
 
Revolutionary Weather  
Dear Global Power Shift participants, 
 
The weather is political. It was freak weather that ruined the wheat crop that led to 
the hunger that helped bring on the French Revolution. It was drought (and lack of 
support for drought-impoverished farmers) that laid the groundwork for the Syrian 
Revolution still going on, more than two hundred years later. Climate change will 
create this kind of catastrophe of heat, flood, famine, and displacement around the 
world, but what the social consequences will be is a question we can best answer by 
looking at earlier disasters. Though many speculate that there will be chaos and 
reversion to selfish and barbaric behavior, the actual history of disaster tells us 
something else. In disaster most people are calm, resourceful, generous, and creative. 
Elites are often not—both because they assume that ordinary people are savages only 
held in check by the threats of institutional authority, and that authority no longer 
exists in the turmoil of disaster, and because a disaster often unfolds like a 
revolution. People improvise the conditions of survival, take care of each other, and 
often find a sense of purpose and social ties that are absent in ordinary times. Often 
civil society is reborn and people discover their own power. Thus a disaster unfolds a 
little like a revolution.  
 
Without in any way celebrating or looking forward to the catastrophes climate 
change has brought and is bringing us, I think we can see in those catastrophes 
moments when the social order is open to reinvention from below. What follows is 
adapted and extracted from my book on disaster and civil society, A Paradise Built 
in Hell: The Extraordinary Communities That Arise in Disaster, published 
in 2009, before the Arab Spring, the beautiful uprisings from Spain to Chile to 
Canada, and before Occupy. I wish I could be with you in Istanbul; I look forward to 
working with many of you in the months and years to come; and I thank you for your 
dedication and passion and hard work.  
 
Rebecca Solnit 
San Francisco 
 
Contemplate This Ruin 
More than three thousand years ago, the Chou dynasty defeated the 
Shang and became rulers of China for almost a thousand years. To justify 
their usurpation of power, they proposed that rulers rule by t’ien ming, the  
“mandate of heaven.” The principle suggested that earthly rulers are part 
of the cosmic order, endorsed by the harmony they presumably provide or 



protect. The word ‘revolution’ in Chinese is ge ming;  “ge”—to strip 
away—and “ming”—the mandate. A revolution not only removes a 
regime, but tears away its justification for governing. So does a disaster: 
since the Chou dynasty, earthquakes in China have often been seen as 
signs that the rulers had lost the mandate of heaven. Even in modern 
times, many interpreted in this light the death of Chairman Mao two 
months after the colossal 1976 Tang Shan earthquake killed hundreds of 
thousands. And the extreme care the Chinese government took after the 
big 2008 earthquake may have been out of fear of losing credibility and 
support at a volatile moment when the citizenry and the world were 
watching closely for callousness or corruption (which was amply present 
in the badly built schools that killed so many children).  
 Much about this Chinese worldview seems remote from ours—but 
disasters in the western world and present time also threaten the powers 
that be and often generate change. This is how disaster and revolution 
come to resemble each other. In some ways a disaster merely brings the 
existing tensions, conflicts, and tendencies  in a society and its government 
to light or to a crisis point. If the government fails to meet the urgent 
needs of its people, if it is seen to be self-interested, incompetent, or 
possessed of interests that serve an elite while sabotaging the well-being of 
the majority, the upheaval of disaster provides an opportunity to redress 
this failing disaster has brought to light. Political scientists A. Cooper 
Drury and Richard Olsen write, “disasters overload political systems by 
multiplying societal demands and empowering new groups on one hand 
while disarticulating economies and disorganizing governments (as well as 
revealing their organizational, administrative, and moral deficiencies) on 
the other.” And as Quarantelli points out, bureaucracies aren’t good at the 
urgent needs of disaster, because they don’t improvise rapidly or well—as 
do many citizens’ groups, including the emergent groups that arise to meet 
new needs—and because their priorities are sometimes at odds with those 
of the citizenry. 
  This suggests another explanation for why elites, in the term coined 
by sociologistCaron Chess and Lee Clarke, panic in disaster (while 
ordinary people largely do not). They are being tested most harshly at 
what they do least well, and suddenly their mandate of heaven, their own 
legitimacy and power, is in question. Earlier disaster scholars tended to 
imagine that in natural disaster, all parties share common interests and 
goals, but contemporary scholars see disasters as moments when 
subterranean conflicts emerge into the open. Disaster sociologist Kathleen 
Tierney said, “Elites fear disruption of the social order, challenges to their 



