were for weeks in those parts of the New York area struck hardest by Sandy, or much of Puerto Rico after María). And they are, unquestionably, a distributed power solution that liberates anyone who has one from total reliance on the grid. But as a way to power the activities of a Lifehouse, generators are far from ideal. Each one is a point source of pollution. All but the most recent models are disruptively loud. They’re not designed to operate continuously over days or weeks. Above all, they depend on reliable access to stocks of refined fuel, which is the true brake on their ability to underwrite local autonomy.

Here is where distributed, renewable power sources like solar, wind and small-scale hydro truly come into their own. These are quiet enough for people to live and work in close proximity to them—in the case of photovoltaics, they are all but silent. They are nonpolluting and make no further contribution to emissions once built and installed. But most important, their fuel supply cannot be disrupted or deliberately interdicted. This makes renewables ideal as measures of last resort, as was seen during the savage self-destruction of Yugoslavia in the 1990s, when the residents of the besieged Bosnian town of Goražde built hydroelectric generators from salvaged car alternators and washing-machine drums; dropped into the Drina River to spin, these guaranteed a modest flow of current, sufficient anyway to charge batteries.16 This quality of robustness will prove essential in the extended volatility of the Long Emergency.

Ideally, then, each Lifehouse serves as the hub of a local microgrid, linking together some combination of solar panels, wind turbines and micro- or pico-hydro generators scattered across the neighborhood, sited wherever they make the most sense.17 This wouldn’t have to shoulder all the same burdens as a permanent off-grid installation but merely generate enough supply to support environmental control, refrigeration and connectivity at times when the grid was unavailable. The model here would be the forty-one microgrids Resilient Power Puerto Rico installed on the island between 2017 and 2022, each one stewarded by a local mutual aid organization and collectively responsible for “over 200 kW of power generation now managed through community leadership.”18

Resilient Power’s broader effort follows in the footsteps of Casa Pueblo in Adjuntas, a democratically run community organization whose headquarters has been solar-powered since 1999. When María knocked out the power in Adjuntas, Casa Pueblo’s solar microgrid survived fully intact, allowing the headquarters building to serve as an “energy oasis” where locals were able to recharge life-critical equipment like respiratory therapy machines, as well as phones or tablets.19 Here is the most robust, real-world proof of the Lifehouse concept possible: in the midst of calamity, a self-organized, autonomous local group used free power from the sun to shelter and care for those imperiled by the storm and its consequences. The experience of post-María Puerto Rico is unequivocal on this point. Locally and democratically managed microgrids give each community that operates one power over power itself and therefore all the capacity to protect life that flows downstream from it.

If the ability to generate electric power is best distributed down to the neighborhood level, then so is at least some ability to feed people. In ordinary times, we can imagine a Lifehouse operating just like the People’s Free Food Program did—or, for that matter, any contemporary community food bank still does—with volunteers hustling up donations of canned food, day-old baked goods and produce past its sell-by date from local merchants. But where the Lifehouse really comes into its own is as a source of collective nourishment when those usual channels of supply are unavailing.

For those who have never experienced real deprivation, it can seem odd to worry much about widespread hunger: if there is one thing late capitalism seems to excel at, it is keeping up a cornucopian flow of cheap calories. But the daily news is full of worrisome signals about the world food supply, even in conditions well short of the 2°C heating regime we currently seem to be headed for by century’s end.

In the same week of July 2023, for example, the Modi government banned the export of all varieties of white rice save the basmati that Indians tend not to eat, after record-breaking rains destroyed most of a year’s crop, while Russia stepped up its interdiction of the Ukrainian wheat and oilseed supplies some 400 million people worldwide depend on.20 As improbable and frankly dystopian as it seems, we now genuinely need to consider scenarios in which the staple crops that feed most of humanity have failed, the extended supply chains that bring us the better part of our diet have been amputated by war or embargo, or both of these things are true at once.

Not every community will be equally vulnerable to this kind of supply-chain disruption. But in the existing ecology of places like the UK, food cannot be grown in quantities sufficient to support the full dietary needs of the present population, even using the entire agricultural capacity of the land. What’s more, the ability of any urban site to make up for shortfalls in imported food is inherently constrained, hemmed in by poor or contaminated soil, by limited sunlight and above all by insufficient area. So the contribution any Lifehouse will ever be able to make is at best thought of as something supplemental to other sources of supply, even if every flat roof, community garden and allotment available were to be turned over to full-scale production. We will have to be very clever about developing a distributed capacity based on the widest possible variety of high-density production techniques, from vertical farming to aquaponics and fungiculture.

It would be easier if adequate nutrition were simply a matter of providing people with some threshold amount of calories. Worldwide, the minimum daily energy requirement of the human body is typically met through cereal crops—staple grains like wheat, rice and corn—that are straightforward enough to grow in the sort of plots we’re contemplating. But protein is equally essential to the maintenance of bodies, and that’s somewhat more challenging to produce in dense urban environments.21

Self-described “ecomodernists” look to the emergent technology of “precision fermentation” to provide us with the protein our bodies require.22 They look forward to a day when the land area now dedicated to cattle and poultry operations can be returned to wildness and all our needs can be met by bioreactors racked in clean, low-footprint city-center facilities. At first blush, this scenario seems ideally suited to a world of Lifehouses. But beyond being as yet utterly unproven as a source of palatable protein at scale, precision fermentation is proprietary technology—some private actor’s intellectual property, to be licensed as the owner sees fit. It is nutrition conceived as tech start-up, leaving enthusiasts no other option than to trust that the Silicon Valley mindset will have better results when applied to industrialized food production than it has in any other context.

A pronounced (and, in my opinion, entirely appropriate) skepticism about this has tended to push people to the opposite extreme. The influential farmer and agroecologist Chris Smaje, for example, argues that the push toward industrial synthesis of food is dangerously wasteful of time we don’t have, and that a return to “agrarian localism” is necessary if we want to feed ourselves adequately in the times to come. This would involve a mass flight from the cities and return to the land, where “the work awaiting the new agrarians is clear—growing food and [fiber], building shelter [and] producing a modest livelihood from the local ecological base.”23 Smaje glosses this as a way to “unleash ordinary people and trust them to start developing local food systems in which they make themselves part of a renewable local ecology.”24

The reason I don’t reject Smaje’s vision out of hand is the same reason I trust the mutual care efforts we’ve previously discussed: they both turn on a fundamental faith in our capacity to organize the fulfillment of our needs on our own behalf. But while the approach Smaje recommends certainly ticks more of our boxes—it’s labor-intensive, it’s based on robust and well-assimilated technologies and it derives all of its necessary inputs of energy from the sun, at zero cost—it’s not at all clear that comprehensive deurbanization and a mass return to the land would be achievable anywhere (let alone desirable: this scenario has little enough appeal even for those of us not haunted by visions of being “sent down” in the Cultural Revolution, or of the neo-medieval peasantry grimly working the blasted and barren terrain in the final, awful segment of the 1984 nuclear-war drama Threads).25 I think it’s a reasonable bet that whatever else happens, most of us will continue to live in densely settled urban places, even amid the worst conditions of the Long Emergency. And if we’re not talking about buying our protein from the precision-fermentation merchants, that means a scenario in which we produce our food either directly, through relatively energy-intensive vertical farming methods, or through exchange with federated agroecological communities in our arable near-hinterlands.

