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‘Commendable. Firth complicates the important concept of mutual aid, examining the
danger of neoliberal recuperation while emphasising the subversive possibilities at its
heart. She also brings to bear pithy critiques of both the liberal, mainstream practice
around “natural disasters” and the ultimately demobilising, snarky-but-useless leftist
takes that whether myopically or cynically conflate or confuse revolutionary practices
of decentralisation and self-organisation with neoliberal practices of austerity and
atomisation. The result is a book that prepares us to think about and react to the kinds
of system failures, collapses, and other disasters that will become increasingly more
common over the next decades’
—Peter Gelderloos, activist and author of The Solutions Are Already Here:
Strategies for Ecological Revolution From Below

‘Supremely accomplished. Disaster Anarchy is a major step forward in the theory
of anarchist practice and deserves our urgent attention as the collapse of capitalism

unfolds’
—Uri Gordon, author of Anarchy Alive!

‘Disaster Anarchy is a clear, timely and rigorous account of anarchist responses to

catastrophes. It avoids romanticisation, as Rhiannon Firth incisively unpicks state/

corporate strategies of co-option. Nevertheless, Rhiannon’s research also provides an
inspiring record of achievement by mutual aid radicals’

—Benjamin Franks, Senior Lecturer in Social and Political Philosophy,

University of Glasgow

“This book disrupts disaster studies using an anarchist epistemology to question widely-
held assumptions about the state, businesses and social capital in recovery. Drawing on
a range of critical theories and empirical data, Firth finds anarchist practices underlie
everyday actions in “fast” and “slow” disasters. Anarchism is often absent as a political
and prefigurative theory in crisis and disaster. This ground-breaking book shows how
imagination, radical pedagogy, and social movements are living components of disaster
anarchy’

—John Preston, Professor of Sociology, University of Essex

‘Unpacking the beautiful possibilities of mutual aid, Firth reveals a glimmer of hope in

this era of darkness and dismay. Anarchy is affirmed as the dawn light of our collective

capacity to transform disaster into grace as we create a new day beyond the failings of
capitalism and the state’

—Simon Springer, Professor of Human Geography,

University of Newcastle, Australia

‘Disaster Anarchy makes an exceptional contribution to the existing literature. Highly
original and beautifully written, it is a must read for any activist or scholar interested
in exploring utopian alternatives to the status quo, and creating a new society in the
shell of the old.

—Richard J. White, Reader in Human Geography, Sheffield Hallam University

‘Firth bridges the theories and methodologies in the continuing development of
anarchist and liberatory frameworks of decentralised disaster responses, first articu-
lated after Hurricane Katrina in 2005. They demonstrate through personal histories
and analysis deeper paths forward in anarchist processes and practices that allow our
liberatory imaginations to resist the collapse while creating viable alternatives without
state coercion or interference’
—scott crow, author of Black Flags and Windmills: Hope,
Anarchy and the Common Ground Collective
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Introduction

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT:
TWO VERY DIFFERENT DISASTERS

In late October 2012, almost a year after the eviction of the Occupy Wall
Street (OWS) encampment at Zuccotti Park, Hurricane Sandy hit New
York, with first landfall near Brigantine, New Jersey, with winds of 8o mph.
At the time, Sandy was the second costliest storm in US history, costing
around US $73.5 billion, second only to Hurricane Katrina. The human
cost was significant: more than 600,000 homes were lost or damaged across
New York City and New Jersey, and the storm was directly or indirectly
responsible for at least 159 deaths.! In the context of this disaster, a new
social movement emerged called Occupy Sandy (OS), which mobilised
the latent skills, networks and activists of OWS into an effective relief
effort, with volunteers distributing food and blankets, repairing commu-
nications, removing and remediating mould, and restoring properties.
The movement was widely recognised as providing more effective relief
than the official effort.* Even within mainstream paradigms, OS has been
interpreted as ‘outperforming’ established relief organisations including
the USA Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs) such as the Red Cross.> There was
widespread public anger with these two agencies in particular for their
failures.* Indeed, official estimates are that OS recruited around 60,000
volunteers, at least four times more than those deployed by the American
Red Cross.” The group also mobilised supporters to donate funds, raising
more than US $1.36 million in cash,® and rallied people from all around
the world to donate goods such as blankets, torches, hygiene products
and tools using the gift registry system on Amazon.com, a facility usually
used for wedding lists. This innovative use of the platform allowed sym-
pathetic members of the public all over the world to order goods to be
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DISASTER ANARCHY

dispatched to one of OS’s distribution hubs using the third-party website’s
one-click system.”

OS was neither the first nor last movement organised on anarchist-
inspired principles to mobilise disaster relief. After Hurricane Katrina,
which affected New Orleans and surrounding areas in 2005, a decen-
tralised network of volunteers and non-profit organisations emerged
to organise relief for the residents, with key organisers including local
community organiser Malik Rahim, a former Black Panther, and scott
crow, an anarchist organiser.® The state response to Hurricane Katrina
actively discouraged social movement and unofficial relief efforts and
criminalised local responses, at times reacting with extreme violence.
Just one year before Hurricane Sandy, Occupy activists had experi-
enced the state response to OWS as similarly hostile and repressive,
relying on militaristic social control, yet the response to OS appeared far
more accommodating. Indeed, the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) published a document commending activists for their work. In
my previous work, I have always been interested in thinking through the
conditions for creating anarchist utopias and maintaining radical sub-
jectivity, so my primary interest was charting the process by which an
anti-capitalist movement geared towards occupying public space became
a movement lauded by the state for their relief work with poor commu-
nities.” However, the DHS document led me to consider more complex
issues, particularly the relationship between anarchist visions of mutual
aid as anti-capitalist, and liberal/conservative visions of ‘resilience’ and
‘social capital’ as supplementary elements in the statist/capitalist order.

As I was nearing the completion of this book, a very different kind
of disaster struck. Coronavirus disease 2019 (Covid-19) is a contagious
disease first identified in Wuhan, which caused a global pandemic,
spreading rapidly to almost every country in the globe by early 2020.
Covid-19 is a very different kind of disaster from a hurricane, although its
effects in accentuating crises of capitalism and exacerbating government
authoritarianism have been similar. The virus is believed to be trans-
mitted through airborne particles, and affects primarily the lungs, and
sometimes the heart, kidneys and other organs. Much is still unknown
about the range of symptoms and longer-term effects of the disease.
As of April 2021, Covid-19 is implicated in 3.2 million deaths, though
the real figure could be higher or lower due to differences in recording
practices.'® Worldwide, government responses have included a range of

2



INTRODUCTION

‘public health’ measures intended to stop healthcare systems from being
overwhelmed, including enforcement of ‘social distancing, face masks,
curfews, and lockdown measures such as closing businesses and telling
people to stay at home, emerging only for ‘essential’ activity — which tends
to mean ‘essential’ to capitalism: work, schooling, and shopping are pri-
oritised over socialising, protest and attending funerals. The meaning
of lockdown’ varied by country and region: in some countries all going
out was banned, enforced by the army; in others all measures were
voluntary or only business closures were used. Although earlier advice
counter-indicated lockdowns, the analyses rapidly shifted following the
apparent (though questionable) success of similar measures in Wuhan,
China. Initially intended to contain Covid-19 to particular areas (in the
manner of traditional quarantines), lockdowns were later re-legitimised
as attempts to slow the spread of the disease to prevent health systems
(which have been decimated by neoliberalism) from being overwhelmed.
There have also been campaigns to encourage personal hygiene such as
hand-washing, workplace controls, and the promotion of use of Personal
Protective Equipment (PPE), emphasising personal responsibility over
the provision of social goods. An enormous mutual aid effort arose in
the United Kingdom (UK) with the aim of providing aid to vulnerable
people and those whose lives were affected by the virus — which includes
everyone, but unequally. Where the government response to Occupy
Sandy had been retrospectively accommodating, the UK government
appeared to encourage and indeed expect mutual aid in advance, as part of
its own contingency measures — with media signalling beseeching people
to seek support within their communities. The pandemic brought to the
fore a middle-class enthusiasm for surveillance and behaviour-shaming,
and the irony of ‘mutual aid’ - an anarchist concept - being mobilised in
support of the neoliberal state.

This book constitutes an attempt to document the achievements
of Occupy Sandy and Covid-19 Mutual Aid, to think through the
conditions that led to the state responses, and to offer a knowledge base
and recommendations for anarchist praxis in terms of staying radical and
avoiding recuperation. The concept of recuperation, used synonymously
with co-optation, is very important to this book. Whereas repression
(another important concept) refers to the action of subduing someone
or something by force, recuperation means subsuming outsiders into the
elite/mainstream in order to manage opposition and maintain stability.
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Co-optation can either be by capitalism (in which case it is commodi-
fication) or by one of capitalism’s states.'* The concept of recuperation
has its roots in Situationism, where it is the reverse process to détour-
nement (subversion, redirection, turning-aside). While Situationists
sought to détourne or turn-aside social processes from their functions/
utility within the dominant system, dominant actors sought to recapture
these flows, turning their direction back towards some kind of systemic
functionality and utility. The transformation of social movements into
NGOs or political parties, of subcultures and countercultures into
sources of commodified value, or of subversive discourses into legitima-
tions of capitalism are examples of recuperation. The tension to détourne
or recuperate is constantly present in the case studies, with recupera-
tion taking various forms such as NGO-isation, subordination within
state-led responses, and commodification as a ‘brand. Crucially, recuper-
ation is neither an inevitable process nor proof a campaign or a concept
is always-already non-radical. Rather, there is a dialectical or antagonistic
process of contestation between people seeking to recuperate and those
seeking to keep something radical (or conversely, between those seeking
to détourne and those seeking to keep something systemic).

In a broader context, disasters are becoming more frequent due to
the crisis of social and ecological reproduction in capitalism. Climate
change, due to systemically promoted fossil fuel consumption and mass
production, means the frequency and intensity of extreme weather events
is increasing. Neoliberalism has also increased international travel and
the interconnectedness of regions, meaning localised disasters reverber-
ate globally, and also that infectious diseases spread rapidly. At the same
time, earlier protective measures such as well-prepared health services,
have been corroded. Neoliberal austerity and the decline of the oil
economy, industrial civilisation and associated structures of governance
mean we can no longer rely on our governments to save us from catastro-
phe (if we ever could anyway). Although a big enough disaster (in disaster
studies terms, a ‘catastrophe’) might be enough to wipe out capitalism,
modernity, or even human life, capitalism has found ways to normalise
and profit from smaller-scale disasters. There is profit to be made from all
aspects of disaster, from private security and construction firms to big data
and technology companies. Disaster capitalism alongside the upheavals
wrought by disaster and displacement of those who cannot afford to
insure their livelihoods means that crises vastly accentuate inequality.
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Billionaires, increasingly scared of the conditions they have helped to
create, hide away in bunkers.** They also set up charities, making political
choices as to who constitutes the ‘deserving poor), turning aid into a com-
petitive and consumerist enterprise. People who are already marginalised
and barely surviving the ‘everyday disasters’ of normal capitalism (such
as precarity, austerity and criminalisation) are usually the worst affected
when disaster strikes.

Decentralised, anarchist-inspired mutual aid disaster relief efforts
have arisen after nearly every major natural disaster in the United States
since Katrina. These have included the Direct Action Bike Squad, which
organised a bike team to Puerto Rico to deliver supplies to the moun-
tainous regions after Hurricane Maria in 2017."* Several anarchist and
autonomous groups arose in response to Hurricanes Florence and
Michael in 2018, and in the same year several self-organised neigh-
bourhood groups emerged and organised relief alongside leftist groups
including Food Not Bombs and the Houston Anarchist Black Cross after
Hurricane Harvey.”” In late 2017, activists involved in some of these
groups set up the grassroots direct-action network Mutual Aid Disaster
Relief (MADR), with a stable online presence, which provides training
materials and workshops for activists and communities throughout the
US on organising disaster relief based on anarchist ethics and organising
principles.’® Anarchist-inspired, autonomous and non-hierarchical
movements have also mobilised disaster relief efforts in other countries,
for example the self-managed autonomous brigades in Mexico after the
2017 earthquakes,'” a grassroots village solidarity network in Indonesia
after the 2004 tsunamis,'® anarchist responses to Typhoon Yolanda in
the Philippines in 2013," and self-management and direct action against
the militarisation of disaster zones after earthquakes in Italy in 2012
and 2009.*° Mutual aid as a mass movement is new to the UK, but its
nationwide visibility in the wake of Covid-19 was unparalleled.

The focus in the current book is on movements in the United States
(US), and the UK, since they are two highly developed industrialised
nations which also have well-established anarchist movements which
draw on similar discourse, so the similarities and historical develop-
ments, particularly in terms of the recuperation of mutual aid into a
neoliberal framework, are starkly visible. However, the argument in the
book claims wider relevance, and it is important to acknowledge that
anarchism is an international movement that does not recognise the
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authority of the nation state and places emphasis on local action tied
to global critique. Therefore, it does not always make sense to bound
‘case studies’ by national borders, as one might in comparative political
analysis, so the book also occasionally draws on examples from further
afield. The national policy contexts in which the movements operate play
an important role in shaping the possibilities and limits of action, but it
is not a focus, since the book starts from a social movement perspective.
The case studies are distinctly place-based around New York and London.
A qualification is needed regarding generalisability: the global South is
both disproportionately affected by disasters and has its own non- and
anti-state movements which are significantly different from those of the
North. This is a blind spot in the present book.

Since Sandy we have seen a growing trend for the state to rely on spon-
taneous community responses to compensate for its own incapacity
and indifference; to covertly surveil and use policies to de-politicise
movements rather than outwardly repress them; and to manipulate media
to produce social effects that encourage citizens to surveil and police one
another. In the UK, this is associated with the behavioural psychology
of the ‘nudge unit’ set up by David Cameron’s coalition government in
2010.”* Rather than overt oppression, states increasingly move towards
reliance on covert incentives, surveillance, mobilising fear and suspicion,
moral panics, emphasis on individual responsibility, ideological co-opta-
tion and de-radicalisation, and other forms of social control. This often
follows a counterinsurgency model, in which attempts are made to
isolate the radical elements of a movement or community, which are
then exposed to repression, by recuperating or demobilising participants.
There is a depressing story in these pages of the increasingly cynical use of
policy and rhetoric by government agencies that valorise the grassroots,
only to turn them into a form of ‘social capital’ that is unthreatening and
indeed helpful to capitalism and its states.