legitimacy.” Disasters provide both, lavishly. This means that though the 
elites are in some sense panicking, they have real grounds for fear, though 
from a coherently insurgent public, not a overwrought, savage one. To 
imagine a public that calmly and with good reason wishes to remove them 
from power is to raise the question of their own mandate, or legitimacy; to 
imagine that those who stir things up are instead barbarians or lunatics is 
far less threatening, and  so those advocating social change in ordinary 
times are also often framed in these terms. 
 Often in disaster, the government is at least inadequate to the crisis; 
not infrequently, it is so disarrayed as to be irrelevant or almost 
nonexistent. Some of this is simply scale: a city may have civil servants 
adequate to respond to an ordinary day of fires, injuries, and accidents, 
but not when such daily crises are multiplied a thousandfold. Then the 
citizens are on their own. As they are when bureaucracy and red tape 
keep institutions from responding urgently enough. In the absence of 
government, people govern themselves. Everyone from Hobbes to 
Hollywood filmmakers has assumed this means “law of the jungle” chaos, 
so much so that they see it even where it doesn’t exist (in New Orleans in 
2005, for example, where Hobbesian language confirmed expectations 
that turned out to be based on rumors and lies). What in fact takes place is 
another kind of anarchy, where the citizenry by and large organize and 
care for themselves. In the immediate aftermath of disaster, government 
fails as if it had been overthrown and civil society succeeds as though it 
has revolted: the task of government, usually described as “reestablishing 
order,” is to take back the city and the power to govern it, as well as to 
perform practical functions—restoring power, cleaning up rubble. So the 
more longterm aftermath of disaster is often in some sense a counter-
revolution, with varying degrees of success. The possibility that they have 
been overthrown or, more accurately, rendered irrelevant is a very good 
reason for elite panic.   
 
A Shock to the System 
That disasters open the way for change is nowhere more evident than in 
the earthquake that, thirteen years before the Mexico City quake, 
devastated Nicaragua’s capital and helped bring on the revolution. Not a 
large quake in objective terms, it was a shallow one directly beneath the 
city. It reduced to rubble much of the central city and killed several 
thousand. A large portion of the population lost homes and jobs. For 
decades afterward the heart of the city was a vast ruin populated by 
squatters, a negative monument to loss and politics. Dictator Anastasio 



Somoza could profit more from developing the urban edge than rebuilding 
the city center, so he attempted to remake the city for his own purposes. 
To facilitate doing so, he declared martial law and gripped anew the 
power he had been on the brink of reluctantly relinquishing after many 
decades of dictatorial rule--the Somoza dynasty had been in power since 
1930.  
 Gioconda Belli, a daughter of Nicaragua’s elite, a poet and an early 
member of the Sandinistas, the group that would overthrow the 
government after the earthquake, remembers it vividly. “As the earth 
shakes so does the sense of security,” she recalled thirty-five years later in 
Los Angeles.  “It is such a shock to the system, to the body, and to the 
sense of place, to the sense of security.  All of a sudden a lot of things that 
you took for granted cease to be for granted and you also realize what is 
important for you. What fascinated me about the earthquake was how the 
collective began to function as a whole.  Usually it’s very dispersed.  And 
all of the sudden the grief and the pain and the fear and all of that, it kicks 
in. But what I found fascinating was how people networked and there was 
no higher authority.  We were left to our own devices.  And so we all 
knew we were dependent on each other and everybody helped each 
other.” 
 After the earthquake, the dictator Somoza seized control of assets 
and industries with such rapacity that even the affluent and powerful who 
had previously tolerated him turned on him, and he alienated the Catholic 
Church as well. These wealthy Nicaraguans—Belli aside—were not the 
ones who made the revolution, but their disaffection with Somoza and 
what was called his “kleptocracy” helped open the way for it. Nor did the 
disaster inevitably result in a revolution; the revolutionaries themselves 
did the hard work of bringing it about, but the earthquake was a shift that 
helped. Other, later events mattered: the 1978 assassination of the 
moderate but independent newspaper editor Pedro Chamorro was a final 
outrage. But the shift in atmosphere came with the disaster on  the night 
before Christmas Eve of 1972, and it lasted. Belli recalls. “June or July I 
went back to Managua and there was still that sense, it was like- how 
could I explain it-- like we were going back to the city, like weren’t going 
to give the city up.  There was a lot of talk of moving the city somewhere 
else, people that swore they would never go back.  So there was a sense of 
community in the neighborhoods. There was so much of a sense of having 
survived a catastrophe that really does bond people together.  You never 
look at your neighbor the same way because after you go through 
something like that, you really land in reality in a different way.  