There is, of course, no reason why a Lifehouse might not enjoy close relationships with one or more such farming communities. Recent academic research suggests that some version of this is already achievable—in the United States, for example, 90 percent of the population could feed themselves entirely on crops grown within a hundred miles of where they live, even now.26 But best of all would be for each Lifehouse to supplement whatever food it might secure through such exchanges with local production, as a hedge against all other eventualities coming to pass.

That this is at all a realistic prospect turns on the possibilities opened up by newly available techniques of vertical farming, which allow growers to cultivate crops indoors, in hydroponic racks that are stacked as densely as space and lighting considerations allow. These are designed to maintain the ideal microclimate for the chosen crop and can yield continuous production cycles year-round—of staple grains, as well as leafy greens and vegetables.

At Tampines Block 146 in Singapore, for example, a variety of rice optimized for vertical-farming conditions has been grown since October 2021.27 It takes roughly four months to produce each rice crop there, in a six-story structure made of cheap twin-wall plastic and commodity scaffolding racks much like the ones raumlabor used at Floating University. It would be boundlessly unwise to hang too much of our planning for a difficult future on this one pilot installation, but as a proof that calorie crops can be grown under controlled vertical conditions using open-source techniques, the implications for Lifehouse-based indoor agriculture are reassuring.28

Again, though, self-reliance means finding ways to produce protein locally, as well as cereal crops or vegetables. The community technology advocate Karl Hess experimented with basement trout farming in the Adams Morgan neighborhood of Washington, DC, in the 1970s. But despite the “five pounds of fish per cubic foot of water” his group managed to produce in a typical setup—each yielding “three tons annually at costs substantially below grocery store prices”—this sort of high-density aquaculture doesn’t seem to have caught on.29

By contrast, where Hess’s group had rejected chickens out of hand as being “too noisy” for city-center contexts, the years since have seen a certain hipster resurgence of interest in backyard coops, and the art of urban chicken-keeping is now well developed. But the options now available extend much further than either trout or chicken. High-density, controlled-environment techniques lend themselves to the production of plant-based, mycological or even insect-derived proteins, which can be cleverly combined in closed-loop ecosystems. The Singapore vertical-farming facility, for example, feeds the biowaste it generates into a local black soldier fly farm, whose protein-rich larvae are in turn used to feed tilapia for human consumption.

More conventional, less energy-intensive agriculture always remains a possibility, as well, wherever the constraints of space, soil quality and sunlight permit. There may even be benefits to combining distributed solar power generation with distributed food production. Not merely do well-placed solar panels not compete with biomass for available sunlight, they offer growing crops the dappled shade that protects them from overheating or desiccation while, for their part, photovoltaic panels derive an efficiency boost from the moist microclimate of growing things.30

This allows us to conceive of Lifehouse plots as “agrivoltaic” installations that harness these mutually beneficial qualities for increased agricultural yields and enhanced power output both. A limiting factor here is the continuing widespread availability of solar panels, whose photovoltaic cells are mostly still manufactured in China and come to consumers elsewhere via the same perilously extended supply chains that held up so poorly during COVID-era disruptions.31

Growing food has never been easy under any conditions, and crops fail (or simply fail to thrive) for all kinds of reasons, both predictable and unforeseen. In a time strewn with virtually unlimited hazards to agriculture, from soil salinization to violent winds, achieving any meaningful yield to speak of will clearly require massive investments of a community’s time and effort. The ultimate justification for Lifehouse-based agriculture, though, consists not in the argument that it is the easiest or most energy-efficient of all possible ways to organize food production—it clearly is not—but that it is one of the few ways that communities might improve their odds of continued access to complex diets when long-distance supply chains collapse.32

The prospect is one of a tight, efficient loop: whatever is successfully grown in the beds and racks of a Lifehouse can be offered immediately in the associated co-op or food bank, used in the kitchen to make hot meals with, or perhaps traded with others in the regional network. For Smaje, this may look like just another desperate, rearguard “attempt to rescue a high-energy, high-capital urban consumerism that can’t and shouldn’t be rescued,” albeit one with more of a horizontalist and communitarian spin than is usually the case.33 I’d prefer to think of it as an attempt to strike some workable balance between the naive techno-optimism of the ecomodernists and the isolationism of rugged-individualist homesteaders—and preferable, in any case, to a scheme centered on the decantation of billions into a countryside as unprepared to greet them as they are to understand it.

And beyond that, there’s something inexpressibly wonderful about an environment where things are alive and growing, in a world that is in so many ways designed for the scaled production of death. As far back as the late 1960s, activist-architects like Street Farm proposed that cities could be places where a “profusion of sprouting, breathing, photosynthesizing, living things surround and entwine human dwellings.”34 There’s no reason why Lifehouses couldn’t be devised with this sort of vision in mind—and in ways that were not possible in any earlier time, as well. The Street Farmers meant this as a way to fend off ecocatastrophe, but it also happens to be a reasonable tactic for enduring it once it’s arrived: an intact canopy is a self-organizing, carbon-negative infrastructure with shading, temperature-lowering, air-filtering and bioremediating qualities, as well as a home and thoroughfare for other living things.

If a Lifehouse-based program combined these qualities with a longer-term restoration of urban soil, via the “do nothing” agricultural techniques made famous by Masanobu Fukuoka’s book The One-Straw Revolution, people under pressure of ecosystemic collapse might find that they could simultaneously feed themselves well and care for other forms of life, and leave the Earth better off for their having done so.35

But, perhaps, for the most rudimentary or rigorously natural forms of agriculture, all of these notions of local energy generation and food production depend crucially on specialized physical hardware of one sort or another. So the final element of autonomy any Lifehouse will need to consider is how it might produce a greater proportion of these material necessities locally. How can we plan for conditions under which the wind turbines, aquaponics tanks or cargo-bike components so critical to the community’s ability to feed and care for itself can’t simply be ordered off the internet?

One way would be for each community to develop some capacity for “autonomous production,” or what the theorist Jason Adams glosses as “local production for local use, outside the bounds of the wage-labor system.”36 In concrete terms, this turns on access to a workshop furnished with a usefully broad range of machine tools and equipment, from drill presses to TIG welders to sewing machines, ideally co-located with other facilities in the Lifehouse itself.

The primary factor preventing a community group from assembling such a workspace from scratch is plainly cost. Even the basic tooling for a digital fabrication studio—say, a laser cutter, a computer numerical control (CNC) milling machine and a few 3D printers—involves expenses that may run well into the tens of thousands of US dollars, and there are very, very few neighborhood groups willing or able to front that kind of money without a clear, immediate, tangible and pressing justification. The maintenance of some abstract capacity for material autonomy is not nearly enough—and of course, by the time the need for autonomy becomes pressing, it may be too late to do anything meaningful to achieve it.