This book argues that anarchist relief efforts offer more than simply
an effective practical form of relief that can be recuperated back
into neoliberal policy. Rather, they operate as an ontological break,
prefigurative utopias, autonomous expressions of agency and solidarity,
and as mechanisms of consciousness-raising and pedagogy against the
inequalities that lie at the heart of the ongoing disaster of capitalism.
Mutual aid is a highly politicised, prefigurative phenomenon which
links non-hierarchical organisation to structural critiques of disaster
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INTRODUCTION

capitalism, climate change and disease, which tend to impact unequally
on the most oppressed groups in society. The main aim of this book is
to theorise the specificity of anarchist approaches to understanding and
mobilising around disasters.

CONCEPTUALISING DISASTERS:
FROM ECOLOGICAL CATASTROPHE TO PANDEMIC

Definitions of disaster vary, and this will be explored in more detail in
Chapter 2. In mainstream consciousness, disasters constitute a serious
and devastating rupture in the normal running of a society. They are
associated with human and economic losses and with the need to repair
the damage and reinstitute order. Traditionally, disaster relief was seen
as apolitical, and a humanitarian matter. In the 1970s, disaster literature
began to divide into two camps: behaviourist and structuralist. The
behavioural approach views disasters as events caused by ‘physical
hazard agents such as hurricanes or tornadoes,” and the purpose of
disaster research is to understand how society does, and should, respond
to these. In contrast, structural perspectives seek to understand disasters
not as isolated, episodic events but as part of enduring social patterns.*
The former approach views disasters as largely apolitical and best dealt
with through technical measures, whereas the latter views disasters as
intensely political and necessitating analysis of social factors that render
some people more vulnerable to the effects of disasters than others.
These different epistemic approaches to defining disasters inflect the
contemporary mainstream politics and practice of disaster management,
which is usually considered to be divided into a series of phases:
prevention, preparedness, response and recovery. Prevention refers
to measures taken to reduce the likeliness of disasters occurring and
the severity of their effects when they do occur, including measures to
reduce the structural vulnerability of certain groups as well as increase
the resilience of communities. Preparedness refers to the understanding
and awareness of possible disasters within a community, and educative
and other measures undertaken to ensure coordinated action. Response
refers to actions taken in immediate anticipation, during, and directly
after a disaster. Recovery refers to the process of restoration, redevelop-
ment and improvement of services and infrastructure after an event. The
shared assumptions in the mainstream paradigm lead to a politics that
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does not question the need for a state to provide a degree of redistribution
of wealth and risk to reduce vulnerability, at the same time as individuals
and communities are encouraged to absorb shocks and assume respon-
sibility for losses as private citizens. While the approach gives some
attention to structural causes of disaster, it remains a liberal approach that
assumes the ongoing existence of unequal capitalism and a state whose
primary function is to reinstate its normal functioning in times of crisis.

Some more critical contemporary approaches to disasters and
resilience, including left-liberal, feminist and some Marxist-inspired
approaches, place a heavier emphasis on the need to understand disasters
not as episodic events but constitutive of the longue durée of capitalism,
colonialism and ecological destruction. While these approaches, which
we'll look at in more detail in Chapter 3, are useful for critique, and while
they valorise resistance over resilience, they broadly concentrate on how
the system reproduces itself even through those who resist it. They often
conflate decentralising tendencies with capitalist deterritorialisation, and
concepts such as self-organisation, complexity, autonomy and horizon-
tality are seen as always-already complicit in capitalism, or at least the
concepts themselves are seen to embody authoritarian tendencies as well
as liberating ones. The problem with these approaches is that they leave
no space for agency, expressions of autonomous desire and solidarity, or
the prefiguring of non-capitalist lifeworlds. They are ultimately struc-
turalist theories, in which every person or action is complicit in the
reproduction of oppression, which the anarchist perspectives portrayed
in Chapter 4 onwards dispute. It is argued that it is one thing to say that
capitalism and its states seek to capitalise on all social relations, and even
that it is possible and likely that decentralising tendencies can/will be
recuperated in capitalism (which by definition refers to a system with
a tendency to mobilise all social forces it can capture in the interests of
creating profit for capitalists). It is another thing to conflate decentralis-
ing tendencies with capitalist exploitation per se — which ignores the fact
that anti-authoritarian theories and resistance existed before neoliberal
capitalism, and indeed before capitalism itself.

Previously, disaster studies scholars have tended not to include
epidemics within their definition of disasters, because like other ‘chronic,
diffuse and long-term situations’ such as famines and droughts, they tend
to be associated with the ‘“Third World” and so are often lumped together
with development studies and humanitarian work. They are seen to ‘lack
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the suddenness’ of traditional disaster work, and the agents involved are
‘complex and diffuse’** Covid-19 is therefore a very different kind of
disaster from those usually considered within disaster studies, let alone
within the much smaller field where academic anarchism and disasters
intersect. Nevertheless, it felt important to include it in this book, which
takes a radical perspective on disasters as events which accentuate, rather
than cause, the crises of capitalism. The response to Covid-19, and to
Ebola previously, seems to borrow from the disaster playbook, suggesting
the securitisation of pandemics moves them closer to the ‘disaster’
category. Furthermore, from an anti-capitalist social movement per-
spective, climate-related disasters like hurricanes should also be seen
as ‘complex and diffuse] as the wholesale systemic change required to
tackle each is similar. Anarchists understand disasters very differently
from the mainstream approach, and this difference in understanding is
simultaneously philosophical and practical. While statists, capitalists and
neoliberals understand disasters as moments of exception and as episodic
events that represent a rupture, anarchists understand disasters to be con-
stitutive of the contemporary world system. Disasters are not merely a
break in the normal running of things; rather, capitalism is an ongoing
disaster. Anarchists promote degrowth and systemic change through
creating small-scale, situated, prefigurative alternatives.

WHY WE NEED DISASTER ANARCHISM

Anarchism is many things. It is a diverse social and political theory
and practice of anti-authoritarianism with a long and global history -
sometimes traced back to ancient China and Greece® or to indigenous
societies.” It is an ongoing social movement of decentralised networks
and collectives around the world organising direct actions and longer-
term projects, such as protests, camps, occupations, blockades, squats,
social centres, intentional communities, zines, and cooperatives.
Anarchism often encompasses a belief that humans are, by nature, able
to cooperate without the need for external authority,”” although some
anarchists argue that anarchism as an ethical practice does not require
such faith in human nature.*® Whether anarchism entails a ‘positive’ view
of human nature is controversial within the movement; some anarchists
are constructivists, who see social arrangements or ecological conditions
as central to possibilities, some are materialists in the Marxist mode,
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some are pessimists who distrust anyone holding too much power, and
some are transpersonalists, questioning the importance of inherent
individual traits. Uri Gordon argues for a definition of anarchism as a
‘political culture’ that infuses social movements and theory. He argues
this culture involves a repertoire of direct action based on building
grassroots alternatives, community outreach, and confrontation (as
opposed to appealing to external authorities through the ballot box or
other means). It also engages in particular forms of organising: decen-
tralised, horizontal and consensus-seeking; and cultural expression in
areas including art, music, dress and diet; and a shared political language
around resistance to capitalism, the state, patriarchy, hierarchy and
domination.” It is often possible to recognise anarchist movements from
their distinct symbolism and culture, which involves a strong preference
for ‘horizontal, do-it-yourself (DIY) ways of engaging in social activities
(including politics), often on a small-group basis. In many countries,
anarchism is synonymous with insurrectionary and/or anarcho-com-
munist currents, but there is also a wide range of variants including
mutualist/cooperative, evolutionary, pacifist/non-violent, ecological/
anti-civilisation, feminist, hacker, etc. In the UK and US, these variants
would be included under the anarchist label, and there is also no clear
distinction between anarchists, autonomists and libertarian Marxists,
although there are recurring antagonisms with Marxist organisations.
Anarcho-capitalist and national anarchist tendencies are not usually
treated as part of the anarchist scene as they are pro-capitalist and
pro-state/nation respectively.

There is a need to distinguish between anarchy and anarchism. The
former is a descriptive term that refers to a non-hierarchical condition
of life and organisation of practices without intrusions from hierarchical
governance. The latter refers to a conscious political and ethical theory that
has the cultivation and expansion of anarchy as its goal. The distinction
is important in the context of the book, because many communities
organise for disasters in ways which might be considered congruent with
anarchy, without being motivated by anarchist philosophy. Furthermore,
while many movement activists are inspired by anarchism, and some self-
define as anarchists, many do not. Mark Bray found 72 per cent of Occupy
Wall Street organisers were either anarchist or anarchist-inspired,*
but the figures are not available for Occupy Sandy.?' Horizontalist
movements that do not take a left-unity or Marxist approach, such as
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those covered in this book, tend not to self-define or follow a single
ideology as they value diversity and hybridity and eschew identity — so
to require that all movement participants ‘identify’ as an anarchist or
‘call themselves’ an anarchist would be unnecessarily restrictive. It would
be impossible to talk about such movements if one aimed to represent
them as a coherent ideological entity, and their anarchism resides in their
practices and culture (non-hierarchy, prefiguration, etc.) rather than a
monolithic theoretical vision. Movements will very commonly involve
people identifying with a number of different varieties of anarchism,
others loosely oriented to anarchism and still others attracted to DIY
politics without specifically anarchist commitments. The book argues for
the importance of building on anarchist political consciousness within
disaster relief efforts, yet without colonising others” beliefs or imposing
external values. This is a task that is already being undertaken by many
social movements: an incomplete and not unproblematic task, and a
discussion to which this book aims to contribute. Anarchism takes an
holistic approach to mutual aid and seeks dis-alienation and commoning.
Anarchist theory and its approach to understanding disasters is covered
in more detail in Chapter 4.

POWER, CAPITALISM AND THE STATE

The key antagonists of anarchists are capitalism and the state, but this
oppositional approach is supplemented by a critique of the ways in which
people have a tendency to re-enact and internalise these structures of
domination: authoritarianism can also operate through internal/psy-
chological repression, or in-group repression, or social repression.
Some anarchists (particularly anarcho-communists) adopt models of
capitalism similar to Marxism, others are influenced by poststructural-
ist, decolonial, queer and feminist analyses of everyday oppressions, and
still others adopt distinct views specific to the anarchist space, such as
Stirnernian egoism®* (all categories/identities can become forms of inter-
nalised oppression) and anti-civilisation (in which the role of capitalism
in Marxist theory is replaced by the concept of civilisation, considered
to have existed for thousands of years, and to correspond to domination
over nature). Many will pick-and-mix aspects of different accounts, and
there are often disagreements about issues at the intersection of different
anarchisms (for example, pro- and anti-technology). In practice, these
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function similarly to other individual differences in the anarchist space:
cooperative work requires mutual consent which may not entail ideo-
logical agreement, and people either opt in/out of projects based on
their affinities or adopt particular roles congruent with their personal
commitments.

Capitalism refers to an economic and political system based on the
private ownership of the means of production, which are controlled by
capitalists for their own profit. This means that people who do not own
the means of production are usually forced to sell their labour in order
to survive, which anarchists and Marxists alike view as exploitative.
Anarchists tend to be less fatalistic than Marxists about the possibility
of escaping this structure ‘before the revolution’; a great many anarchist
projects are designed around the seizure or DIY production of resources
with a view to liberating time and space from the market in the here-
and-now. Capitalism is also the basis of extractivism — the process of
extracting natural resources to sell on the global market. Capitalism is
arguably the basis of complex hierarchies like colonialism, patriarchy,
racism, ableism, and ecocide, since the profit motive encourages people
to objectify one another and nature. Anarchist alternatives to capitalist
ownership often focus on ideas of the commons. Communal ownership is
closely linked to strong community ties and collective decision making.
This means that people who are affected by a particular decision are more
likely to have intimate knowledge of their local ecosystem and also to
be more personally invested in the decisions that are made. Commoning
processes tend to involve localisation of both power and resources, and
are associated with degrowth and smaller-scale socio-technical projects
and frameworks.

The state refers to a collection of institutions, with sometimes
seemingly different and contradictory interests, that combine to create
and enforce laws on a given territory. In order to enforce laws, the state
holds a monopoly on the legitimate use of violence. Anarchists reject
the state on a number of grounds, often because it is coercive, violent,
elitist, harmfully abstract and simplifying, and/or is associated with
forces contrary to life. Most radicals agree that the state uses the law to
protect the private property of capitalists and to justify and ensure the
smooth running of the capitalist economy. Beyond this, anarchists and
Marxists tend to disagree on the nature of the state: Marxists believe
that revolution can occur by means of the state, or at least that the state
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can be mobilised as a terrain of struggle and a subordinate effect of class
relations. Anarchists argue that there is something fundamental about
the nature of the state that means it always tends towards alienation
and objectification. They argue that when you concentrate power in the
hands of people who are disconnected from the communities who will
be affected by their decisions, the result will be larger-scale socio-techni-
cal projects which produce a more fragile system prone to crises. This is
associated with the need to increase controls on movement of people and
goods, which ultimately leads to inequality, exclusion, authoritarianism,
and indeed capitalism, no matter who is in charge. For Kropotkin, for
example, the state embodies the ‘political principle’ of top-down dyadic
vertical control, and thus tends to decompose social relations; for Stirner,
it attempts to reduce people’s complexity to a single dominant identity
or spook (the citizen) which overrides other identities and desires; for
Bakunin, the bureaucracy and verticalism of the state ensures it will be
the property of an elite.**

Anarchists are therefore happier with forms of action associated with
small-group actions, self-management, and subcultural isolation than
Marxists, who exhibit a stronger tendency towards human mass collec-
tivism. In practice there is some overlap, particularly evident in Chapter
6, where we see Covid-19 Mutual Aid Groups becoming a terrain of
struggle with the state. This overlap happens partly due to common
anti-capitalism and partly because Marxists are also often reluctant to
work with the existing state. Anarchists believe that any kind of state, even
when composed of conflicting interests or captured by ostensibly pro-
gressive forces, will express a particular logic, which seeks to subsume
autonomous action into a framework that is legible to the state, in order
that the state can mediate and control that action (which deprives it of its
autonomy). One of the original contributions of this book is to show how
the nature of the state has shifted from a massified Fordist structure to a
more decentralised post-Fordist model with cybernetic components, and
that anarchists and other radicals need to find new ways to resist this. The
anarchist critique of centralised power does not mean that decentralised
power is benign if it is unequal. In this book, I argue that states no longer
rely only on outright repression and social control, they also rely on new
forms of biopower and surveillance.