 “Life now is changed back, but  I think that’s also what [then] 
allowed revolution to become stronger, because, really, you had a sense of 
what was important.  And people realized that what was important was 
freedom and being able to decide your life and agency.  We had a sense of 
agency in those days that we were able to decide and to do.  Two days 
later you had this tyrant imposing a curfew, imposing martial law, all 
those kinds of things.  The sense of oppression on top of the catastrophe 
was really unbearable.  And once you had realized that your life can be 
decided by one night of the earth deciding to shake: ‘So what?  I want to 
live a good life and I want to risk my life because I can also lose my life in 
one night.’ You realize that life has to be lived well or is not worth living.  
It’s a very profound transformation that takes place during catastrophes.  
It’s like a near death experience but lived collectively.  It makes such a big 
difference.  I think that’s what brings out the best in people.  I’ve seen it 
over and over, when you cease to think about yourself only.  Something 
kicks in and you start worrying about the tribe, the collective.  That kind 
of makes life meaningful.” What’s clear from Belli’s and other accounts is 
that the experience is profoundly subjective: it cannot be measured by 
seismometers, casualty counts, buildings fallen or anything so quantifiable. 
The disaster as we usually understand it is tangible but its psychic 
consequences are both intangible and often its most important effect.  
 
Revolutionary Weather 
Less than nine months after the Mexico City quake of 1985, the nuclear 
reactor in Chernobyl, Ukraine, melted down and eventually dragged 
down an empire with it. In 2006, the man who was then head of the Soviet 
Union, Mikhail Gorbachev, reflected, “The nuclear meltdown at 
Chernobyl 20 years ago this month, even more than my launch of 
perestroika, was perhaps the real cause of the collapse of the Soviet Union 
five years later. Indeed, the Chernobyl catastrophe was an historic turning 
point: there was the era before the disaster, and there is the very different 
era that has followed.” Part of the catastrophe was due to the secrecy that 
was by then habitual to Soviet bureaucrats, which endangered millions, 
and to the overall sense of unaccountable, incompetent and callous 
governance. The forces that emboldened the civil societies of the Soviet 
satellite states in Poland, East Germany, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia to 
liberate those nations are not  directly related to Chernobyl, but they 
benefitted from a superpower that did not crush them when they rose up, 
a power that had mutated beyond recognition. Gorbachev asserts, “The 
Chernobyl disaster, more than anything else, opened the possibility of 