The answer may lie in the volunteer-run workshops that already exist in most big cities, which rather uninvitingly tend to be called “makerspaces,” “hackspaces” or “fablabs.”37 The typical makerspace already sports most of the machine tools we’re interested in, particularly as regards digital fabrication, and is operated by a membership that’s passionate (or in most cases, frankly evangelical) about what can be done with them. Although there aren’t nearly enough of these workshops in existence to furnish each neighborhood with its own autonomous production capacity, they do constitute a version of this resource that’s available to draw on right now.

Just as important, the global maker community nurtures within its membership the hard-won knowledge of how to use these tools safely, efficiently and well. And that knowledge tends to drive a set of politics that are broadly consonant with the aims of a Lifehouse network. In municipalist Madrid and Barcelona, the so-called “hackers” were key players in the confluences, bringing with them not merely their facility with hardware but all their ideas about the intellectual commons and free access to tools and information.38

The instinct for mutual aid runs deep in the community, as well. During COVID, members of makerspace collectives around the world worked long hours to churn out 3D-printed face shields and the low-cost, DIY air-filtration units known as Corsi-Rosenthal boxes.39 And perhaps most pointedly of all for our purposes, we have the example of an “intercultural fablab” called Habibi.Works “implementing self-aid since August 2016” at the Katsikas refugee camp in northern Greece, where members drawn from the camp’s thirty nationalities bring its fabrication capacity to bear on the challenges they face in their lives as asylum seekers.40 The values of open access, solidarity and self-reliance held by so many in the maker movement make them obvious as prospective partners in any Lifehouse-based production workshop.

The vast enthusiasm for the power and potential of digital fabrication on the part of some makers has occasionally led to a misreading of community needs, or really a failure to engage local people, understand their priorities and place production capacity at their disposal. This was the case in Barcelona in 2013, when academic researchers opened a fablab on the former site of a food bank in the impoverished Ciutat Meridiana district without first having secured any real buy-in on the part of their new neighbors.41

It would be an understatement to say this was poorly received: residents of Ciutat Meridiana even briefly occupied the fablab in protest, and it was clear that what they were protesting was the insult to their autonomy every bit as much as it was the loss of their food bank. As the counterexample of Habibi.Works suggests, not nearly every makerspace will be so oblivious to local need or sentiment, but it’s reasonable for anyone thinking of setting up such a thing to ask deep questions about just who might constitute the “community” in their “community production workshop.”

It’s not a bad idea, then, for anyone interested in setting up such a thing to think about how they might open lines of communication with their local makerspace and its membership now—both to explore any natural affinities that might exist and to address questions of access and inclusion. The nascent workshop can only benefit from the insight of those most familiar with these tools and techniques of fabrication, who understand best what they can and cannot do. And with many makerspaces facing perpetual difficulty in organizing accessible commercial space, there may be real benefit in proposing they rehome their activity on the site of a newly opened Lifehouse.

A Lifehouse outfitted in this way will not be able to produce anything particularly elaborate: most of the high-complexity physical artifacts on which any real independence is predicated would exceed the near-term fabrication capabilities of even the best-equipped collective workshop. (Photovoltaic panels are perhaps the most obvious case in point, but there are any number of other examples.) But even the most rudimentary local production capacity will nevertheless help a community secure more of what it needs, in more of the amounts required, for longer into any period of supply-chain disruption. And this would be particularly useful with regard to components needed for the maintenance or repair of other life-critical systems.42

The years of techno-utopian hype about digital fabrication technologies like 3D printing have tended to obscure that, at base, these are just relatively simple ways of making relatively complicated things. And in a time of unpredictable access to the material things we rely on, it’s this unglamorous, easy-to-overlook wherewithal for autonomous production that will ultimately underwrite any community’s capacity for mutual care and the shelter of bodies in need.

There is an additional point that needs to be made about all the technologies a Lifehouse relies upon, whether for generating power, providing for its nourishment, maintaining its own physical capacities, or addressing any other of its needs: that all of these means are themselves vulnerable to entropy and decay. As any number of off-grid homesteaders and back-to-the-land communes have learned the hard way, when such life-critical systems do break down—and they will break down—and the capacity to repair them fully and restore them to service does not exist within the community, the margin of survival becomes very thin indeed.

What is best of all, then, is to rely wherever possible on ways of doing and being that are robust to disruption because they are fundamentally simple and hardy. These are what I call “technologies of permanent recourse.” They are tactics developed in and for hard times and circumstances, that broadly remain available to us even under significant stress. They aren’t based on finicky high-maintenance components, don’t have lots of external dependencies, do not rely on the persistent availability of an extended supply chain and can largely be built up and repaired from those resources we already have ready to hand.

They favor electromechanical means over electronic ones, mechanical means over those, and passive, organic ones wherever feasible, and can therefore tend to be labor-intensive, as opposed to capital-, equipment-, energy- or computation-intensive. They can be turned to surprisingly sophisticated ends, including refrigerating food and filtering enough drinking water for a neighborhood.43 Above all, they aren’t owned by anybody: the methods underlying them are literally common knowledge.

The next best thing, where some particular piece of equipment is required, is for it to be something that can be salvaged from the everyday environment at little or no cost. Common Ground was exemplary in this, from their first lashed-together distribution hub to the UHF radio network they built from gear that “most would consider obsolete junk.”44 But more broadly this is a thread that connects many of the sites and efforts we’ve considered, from the knock-off Monoblocs that dot the courtyards of Rojava to the cheap scaffolding and commodity plywood that raumlaborberlin uses in its structures.

What commends such artifacts to us in the Lifehouse scenario isn’t simply about the benefit we derive by further leveraging the sunk carbon costs of their production, though that is certainly a consideration. It’s not even fundamentally about their low cost, ready availability or robustness. It’s about a secondary quality that emerges from these primary ones, which we might follow the Roman Catholic priest and social philosopher Ivan Illich in thinking of as “conviviality.”45

Convivial tools derive a good part of their appeal from the fact that they can be tinkered with. Like an old bicycle or a waterwheel, they can’t be damaged too badly by experimenting with them, and at worst, if you should happen to destroy one in an attempt to adapt or modify it, you ought to be able to scavenge others of the same sort and start all over again. Even better, they educate people in how to use them, tending to be organized in modular subsystems that, if not quite self-explanatory, yield a diagram of their functioning to a little patient investigation.

Because tools like these lower the risk of looking foolish, or of wrecking something delicate, expensive and irreplaceable, not simply the technically inclined but a greater proportion of the Lifehouse community will be comfortable engaging with them. And this open and unintimidating quality is what pushes any truly convivial system past formal accessibility toward active invitationality. Under such circumstances, competence with the systems that undergird common life ceases to be a matter of a jealously cultivated exclusivity and is instead broadly distributed throughout the community.