In the context of Covid-19, this has been accompanied by a disap-
pointing tendency on the left towards authoritarianism, such as calls

13



DISASTER ANARCHY

for even tighter lockdowns backed up by more severe penalties, or for
universally enforced mask-wearing and vaccinations. Public health has
been almost completely conflated with morality with calls for greater
‘controls; behaviour-shaming and little acknowledgement of the fact that
not everyone has access to the goods being moralised (e.g. a safe home
to stay in, educated understanding of vaccinations). This moralising
discourse perpetuates classed and other oppression under the guise of
virtue.** It also sidelines both the Marxist-inspired ‘health as human
right’ approach and the eco-anarchist DIY approach. There has been a
tendency on social media and the public sphere to deride attempts to
imagine a stateless society as ‘wrong’ and ‘dangerous, which shuts down
many important conversations and thoughtful contributions about com-
munity-based decision making around health. Similarly, public discourse
on the left around solutions to climate change have centred on large-
scale techno-social interventions like carbon offsetting, carbon capture,
electric cars and solar farming in a continuous growth paradigm under
discourses such as a Green New Deal and Fully Automated Luxury
Communism. This ignores potential rebound effects like over-exploita-
tion of other resources, and the continued subordination of people and
nature to the profit motive. This is accompanied by an abject refusal to
countenance solutions that counter or reverse capitalist growth, such as
local food growing, permaculture and forming local cooperatives, which
are often derided as hopelessly utopian.*

There is a real danger of radical movements being co-opted into
neoliberal discourses of resilience, and into NGO-ised funding structures,
and even into authoritarian and exclusionary moralistic discourses of the
middle classes. I tend to use the words ‘anarchism’ and ‘anti-authoritari-
anism’ interchangeably. Anarchism is not only against external authority,
but also against vanguardist forms of knowledge. The purpose of this book
is to contribute to a rigorous discourse of resistance while considering the
possibility for tactical gains to be made by selectively and consciously
adopting particular discourses or accepting resources. Anarchism offers
a reversal of perspective, starting from the importance of bottom-up
flows of life and activity, not from the standpoint of power. Where other
political philosophies begin from the assumption of the necessity of the
state, anarchism begins by assuming the possibility of a stateless society,
and attempting to imagine and enact what that might look like.
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METHODS

Anarchism is not only a political theory, culture and practice, it is also
a methodology and a method that turns traditional political thought
on its head, opening new possibilities for critique and political practice.
Whereas the bulk of the tradition of political thought has sought to justify
the legitimacy and limits of the political state, anarchists ask: What if the
state is not necessary at all, in fact, what if it is harmful? How might this
change the way we understand and act in the world? It offers a reversal of
perspective whereby people are not simply cogs in a capitalist machine,
with neoliberalism or cybernetic control as the ‘end of history’ or the least-
worst option for people who are naturally rational resource-optimisers or
nodes in a computer-like network. Rather, structures of domination are
undesirable outgrowths that alienate humans from each other and from
nature, and which perpetuate crises. The bottom-up force of life is pitted
against top-down forces which seek either to repress or recuperate it. It isa
core argument of the book that anarchist beliefs and ideals are actually (if
partially) realised in social movements. This is a controversial claim, and
not only the mainstream perspective, but also many forms of radicalism
would deny the possibility of autonomous forms of cooperation without
external authority. For example, many forms of Marxism would argue
that all social relations are always-already co-opted in ‘capitalist realism’*®

While the framework is broadly theoretical, it also draws on fieldwork
and interviews. The first set of interviews was undertaken in New York
from 26 October 2015 to 1 November 2015. My visit coincided with
the third anniversary of Hurricane Sandy, a time when activists were
involved in commemorative gatherings and events. I undertook in-depth
interviews with seven activists, five of whom were involved in Occupy
Sandy New York, one of whom was active in Occupy Sandy New Jersey,
and one of whom was very active in Occupy Wall Street, and was affected
by the disaster, but did not mobilise during Sandy. Interviewees were
accessed by sending an initial email to the press department of the OS
website,*” and a contact kindly offered to send my email to the OS mailing
list. Participants self-selected and approached me after reading the email,
which explained the purpose of my research. Informed consent was
sought from all interviewees, whose names have been anonymised using
pseudonyms in the text. I also engaged in informal discussions, email
correspondence and telephone conversations with activists prior to, and
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subsequent to my trip. The material on OS forms the basis of Chapter 5,
where I attempt to show how the anarchist theory of disaster drawn out
in the previous four chapters might be reflected in, and contribute to,
existing anarchist practices.

The second set of interviews was undertaken in London, via video
conferencing technology, after the first wave of Covid-19 infections,
between May and August 2020. I undertook in-depth interviews with
seven activists involved in mobilising mutual aid in London. I accessed
the interviewees through my existing networks and purposefully spoke
to people who either identified as anarchists or who had some sympathy
for anarchism. Some interviewees I approached, and others self-selected
after a call-out following a presentation I offered as a gift and contribu-
tion in return for interviewees’ time.

Interviewees views should not be taken as representative of the
movement as a whole. Unlike an NGO, a political party or other organ-
isation, grassroots movements do not share a single ‘official’ outlook,
and activists tend to speak as individuals, yet their views are formed in
conversation and in practice with other activists. I write this book as an
academic researcher who has also been involved in social movements,
including the Occupy! movement in the UK, and in mutual aid. My
involvement with radical movements similar to those I research has
(I believe) made me better able to understand some of the issues that
movements face, to talk in a similar language, and to access spaces and
interview participants who are sometimes hard to access because activists
are often untrusting of academics. However, as with my previous work,
I do not speak as an ‘insider’ or participant in the particular movement,
nor as a highly engaged ethnographer, but as a theorist who takes the
worldviews of activists seriously as sources of theoretical knowledge. The
interviews were used to gain insight into individuals’ experiences of par-
ticipating, their motivations for participation, perspectives on the nature
of disasters, strategies for social change in the context of disaster and
ideals for alternative (‘utopian’) disaster communities. They are also used
to compare personal assessments of how events unfolded and processes
worked to the media and government portrayals of the movements’
aims and purposes. In addition to the interviews, I draw on government
reports, mainstream media accounts of the disaster and on independent
media and activists’ reports found online and in archives.
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An important perspective that is missing in this book is that of affected
communities. While mutual aid supposes an equal relationship between
‘helpers’ and ‘helped; this is not always possible in a vastly unequal society.
There are various practical and ethical reasons it would have been difficult
to interview members of affected communities who were not consciously
organised activists: for example, forced mobility and dispersal, lack
of a platform or network for contact, ethical difficulties in requiring
vulnerable groups to re-live traumatic events, and sheer diversity of social
locations. This is not to say that interviewing affected populations is not
an important task: it has been approached by Sara Bondesson through
engaged ethnographic work in her excellent thesis.>® My own work offers
a very different contribution: it is an effort to build and contribute to an
anarchist framework for understanding disaster by focusing on specifically
anti-authoritarian movements, and also to situate their actions in a much
longer history of anarchist and anti-authoritarian organising, and to try to
contribute to dealing with some problems raised by movement activists -
in particular issues of state co-optation and movement de-radicalisation.
These issues were raised by both Occupy Sandy and Covid-19 Mutual
Aid UK activists in interviews and online articles, and have also recurred
periodically throughout the anarchist theoretical canon and history of
organising. In this sense, anarchist theory and history have something
to offer movements, and movements have something to offer anarchist
thought, reflecting a recursive relationship between theory and practice
that has often characterised the tradition of anarchism.*® My book is
thus also an attempt to produce ‘movement relevant theory’: Rather
than seeking to use detached observations of movement activity to build
structural accounts or reject earlier hypotheses, such research presents a
dynamic engagement with theorising already being done by movement
participants.*

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

The book as a whole should be considered a work of political theory,
although it is empirically informed and produces recommendations
for pedagogy and practice within social movements. Chapters 2—4 are
theoretical. Chapter 2 outlines the history and critiques the mainstream
paradigm of disaster politics, considering how it has evolved under
neoliberalism. It covers how the concept of ‘disaster’ is usually understood
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by academics, policymakers, and in mainstream media discourse.
It reveals assumptions about roles played by NGOs and voluntary
organisations in response to disasters, and how grassroots and anarchic
views of disaster are understood as forms of ‘social capital’ to be mobilised
alongside state and formal charity response in a rapid return to ‘normal’
Chapter 3 covers a range of critical theories from left-liberal, neo-Marxist
and poststructuralist paradigms that deal with disasters; showing there
is a substantial body of thought that critiques the mainstream but is not
anarchist. While I have many affinities with some of these perspectives,
and they help me formulate my critique, I argue that they are not sufficient
and merely displace the exclusions and oppressions of the mainstream
elsewhere and replicate traps of statism: they either remain confined
to critique, or they rely on modes of response that are vulnerable to
co-optation. It is argued that disasters are constitutive of capitalism and
embedded in the socio-technical frameworks of the state rather than
merely episodic or symptomatic. I suggest that these wider aspects are
more clearly visible from the standpoint of autonomous movements. This
argument is developed in Chapter 4, where I formulate an anarchist theory
of disasters. The chapter draws on various strands in the diverse history of
anarchist thought to argue that much of everyday life is already anarchy
and develops anarchists’ theories of social organisation and mutual aid
for the context of disasters. It is argued that the state seeks to recuperate
mutual aid relationships and peripheral economies into political
allegiances that can be subordinated and exploited by the worldwide
capitalist axiomatic via the mediation of the NGO sector. It is argued that
creating the conditions to expand autonomous activity may sometimes
entail tactical engagement with the state in disasters but requires political
consciousness and autonomous desires in order to resist co-optation.
Chapters 5 and 6 seek to develop this anarchist theory of disaster by
applying it in dialogue with two empirical case studies in anarchist-
inspired mutual aid movements. Chapter 5 draws on the case of Occupy
Sandy, with attention to the movement’s organisational form, their values
and ethics, their experiments in creating alternative economies and their
use of technology. I also consider the ways in which the state attempted
to re-order and recuperate their activities, and the extent to which the
movement was able to resist this. I continue the argument that these
movements should not be understood independently of their political
content, nor as a form of ‘social capital’ compatible with the state. Chapter
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6 explores the case study of Covid-19 Mutual Aid UK. It is argued that
despite the seeming success of the movement, its de-radicalised nature
shows that neoliberal techniques of covert population-nudging and
the co-optation of radical mobilisations have become even more well-
honed. Much of the movement was already recuperated from the start.
In order to maintain the focus of the book on autonomous action and
radical subjectivity, the chapter draws on interviews with a small subset
of the movement that was explicitly and intentionally anarchist, with a
focus on the ways in which they maintained their radicalism and sought
to resist attempts by the broader movement to silence anarchist politics,
co-opt their infrastructure into NGOs and block more radical actions,
such as eviction resistance. The conclusion, Chapter 7, draws together
key themes of the argument, considers the limits and possibilities for
further application of the theory, and argues for the importance of
political imagination, radical pedagogy and consciousness-raising in
social movements.

CONCLUSION

My hope is to fill a gap in the media and literature around disaster
anarchist social movements, which at present fail to systematically
consider how these movements” impressive efforts in mutual aid might
contribute to a radical and revolutionary reconceptualisation of disasters
and the processes of relief and recovery efforts. While much has already
been written about Occupy Sandy, the existing literature rests mainly
within three camps: (1) personal accounts in independent media, written
by activists who were involved in the movement, which tend to be factual,
experiential, descriptive or polemical; (2) government-commissioned
and mainstream media reports, and non-radical academic accounts,
which tend to focus on what the state and/or wider society can ‘learn’
from the movement in order to integrate its practice into a conventional
disaster management framework; and (3) Marxist-inspired structural
accounts which understand social movements as social symptoms and/
or reproducing capitalism, rather than in their own terms as autonomous
forms of solidarity. Covid-19 Mutual Aid, as a very recent movement,
has yet to attract a substantial academic body of thought, although it
is likely that accounts will fall into similar camps. What is lacking in
this literature is a theoretically rigorous attempt to understand these
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movements as engaging in radical critique while creating utopian alterna-
tives to existing arrangements, at the same time offering a critical analysis
of some of the movement’s contradictions, tensions and obstacles, in
particular the co-optation of anarchist approaches into the neoliberal
rhetoric of community resilience. The hope is that the book will be of
use to academics and activists interested in exploring utopian alterna-
tives to the status quo. Disaster anarchy is one of the most important
radical political phenomena to emerge in the early twenty-first century
and deserves serious study and theoretical attention. The book aims to
contribute to academic and social movement discourses and debates on
social change, responding to crises, natural disasters and climate change,
resisting the state and capitalism, and creating a new society in the shell
of the old.
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Backdrop:
Mainstream Disaster Studies

INTRODUCTION: NEOLIBERALISM, STATE AND CAPITAL

The dominant neoliberal paradigm of disaster politics is constituted by
overlapping discursive and policy clusters which contribute to the over-
arching field of Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR), which has dominated
global policy and disaster studies since the 1970s. These clusters are:
(i) technocratic and behaviourist, focused on risk management and
reduction; (ii) structural and development-oriented, focused on increas-
ing resilience, reducing vulnerability and adaptation to longer-term
threats such as climate change; (iii) associationalist, focused on moral
humanitarianism and the role of civil society; (iv) a nation state-cen-
tred ‘realist’ approach, focused on exerting social control over conflicting
forces within the domestic territory, and strategic positioning in inter-
national politics.' Mainstream neoliberal approaches tend to construct
these approaches as partially in conflict - for example the political
game-playing of the realist approach is seen to conflict with the altruis-
tic globalism of the humanitarian sector, while top-down approaches to
risk management appear to conflict with the networked organisation of
institutionalised civil society and decentralising technocratic approaches.
It is also commonplace to divide the field of disaster literature into two
broad factions: behaviourist and structural. However, the purpose of this
chapter is to argue that all are complicit in an authoritarian organisa-
tionalist view and in cybernetic forms of control, which either adversely
incorporate social movement and community responses to disasters as
complementary to top-down responses or degrade them as illegitimate or
illegible. In so doing, dominant responses assume the legitimacy of the
state and capital a priori.

The emergence and transformation of disaster studies is located in
the context of the wider transformation of the relationship between the
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state and capital. The early twentieth century saw the rise of Fordism as a
centralised and organised form of capitalism, based on mass production
and consumption, where the state acts as an organiser and stabiliser for
capital. In the late twentieth century and early twenty-first, the develop-
ment of post-Fordist neoliberal capitalism has led the state to significantly
relinquish this role, while at the same time, in developed countries, man-
ufacturing gave way to the service economy and more precarious forms of
work.” With the rise of New Public Management from the 1980s onwards,
the autonomy of the professional/included stratum in both public and
private institutions was largely lost to managerialists, who embodied a
statist and capitalist logic with decentralised cybernetic components.
Rather than acting as rigid Fordist bureaucrats and taking a top-down
universalising approach to managing risks, the ‘cadres of ‘the new spirit
of capitalism’ were trained to build scenario responses to risk in terms
of behavioural nudges, proactive measures and gamification, quantifi-
cation and ‘flexibility’? This approach simultaneously fuels uncertainty,
insecurity and panic - as well as authoritarianism and top-down control,
despite outwardly appearing to resemble decentralised organisation and
endowing social actors with a sense of autonomy.