much greater freedom of expression, to the point that the system as we 
knew it could no longer continue. It made absolutely clear how important 
it was to continue the policy of glasnost, and I must say that I started to 
think about time in terms of pre-Chernobyl and post-Chernobyl.” 
 The relationship between disaster and revolution has seldom been 
explored, though it crops up throughout the history of revolutions. If a 
revolution is a disaster—which many who oppose them would heartily 
endorse—it is so because a disaster is also a utopia of sorts; the two social 
conditions share aspects of solidarity, uncertainty, possibility, and the 
upending of the ordinary systems governing things—the rupture of the 
rules and the opening of many doors. Naomi Klein’s The Shock Doctrine 
explores one side of the impact of disaster: the scramble for power on the 
side of the powerful, of authorities, institutions and capitalism. It is a 
scramble because multiple parties or facets of society are contending for 
power and legitimacy, and sometimes the other side—the people, civil 
society, social justice—wins. Not easily—in Nicaragua, Somoza 
strengthened his hold temporarily, but the same earthquake that gave him 
his opportunity intensified resolve and brought on the revolution. The 
destabilization of disaster is most terrifying to those who benefit most 
from that stability.    
 Historian Mark Healey writes of natural disasters, “Insurrections 
by a ‘nature’ that had seemed subdued, they unsettle, disrupt, and 
potentially overthrow apparently natural structures of social power. 
Because the existing arrangements of power are so often justified as 
‘natural,’ the unexpected reshaping of the ‘natural’ can call many of those 
arrangements into question. Such theaters of “outrage and blame” test the 
authority of states and technical elites: they can serve to challenge or undo 
that authority, but also to justify or reaffirm it.”  This declaration comes in 
his essay on the 1944 San Juan earthquake and the rise to power of Juan 
Peron. His rise began with an earthquake. The temblor that hit San Juan 
at the foothills of the Andes in on a summer evening in 1944 was the worst 
natural disaster in Argentinian history, killing ten thousand and 
destroying the housing of half the people in the province. Secretary of 
Labor Peron led the rescue and reconstruction effort and through it 
achieved the national visibity that helped launch him to the presidency.  
(Then Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover attained a similar 
prominence with his relief efforts in response to the great Misssissippi 
flood of 1927, likewise sometimes credited with bringing him to the 
presidency.)  
 In Argentina, another manmade disaster brought on a real revolution. 



On December 19, 20, and 21 of 2001, Argentinians launched an 
unprecedented uprising in response to that country’s financial crisis and 
growing political disgust.  In the election that October of 2001, citizens 
were so disgusted that nearly half did not show up or cast blank or spoiled 
ballots—putting pictures of Osama Bin Laden in the ballot envelopes was 
one popular response. Three months later, the economy collapsed, victim 
of the neoliberal policies of “free trade” that brought in a rush of cheap 
imports undermining many Argentinian companies, privatizing formerly 
public services and companies, incurring massive foreign debt, and 
pegging the peso to the dollar in ways that destabilized the currency and 
the economy. Spreading poverty and unemployment had dogged the 
country in the 1990s, and the economy finally crashed in the South 
American midsummer of 2001. All personal bank accounts were frozen, 
and the middle class found themselves nearly as penniless as the 
chronically unemployed. The president resigned, the public rose up 
chanting “que se vayan todos”—out with all of them, and within the next 
two weeks, the country went through three more presidents. On New 
Years’ Eve of 2001 the American Secretary of State tried to put through a 
call to the Argentinian president, only to be told that there wasn’t one at 
the moment.   
 An economic disaster is on the face of it not at all like a natural 
disaster. What has been wrecked is immaterial and abstract, but its 
consequences are more than tangible:  it created hardships, even 
emergencies, upends everyday life, throws people together in unexpected 
ways, changes their status, and often prompts them to take collective 
action. That first night, people everywhere were out in the streets banging 
pots and pans, and others saw them on television and went outside 
themselves to join them. One Buenos Aires inhabitant was on the phone 
with his brother when he heard over the line a racket from his brother’s 
downtown neighborhood. A moment later he heard the cacerolaza, the 
banging of pots and pans,  in his neighborhood and hung up to join it. 
“What began angrily, with people coming out on the street in a rage, 
quickly turned joyful. People smiled and mutually recognized that 
something had changed. Later came euphoria,” he told historian-
sociologist Marina Sitrin.  
 Tens of thousands took over the streets of the city and fought the 
police for their right to be in public—a few died in the struggle, and many 
were teargassed or beaten, but they did not surrender. “I also remember 
the feeling of walking back after everything was over. That feeling of 
returning with so many people, walking openly on Corrientes, a main 