And when the need for maintenance or repair arises on some piece of infrastructural equipment that is not convivial, as Illich defined it, let alone based on a technology of permanent recourse, we might put some thought into how we can better leverage the community’s existing base of knowledge. Here Karl Hess offered the notion of a community skills inventory: a way to compound individual resourcefulness by surfacing it and making it more widely available.46

You write code, your neighbor repairs furniture, the woman down the street does a little plumbing—but, as things stand, none of you has any idea of the capabilities that reside right in your immediate vicinity, or in what permutations your skills might be combined. A shared skills inventory repairs this gap in a community’s understanding of itself and what its members can do. And better still, it points toward the possibility of cross-training, so the most critical skills are distributed across the entire community, and no one person has to bear the weight of being the only trained medic or mechanic or beekeeper around. In this way a Lifehouse doesn’t merely rely on the abilities of the people in its surroundings, but can help to develop them, too.

Equipped in these ways, a Lifehouse community has everything it needs to carry out programs of mutual care and in this way take a first vital step toward self-determination. But the full expression of local autonomy involves the exercise of collective power: each Lifehouse must be free to decide its policies and its trajectory through the world for itself. Following the practice of the earlier movements we’ve discussed, it seems natural that the means of doing so would be the assembly.

Amid the dashed hopes of those movements, though—from the sputtering-out of 15M, Occupy and the similar Nuit Debout protests in France to the utter wreckage of our dreams for Rojava—the cringe factor clinging to any discussion of the assembly is real. There’s a curiously libidinal quality to this rejection: we seem to reserve a special portion of hate for those things especially that we once thought might lead to our liberation, because they didn’t turn out to work immediately and on the spot. The assembly form is no exception to this principle, which makes proposing it as a means of self-determination well suited to the Lifehouse context even more daunting than it might otherwise be.

But so far as I’m concerned, the assembly remains the technology of permanent recourse par excellence. It is always there in potential, any time more than two or three of us gather—a set of possibilities that remains available whenever we need to discuss matters of common concern and decide together what to do about them. If the Long Emergency is always something that first confronts us in our immediate physical surroundings, any effort at building up shelter from degree zero will necessarily involve something along these lines. Our fate will turn on a small-scale politics of deliberation conducted among neighbors, based on the capacity to assess, propose, debate and decide.

Here “resourcefulness” might mean nothing so much as refining our capacities to listen, to empathize and to hold space—all qualities, as it happens, that are practiced and developed in the assembly. So for all the funk of earnest futility that has settled onto the form, it’s worth picking it up, dusting it off, seeing how it can be made to work.

That requires some careful thinking about what does not work. It seems to me, first of all, that the assembly has been stuck with Bookchin’s “moral functions” for quite some time, and that this is a major part of why so many of us tend to find it unappealing. The various national citizens’ assemblies that have been convened to debate climate policy furnish an excellent, if pungent, example of the moral-functions trap.47 These mobilize the most extraordinary draughts of goodwill and sincerity, but they have yet to inspire any legislative or regulatory action to speak of, anywhere. This leaves participants, for all their exertion, with no more traction on events than if they had done nothing at all.

There is, therefore, a profound mismatch between the intense intellectual and emotional effort required by this way of showing up in the world and the payoff it generally yields. I can’t imagine that many of us, exposed to the intense time and energy pressures of late-capitalist life as we are, will cheerfully devote our evenings to hammering out consensus on positions that are destined to remain symbolic, “consultative” or “advisory.” And it further seems natural that anyone who did, nevertheless, invest their precious life energy in such a process would sour on it—permanently and rightfully—when whatever consensus they’d so carefully crafted in this way came to be disregarded in its entirety by those with actual power.

There is a way out of this trap, though. The obvious way to resolve this mismatch, and rescue the assembly from its own irrelevance, is for it to have power over how it disposes of its own organic resources, so that there is a direct connection between the decisions we make together and what we can see happening in the world around us. This is the fundamental condition for our own effective use of the assembly. It cannot be symbolic, or therapeutic, or merely a way of taking the community’s temperature on a given question. It actually has to have meaningful authority over allocations of resource.

And this is precisely what the Lifehouse offers. What the newly established neighborhood assembly will have direct, unambiguous control over is everything that attends the management of a community resilience-and-resourcefulness hub: all the inputs it requires, all the resources it generates and all of the questions that arise in the course of its daily operation.

If there’s limited space at the Lifehouse, is it needed more for storage or shelter? If there’s limited energy, is it best spent trying to find a more suitable space, or establishing a workshop or a vegetable plot at the existing one? If there are funds to spend, should they be used to buy seeds or machine tools? Should anyone, for that matter, be paid for their services to the Lifehouse, or should it remain a purely voluntary effort? Can someone who’s violated the social contract in one way or another be asked to leave the building, or even permanently barred from using its facilities?

Deciding questions like these, with immediate, visible, material consequences, is real in a way that an advisory citizens’ assembly hammering out consensus on matters of national policy cannot ever be. It is to implant self-determination in a form not a million miles different from that practiced by the communes of Rojava in the heart of our own civic life.

And though we must say it very quietly, any sufficiently dense network of communities self-managed in this way begins to look like the first subtle stirrings of a nonstate society, organized from the bottom up. “Quietly,” because the truth is of course that many, and perhaps most, of those who use the Lifehouse and its services will be interested in no such thing. They’ll just want somewhere they can turn to for aid, care and comfort when the moment of maximum crisis has found them alone and vulnerable.

But what if there’s less distance between these two perspectives than we think? Reflecting on the wave of local mutual aid efforts that arose during the COVID lockdowns, the anarchist researcher Shane Burley observes that “[w]hat was so remarkable” about them was that for the most part they “did not come out of radical or political communities; they were just people looking to survive by caring for one another.”48 This suggests that in a great many places on Earth, a healthy, Kropotkinian instinct for solidarity remains close to the surface, even after so many years of marination in the neoliberal mindset, and will indeed well up spontaneously given the right circumstances. Perhaps, then, among all the other living things growing there, a Lifehouse can also incubate this new vernacular, the emergent common sense of a world to come.

Whatever form a Lifehouse takes, it cannot simply be a bubble of safety, secured for its own inward-turned membership but disconnected from neighboring streets and the city and world beyond.

There are several good reasons why we might want to conceive of the Lifehouse, from the very beginning, as one node within a larger network. Unless deliberately linked to one another, each is individually vulnerable, whether to shortfalls of its own capacity to provide, disruptive circumstances it simply cannot contend with, or, most distressingly of all, the intentionally destructive acts of hostile parties. But there is also the question of what insularity does to the culture of any group of human beings.

Organized only with reference to itself, a Lifehouse will have a hard time escaping a condition the science-fiction writer and critic Brian Aldiss famously derided as the “cozy catastrophe,” in which a blithe and favored few continue to enjoy bourgeois comfort in isolation while the world offscreen chars to cinders all around them.49 And the idea of a Lifehouse that offers refuge to a lucky few, but in doing so fails a far larger number of others, feels like a contradiction in terms, if not an affront to the very set of values that motivated its creation in the first place.

Most of these problems go away, or at least bite with considerably less force, if each local, autonomous refuge were to be joined with others in a loosely linked federation, coupled via some common infrastructure that cradles and sustains them all. But here we get into some practical trouble. You can begin organizing a Lifehouse in your neighborhood right now, without waiting for anything or anybody else. What you can’t do is assume that anyone else, anywhere, will be motivated to do the same thing. And that makes it very difficult to discuss the prospects for a network among and between such local initiatives in any but the vaguest terms. About all we can practically do, for the time being, is articulate the kinds of qualities useful for such a network to have.