I hope to uncover some of the implicit theoretical assumptions
underlying dominant policy and practice concerning the nature of
disasters and the ways in which they should be managed. The chapter
covers how the concept of natural disasters is usually understood by
academics and policymakers, and in mainstream media discourse. It
covers common understandings of the roles played by NGOs and
voluntary organisations in response to disasters. It considers the way in
which voluntary and anarchic views of disaster are understood, and the
conditions under which post-disaster community responses might be
constructed as ‘good;, for example as ‘social capital, vs bad, for example as
a Hobbesian ‘state of nature’; as ‘chaos, ‘disorder’ or ‘looting), and the ways
in which human subjects are constructed as competitive opportunity-
seeking agents vulnerable to control via incentives or coercion.

DISASTER MANAGEMENT: A TECHNOCRATIC
AND BEHAVIOURIST PARADIGM

The perspective on community response to disasters that dominates
mainstream consciousness today dates back to the late 1950s and early
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1960s. The behaviourist approach to disasters is situated in the scientific
paradigm of cybernetics. Cybernetics is widely traced back to the math-
ematical and engineering work of Norbert Wiener during the Second
World War, used to predict the trajectory of enemy aircraft.* During the
post-war period and the Cold War, cybernetics was broadened, initially
through dialogue with psychiatrists and neuroscientists interested in
the human brain,” and then throughout the social sciences, especially
within the nascent behaviourist movement, partially funded by the US
military and the Ford Foundation.® Although cybernetics is incredibly
diverse and less unified than is often thought,” it has been interpreted
as the foundation of the interdisciplinary systems-thinking paradigm
that came to dominate the social sciences in the post-war period, which
attempted to model and control a full range of physiological phenomena,
from human and animal behaviour to machine learning, by focusing
on behaviour in terms of input, output, feedback and communication,
rather than theorising about internal desires and motivations, or human
meaning (as opposed to, for example, psychoanalytic models).® The
behaviourist cybernetic paradigm views disasters as sudden ruptures in
the normal running of events, and emphasises a rapid return to ‘normal’
Such approaches may rely on rational-choice modelling or observed
behavioural patterns. In either case, the view of social life tends to be ‘flat]
in the sense that the same motivations and structures are in play in every
possible scenario, and these factors are equally observable and knowable
in every case. Human actors are treated primarily as externally oriented
nodes located in relational or opportunity structures which constitute
what they are, or at least, how they ‘behave’ Social control can thus be
exercised indirectly, through technocratic design of the social environ-
ment, usually without a need for direct command or for dialogue. The
influence of this paradigm on the development of disaster studies can be
seen in many of the policies we see in force today, particularly in attempts
to recuperate the energies of social movements into state-friendly disaster
relief efforts.

The cybernetic model is in some respects a break with the earlier
Hobbesian view of disasters as social collapse. Early North American
disaster researchers and media reporters would laud the community
action that arose in the immediate aftermath of a ‘natural disaster’ such as
a hurricane, tornado or flood. Psychoanalyst Martha Wolfenstein coined
the term ‘post-disaster utopia’ to describe a period of camaraderie and
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euphoria, where people put aside differences to roll up their sleeves and
work together selflessly during the recovery effort.” Charles Fritz, the
first renowned sociologist of disaster, argued contrary to others of his era
who feared widespread panic and chaos, that large-scale disasters para-
doxically appear to produce ‘mentally healthy’ conditions. He drew on
evidence that people living in heavily bombed cities in Britain during the
Second World War had ‘significantly higher morale’ than people living
in more lightly bombed cities.'® Fritz pre-empted later structuralists,
arguing that disasters bring into focus the impact of ongoing systemic
crisis on everyday life by erasing the contrast between normal conditions
and ‘disaster’. In particular, he highlighted the failure of modern societies
to meet ‘human needs for community” and argued that disasters produce
a societal shock that helps people to build bonds through shared
experiences." Drawing on Fritz, later researchers used the term ‘thera-
peutic community’** According to these accounts, the ‘utopian’ period of
solidarity, consensus, and mutual aid unavoidably recedes after the initial
relief efforts as the everyday divisions and differences settle in, at which
point it is necessary for a specialised bureaucracy to step in to administer
the longer-term tasks of recovery.”> Some of this earlier literature seems
almost communitarian, though there is an emergent tendency to indi-
vidualise the sociology of disasters by emphasising human psychology,
pre-empting neoliberal discourses of ‘resilience’

Risk management as currently configured is a technocratic and
behaviourist paradigm that grew out of this literature. Its historical
background follows the transformation of liberal capitalism from social
democracy to globalised neoliberalism. Early research on hazards had
occurred in scientific disciplines like meteorology, hydrology, computing
and engineering, with a focus on the specific issues involved in specific
types of disasters. In the early post-war period (1947-58) an interdisci-
plinary technocratic paradigm emerged, linking these scientific studies
with political models. Disaster research and policy was also inter-
nationalised, encouraging intergovernmental cooperation, scientific
collaboration and technical assistance across borders as well as the coor-
dination of research agendas.** The focus of this early research was on
management techniques for administering disasters through top-down,
data-driven models."”® Disasters tended to be viewed as exceptional,
episodic events representing a rupture in the normal running of things,
and the purpose of disaster relief was a return to the prior state, while
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regulating population responses through behavioural sciences. This
thread was largely developed by Enrico Quarantelli, a leading name in
disaster studies from the late 1970s until the present day, and co-founder
of the University of Delaware Disaster Research Centre.

Quarantelli was a student of Fritz, and following Fritz he ostensibly
critiqued the top-down ‘command and control’ approach to risk
management. Similarly to his predecessors, he saw the potential for
disaster planning and management to manipulate ‘prosocial behaviour’
in the interests of restoring ‘normalcy’'® Unlike his more communitarian
and psychoanalytic forerunners, he espoused a cybernetic model which
valorises feedback systems, arguing that disasters impact differently
on different segments of society and communities have their own
pre-existing ‘patterns of authority’ and ‘autonomous decision-making’
that ought to be left in place. Disaster planning deals with aggregate data
and ought to focus on general principles and not specific details’ and
should also ‘be vertically and horizontally integrated’'”

Quarantelli ‘confessed’ in an interview with Rebecca Solnit in June
2007 that his work was largely funded by governments who expected that
the largest problem of disaster management would be crowd behaviour
and panic - but what he found in his research was that really the greatest
problem arose from bureaucratic inflexibility.”® He is representative
of the DRR paradigm even though he initially gives the appearance of
advocating equal treatment and a role for horizontalist organisations such
as mutual aid groups. The integration of the horizontal with the vertical
relies on the planning and management functions of state agencies to
oversee and coordinate their actions in order to differentiate between
‘helpful’ and injurious emergent actions — and ultimately to use generic
structural adjustments, ‘education’ and ‘nudges’ to manipulate the beliefs
and behaviour of populations in order to encourage those actions that
are seen as helpful to the state.”” Quarantelli’s work also contributed to
the emergence of a generic disaster studies field, connected to centralised
disaster management agencies, and the relative marginalisation of the con-
tributions of technical sciences, which focus on specific types of disasters.

DRR: STRUCTURAL APPROACHES

The early risk management literature rests on the assumption that risk
and disasters are ‘natural’ and ought to be managed within the current
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structural framework rather than asking more fundamental questions
about the ways in which economic and political constructs might actually
create risk or magnify its effects on certain populations. This generated
the impetus for the emergence of a rival, ‘structural’ school. These thinkers
argue that the terminology of ‘natural disasters’ and ‘risk management’
means that we are more likely to view the loss of life and destruction
of infrastructure and property, which often disproportionately affect the
poorest and most marginalised members of society, as both inevitable and
requiring top-down management within a problem-solving framework.
Even conventional critiques have argued that this response can be ineffi-
cient for emergent and unexpected hazards, as well as for the intersection
of disasters with ‘longstanding, wicked problems’ such as poverty, crime
and inequality.*® The structural approach is based in anthropology and
sociology and attempts to broaden the time-frame of disasters, to view
them as part of the long-running socio-cultural ‘patterns and practices of
societies,” showing ‘disasters do not just happen’ and are compounded
not only by human infrastructures but also political structures and
cultural values and norms. However, despite this somewhat relativist
stance, these writers view ‘post-disaster solidarity’ as an almost universal
human response that cannot be explained by rational choice, resource
mobilisation or other social movement theories that dichotomise reason
and emotion.*

Structuralism initially emerged as a challenge to the technocratic focus
of behaviourism and as a potentially distinct paradigm, loosely linked
to the New Left and the growth of neo-Marxist, feminist, ecological and
other radical critiques in the social sciences.** However, since the 1970s,
and particularly during the 1980s and 1990s, the field of disaster studies
began to consolidate around what adherents believed to be a broader and
more structurally aware consensus of definitions and conceptualisations
of ‘disasters, corresponding with a groundswell of academic interest in
disaster studies. This new, arguably Third Way take on structure either
resolved or swept under the carpet the important philosophical disagree-
ments between the behaviourist and structuralist schools, creating a kind
of lowest-common-denominator consensus. In this revised structural-
ism, researchers increasingly differentiated between natural hazards and
disasters, with the latter encompassing social aspects.”® Various factors
were cited as causing a proliferation in disasters, including increasing
population and the rising concentration in large cities with burgeoning

26



MAINSTREAM DISASTER STUDIES

infrastructures that were ageing and vulnerable to failure triggered by
even minor events.” Another reason for the shift was the increase in
communications networks and informational architecture emerging
from the Cold War, which moved disaster research from a framework
of ‘voluntarist internationalism’ to ‘quasi-obligatory globalism}*” where
institutional powers to regulate technical systems concealed a techno-
cratic political agenda.”® The idea that the role of the state is basically
well-meaning and technical was developed in the Third Way sociologi-
cal paradigm of ‘risk society’ associated with sociologists Ulrich Beck and
Anthony Giddens, concerned with a perceived increase in the political
salience of risk in modern societies. The modern epoch and associated
phenomena of globalisation and interconnectedness were perceived to
have generated a future-oriented societal consciousness preoccupied with
notions of hazard and risk. While pre-modern hazards were associated
with ‘nature’ and characterised by uncertainty, Beck argues that modern
risk emerges as a consequence of human activity, leading to greater
concern over prediction, limitation and prevention, with the modern
nation state carving out its role to protect and insure citizens against an
array of personal and societal risks.* Giddens and Beck see a role for the
state in the distribution of risk similar to the way in which the state plays
a role in the distribution of welfare. The role of civil society and trans-
national public spaces is to build communicative bridges on unbounded
risks. The risk society approach is conservative in its acceptance of high
levels of risk and its focus on state responses. This paradigm was insti-
tutionalised in the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction
(IDNDR) beginning in 1990, which focused on seeking low-cost measures
of disaster preparedness and hazard reduction.

In 1994 the World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction met
in Yokohama encompassing three main strands: political conferences,
technical sessions, and ‘open/non-political’ sessions for the develop-
ment community. The involvement of the development community in
talks led to an emerging interest in links between sustainable develop-
ment and poverty reduction in the mitigation of natural disasters, but
member states were reluctant to make lasting financial commitments to
disaster reduction.>* Towards the end of the IDNDR, leading meteor-
ologists, dismayed at the failure of the decade to attract the attention or
resources of policymakers and funders, argued for a switch in emphasis
from post-disaster relief to preparedness.’* This presaged the 2000 United
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Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR), consisting
of partnerships between governments, NGOs and civil society, scientific
and technical associations, and private sector financial organisations. Key
concepts developed within disaster studies throughout the 1990s and
2000s were vulnerability, resilience and ‘emergent togetherness.*

The vulnerability approach emphasises that, when disasters are
understood as temporally isolated chance events, the human decisions,
actions and processes that put people at risk are rendered invisible,*
which effaces the responsibility of those people and organisations who
hold power and make decisions.>* It challenges the purely techno-
cratic approach to disasters as disruptive events to be managed, as it
also looks at structural factors and imagines some form of longer-term
redistribution and infrastructure building to manage this. Vulnerability
researchers challenge the common view of disasters as great equalisers,
showing that they have a tendency to magnify vulnerability. Vulnerability
studies extensively catalogued examples of ways in which social inequal-
ities impact on vulnerability to disasters considering factors such as
gender,* age,36 race,? class, and their intersections.*® Some studies seem
apparently critical, for example exposing the ways in which exploitative
capitalist political economy leads to increased vulnerability to disasters
in the global South.?* However, these studies have been criticised because
they fail to fundamentally challenge the structures that they identify as
problematic, or to even make recommendations that challenge inequal-
ities.*> While they tend to consider inequalities over the longue durée
of mounting structural inequality, they differ from the more radical
neo-Marxist and poststructuralist approaches in their focus on the ways
in which particular disasters exacerbate inequalities. They do not consider
ways in which disasters may be constitutive of or beneficial for capitalism
and other dominant structures. As a result, their proposed solutions tend
to rely on capitalist development and liberal democratic welfare redis-
tributive processes which are still within a capitalist framework. They
thus fit comfortably into the post-Washington Consensus field, in which
standard neoliberal policies are combined with unthreatening supple-
mental measures in attempts to reconcile social and ecological goals with
established neoliberal arrangements.

Another key concept in the structural approach in DRR is resilience.*!
This is the crucial bridge between neoliberal demand and social/personal
coping capacity, which enables the Third Way approaches to offer
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economic conservatism and social progress at the same time. Resilience
theory arose in the natural sciences in the 1970s and 1980s, and rapidly
spread through ecology, psychology and the social sciences. In the early
2000s, the discourse of resilience became popular as an approach to
understanding and advocating community responses to natural disasters
in the context of global climate change, and it often views resilience as a
property that connects local ecosystems with communities and individ-
uals (or more often, it seems, treats them as interchangeable). In theory,
resilient people/groups will suffer less disastrous effects from the same
disruptive events or hazards, and developing resilience thus offers hope of
mitigating disasters without redressing structural inequalities or engaging
in costly technological prevention. It is both similar to and subtly different
from earlier ideas of ‘toughness, ‘fitness’ and ‘character’ as attributes of
healthy rugged individuals or useful productive bodies. Resilience is a
key concept in this book and, I will later argue, a key discourse whereby
neoliberal institutions attempt to co-opt and de-radicalise grassroots
practices. Resilience operates by placing the responsibility for recovering
from higher-level shocks onto lower-level communities and individuals**
(my colloquial definition of ‘resilience’ has often been ‘you need to take
whatever shit gets thrown at you’). Ostensibly this kind of discourse can
seem empowering for local communities, endowing them with agency
in their own recovery and offering hope to offset the panic induced by
externally imposed vulnerability. However, it leads to a set of policies and
practices that operate comfortably within a de-politicised and managerial
framework of natural disasters. It is thus part of the quasi-illusory
‘empowerment’ of structurally constrained, hyper-responsibilised indi-
viduals which is widely studied by Foucauldians.* It is also a state-centred
discourse that attempts to reify human assets and ecological networks,
treating these as exploitable sources of value conceivable in rationalis-
tic, behaviourist, or structuralist terms, and thus open to productive
management within state-led assemblages. This book will later illustrate,
through the use of case studies, that grassroots responses are actually
more spontaneous and organic instances of community learning.*
Vulnerability and resilience are sometimes seen as conflicting dis-
courses. ‘Vulnerability’ is cast as a social democratic discourse seeking
the redistribution of risks and welfare to reduce structural inequalities
which unfairly expose poorer, racialised and other marginalised commu-
nities to hazard, although more recent variants tend to be complicit in
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the privatisation of risk and in disaster capitalism. ‘Resilience’ is asso-
ciated with smaller government and the privatisation of risk alongside
the need for individuals and communities to take responsibility for their
own exposure to shocks and recovery. Really these discourses are two
sides of the same coin, promoting an associationalist ontology of vulner-
able private citizens in need of the state to provide cohesion and help,
in return for which they form civil associations which support gover-
nance through ‘social capital’ The ideas of political radicalism, solidarity
and resistance to the state by means of social movements or everyday
networks are illegible from these perspectives.