avenue in Buenos Aires, with the satisfaction of having played a part; 
feeling that we were in charge of ourselves,” says that man who hung up 
the phone to head out into the street. Another recalls, “When you went 
out with the cacerola on the nineteenth, you saw your neighbors also 
cacerolando. And you said, how crazy! Because I never speak to this 
person, or we see that one in the street and only say good morning, or not, 
and here my neighbor is also banging a pot. Or, my neighborhood butcher 
is cacerolando! The neighborhood pharmacist! How strange…it was a 
reconnection with something that was lost. Many ways of being social had 
been lost.”  
 Some of those things had been lost during the years of terror from 
1976 to 1983, when those even suspected of subversion or dissent were 
tortured and disappeared; some during the frenzy to survive the economic 
pressures and privatizations that came after. As a result, people had 
withdrawn in fear from civil society, from a sense of membership in the 
body politic. The 2001 meltdown was not a disaster in the sense of 
physical destruction, but the economic and political crisis created 
something akin to disaster’s sense of community. It was a revolution in 
spirit as well as in practical things. In fifty years of bad government, 
including a few murderous military regimes, Argentinians had become 
deeply distrustful of politicians and state power, and most had abandoned 
public life. This time, they sought to withdraw from  and reduce 
government’s sphere, turning not to left-wing movements but to each 
other, relaunching a vital civil society. What they created was so new it 
required new words—horizontalidad, or horizontalism, to describe the 
nonhierarchical way many communities made decisions, protagonism to 
describe the new agency many found. The examples of Argentina in the 
earthquake of 1944 and the financial crash of 2001 demonstrate again that 
disasters are ultimately enigmas: it is not the disaster but the struggle to 
give it meaning and to take the opportunity to redirect the society that 
matters, and these are always struggles with competing interests.  
   
This Country Awakened 
One disaster utopia lasted. During the 1985 Mexico City earthquake, 
citizens discovered each other, their own strength, and the superfluity of 
what had seemed like an omnipotent and pervasive government, and they 
did not let go of what they discovered. It reshaped the nation. The real 
disaster began long before the earthquake, just as the utopia of social 
engagement and community strength lasted long after—and existed more 
vigorously than in much of the United States before as well. Utopia itself 



is rarely more than an ideal or an ephemeral pattern on which to shape the 
real possibilities before us.  Mexicans tasted it and took steps to make it a 
larger part of everyday life. 
 
The early disaster scholar Samuel Prince had written, “The word ‘crisis’ is 
of Greek origin, meaning a point of culmination and separation, an instant 
when change one way or another is impending.” Another popular 
definition cited is in Chinese, where the written word for crisis is made up 
of the ideograms for disaster and opportunity. A crisis, says one 
dictionary, is “the point in the progress of a disease when a change takes 
place which is decisive of recovery or death; also, any marked or sudden 
change of symptoms, etc.” The 1985 earthquake was a crisis in that sense, 
though the disaster was in many ways not the quake itself but the system 
that had been like a disease of sorts, to which the crisis of the quake would 
prompt a partial cure. Since 1929, Mexico had been governed by the PRI, 
the Institutional Revolutionary Party whose very  name is a contradiction. 
The PRI made Mexico a one-party country with an odd mix of free-
market and government-controlled enterprises and massive corruption at 
every level. The PRI had seemed omniscient and inevitable to most 
Mexicans, though minority parties toiled in the wilderness outside its 
massive machinery and many poor people regulated their own lives and 
barrios or villages with little or no government oversight.  
 When the earthquake hit Mexico City on September 19, 1985, 
president Miguel de la Madrid was nowhere to be seen. He toured the 
ruins but didn’t meet with the people or speak in public until late on the 
evening of the 20th, and his televised speech seemed detached and distant. 
He came to seem superfluous. Afterward, he began focusing on 
macroeconomic measures to shore up the national economy, rather than 
relief for the sufferers. The country was in the grip of economic 
“liberalization” measures guided by the International Monetary Fund and 
the World Bank. Their measures were supposed to bring economic 
development funded by huge loans, but mostly brought huge debts and 
economic austerity programs to pay for those debts. When U.S. First 
Lady Nancy Reagan showed up with a check for a million dollars, de la 
Madrid gave it back to her, asking her to credit it to the national debt 
“since during the time that it took to get the pen out and sign, the debt 
grew by $12 million because of interest.” The country was already in a 
recession augmented by a fall in oil prices and the adoption of neoliberal 
policies that would increase poverty—policies it is fair to call a disaster.  