I think we can reasonably assume that any effort we make to shelter our own community against the turbulence of the Long Emergency will have strong resonances with similar efforts unfolding in parallel elsewhere, at least some of which will be motivated by values highly congruent with the ones we hold. Whenever we should happen to encounter the representatives of such an effort, it’s worth exploring whether these affinities are close enough to permit mutual exchange and collaboration, in the way that the Greek solidarity clinics circulated information about the methods, techniques and protocols they relied upon.

We might look to examples like the endlessly impressive Mutual Aid Disaster Relief network in the United States, which aims to forge links between radical grassroots resilience and recovery groups (and offers guides covering everything from trauma counseling to bioremediation to help them in their efforts). Or the annual Fearless Cities events, which connect activists and initiatives from around the world who are working toward local power in the new-municipalist tradition.

But hovering behind that rather obvious thought is the suggestion of a closer coupling, which becomes especially salient if we intend our labors of care and sustenance to yield fruit at anything beyond neighborhood scale. Should we propose to organize life in ways that prefigure the large-scale mechanisms of decarbonized cooperation and exchange that any post-Emergency world will necessarily be founded on, we will need to identify those who share our longer-term goals and join with them in a framework capable of purposive, coordinated action.

This conception of the relationship between the local and global appears to have been first articulated in political terms by the Paris Commune of 1871. Kristin Ross, its most gifted English-language biographer, tells us that the “Communal imagination operated on the preferred scale of the local autonomous unit within an internationalist horizon,” a way of thinking about social being that left “little room for the nation, or, for that matter, for the market or the state.”50 “Under the Commune,” Ross tells us, “Paris wanted to be not the capital of France but an autonomous collective in a universal federation of peoples. It did not wish to be a state but rather an element, a unit in a federation of communes” that was global in scale.

If this sounds familiar by now, it should: it’s an early articulation of the line of thought that was later developed by both Murray Bookchin and Abdullah Öcalan. We tend to understand Bookchin’s libertarian municipalism and Öcalan’s democratic confederalism as having to do with a neighborhood-scale politics of autonomous communes and assemblies, but this is to neglect the overarching structure that both Bookchin and Öcalan explicitly imagined sustaining such local efforts. In fact, the degrowthist writer Aaron Vansintjan argues that libertarian municipalism, definitionally, “is not decentralized localism” at all, and is “only possible at scale, extending beyond the individual municipality to form a network of autonomous, but collaborative, settlements.”51

What might such a collaboration involve, restated in the terms most relevant to a Lifehouse? The easiest to imagine is a mesh of affiliated, mutually reinforcing projects loosely joined at the scale of a city, much in the way discrete relief efforts in Red Hook and the Rockaways and the Lower East Side all flew the banner of Occupy Sandy. Perhaps, as well, Lifehouses might be linked by shared technical infrastructure in the manner of Decidim, an open-source deliberative platform originally developed by and for Barcelona en Comú that was thereafter adopted by other municipalist groups.

Beyond that point, we’re compelled to think in terms—a joint charter, nested councils, a common identity?—that can only really be worked out in practice by those directly involved, in response to their emergent needs and desires. Speaking only for myself, though, I like to imagine a maximum program of confederation working something like the exclaves or outposts of a nonphysically contiguous, distributed, nonstate society—a Lifehouse archipelago draping the habitable regions of the Long Emergency world in the possibility of refuge.

At the very least, we can imagine local efforts connected by an armature that sustains them whenever conditions threaten to overwhelm them. At such moments, we might want to invoke mutual aid in the sense of the term more usually understood by emergency responders, as a formal standing agreement by way of which communities agree to share resources with one another in times of acute local need. When a crisis of this sort requires something that exceeds our own capacity—whether specialized equipment or anything else that draws on means or numbers beyond those we happen to have on hand—such an agreement would allow us to request assistance across the lines that formally cleave one Lifehouse from another. And like any other such request, it is immeasurably easier if the parties involved already exist in some kind of relationship with one another.

Being connected to a broader network of Lifehouses also opens up the prospect of knowledge sharing between them. Again, per Elisavet Hasa, it was the diffusion of hard-won practical insight across the Greek solidarity clinics that allowed them to persist for even as long as they did. Hasa points out that it wasn’t just skills or process diagrams that circulated through the Greek solidarity network, but inventories as well: detailed lists of all the tools, devices and items of furniture that between them constituted the workings of a functioning alternative healthcare infrastructure, right down to the disposal bins.

A similar practice surfaced in municipalist Madrid, in the form of the intercambiadero, an online database of the different tools, resources, materials and infrastructures kept by the activist projects in the network, “from garden hoses and wheel-barrows to shovels, sanders, or computer servers.”52 We know that any such bill of parts can never constitute refuge in and of itself without being animated by sustained, concerted effort. But it amounts to an instruction manual for the achievement of collective dignity, and it’s easy to see how an inventory of this sort might nevertheless furnish irreplaceable insight for anyone wanting to organize a Lifehouse in their own community but doesn’t have the first idea where to start.

There’s another facet, as well, to what Vansintjan suggests about the necessity of federation. The greatest threat facing (or presented by) any Lifehouse is the case where it is either consciously captured by an identitarian group of one sort or another or is simply dominated from the start by a homogeneous local population. In either event, it will feel unwelcoming and exclusionary: “for” some people, but not others. At its worst and most intentional, this can harden into the kind of reactionary localism epitomized by the Greeks-only kitchens organized by the fascist Golden Dawn or, at a larger scale, the off-grid redoubts white nationalists dream of establishing in secessionist Cascadia.53 But even short of circumstances like those, it’s not hard to imagine how something that thought of itself as a “community resilience hub” might nevertheless come to conceive of the community it served in fundamentally defensive terms. Such “Lifehouses” would be armored, inward-facing, hostile to the newcomer—and therefore anathema to every value upheld by the efforts we’ve explored in these pages.

Confederation is the remedy for this tendency and perhaps even the sole way of practically countering it over the long term. We’ve already explored some of the material advantages a Lifehouse derives from membership in a confederal super-structure of some sort. The way to prevent local hubs from sliding into exclusionary defensiveness is by reframing those advantages as privileges: in order to enjoy them on an ongoing basis, local Lifehouses would have to maintain consensual standards of openness and invitationality. Beyond the sincere conviction of its members, this is the only factor that might keep a Lifehouse in any way inclined in that direction from collapsing into reactionary localism, and for that reason it feels absolutely essential to me that such values be articulated and affirmed at the level of the whole network.

Beyond such basic commitments, that each Lifehouse will necessarily reflect distinctly local values is entirely as it should be. But in any linked structure of more than three or four such communities—let alone one we might imagine extending to the continental or even global scale—there will be a point at which the desire to uphold particular local values comes into tension with those espoused by the federation as a whole. There must be some way to address this tension that allows a broader community to flex and that prevents it from shattering at the first sign of principled divergence. Here I want to introduce the notion of the pragma: a local agreement or adaptation allowing groups to reconcile their observance of some overarching principle with whatever shim or fudge factor in implementation is necessary to meaningfully enact that principle locally.