INCLUSION, SOCIAL CAPITAL AND ASSOCIATIONALISM

In my view, this associationalist position on the relationship between
grassroots and top-down organisation is common to most mainstream
approaches. However, there is also a specific strand of the literature
which advocates for the importance of ‘emergent togetherness, ‘emergent
groups and ‘inclusive DRR’ that discusses the importance of citizen
groups,” non-profits, informal grassroots groups and other entities.*®
This literature emphasises how inclusive local-level participation is vital
in building resilience.*” These authors argue that top-down, centralised
processes often fail in emergencies because they are not responsive
enough, suggesting that more participatory local groups are more
flexible and able to deal with unforeseen events. Drawing influence from
complexity theory, systems theory and ecology, they suggest that points
of instability have emergent properties that are better able to organise for
change than rigid structures.*® This is often framed explicitly in terms of
neoliberal New Public Management discourse,*” with a focus on organ-
isational theory, for example on how grassroots groups distribute and
coordinate tasks and resources, how they make decisions and how they
produce knowledge.>®

This literature is analogous to a broader ‘social capital” or ‘association-
alist’ standpoint in the social sciences and humanities, which informs
the mainstream liberal consensus on the relationship between ‘civil
society’ and the state. Many thinkers construct these spheres as being
partially autonomous, potentially conflicting and/or acting as checks and
balances.”* This model deploys the assumptions both that movements can
be co-opted/channelled (NGO-ised) to promote cohesion, development
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and community, and that state control can effectively impose cohesion.
Grassroots, participatory groups are thus desirable, but only if they
operate as components in a larger totality which produces stability and
efficiency, not as distinct social subjects which pursue meaningful alter-
natives. Civil society is etymologically derived from the Ancient Greek
idea of civilised society, as distinct from uncivil, barbarian society.’*
The idea was revived and elaborated during the Enlightenment. Civil
society in this liberal tradition is seen as an independent realm, separate
from state and market, which supports and promotes democratic values
while independent associations, community organisations and volun-
teering act as checks and balances against state abuses of authority by
demanding accountability. The concept went out of fashion for a while
in the mid-twentieth century but underwent a revival beginning in the
1970s and became established in the 1990s. Robert Putnam’s concept
of ‘social capital’ creates a bridge between behaviourist models and the
associationalist view of civil society. This concept treats trust and coop-
eration within society as a kind of capital, which, if well-established,
leads to well-functioning and stable democracies. Social capital is seen
to be fostered within society through flourishing egalitarian partici-
patory voluntary associations.’® Like monetary capital, social capital
is seen to be a kind of universal, transferable currency.’* Examples of
institutions which generate social capital include communities, neigh-
bourhoods, voluntary associations and churches.’> Social capital theory
is very prominent in disaster research, the argument usually being that
societies with greater social capital are better able to prepare for and
mitigate the effects of disasters, and that states can mobilise social capital
in their organisation of recovery efforts.>® The explicit monetisation of
social bonds inherent in the idea of ‘social capital’ coincided with trans-
formations in ideas around the structure and purpose of governments
in the UK and USA, embodied in initiatives like the Obama administra-
tion’s ‘Open Government Initiative’ and David Cameron’s ‘Big Society,
both of which encouraged more socially active citizenry and the dispersal
of information through an ethos of ‘transparency’ and decentralisa-
tion of knowledge, and the ‘co-production of government services and
democracy’. Much of the process was formulated by Silicon Valley cyber-
neticians and computer programmers rather than democratically elected
politicians. This new group of technocrats started to treat networks of
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people, objects and machines like the ‘transparent and controllable’
flow of information within computer networks. Social media networks
like Facebook embodied the new form of government, whose essential
function - despite the seemingly non-hierarchical nature of networks -
is policing.”” When society and the state are seen as complementary and
mutually supporting, this means that only the sections of ‘civil society’
that are legible to the state and which it can capitalise upon and control
are seen as ‘social capital’ Other social forces are a threat to be controlled
- through recuperation or repression.

‘NETWORK SOCIETY’ AND THE STATE

As we shall see, anarchist approaches typically juxtapose state logics
to those of ‘society, mutual aid groups, or networks. The mainstream
approaches discussed here, in contrast, treat the two as compatible and
mutually supportive. This fits into wider discussions of the ‘network
society’. One of the distinctive features of the contemporary age and neo-
liberalism has been the calling into question of the nation state as the
primary political organising unit. Theorists of neoliberalism, global-
isation and network society including Appadurai,”® Hardt and Negri,*
Held®* and Van Dijk® have for more than 20 years been drawing
attention to the ways in which place-based politics and culture are being
replaced by international and transnational administrative bodies, cor-
porations, investment and communication. The term ‘network society’
was originally coined by Jan Van Dijck and was elaborated by Manuel
Castells®> and Arquilla and Ronfeldt.®* The idea of networks forms a
recurring theme in this book and has both neoliberal and radical variants.
In the neoliberal variant considered here, networks are sources of social
capital and can be managed through cybernetic soft power.
Neoliberalism is often understood to be a less hierarchical, more
networked alternative to Fordist capitalism and command economies
— despite the persistent governmentality and limited subjectivities it
requires. Castells argues that the information technology revolution
played a large part in the collapse of the Soviet Union and the weakening
of the nation state, which paved the way for a more effective and flexible
version of capitalism — something like what we might now call neoliber-
alism. A defining feature of this new form of capitalism and the network
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society that underpins it is that ‘dominant functions and processes in the
information age are increasingly organised around networks. Networks
constitute the new social morphology of our societies and the diffusion
of networking logic substantially modifies the operation and outcomes
in the processes of production, experience, power and culture** For
Castells, the rise of new social movements is a response to the crisis of the
nation state and democracy and traditional institutions of civil society
and patriarchy. Social movements, for Castells, revolve around identities:
religious fundamentalism, nationalism, sexual identities, feminism; yet
there is a fundamental conflict between networks and identities, and
new social movements are resisting in a manner that conflicts with the
dominant logic of the network society. Network society is considered
to be disruptive of such identities. Castells argues that the network
society ‘disembodies social relationships, introducing the culture of
real virtuality’®® The diffusion of this network logic in modern society
substantially alters production, politics, culture, relationships and even
human experience.

Castells is an erstwhile neo-Marxist who moved towards a Third Way
neoliberal position which seeks to learn from networked responses (e.g.
social media, new social movements) in a way which integrates them with
top-down functioning.’® He is a structuralist and a technological deter-
minist who leaves ‘few political choices’ for his readers.” The network
society he conceives is primarily a society of loosely networked consum-
erist individuals. While Castells does not adequately theorise political
resistance to and through the network society, Arquilla and Ronfeld
argue that digital media put more power in the hands of non-state actors,
allowing them to influence developments at a global level. Arquilla and
Ronfeld binarise ‘netwar’ into the good guys and the bad guys; or, in
their terminology, the ‘enlightening’ versus the ‘dark side’ of networks,
to refer to conflicts waged ‘on the one hand, by terrorists, criminals and
ethnonationalist extremists, and by ‘civil-society activists on the other’®®
What these different groups have in common under the aegis of netwar is
the networked organisational structure, leaderlessness and the ability to
come together quickly in ‘swarming attacks.®® From a more radical per-
spective, Karatzogianni and Robinson argue that distinctions need to be
made between autonomous networks and similar structures which are
nonetheless hierarchical. Networks only subvert the world system to the
extent that they compose alternative social logics.”
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NGOS AND CIVIL SOCIETY

The various strands of DRR research outlined earlier are embedded
within and inform a broader policy field that defines the roles to be
played by the state, social networks and civil society in disaster response.
These discourses encourage the neoliberal rollback of state welfare and
public service provision and offer an ideological justification for govern-
ments and funding donors to encourage NGOs to absorb former state
functions, with an expectation of cooperation with state policies and reg-
ulations.”* Humanitarian agencies are usually only allowed to deliver aid
if they promise political neutrality, although arguably this is not possible
as disasters are always-already political events with political causes and
consequences.””> Groups competing for outsourced state projects are
often even more constrained, while governments increasingly regulate
whether and how NGOs can legally operate in contentious fields (such
as refugee support). There is therefore some question over the extent to
which NGOs are an autonomous, associational realm of society which
supports democracy through trust, egalitarianism and social solidarity
rather than simply being absorbed into the interests of the government
without having to undergo democratic election.

In the US, there is a long tradition of participation of volunteers in
disasters.”> In the policy field, there is emphasis on the participation
of defined civil society groups rather than broader and more informal
notions of community”* The participation of volunteers is usually
formalised through affiliation with government-recognised NGOs
or faith-based organisations (FBOs). This provides volunteers with
particular rights and privileges that authorise them to serve in a close
connection, particularly in the field, with FEMA. Other authors have
commented that the DHS sees its legitimacy as ‘a powerful bargaining
chip to bring grassroots groups to the table’”> These NGOs often include
quasi-autonomous NGOs (QUANGOs) and donor-organised NGOs
(DONGOs). Some categories more than others represent a continuation
of state functions,”® and it has been argued that while their funding can
mean they are almost entirely state controlled, they often operate with
less transparency and without democratic accountability.”” Most NGOs
depend on funding from either states, private donors such as corpora-
tions, or international development agencies. This reliance on centralised
funding undermines their status as autonomous organisations and their

34



MAINSTREAM DISASTER STUDIES

role in criticising governments and holding them to account. In the case
of conflicts between funders and those groups and communities that
the NGOs seek to serve, it is likely that the NGO will seek to appease
the funder, without whose money they would not be able to continue.
This leads to a top-down, donor-controlled model that can sometimes
be to the detriment of the communities served.”* NGOs have also been
criticised as being co-opted into capitalism and as complicit in justifying
the neoliberal state withdrawal of resources from the public sphere while
supporting the provision of oppressive governmentality regimes.” Social
capital theory in general and the NGO model of service provision have
also been criticised because they fail to address pre-existent structural
inequalities which mean that specific historical, economic and political
contexts may be more or less fertile environments for the kinds of vol-
untarism and participation that underpins this model.* Furthermore,
models of social capital seem to treat all forms of participation as inter-
changeable; there is seemingly no distinction between for example a
bowling club, an interest group and a workers’ party.

Many general criticisms of the NGO model also apply more specifically
in disaster situations. For example, the Red Cross has been criticised for
inefficiency and lack of responsiveness due to the top-down nature of its
large bureaucratic organisation,* as well as for complicity in oppressive
social control and systemic racism during Hurricane Katrina.** There is
evidence that where internationally funded NGOs are present, govern-
ments will under-invest in preparedness.®> Nonetheless, even critics of
NGOs suggest that they do play a role in contesting neoliberalism.** Han-
nigan argues that, unlike DRR, the humanitarjanism of the NGO sector
is a moral rather than technocratic discourse. In the international realm,
this is based on ideas of the moral duty of those in the developed world
to ‘rescue’ poor people in the overseas peripheries — usually implying
short-term needs rather than longer-term exposure to chronic poverty
and risk exposure. However, the humanitarian approach also sometimes
echoes the technocratic paradigm by drawing on a cybernetic or systems
approach, whereby the goal of relief efforts is a return to ‘normalcy,
drawing on whatever organisational techniques are deemed most effec-
tive,®s often leading to a valorisation of networks and social capital, but
only insofar as these are compatible with a strong securitised state.

This can render NGOs unable to work with informal community
structures which violate state norms, making NGOs either irrelevant or
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recuperative. This is a recurring issue in sources dealing with network
versus state conflicts and is also part of the corporate discussion regarding
flattening hierarchies. As NGOs take over the provision of services that
were formerly the domain of the state, they become a conduit into mar-
ginalised communities for neoliberal state policy. Dolhinow has argued
that a disabling situation is created by the three-way relationship between
the state, NGOs and grassroots leaders (themselves created through
NGO processes requiring representatives). She draws on the example of
house-building in the Mexican colonias (neighbourhood communities) in
the US, where she argues a focus on individual needs prevented collective
action and donor conditions led to burdensome bureaucratic procedures.
The requirements for planning applications funded by individual loans
impeded effective projects. Since the residents were used to just building
their own houses, the project collapsed.®

Ideas of associationalism and NGO-isation play a dual role in this
book. On the one hand it is argued that movements like Occupy are very
different from traditional NGOs, and indeed contest their co-optation
into state-funded service-delivery roles. On the other hand, I will argue
that there is a very real danger of mutual aid groups being co-opted. In the
next chapter, I will consider more critical theories of civil society, which
view it not as continuous with the state and governance but as a realm of
conflict, while in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 I will consider anarchist alternatives.

DRR IN POLICY

DRR is not simply an academic discourse. It informs policy, which
impacts on social movements. For example, a government report
published by the US Department for Homeland Security (DHS) titled
The Resilient Social Network attempts to co-opt the energies of Occupy
Sandy into a neoliberal discourse and policy field, stipulating the need for
control.*’” This provides a good case study of how associationalism can be
used to recuperate radical alternatives. Agencies of the state, and FEMA
in particular, were widely criticised after the storm by a very wide array
of actors, including other authorities such as the New York City (NYC)
Housing Authority, governors and mayors.*® The state both needed the
creative energies of the grassroots for the practical recovery etforts, yet
at the same time was threatened by them, since effective response from
the grassroots acts to delegitimise the state by undermining its necessity.
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While many activists were not surprised to find that the DHS had been
monitoring Occupy Sandy’s activities, many were shocked to see that the
agency commissioned a report that actually commends Occupy Sandy’s
work. Furthermore, the report recommends changes to the DHS and
wider government response strategy based on the success of OS in order
to encourage collaborations between government and grassroots efforts.