 As the emergency subsided, citizens who had done without the 
government when it came to rescuing their families and neighbors, to 
feeding and sheltering each other, to organizing relief brigades, clean-up 
crews and more, didn’t leave behind their increased sense of power, 
connection and possibility. The quake marked the rebirth of what 
Mexicans call civil society. A skinny young man who became one of the 
moles who tunneled through the rubble to bring aid and rescue trapped 
survivors sums up something of what that experience was when he says 
that he “participated in that brigade and learned that being an anonymous 
human being can be, like, a very great satisfaction, and that you can grow 
inside, and that is better than to be recognized by the whole wide world 
pointing at you and saying, ‘You did this, you did that.’” (Nadie) In 
finding a deep connection with one another, people also found a sense of 
power, the power to do without the government, to replace its functions 
and to resist it in many ways. They began to do so, with astonishing 
results. The era of the earthquake was akin to that of the Civil Rights 
movement in the United States, when what had long been the status quo 
was found to be intolerable. When that happens, change follows.  
 
Society matters. A decade later, in another huge city far to the north, 
Chicago, an intense heat wave killed more than seven hundred people, 
twice as many as died in the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. The city 
government ignored the problem and then tried to minimize it and then 
blamed the victims. The majority of the victims were impoverished seniors 
who died in unair-conditioned or underair-conditioned homes. In his book 
Heat Wave, sociologist Eric Klinenberg looked carefully at who died and 
why. Though Latinos were nearly a quarter of Chicago’s population, they 
represented only two percent of the deaths, a number much lower than 
whites as well as African-Americans. African-Americans in one poor 
neighborhood were ten times as likely to die than Latinos in the equally 
impoverished adjoining neighborhood. Klinenberg concluded that the 
difference was in the quality of the neighborhoods themselves. The highest 
casualty figures were in a high-crime area losing population and often 
described as appearing to be “bombed out”—other African-American 
neighborhoods had much lower mortality rates. The adjoining Latino 
neighborhood with low death rates had “busy streets, heavy commercial 
activity, residential concentration…and relatively low crime.”  
 He concluded that these factors “promote social contact, collective 
life, and public engagement in general and provide particular benefits for 
the elderly, who are more likely to leave home when they are drawn out 



by nearby amenities.” Those who left their overheated homes for open 
space or air-conditioned shops, diners or fast food restaurants or even help 
from neighbors were more likely to survive. That is, heat was only one 
factor in who died. Fear and isolation were others that kept people in their 
homes even when their homes were unbearable. This too was a far from 
natural disaster. People lived or died because of the level of social 
amenities and social space in their neighborhoods—by whether or not the 
neighborhood itself was also home.   “Residents of the most impoverished, 
abandoned, and dangerous places in Chicago died alone because they 
lived in social environments that discouraged departures from the safe 
houses where they had burrowed, and created obstacles to 
social protection that are absent from more tranquil and prosperous 
areas.”  
  In 2003, the avoidable tragedy of the Chicago heatwave was 
repeated on a vastly larger scale. A spell of broiling weather killed 35,000 
people across Europe. In France, where 15,000 elderly people died, the 
deaths were blamed on the isolation of many of the  victims, on a society 
that shuts down regularly in August, so that doctors and family 
members—and the minister of health—were on vacation as the crisis 
unfolded, and blamed on society itself. Another kind of disaster comes 
entirely of this social failure: the famines that have killed so many millions. 
From the Great Potato Famine in Ireland in the 1840s to many South 
Asian and African famines of recent decades, the problem has not been 
absolute scarcity but distribution: there was enough food for all, but social 
structures kept it out of reach of some. And so they died and die of 
divisiveness and lack of empathy and altruism (though others were kept 
alive by such forces, often reaching out from great distances). If a disaster 
intensifies the conditions of everyday life, then the pleasures of everyday 
affection and connection become a safety net or survival equipment when 
things fall apart. In Mexico City, those social ties led first to the rescue, 
feeding and sheltering of the damnificados, then to the organizations to 
defend homes and jobs, but ultimately to a stronger civil society reborn 
from the earthquake. 
 