The pragma is best thought of as additional information about how things are done locally that does not constrain anybody else within the network. A Lifehouse where people are predominantly vegan, for example, might wish to enunciate that value as a pragma. A Lifehouse in which many people are in recovery, similarly, may wish to adopt a pragma discouraging or even forbidding the on-premises use of alcohol or other drugs. The point is to manage divergences of commitment or belief short of the point at which local groups holding them would be forced to defederate from a larger network, or be defederated.

Aren’t people already doing this all the time? Of course they are—tacitly. The whole point of articulating such adaptive measures as pragmas, though, is to make this process explicit, so as to function as a relief valve for at least some of the pressure that so often leads to factionalism and splitting on the left. Instead of forcing the entire network to observe (say) the tenets of BDS and running the risk of having the whole thing fracture and come undone, there is nothing to prevent a local Lifehouse from choosing to do so collectively, as a pragma.

In this way, local Lifehouses can maintain whatever principles they like, so long as they don’t come into direct conflict with those espoused by the network as a whole. Your Lifehouse observes Ramadan? Wishes to forgo the use of products or services based on so-called “AI”? Asks for a 1 percent tithe from businesses operating in its catchment basin? Go ahead and do that. Who, after all, has the standing to tell you how your community should show up for itself? But do it as a pragma and in this way preserve the benefits of acting as an autonomous element within a larger articulated whole.

If we want to build ourselves a refuge against the hard times to come, then, at least one way of doing so seems clear. We don’t have to imagine the revolutionary seizure of state power, or some deus ex machina event that wipes the slate clean and allows us to begin anew. All we need to imagine is a meshwork of Lifehouses spanning the land, each one a place where people come to avail themselves of sanctuary, restoration, sustenance and solace, each one managed and governed by the people who use it. If this is in some ways an ambitious vision, it’s also one that is comparably modest and achievable. Amid all the anguish of our great undoing, it sketches the improbable outlines of something extraordinary: a wildcat infrastructure of care, drawing on the best that is in us, to shelter the most vulnerable among us, at the very moment we need it.

But in order for any of this to come into being, someone still has to be the first to act.

In her great novel of “ambiguous utopia,” The Dispossessed, Ursula K. Le Guin has her protagonist, the heterodox physicist Shevek, form a “syndicate of initiative” with his partner and a few allies at just such a moment of decision.54 The members of a syndicate of initiative speak for no one else. They act only in their own names, guided solely by their own assessment of the moment and what it requires. They take upon themselves the full responsibility for acting and remain accountable for their choices in the face of opposition that seeks to undermine everything they endeavor to achieve. But what they do redefines the parameters of the situation they contend with.

There is a curious parallel between the choice Shevek and his syndics make and that made by anyone who undertakes some program of mutual care outside the state. The first moments of any project along these lines are always fraught with risk, and in such moments it’s easy to be dissuaded by the daunting weight of all the forces aligned against success.

But here I want to invoke what I earlier described as “the great secret of Occupy Sandy,” a quality that we know from the testimony of people involved is something it shared with Common Ground, the Greek solidarity clinics and the communes of Rojava above all: taking initiative in this way feels wonderful. Taking concrete action in defense of our communities—doing something about the situation we find ourselves in and exercising collective power over it—is reparative in itself and a specific for the numbing dread that otherwise gnaws at us in this time of storms. It can even help us manage the helpless, corrosive rage occasioned by the cruelty and injustice of this Emergency, or the terror we feel at the thought of our pending nonexistence.55

If we have reason to expect that a surging sense of joy and reconnection is what awaits us at the culmination of our effort, that ought to be enough to see us through the difficulties of its inception. Or enough, anyway, that we’re able to show up for ourselves and for all those who need us.

So let us organize our own syndicates of initiative and together build the Lifehouse. Let’s start with what is closest at hand, build outward from there and link our efforts with those of the others who have set themselves the same task. Let’s let go, finally, gratefully, of all our vain hope for the future and use that energy instead to undertake the work—the necessary work—of care, of repair, of survival.

There is just one final thing to say about the Lifehouse and whatever promise it may hold, which is that the powerful generally cannot tolerate and will not simply let people pursue even the humblest projects of autonomy and self-determination.

Across the centuries, popular attempts at self-reliance and self-definition have been assailed wherever and whenever they have appeared, by state and nonstate actors both. But everything history teaches us about the fate of such initiatives since the days of the Paris Commune suggests that the state constitutes by far the greater threat to their existence.56 What brought the Commune to its abrupt end, after a mere seventy-two days, was the same thing that has so often doomed the ventures in self-governance that followed: exogenous state violence. From Vienna’s Karl-Marx-Hof in 1934 to Barcelona in 1939 to Rojava in 2019, in fact, just about any time a space has emerged in which even modest numbers of people have managed to organize the necessities of life on their own initiative, those spaces, those people and all their hopes have been crushed by force of arms.57 It may well be that all of these experiments might sooner or later have succumbed to their own internal tensions and contradictions, but we’ll never know that—because what actually cut them short was the armed might of the state.

In our time, of course, most liberatory projects fall well short of any point at which they might even remotely constitute a threat to power or capital of the sort that was posed by Communard Paris, Red Vienna or revolutionary Barcelona. But to ensure that this remains the case, a thoroughgoing program of preemptive harassment is directed at anything that might constitute a kernel of insurgent counterpower, most especially so if the actors involved are in any way racialized or marked as other.

Nothing is too petty in this respect. No radical effort is too small, local or unassuming to escape hostile notice, and no activity so self-evidently benign that some attempt will not be made to disrupt it—not even feeding the hungry. FBI agents circulated ginned-up kompromat to San Francisco businesses in a largely successful attempt to “impede their contributions to [the Black Panther Party] Breakfast Program.”58 City building inspectors, accompanied by police, threatened the volunteer staff of the youth-centered nonprofit Chicago Freedom School with fines of up to $1,000 a day for “preparing and serving large quantities of food without the proper retail food establishment license,” because they bought pizza for teenagers who’d been tear-gassed while protesting the murder of George Floyd.59 The Houston Police Department continues to cite Food Not Bombs activists, issuing fines amounting to an unsupportable $23,500, for the sin of furnishing free meals to the homeless.60 The State of Georgia indicted activists protesting the “Cop City” police training center in South River Forest under the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations act, characterizing each tranche of reimbursement for kitchen supplies among them as “an overt act in furtherance of the conspiracy.”61 It probably shouldn’t surprise us when agents of the state harness every institutional, regulatory and legislative means at their disposal to undermine alternative projects and seal off the spaces in which they might grow. But what still retain a capacity to astonish are the spite and psychic smallness with which they so often go about doing it.