The document exhibits a fundamental ambivalence regarding Occupy
Sandy (OS), praising the groups innovation and vibrancy while dis-
trusting its anarchic nature. The report praises the ‘volunteer army of
young, educated, tech-savvy individuals with time and a desire to help
others’ that emerged from ‘seemingly out of nowhere’* However, the
primacy of FEMA® itself is never questioned. According to the DHS,
It is a well-established lesson of history that human group activity is
most effective when it is orchestrated by someone or some group that
has an overarching understanding of certain information’®* The result is
an attempt to tap into OS’s energy while also controlling it. The recom-
mendations include coordination of response activities between FEMA
and grassroots entities (such as OS); increasing capability for informa-
tion sharing between official and ‘emergent’ relief entities (such as OS);
and issuing guidelines on social media usage, inspired by the practices
of OS. The desire for control inflects the tone of the entire report which
simultaneously vindicates the flexible, responsive and non-hierarchical
organisation of OS while, at the same time, calling for a ‘unity of effort’
and offering recommendations for introducing bureaucratic procedures
whereby such groups might be monitored, regulated and controlled as
part of the official relief effort, for example by insisting that volunteers
are vetted and trained not to engage in ‘risky behavior’®* The report cites
‘rising public distrust of hierarchical institutions, while musing on ways
that grassroots entities and their ‘personal relationships and deep local
knowledge and caring for the community’ might be incorporated and
controlled.”®

The document appears to have benign intentions, yet the desire to
either co-opt or repress movements is not far below the surface. There
has been speculation that the DHS - a security agency established in
response to 9/11 whose remit includes defence against terrorists alongside
disaster management — did not have entirely benign interests in Occupy
Sandy, and some commentators have linked the report on OS to a wider
campaign of counterinsurgency (COIN) surveillance, secret monitoring
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and social control, which was exposed by the Partnership for Civil Justice
Fund after Occupy Wall Street** The document also encourages the
NGO-isation of the grassroots movement, saying that being affiliated with
a known NGO or FBO ‘affords volunteers special rights and privileges
to enable them to serve’® Nonetheless, the state response to movement
and community responses after Hurricane Sandy was very different to
that which occurred after Katrina, which exemplified outright repression.
Accounts of the aftermath of Katrina include harrowing narratives of how
the state response criminalised community responses, often reacting with
extreme violence and actively repressing social movement efforts. John
Clark lists ‘de facto ethnic cleansing, mistreatment and exploitation of
migrant workers, widespread police brutality, denial of prisoners’ rights,
collapse of the courts and legal system, unfair evictions, price gouging
on rent, discriminatory housing policies, discriminatory reorganisation
of the school system, and gutting of the health care system’*° It is my
contention that stimulus/co-optation and violent repression are two sides
of the same coin, and both are implied in the cybernetic rationality of
DRR outlined above.

In the UK, during the Covid-19 crisis, there is evidence that the state
used both co-optation and repression. The state appropriated the language
of ‘mutual aid’ in its calls for ‘NHS (National Health Service) volunteers,
and also incorporated the expectation of people providing mutual aid
in their communities into its official social care policy for ‘extremely
vulnerable’ people told to undertake an extreme form of social isolation
called ‘shielding, who were informed that they could have their needs
met by taking personal responsibility for reaching out to “friends, family
or volunteers” or ‘other voluntary or community services in your area.”’
Such community support was one of the few activities permitted under
distancing regulations. The more repressive aspects of the lockdown
policy also relied heavily on crowdsourced policing by communities,
with heavy use of media signalling to encourage mutual enforcement
and silence opposing voices. While community was deemed desirable
during the height of the crisis, the advice became more individualistic
after lockdown was eased and people encouraged to return to work, with
individuals urged to ‘stay alert’ in order to ‘control the virus®® This was
also the frame used prior to the introduction of the lockdown, when the
government relied on responsible individuals to contain the outbreak. In
this more individualised frame, health is treated as a ‘game’ which the
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sick are perceived to have lost, with social structures largely ignored. The
advice to ‘wash or sanitise hands frequently’ assumes constant access
to bathroom facilities, running water and soap which are not always
readily available for homeless people for example, and the ability to
purchase sanitiser during a panic-buying crisis when prices were exor-
bitantly inflated. Conditions in workplaces, schools, prisons, care homes
and hospitals are also outside individual control, while lockdown itself
imposes additional risks on vulnerable people. Neoliberal public health
emphasises personal responsibility for health outcomes, mimicking a
decentralised approach while behind the scenes state, military, industrial
and pharmaceutical capitalist technocrats are rigging the game to achieve
desired (profitable) outcomes.

ASSUMPTIONS OF THE DRR LITERATURE AND CRITIQUE

In the next chapter (Chapter 3) I will go into more detail on a range of
critical responses to mainstream disaster studies and policy, including
critiques of disaster capitalism and securitisation. Many of these shade
over into the more inclusive end of the mainstream literature. They also
offer extensive critiques of associationalism and responsibilisation. Here,
however, I would like to move towards a preliminary critique of the field,
focusing on the problems with mainstream DRR.

Disaster as rupture

Despite a rhetoric of harm reduction, DRR is focused primarily on
systemic stability. While it does not entirely neglect human conse-
quences of disaster, its main focus is elsewhere. DRR defines disasters as
ruptures in the normal functioning of society, and posits the desirabil-
ity of using cybernetic forms of organisation and states of emergency to
avoid recurring disasters becoming catastrophic for the system, that is, to
allow the system to persist in spite of recurrent breakdowns of ‘normality’
In relation to systemic problems such as climate change, economic insta-
bility, increasingly frequent natural disasters or pandemics, the approach
is to let it happen and then manage the consequences through targeted
and recurring emergency responses. This is clearest in the behaviourist
version, in which the focus on management squeezes out other concerns.
But the structuralist emphasis on reducing vulnerability and increasing
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resilience also leaves the social factors causing disasters largely untouched.
DRR thus functions as crisis management in the sense proposed by
Spivak: it papers over the occurrence of rupture, crisis and antagonism
by disavowing it and attempting to restore a sense of normality. This
generally provides reassurance to the less-affected groups while either
neglecting or worsening the conditions of the worse-off.*

Indeed, one may wonder how far disasters are ruptures at all for some
DRR scholars. The basic assumptions of behaviourism, cybernetics,
rational-choice theory, or social capital theory are applied to disasters as
mechanically as to any other process or event. The literature seems cut off
from the affects and human impacts of disasters, treating them purely as
a management problem like any other. The same neoliberal values which
underpin normal governance - such as efficiency and cost-effectiveness
— are expected to prevail. Indeed, the creation of a disaster field tends
to normalise disasters as a distinct but recurring area of governance,
which cease to be an existential threat precisely because this generic
response-pattern exists. Disasters are still, however, sources of immense
loss, trauma and death for those affected, and this leads to a persistent
gap between popular and state-level perceptions. Disasters are now only
disasters for human beings; they are not disasters for the state so long
as control remains intact. They are a threat to the state mainly because
they are disorderly, not because of their human impact. This disorder
is managed or prevented through DRR, but the human side of disaster
remains the same. States may thus become increasingly indifferent to the
risk of disaster, secure behind the buffers of a resilient population and an
efficient management regimen.

Disasters as generic: the need for disaster-specific agencies

DRR, in line with ‘social capital’ theory, seeks to treat all sorts of people,
groups and associations, as well as the conditions they find themselves in,
as equivalent and interchangeable. The capacity for DRR to engage with
grassroots initiatives is also impeded by a set of formal models which
are organisationalist, rationalist and behaviourist in focus. It is designed
mainly to understand and mobilise the activities of large, hierarchical,
formally structured entities such as branches of the state, public services,
corporations, and NGOs. These are treated as similar ‘stakeholders’ which
can be integrated based on their common rational-choice, behaviourist, or
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associationalist functioning. The isomorphism of different formal organ-
isations is a large part of what allows them to be generically known and
managed. Other kinds of responders - for example, social movements,
community groups, or affected communities - are either ignored or
assumed to be equivalent bodies operating like states, corporations and
NGOs. The core axioms of all the variants of mainstream DRR are too
rigid to allow any deeper engagement with situations where groups or
individuals operating on completely different logics are either affected by
disasters or respond constructively to them. In effect, the state looks at
itself in the mirror; it is able to see others only to the extent that they seem
similar to its own reflection.

DRR also tends to be associated with bureaucratic empire-build-
ing by specialised agencies like DHS and FEMA and their academic
accomplices, at the expense variously of ordinary non-disaster agencies,
specialised scientific fields of disaster-related knowledge, and non-state
actors. The creation of a field of disaster-specific social power is condi-
tioned on a corresponding creation of a field of disaster knowledge, which
is focused on the management of disaster as such, not on characteris-
tics of particular hazards or the needs of particular communities. This is
reflected in Quarantelli’s call to be ‘generic’ and not ‘agent specific’ (with
‘agent’ here referring to the natural hazard or other cause of the disaster)
and to focus on ‘general principles and not specific details’**° This recasts
disasters not as specific events, but as an abstract concept - there is a
pre-formed idea of preparedness that is relevant to all disasters, and the
main problem of disaster response is that different responders are not
coordinated. This further implies that it is better to respond to disasters
through generic disaster-specialist bodies rather than through bodies
specialising in types of disaster or in related matters. The same holds true
for preparedness and planning: ‘there should be only one major organ-
isation responsible for coordinating the overall planning for all kinds
of disasters. There should not be separate preparedness planning by
different groups for different agent specific disasters’*** DRR thus often
reads as an exercise in bureaucratic empire-building. In order to build
up the power/knowledge complex of the disaster agency, the disaster
agency has to transfer fragments of power from all kinds of other agents:
the ordinary bodies responsible for a class of ordinary accidents (health
services, fire services, etc.), mundane accident and emergency bodies in
organisations, specialised disaster bodies relating to one class of disasters,
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military agencies with emergency jurisdictions, local community bodies,
NGOs, etc.

The main role of the disaster organiser — a new role which DRR as a
discipline seeks to carve out - is coordination. In the US, FEMA takes on
this role, taking a ‘Whole Community’ approach - the key principles of
which are apparently ‘(a) to understand and meet the actual needs of the
whole community; (b) to engage and empower all parts of the community;
and (¢) to strengthen what works well in communities on a daily basis’***
In the UK it was assumed it was better to respond to the Covid-19
pandemic through the COBRA committee (that is, the UK Civil Con-
tingencies Committee, set up initially for counterterrorism) rather than
primarily the health service. This type of strategic choice draws attention
away from the specific impacts of a specific disaster towards standardised
practices of social, informational and cybernetic control which can be
repeated for any conceivable crisis. Integrated disaster management is
primarily an exercise in social control of different organisations, not in
responding to the disaster. The underlying claim is that it is better to
respond through a disaster agency than rely on ad-hoc local responses,
existing community systems, through the central ministry responsi-
ble for particular types of disaster, or through the military (to take a few
examples). The claim that this leads to more effective responses is true
(if at all) only if the focus on generic aspects is accepted. The resultant
focus on control and coordination comes at the expense of human needs,
autonomy, empowerment, and nuanced responses to specific situations.

Despite the frequent associationalist attempts to incorporate non-state
actors, DRR still seeks a largely authoritarian structure of response. DRR
tends to advocate against the kind of militarised response that arguably
happened after Hurricane Katrina, a style of response which is closer to
the older Hobbesian fear of chaos and panic. Rather, it seeks to create a
precarious unity between grassroots and top-down approaches. It tends
to seek, in Quarantelli’s words, ‘vertical and horizontal integration}'*
or, in the words of the DHS report: ‘neither the hierarchical centralised
approach, nor the horizontal is a replacement for the other, yet as
horizontal organising becomes more prevalent, ‘it is increasingly
important for unity of effort to build in order to deepen bridges
between hierarchical institutions and emergent response groups.'* The
assumption that there should be a coordinated response ‘managed’ by
a central body, with a unitary integrated message and an orderly set of
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responses, is rarely questioned. At best, therefore, this approach is a
recuperative modification of the Hobbesian approach, which makes
concessions to non-state actors so as to remain in control. At its most
dystopian, it involves a viral reproduction of the generic disaster script and
its underlying (behaviourist, individualising, social capital ...) doctrines
through the education and co-optation of bodies outside the disaster
agency itself. Where ‘participation’ requires acceptance of centrally
decided objectives, subordination to a central agency, collaboration in
homogenised signalling, self- and mutual policing, and reconstitution of
oneself as the desired kind of rationalistic/cybernetic subject, it may be
more, rather than less, authoritarian than a purely top-down approach.
As we shall see in Chapters 3 and 4, anarchist approaches posit an
antagonism between the logic of mutual aid and social cooperation on
the one hand, and the logic of centralised control on the other. Marxists
similarly posit a radical antagonism between popular organisations and
neoliberal states. In terms of these antagonisms, DRR wants to have its
cake and eat it: to have all the creative power, passion and improvisa-
tion of grassroots responses, while also maintaining strong centralised
power. Associationalists would, of course, criticise the assumptions of
these rival approaches and suggest that the contradiction is not in fact so
sharp. However, their reconciliation of top-down and bottom-up power
is often achieved rhetorically or at the level of assumptions - for example,
by treating grassroots groups as equivalent bureaucratic ‘stakehold-
ers, or by seeking to blend apparently juxtaposed approaches without
specifying how this is done. This rhetorical resolution may well fail to
produce workable cooperation; people cannot simply be commanded
and directed to freely and passionately participate. DRR models generally
depend on the existence of unified objectives and some degree of trust.
Yet neoliberal states may seek outcomes from disaster management which
are fundamentally opposed to those of social movements or grassroots
communities. DRR is too ready to paper over such disagreements.

Securitisation

The emphasis on generic responses also encourages authoritarianism
and securitisation. Securitisation theory will be discussed in more detail
in Chapter 3. It refers to a general dynamic in which issues are divided
between normal and exceptional, with exceptional securitised issues
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excluded from normal restrictions and subject to extraordinary powers.
As breaks with normality, generic disasters are an exemplary exceptional
situation and thus facilitate securitisation. As a frame, securitisation
generally undermines human rights and human security, and it does
not necessarily lead to more effective responses either. Indeed, it tends
to produce the kinds of authoritarian response which DRR in principle
critiques.