Who are you? Who are we? The history of disaster demonstrates that 
most of us are social animals, hungry for connection, as well as for 
purpose and meaning. It also suggests that if this is who we are, then 
everyday life in most places is a disaster  that disruptions sometimes give 
us a chance to change. They are a crack in the walls that ordinarily hem us 
in, and what floods in can be enormously destructive—or creative. 



Hierarchies and institutions are inadequate to these circumstances; they 
are often what fails in such crises. Civil society is what succeeds, not only 
in an emotional demonstration of altruism and mutual aid, but in a 
practical mustering of creativity and resources to meet the challenges. 
Only this dispersed force of countless people making countless decisions is 
adequate to a major crisis. One reason that disasters are threatening to 
elites is that power devolves to the people on the ground in many ways: it 
is the neighbors who are the first responders and  who assemble the 
impromptu kitchens and networks to rebuild. And it demonstrates the 
viability of a dispersed, decentralized system of decisionmaking. Citizens 
themselves in these moments constitute the government—the 
decisionmaking, acting body--as democracy has always promised and 
rarely delivered. Thus disasters often unfold as though a revolution has 
already taken place and in them the people have won a power that is 
often—but not always or entirely —taken back by those who had it 
before.   
 Two things matter most about these ephemeral moments. First, they 
demonstrate what is possible or perhaps more accurately, latent: the 
resilience and generosity of those around us, and their ability to improvise 
another kind of society. Second,  they demonstrate how deeply most of us 
desire connection, participation, altruism, and purposefulness. The joy in 
disaster comes, when it comes, from that purposefulness, the immersion in 
service and survival, and from an affection that is not private and personal 
but civic, the love of strangers for each other, of a citizen for his or her 
city, of belonging to a greater whole, of doing the work that matters.  
 
Disaster may offer us a glimpse of a better world, but the challenge is to 
make something of it, before or beyond disaster: to recognize  and realize 
these desires and these possibilities in ordinary times. If there are ordinary 
times ahead. We are entering an era where sudden and slow disaster will 
become far more powerful and far more common. Knowing what does and 
doesn’t happen in disaster is cricial to surviving them and building on the 
rubble they create.  
 
The dominant system around us is built on fear of each other and of 
scarcity, and it has created more scarcity and more to be afraid of. It is  
mitigated every day by altruism, mutual aid, and solidarity, by the acts of 
individuals and organizations who are motivated by hope and by love 
rather than fear. They are akin to a shadow government—another system 
ready to do more were they voted into power. Disaster votes them in, in a 



sense, because in an emergency these skills and ties work while the fear 
and divisiveness do not. Disaster reveals what else the world could be 
like—reveals the strength of that hope, that generosity, and that solidarity. 
It reveals mutual aid as a default operating principle and civil society as 
something waiting in the wings when it’s absent from the stage.  
 
 A world could be built on that basis, and to do so would  redress the 
long divides that produce everyday pain, poverty and loneliness and in 
times of crisis homicidal fear and opportunism. This is the only paradise 
that is possible, and it will never exist whole, stable and complete. It is 
always coming into being in response to trouble and suffering; making 
paradise is the work that we are meant to do. The paradises built in hell 
are improvisational, we make them up as we go along, and in so doing 
they call on all our strength and creativity. 
 
  