When harassment won’t suffice, the state has other means of disruption available. From the Earth Liberation Front and Animal Liberation Front in the United States to the long infiltrations of activist communities in the UK, it is clear that even the smallest, most ineffectual or harmless radical groupuscules will be penetrated, compromised and seeded with agents provocateurs.62 This extends to mutual aid initiatives with an overt politics. One of the earliest members of Common Ground—so trusted, indeed, that between January and April 2007, he served as its director of operations—was an FBI informant.63

And sometimes, indeed, the means of disruption are raw and lethal. Let a community assert any degree of territorial control or show any sign that it intends to subsist outside capital permanently, and it will swiftly find itself a community marked for elimination in one way or another.

This is neither hyperbole, nor paranoia, nor an inflated sense of the significance of such efforts. More than one Lower East Side squat was set ablaze under mysterious circumstances and allowed to burn to the ground as officers of the city’s department of Housing Preservation and Development stood by.64 In Philadelphia in May 1985, the Black separatist group known as MOVE was massacred, their whole neighborhood burned down around them. And any student of the Black Panthers can tell you what happened to its emergent generation of leaders: Bunchy Carter was set up for assassination. Fred Hampton and Mark Clark were murdered in their beds.

This will toward elimination is now bolstered by technological capacities the state never had in the time of the Panthers. These include spyware to eavesdrop on a target’s conversations and map their social connections; automated facial recognition that tracks individuals of interest, even amid large crowds; anomaly-detection algorithms that allow an operator to detect and characterize patterns of behavior in similarly large datasets and in this way anticipate the emergence of protests; and the first tentative steps toward deployment of lethal autonomous systems on the borders—all gleefully vended by the grubby NSO Groups and Palantirs of the world.65

Much of this technology, inevitably, is hugely overhyped and will never work in the ways touted. But enough of it already does that any state equipped with it will enjoy the prerogative of isolating potential cells of dissent or resistance at the threshold of emergence and either preempting their formation or otherwise disrupting their ability to act effectively. As to what constitutes “dissent or resistance” in the mind of the state, we know that the symbols of Extinction Rebellion and Greenpeace, as well as YPG/YPJ insignia and the green-and-black flag of ecoanarchism, have appeared in a visual guide to extremist groups circulated by Counter Terrorism Policing in the UK.66 Despite later caviling by that organization and attempts to withdraw the materials in question, they undoubtedly represent the way our efforts at mutual care and the development of collective power will be perceived by many within the state security apparatus.67

All of this might seem a million miles removed from our talk of Lifehouses, with their humming microgrids and verdant gardens. But as the pressures of the Long Emergency intensify and the competition for resources tightens, I think it’s a fair bet that the attempt to furnish care will itself attract the kind of violence that was previously lavished only on (actual or perceived) threats to the dominant order. And while the state may always constitute the preeminent threat, it’s by no means safe to assume that this violence will be coming from the state alone.

This will particularly be the case wherever someone extends care toward refugees, asylum seekers, or other individuals or communities marked for othering and exclusion. Any gesture in this direction is sure to attract the rage of local fascist or ethnonationalist formations, just as Golden Dawn physically attacked free clinics, social centers and refugee camps during its years of greatest influence in Greece.68 Some of these formations, like Golden Dawn itself, will even claim that some kind of ecological consciousness justifies their assaults on whatever infrastructure exists to shelter the weakest and most vulnerable.69

If a mutual care effort manages to persist for long enough in holding any space at all, the odds are that someone somewhere will eventually be moved to oppose it by force. So long as it confines itself to the more stereotypically feminized aspects of care work and social reproduction, that effort may—may—be tolerated. But even then, there are no guarantees: even something as beloved and broadly supported in the community as Occupy Sandy was attacked, and whoever was responsible in that case was perfectly willing to firebomb a church. If the broader prospect we face is one of grinding twilight wars and unrelenting, wanton cruelty at all the interfaces where the habitable zone meets the world in flight, that cruelty will surely extend to the very spaces, and providers, of shelter. We can already see it happening.

So even in the case that, against all odds, we are actually able to create Lifehouses and in them make common cause against the future bearing down upon us, our efforts can’t end there. The implacable truth is that such communities must organize and prepare to defend themselves, or stand by in helpless acquiescence as they and everything they love are made to perish from the Earth.70

Concretely, this is a dreadful, heart-stopping prospect and cannot be regarded with anything remotely like equanimity. But history is uncompromising on this point, and it is something that everyone embarked upon the politics of care must ultimately reckon with. This is the grim thing, the lesson of Golden Dawn and COINTELPRO, of Daesh and the vigilantes of Algiers Point: there is little point in sheltering bodies from the undirected chaos of the storm if you are not also prepared to protect them from those who specifically mean to do them harm.





Conclusion


At the end of the world, plant a tree.

—Musnad Ahmad, hadith 12491,

as reported by Anas Ibn Mali



In the last, peri-apocalyptic chapter of David Mitchell’s 2014 novel The Bone Clocks, the provisional government entity responsible for the apportionment of misery in an Ireland at the end of its tether is called, simply, Stability.1 Its armed convoys bring the monthly ration of food, and its sullen teenage conscripts help themselves to the local produce, and the local women, as compensation for the salary that no longer comes. Stability is resented. It is clumsy, unjust and heavy-handed. It achieves its barely ceded legitimacy through force of arms. But it manages to keep the peace and the calories flowing, however minimally in either case, and for that the towns people of Kilcrannog accede to its oafish rule with something approaching gratitude.

There’s a canny understanding in Mitchell’s act of imaginative framing: the name he gives this occupying force captures what desperate people are desperate for when beset by insurmountable crises on all sides—and equally, implies all the many precious things they are willing to trade away cheaply, if only granted that one thing they can be certain of. It almost doesn’t matter what flavor of politics nominally guides Stability in its attempts to assert control over a reality become ungovernable, and Mitchell doesn’t bother to specify. In the state in extremis it administers, everyone but those lucky few closest to the center (or able to grow for themselves) goes to bed hungry, and that hunger speaks louder than any prior belief or commitment.

Stability offers some ground to stand on. It constitutes some assurance, however illusory, that tomorrow will be much like today in the ways that matter, or enough like today to make plans, anyway. If it sacrifices a few complainers and malcontents to keep the broader peace, well: you know what they say about eggs and omelets—and better still if the breaking of eggs happens somewhere safely out of sight. We should never underestimate the appeal of a promise like this when everything’s gone maximally sideways.

Stability will be the fundamental value proposition of a certain kind of politics in our time of undoing, and we need to reckon with just how seductive it will prove to be for too many of our neighbors in the global North. For them, the overriding instinct will be to press on, to avoid confronting any of the increasingly blatant asymmetries of access to care that characterize our world, just so long as someone promises to preserve the rudiments of a comfortingly familiar way of life. And they may even succeed at securing some measure of continuity for themselves—but only by shedding increased turbulence and suffering onto others, as if to say: there’s only room enough for us on this lifeboat.

Such massive failures of empathy and simple human decency are, of course, repulsive. But there is nothing inherently wrong with stability itself. All living things require some degree of consistency in their environment if they are to endure past their first moments of existence. If the word has taken on a tinge of conservatism, that is only because what the powerful so often wish to stabilize is a situation of injustice. The far deeper challenge is how to protect and extend those situations in which people manage to cast a penumbra of care and comfort not merely over themselves but over everyone they can reach who stands in need of it.