For example, in the Covid-19 crisis, the promotion of a risk-based
‘public health’ frame, with a heavy emphasis on non-medical prevention
and containment, may reflect the treatment of the crisis as a generic
disaster. On the one hand, this led to an inappropriate reliance on
police instead of health services and replication of measures (such as
lockdowns and ‘stay at home’ guidance) historically used in planning
for social control in very different types of disaster such as bombings,
floods, nuclear war and terrorist attacks.'®® On the other, it led to the fatal
neglect of various medical aspects of the situation: testing and diagnosis,
PPE, antivirals, etc. Many deaths may well have been caused by oversight
or policy negligence around such nuanced issues as sending people with
Covid-19 infections to care homes or failing to provide PPE for hospital
staff — problems which a more medical focus would have averted.

Like securitisation in general, DRR tends to de-politicise disasters. The
focus on good governance, efficiency, and technocratic goals in a context
of emergency measures undermines democratic processes, responsive-
ness to social movements or popular concerns, and consideration of the
differing needs and desires of distinct social groups. In delivering DRR as
a (compulsory) service, governments or disaster agencies also monopolise
the power to decide what counts as a disaster and how to respond to it.
DRR thus functions in the disaster field in a similar manner to neoliber-
alism in the economic field. This is the case even when participation is
emphasised, and even when structural inequalities are taken into account.
What is typically missing from the field is a sense that people are multiple,
different, and distinct, and that legitimate disagreements exist regarding
both the ends and means of social life. A group like OS does not simply
deliver the same service in a more decentralised manner; it prefigures a
different way of life with different goals. When such groups are incorpo-
rated into state-led DRR, these distinct trajectories tend to be overridden.

De-politicisation may also amount to covert side-taking, especially
when combined with capitalistic assumptions. Mainstream DRR generally
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takes capitalism for granted and assumes the standard liberal account in
which itis a system of cooperation for mutual advantage. However, critical
approaches generally suggest that capitalism is instead a dominatory
and predatory system which benefits some and harms others. If this is
true, then DRR initiatives aiming to restore business-as-usual will also
reinforce inequalities and oppressions. In particular, Naomi Klein raises
the problem that not only is the technocratic and managerial authority
undemocratic, it also acts in the interests of capital. Klein coined the term
‘disaster capitalism’ to refer to the way in which, in all kinds of disasters,
powerful people use proxy global recovery agencies at a local level to clear
out deprived communities and profitably reconstruct them as neoliberal
developments.®® Where DRR provides the military/policing force and
the extraordinary powers to enforce such processes, it comes to seem far
more sinister than its rhetoric of ‘effectiveness’ suggests.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has examined the mainstream disaster studies field and
has shown that there are similar assumptions beneath its apparently
distinct schools. In principle, DRR focuses on effective responses to,
and prevention of, disasters; it is participatory, non-authoritarian and
empowering. In practice, however, it relies on the construction of a
securitised disaster field as the territory of centralised disaster agencies
specialising mainly in social control. Activities of non-state actors are
often valorised, but only as subordinate cogs in the DRR machine, or on
the assumption that these actors replicate neoliberal structures and moti-
vations. The desire to vampirise the creative power, passion and fluidity
of mobilisations like OS and Covid-19 Mutual Aid coexists precariously
with an overarching fixation on maintaining control and order in disaster
situations, so as to prevent them from threatening established power.
DRR thus oscillates wildly between a repression it disavows and a recu-
peration it usually cannot achieve. Behind this failure lies the problem
that, in a sense, for DRR scholars, disasters are not all that disastrous at
all. They are, so to speak, disasters only for human beings; for the state,
they are manageable challenges.
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Critical Approaches:
Precarity, Securitisation
and Disaster Capitalism

INTRODUCTION: DISASTERS AND TRANSFORMATION
IN THE WORLD SYSTEM

This chapter tackles critical theories and discourses around the role
of disasters in the world system other than the anarchist approaches
discussed in Chapter 4. It covers critical responses in disaster studies, con-
textualising the theoretical discourses outlined in the previous chapter by
describing how they are viewed by critical perspectives, particularly in
the context of transformation of capital and how it reconfigures social
forces, and the role that disasters play in this. In Chapter 2, I argued that
the mainstream approach is underpinned by a range of assumptions and
myths about the irrational or rational nature of humans and the apolitical
nature of disasters. These myths serve the function of making the spe-
cialised yet generic disaster agencies of the neoliberal state seem both
legitimate and essential as the only entities able to oversee and control the
chaos ensuing from disasters, while portraying community responses to
disasters as at best inefficient and at worst violent and dangerous. In high-
lighting some of the assumptions underlying this narrative, I have already
moved some way towards a critique of this approach. The purpose of
the current chapter is to go into more detail on a range of alternative
frameworks for understanding disasters and for theorising the roles
played by the state, NGOs and the market in disaster preparedness, relief
and recovery. Critical approaches have shown that the cybernetic ratio-
nalism of the dominant approach creates conditions for securitisation,
politics of fear, ‘shock doctrine’ and disaster capitalism. Theorists covered
in this chapter come variously from liberal, neo-Marxist and post-
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structuralist paradigms. They thus differ somewhat from the anarchist
approach outlined later in the book. It is argued that while these theories
often provide an excellent critique of current conditions, their proposed
solutions are insufficient because they fail to radically reimagine the
temporality and scale of necessary social change and thus fail to situate
disaster relief in the much longer duration of climate change and the
collapse of industrial civilisation.

SOCIAL CONTROL, SECURITISATION AND FEAR

A first cluster of critical approaches focuses on critique of securitisation
or the ‘politics of fear’ Securitisation is the discursive process of success-
fully framing a particular issue or policy area as an exceptional security
issue. The securitisation of an issue typically results in exceptional powers,
increased resource allocation, and greater use of militarised or policing
measures. Different interest groups inside and outside states compete to
securitise and de-securitise particular issues, often as ways to prioritise
their own issues, capture resources, or increase their own powers. Milita-
risation and securitisation of humanitarianism and disaster management
have increased in recent years, even from a mainstream perspective.*
Securitisation policies rest on the idea that a given phenomenon is an
exceptional existential threat, and are thus particularly compatible
with Hobbesian approaches which treat human actors as irrational and
vulnerable to one another, thus requiring top-down prevention and
control by (presumably more rational) elite actors. Disasters have proven
a relatively easy area to securitise. With the exception of structuralists,
dominant paradigms portray disasters as natural, episodic and random
events which also surpass politics-as-usual. This combination leads
to a policy framework for dealing with disasters that is state-led, with
a particular emphasis on security and control rather than other state
functions, such as social policy, welfare, community-based education
or the ‘normal’ legal process. Perceived existential threats to the state or
‘society’ also tend to sideline individual rights and needs and community
processes.

In Chapter 2, I portrayed the mainstream approach to disaster as ‘risk
management’ requiring top-down management and control. This creates
a state-led response set based on typical securitising moves, including an
emphasis on security and control rather than other possible state functions
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such as welfare or legal rights and responsibilities. Here I discuss a range
of theorists in the field of critical security studies (CSS) who take a critical
approach to the choice of a security frame in policy. Underpinning this
field is a denunciation of the de-politicisation of security in both policy
and academia.> CSS scholarship seeks to open to theoretical scrutiny
the statist and militaristic assumptions of dominant conceptions of
security, such as those which underpin policy-oriented risk management.
Contrary to the assumptions of these approaches, securitisation is not an
indispensable response to disorder, chaos and threat, but an absence of
normal politics, or, following Agamben (who is widely cited in the field
of CSS), a ‘state of exception® which transcends ‘the established rules of
the game and frames the issue as either a special kind of politics or above
politics’* CSS thus works with a binary of ‘normal’ politics versus extraor-
dinary, securitised politics.

While security discourse presents itself as apolitical and transcending
politics, it is in fact intensely political and has political effects, in particular
around the unequal distribution of risk and the arbitrary securitisation
of some risks rather than others. Didier Bigo and Anastassia Tsoukala
argue that International Relations (IR) scholars, along with mainstream
policy discourse, have decided as an epistemic community that ‘security
is about “serious” things, i.e. war, death, survival, and not about everyday
practices concerning crime, or about the feeling of insecurity, fear of
poverty and illness,’ issues which are elsewhere described as ‘human
security’ concerns. This emphasis on survival and existential threat
follows discursively from the earlier practices of state security, focused
on great-power rivals. It often serves the purpose of legitimating violence
and coercion, which are mobilised in the interests of a particular class
or political community at the expense of others, while at the same time
adopting a universalist discourse of ‘security’ which serves to estrange
the voice that is speaking from any particular perspective or standpoint
in time and space.® Security discourse can thus serve to simultaneously
justify and enact very illiberal practices on the part of ostensibly ‘liberal’
regimes.”

Securitisation typically relies on a claim that a particular issue (such
as disasters) constitutes an extraordinary existential threat (to the state,
nation or society), which is qualitatively different from everyday risks.
Declaring the ‘threat’ is a power move that CSS scholars call a ‘speech act]
a declaration with real consequences that is performed within unequal
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power structures and therefore impacts on people in very different ways,
depending where they are situated in those power structures. The speech
act identifies enemies and declares war, or a state of emergency, which is
not open to negotiation or political debate.® By ‘identifying’ enemies, the
speech act constitutes them, that is, it actually creates a group of people
that may not previously have been a cohesive ‘group’ in the first place.
There is considerable overlap between securitisation theory in political/
International Relations scholarship and the study of moral panics in
media studies and sociology. A moral panic is a media event, often
artificially generated, in which a particular form of deviance/crime is
portrayed (usually misleadingly) as novel, exceptionally threatening, and
exceptionally ‘other’ Such deviance is usually associated with a folk devil,
such as a racialised minority, supposed underclass, or youth subculture.
It is also taken to stand for a wider social breakdown which is framed
as an effect of moral collapse. Moral panics generate a discursive spiral
which usually leads to escalating public, media, political, policing and
judicial concern, culminating in extraordinary legislation or campaigns
of repression.” Moral panics have become a staple of the populist media
and dovetail with wider politics of fear in coverage of disaster-related
deviance, such as Covid-19 lockdown-breaking, or supposed looting
(often survival-related or misidentified) in the aftermath of earthquakes
or hurricanes. This enables moralistic in-groups to find human targets
for the fear and anxiety associated with disasters.

Securitisation studies also overlap with critical race theory and
intersectional research. Securitisation and other distributions of risk
and concern are usually structured along familiar lines of race, gender,
(post)coloniality, sexuality, disability and class. Such distributions of risk,
death and ‘grievability’ are central to the definitions of privileged and
marginalised groups in much of the intersectionalist literature.'® Without
minimising other social hierarchies, securitisation theory particularly
overlaps with ‘racialisation’ - a process by which a racial interpretation
is imposed on a particular group and/or social practice. This was
particularly evident in media portrayals and policy responses to terrorism
after the New York 9/11/2001 attacks in the US'* and the London 7/7
bombings in the UK."* In both situations, ‘Muslims’ (an incredibly diverse
group) were declared as the enemy through speech acts, for example
declaring 9/11 as ‘an attack on freedom’ by Islam. The security culture
and anti-terror measures put in place after this event arguably are some
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of the most oppressive in history, impacting on the whole population,
but utterly disproportionately upon Muslims and other racialised (e.g.
black) people.*® Framings of particular populations as ‘risk groups’ and
other populations as being ‘at risk’ leads to grossly inegalitarian practices
impacting heavily on the lives and bodies of the groups framed as ‘risky’,
often putting them at much greater risk — for example, of being killed
by police** or, in the case of migrants, of dying in transit. On the other
hand, threats impinging on marginalised groups (such as far-right
violence and femicide) are less likely to be securitised, and racialisation
and other positional framings impact areas such as disaster preparedness
and reactions to disasters, as we saw above in relation to Katrina and
Covid-19. Securitisation thus typically involves oppressive choices as to
which lives ‘matter’. There is also a particular propensity for securitised
issues (disasters, pandemics, migration, terrorism, crime) to be perceived
as emerging from chaotic, marginal sites to threaten orderly, core areas or
groups, even when driving factors are endogenous to Western societies or
result from global structures.

If securitised and disastrous effects are closely enmeshed with dis-
cursive hierarchies, it follows that their roots lie in widespread cultural/
discursive processes operating on a poststructuralist model of decen-
tralised everyday power/knowledge. A vast array of everyday beliefs,
feelings and actions go into the process of making certain groups ‘risky’
and others ‘vulnerable’. Scholars have applied this idea to show that secu-
ritisation occurs not only in national and international policy, it also
penetrates all levels of society, for example schools and education,"* and
identity formation.'® Racialised people, alongside dissidents and political
activists,”” and asylum seekers and migrants are constructed as a threat to
civilised society and the enemy of liberal democracy."® They are construed
as such by not only authority figures, such as the government, police and
teachers, but also possibly their neighbours and friends, and they may
even come to be suspicious of themselves. This can lead to a culture of
fear and conformity, backed up by the violent repression of social justice
and community organising movements, even when these may have their
own legitimate and embodied claims to seek ‘security’*

Another line of critique relates to atomisation. Both mainstream
disaster studies and securitisation in general rest on the assumption that
humans are essentially selfish, competitive and potentially violent. These
beliefs are treated as transcending politics - for example, as part of the
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generic security field which applies regardless of the context of a disaster.
Scholars from a number of traditions argue that neoliberalism actually
works to produce the expected kind of rational, acquisitive, subject since
people are encouraged to compete and fear each other, and discouraged
from developing whatever skills or relations are needed to relate.** Beliefs
about human nature can turn into self-fulfilling prophecies. First, if we
believe that others are essentially selfish, we are more likely to behave
in such a way ourselves.”* Furthermore, we are more likely to place our
trust in alienated institutions that we hope might protect us from one
another. Mistrust of others leads to an everyday politics of fear,** which
legitimises a culture of social control, for example increasing CCTV sur-
veillance, private security guards and gated communities, which actually
makes people feel less, rather than more safe.”

This may also be counterproductive because the competitive pursuit
of security exposes others to risk or reinforces the social problems at the
root of security problems. Different social groups also tend to become
polarised, with each group fearing the others as sources of potential risk.
This corrodes both individual freedom and social solidarity.