Each of the projects in this book, in their own way, have tried to do just that: carve out a period of space and time in which desperate people could be sheltered from the press of need long enough to find their feet and, eventually, their voices. Very often this involved arranging the most basic provisions of physical safety, bodily sustenance and medical care for people to whom those things had been denied. The Panthers did it for the poor Black communities bypassed, or at very best patronized, by the Great Society. The volunteers of Common Ground and Occupy Sandy did it for themselves, in neighborhoods brought to the ground by heavy weather—as did the Greek solidarity clinics, in a land undone by nothing more material than a few fatal paragraphs in a loan agreement.

If care is what sustains our capacity to exist at all, though, what sustains care is the exercise of power. In a world where the maintenance of a high standard of comfort for a very few seems to require that virtually everyone else be deprived of any control whatsoever over the circumstances of their being, any ability to grasp resources and direct them toward the care of those in need requires that we reassert our claim to that control. The Spanish municipalists aimed to extend the ambit of self-determination to an entire city, and the Kurds of northern Syria across a territory every bit the size of a smaller nation-state. Murray Bookchin dreamed it at the scale of the entire globe: a confederal mesh of autonomous communities spanning the planet, in which free people might bring the metabolism of their collective being back into line with the cycles and rhythms of a thriving Earth.

What I’ve tried to evoke, in my account of each of these cases, is the sense of collective power as a positive pressure, pushing outward against the chaos and night. Wherever communities exercised this power, they were able to establish an envelope, however fragile or temporary, inside of which the injured might catch their breath and restore themselves—and therefore regenerate their organic capacity to endure, to resist and to create.

It has never been easy to achieve this, anywhere or at any point in history, and we know that wherever someone has attempted to do so, that attempt has most often been resisted with force. But what was never easy becomes sharply more difficult still in a time of unending storms. It will often feel as if everything is conspiring against our ability to care, feed and protect ourselves, and maintain the lifesystems that sustain us against a world ruled by death.

It increasingly seems that if there is going to be any rescue at all, it’s going to be that which we devise on our own, together, largely unaided by anyone or anything else.

There is a certain compensation in this.

Conversations about decarbonization policy or carbon-credit markets or stratospheric aerosol injection, after all, offer agency solely to a narrow technical and managerial elite. They center only particular kinds of knowledge, even though the policies being discussed stand to affect every living thing on the planet. They’re not detached from our experiences of the world under heat, precisely, but they take place at too many removes for those experiences to really weigh in considerations. (It’s hard to imagine anyone who might have struggled ashore from a foundering raft, say, or charred half their body after falling to a searing sidewalk, seated around a table in those air-conditioned conference rooms.)

So far as virtually every one of us is concerned, these strategies to rescue the world involve decisions made by other people, and we may or may not even be informed about them until they’re fait accompli. Bizarrely, they don’t propose any role for you and me, other than that we carry on doing as we always have. All they ask of us is that we continue to consume, continue to live in isolation from one another, continue our complicity in the churn that gave rise to the storms to begin with.

But the kind of conversations we will need to have if we propose to build the Lifehouse are different. These conversations will take place with, among and between people directly exposed to the conditions of the Long Emergency, who will be directly affected by whatever decisions are made. They will engage each and every one of us, draw on our whole capacity as living beings and necessarily result in novel approaches to knowing, doing and being. I can tell you from personal experience that something extraordinary begins to happen when people discover what it feels like to be sustained by their own efforts in this way. Their sense of what is doable, so impoverished through the long neoliberal twilight, expands to encompass new horizons. And we know from the testimonies of so many who were there what that feels like—again, it feels like healing, accompanied by a massive upwelling of purpose, power and possibility. If ever there were anything that might help us overcome the deer-in-the-headlights paralysis otherwise so endemic to our time, it consists in this. We can number it among the few, precious gifts of the Long Emergency that has otherwise taken so much from us.

But there is a flip side, as we know there must be. As anyone who has ever undertaken the care of another knows, the work it takes to stabilize a situation on the edge of chaos often seems overwhelming—the more so when the need for it is sustained indefinitely. The work of mutual care in the Long Emergency will be constant, and it will never end. It will unavoidably exact a toll from everyone who undertakes it. There’s no way around this: at some point, everyone who energetically commits themselves to the effort of repair will experience depletion, exhaustion and burnout.

We know, too, that these things invariably fall most heavily on those who work hardest to push back the night. You might expect that people who were so attuned to what the care of body and soul requires, and so boundlessly dedicated to the restoration of others, would not forget to replenish themselves. But all the people I know called to this work most urgently also seem to be those who tend to beat themselves up because they can never do enough. And it’s true. There will always be someone who needs them and always someone they cannot reach.

What I want to say to them is this: it’s not anyone’s job to reach every last one of the billions of human beings imperiled by our time of Emergency, nor are you betraying them by remembering to take care of yourself. There are relatively few things I have ever taken to heart from the Jewish ethical tradition which is my birthright. Among them, though, are a few lines attributed to a rabbi named Tarfon who lived around the end of the first century of the current era, later bound into the compilation of oral wisdom known as the Pirkei Avot: “It is not incumbent upon you to complete the work [of repairing the world], but neither are you at liberty to desist from it.”2 I have always found Tarfon’s charge electrifying, possibly because it is both bracing and comforting, and I continue to turn to it for strength in difficult moments.

In context, I interpret Tarfon to mean that we keep organizing, even if what we’re doing often feels like little more than shifting drifts and piles of washed-up flotsam around the terminal beach. We keep doing the work, come what may. We make such shelter as we can, for as many as we can, for as long as we can, and when we are asked, we do what we can to help others make shelter themselves. This work is what we have, it is all we have and it is all anyone can ask of us. As difficult as all of this might be to accept, internalizing it affords us one final gift, which is the gift of clarity.

So, no: protest marches will not save us, nor will any political party. Blockchains will not save us. Meatless Mondays will not save us. UBIs will not save us. Greta will not save us. Central bankers will not save us. Mindfulness will not save us. Mass timber will not save us. Voting will not save us, but neither will not voting. Vertical farming will not save us. A World Congress of Mayors will not save us. Blowing up pipelines will not save us. Carbon credits will definitely not save us. Green New Deals will not save us. Cyanobacteria will not save us. Cargo bikes will not save us, not even electric ones. “Precision fermentation” will not save us. Painting roofs white will not save us. Airships will not save us. AI will not save us. Nothing that any billionaire does will save us. If anything at all is going to save us, it will have to be us. “Who will build the ark?” the late Mike Davis famously asks.3 The only possible answer is that we will, together.

Thus, perhaps, the strangely affirmative character of a life so close to the precipice. There is so much to do, so many who need what we have to offer. The darkening landscape before us is lit by the flashing certainty that there is nowhere else we were meant to be but here, nothing higher or more important we will ever do than this. And it is gathered here, in the ruin and wreckage of all our hopes for the future, that we might finally learn what it is to know care—for ourselves, for one another and for the wounded Earth that cradles us.

at Newington Green, September 2019–September 2023
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