The politics of securitisation and fear have implications for disaster
situations. Rather than being understood as people experiencing their
own insecurity and fear, community response in disasters is frequently
labelled as looting, anarchy, or chaos.** Hence, state policy responses
to disaster are often top-down and treat community responses as dan-
gerously unpredictable or as Hobbesian anarchy. Humanitarian aid
increasingly adopts a militarisation and securitisation framework as
opposed to a discourse of human needs.” People attempting to meet
their needs are constructed as rebels or barbarians requiring control, as
barbarous ‘others’ from which the general population must be protected.
Again, this is a self-fulfilling prophecy: ‘often the worst behavior in the
wake of a calamity is on the part of those who believe that others will
behave savagely and that they themselves are taking defensive measures
against barbarism’*®
strategies of counterinsurgency and population management, with ruling
groups consciously manipulating fear for purposes such as winning

The politics of fear can also be used as part of

elections and marginalising protest movements. Such responses attempt
to manufacture public legitimacy by spreading fear and mistrust and by
undermining empathic affective responses.
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ACCUMULATION BY DISPOSSESSION THROUGH THE
PRIVATISATION OF RISK/DISASTER CAPITALISM

While the securitisation, atomisation and positionality angles arise in a
wide range of critiques, Marxist-influenced approaches are particularly
likely to focus on the implications of disasters in terms of capitalist social
relations. Marxists generally attribute major social shifts to the tendencies
of capitalism, the development of its productive forces or relations of
production, capital-labour conflicts, or the needs of particular stages of
capitalism. This sometimes leads to an argument that risk management,
securitisation and the growing importance of disaster are aspects of
neoliberal forms of accumulation, production, consumption, repro-
duction and/or legitimation. Capitalism in the neoliberal period is
characterised by recurring crises, often systemically if not deliberately
produced. These crises themselves become opportunities for profiteer-
ing, regressive wealth redistribution, lucrative redevelopment projects
and so on. While economic crashes form the model for this theory,
this same model is increasingly also applied to other disasters which
stop short of system collapse. Neoliberal capitalism is characterised as
‘disaster capitalism, a model designed around recurring disasters and
crises. It is argued that disaster capitalism is not an accidental by-product
of particular policies, rather it is definitive of the ideological foundations
of neoliberalism.*”

While not a Marxist, Naomi Klein is clearly influenced by this style
of theorising. In her book The Shock Doctrine, Klein argues that all
kinds of disasters, as varied as terrorist attacks, financial collapse and
tsunamis, are used by powerful people as a context at a local scale to
clear out deprived communities in order to reconstruct neighbourhoods
as neoliberal developments for profit. Furthermore, the trauma caused
by such events can be used as a smokescreen for drastic changes at the
level of the wider economy, such as imposing severe austerity measures
on populations. Such actions are backed up by neoliberal ideology with
little democratic legitimacy. This is what Klein terms ‘disaster capitalism,
where the original disaster puts the population into a state of collective
shock, whereby ‘like the terrorised prisoner who gives up the names of
comrades and renounces his faith shocked societies often give up the
things they would otherwise fiercely protect.”® Yottam Marom, an activist
and writer who was involved in Occupy Sandy, writes that in the initial
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scenes of a disaster, ‘volunteers and community organisers are not the
only ones on the scene’ Before the recovery effort has even started, he
argues ‘an army of disaster-capitalist developers are plotting to use this
opportunity to finally knock down the housing projects and replace them
with the condos they’ve been drooling about for decades’* The exploit-
ative practices of disaster capitalism can occur between states — often a
rich industrialised nation and a developing nation — where relief agencies
‘operate as marionettes’ for the selfish economic interests of the more
powerful nation.** It can also be a tool of governments at the domestic
level to disguise austerity politics, the privatisation of public spaces and
public institutions.>* Natural or unplanned disasters absolve the system
of the difficulties which otherwise stand in the way of designs for gentri-
fication, securitisation of spaces, removal of ‘unproductive’ populations,
capture of land and natural resources, and so on.

The historical process of primitive accumulation, according to Marx,
is ‘nothing else than the historical process of divorcing the producer from
the means of production’** Once the historical dispossession is complete,
capital can rely on standard, ostensibly peaceful processes such as market
competition and wage labour to maintain and expand its profits. Marx’s
prediction that capitalism would rapidlylead to socialist revolution through
the socialisation, homogenisation and pauperisation of labour seems not
to have been accurate, although in some respects socialisation and wealth
inequality have increased. However, later capitalist development has also
involved fragmentation of labour through precarity.*® The fragmentation
of the labour force has led contemporary theorists to adapt Marx’s theory
in order to more accurately reflect present circumstances. One adaptation
is David Harvey’s idea of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ This concept
describes neoliberal capitalist policies in Western nations beginning from
around the 1970s which cause a deepening of inequality, an increasing
chasm of alienation between the rich and the poor and the centralisation
of wealth and power in the hands of a very small elite. This process is
reflected in the slogan of the Occupy Wall Street movement: ‘We are the
99%), referring to the fact that the world’s wealth is disproportionately
concentrated in the hands of the ‘top 1%}, whose wealth grew by 275 per
centbetween 1979 and 2007.3* Accumulation by dispossession’ refers to the
process by which capitalism (or capitalists) dispossess the public of their
wealth. This is done through four practices: privatisation (the transfer of
property from public to private ownership), financialisation (deregulated
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credit and stock manipulation), management and manipulation of crises
(such as disaster capitalism!), and state redistributions.>> This includes
post-disaster clearance and reconstruction efforts which capitalise on
disaster and austerity by dispossessing poor people of their homes and
property. Disaster capitalism is thus taken to be a means of regressive
wealth redistribution from poor to rich, with capitalists and their political
allies either leveraging unexpected crises or actually causing crises so as
to dispossess poorer groups, redevelop geographical areas for profit, and
SO on.

The ideological force driving disaster capitalism — ‘the shock doctrine’
of Klein’s title — is the policy trinity based on the thought of Milton
Friedman and the Chicago School of ‘the elimination of the public
sphere, total liberation for corporations and skeletal social spending’*®
Friedman argued that ‘only a crisis - actual or perceived - produces real
change. When that crisis occurs, the actions that are taken depend on
the ideas that are lying around’?” Neoliberal shock doctrine assumes
inexorable technological progress and unlimited natural resource and
the disposability of underprivileged people and communities. This
ideology is disguised behind ostensibly neutral, de-politicised discourse
of ‘natural’ disaster, ‘recovery), ‘rebuilding’ and ‘redevelopment’*® Dissent
is quelled and compliance is enforced through securitisation and milita-
risation. The paradigm relies on a panoply of quantification technology
for insurance purposes and remote sensing data. These technologies
contribute to a new military-industrial complex in which surveillance
and control technologies are easily shifted between military, policing and
disaster management projects, with profits accruing to major technology
companies. For example, the National Geospatial Intelligence Agency,
which is part of the US Defence Department, supported Hurricane
Katrina relief efforts by providing geospatial information to FEMA and
purchased a technology ominously named ‘Enhanced View’ to make
high-quality satellite imagery available to licensed federal customers. This
has been used in Japan for emergency response and has been interpreted
as the colonisation of the global field by corporate titans amid concerns
that insurance logic will overtake humanitarian concern.’ The major
players in the emerging institutionalisation of disasters are international
financial institutions, insurance/reinsurance companies, catastrophe
modellers, defence policy analysts and geospatial analysts.
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Disaster capitalism operates to the detriment of poorer, marginalised
communities. In the case of Hurricane Sandy, for example, the ostensible
economic success of the US as a whole, and New York in particular,
obscures the vast inequality, precarity and poverty of many inhabitants,
and the uneven effects that the disaster had on underprivileged members
of society, who were disproportionately black and from ethnic minorities.*’
Empirical studies have shown that the residents of New Orleans who
were displaced by Hurricane Katrina tended to have different experi-
ences that were clustered around lines of homeownership, class and race.
‘Purification discourses’ in media and policy were intended to ‘remedy
the chaos, filth and negativity of the disaster area’*' This involved tearing
down public housing and regenerating poorer areas in a manner that
effectively forced poorer people out of the area and enacted ‘essentially
racialised purging’** Katrina is only one example of a broader dynamic
of disasters being used as a premise to ‘deconcentrate’ black poverty
through ‘displacement and racial cleansing [that] actually just disperses
and makes poor people of colour even more invisible, arguably so that the
clean, blank slate can be capitalised on’** Miriam Greenberg traces the
market-oriented approach to urbanisation back to the 1970s, when she
argues that elite responses to financial crises and urban unrest produced
a range of policies such as privatisation of public space, austerity, attacks
on organised labour, and business incentives intended to attract private
investment, development and to increase consumption. This created a
vision of cities themselves becoming profit-making enterprises. Thus in
New Orleans and New York after hurricanes Katrina and Sandy author-
ities were able to ‘steer billions of public dollars to powerful industries,
real estate developers, corporations and already wealthy neighbor-
hoods’** Marxists have argued that the process does not only operate at
the observable level of cities and neighbourhoods; since the essence of
capital is self-valorising value, it also seeks to invest in technology and
create new markets at every scale,” and commodify even microscopic
entities such as the Covid-19 virus.*®

This process of accumulation by dispossession has also been referred
to as the ‘new enclosures’ or ‘commons enclosure}*” a terminology which
refers back to the sixteenth-century practice of ‘enclosures’ (Marx’s par-
adigm-case for primitive accumulation), a process in which public land
was taken out of common use and fenced in for private use. Enclosures
entailed removing tenant farmers and peasants from the land and turning
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it over to capital-intensive or labour-light practices such as ranching and
(later) factory farming. The historical practice is widely understood to
have been cruel and unjust, since it created a landless working class to be
fed into the difficult and exploitative industrial work in the developing
economy.

Mainstream history tends to portray the enclosures as an event that
was definitively in the past. However, the Midnight Notes Collective
argue that: “The Enclosures ... are not a one time process exhausted at the
dawn of capitalism. They are a regular return on the path of accumula-
tion and a structural component of class struggle’** Neoliberal enclosures
have created ‘the biggest diaspora of the century,* uprooting people
from land, jobs, homes, families and relationships. The root cause of
this mass dispossession, according to the Midnight Notes Collective, are
neoliberal financialisation policies such as the International Monetary
Fund (IMF)-dictated ‘Structural Adjustment Programs’ (SAPs), inflicted
on indebted countries, forcing them to undertake practices including
the commercialisation of agriculture, demonetarisation of economy
and the devaluation of money - all of which lead to the dispossession of
poor people on the ground.>® SAPs are in many ways the archetype for
disaster capitalism. They leverage crises to impose policies which redis-
tribute resources to Western companies and governments. Indeed, since
aggressive US borrowing in the Reagan years was a major driver of debt
crises elsewhere, these crises were arguably manufactured. Implement-
ing SAPs also tended to increase export dependency and openness to
footloose capital flows, raising the risk of further crises and further SAPs.
Harvey suggests that the US Treasury, Wall Street and the IMF deliber-
ately manipulate such crises to enhance US global power.>* For example,
the East Asian financial crisis eliminated promising rivals to the US
and allowed US investors to buy up local companies at fire-sale prices.
Resultant SAPs imposed open-market policies which undermined the
earlier developmental statist policies of targeted companies.

The policy agenda promoted by global institutions such as the IMF
since the 1980s is often referred to as the Washington Consensus.>* Since
the 2008 financial crisis, there has been a widespread loss of confidence in
the neoliberal model,’* and arguably a new Post-Washington Consensus
(PWC) has emerged from the mid-1990s onward, which is somewhat
more supportive of state interventions. The PWC includes ‘pro-poor’
development policies and conditionalities in areas such as labour rights,
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gender equality, health access and environmental protection. However,
this is arguably a continuation rather than rupture since it serves to
protect the functioning of neoliberalism through merely minor adjust-
ments.’* Indeed, measures in older SAPs are often simply rebranded as
pro-poor or socially progressive in the newer versions. The PWC model
intersects with the globalisation of disaster preparedness and resilience
in the 1990s and with the spread of securitised disaster responses. For
example, PWC approaches encourage ‘investment’ in basic healthcare
based on strict cost-effectiveness criteria, thus stepping back from the
drastic health privatisation agenda of the 1980s, yet still contributing to
cuts in non-‘basic’ services. The resultant shortage of medical workers
contributes to a trend towards securitisation of pandemics, using the
rationalised, expanded security apparatuses encouraged in neoliberal-
ism. For example, Paul Farmer criticises responses to multidrug-resistant
tuberculosis in the 1990s and 2000s. Use of second-line medications and
surgery was stymied by artificially raised prices and cost-effectiveness
policies, leading to preventable outbreaks which were then sometimes
securitised.’®

In the case of SAPs, crisis is exploited to impose emergency austerity
packages which may otherwise be politically impossible. The general
trend is for SAPs to produce unemployment or at least reduce formal-
sector employment, to corrode labour rights, undermine food security,
and increase preventable deaths and suffering among the poor.*®
Significantly, the process has also been regarded as undemocratic because
SAP policies are imposed top-down by unelected intergovernmental
organisations on Southern governments, giving foreign investors and
institutions a veto over national policies.”” Dominant elites, the ‘1%)
are the main beneficiaries of these processes. Even in the North, poorer
groups often suffer. For example, William Robinson finds that US and
Mexican farmers did not benefit from the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA), while transnational corporate agro-industry on
both sides of the US/Mexico border did.*® Even within the world’s richest
economies, life is becoming more and more precarious for the majority
of the population. SAPs arguably provide a model for disaster capitalism,
with recurring emergencies creating an environment to shift power to
unaccountable agencies which then engage in regressive redistribution
under the cover of shock and terror.
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PRECARITY, VULNERABILITY AND DISASTER

Neoliberalisation and precarity have also altered the relationship between
states and citizens, and citizens with each other, which has implications
for the ways in which people act and the support systems and networks
that they rely on during disasters. The transition from Fordism to neolib-
eralism means that states no longer take on many of the welfare and social
security functions that they used to; precarity also means that traditional
communities people might have relied on for help have fragmented. This
experience of fragmentation is caused by the logic of commensurabil-
ity, which has always been basic to capitalism but has been intensified
with globalisation. If a unit of labour time from anybody anywhere is
measurable in the same way as another somewhere else, and always sub-
ordinate to profit for capitalists, there is no systemic impetus to sustain
or reproduce particular communities and ecosystems. This operates
to fragment shared experiences of time and temporal possibilities for
sociability, since people no longer work similar hours to those in their
neighbourhoods. It also operates to fragment people spatially; since they
no longer live in the same neighbourhoods for their entire lives; or even
for extended times that are long enough to form a community with those
who live around them. Housing is now a precarious commodity and
people move for work more often. At the same time, people can no longer
rely on the state to help them through personal or social crises (if they
ever could) because the nation state as a cohering force of social welfare
redistribution has largely disintegrated.

Social structures, inequality and unequal distribution of risk mean that
disasters are more disastrous for certain people at certain times. Zygmunt
Bauman suggests that the likelihood of marginalised people to increas-
ingly become victims of disasters is one of the most salient dimensions of
social inequality of our time.*® The same natural force (such as a hurricane
or earthquake) may kill hundreds and leave thousands homeless in
poorly prepared Southern countries while causing only limited damage
in better prepared Northern ones. The effects of disasters are therefore
in no way natural in the sense of unavoidable, but rather a product of a
cumulative history of racism, deprivation and inequality.* In the provoc-
atively titled edited collection There Is No Such Thing as Natural Disasters,
the editors document the ways in which a history of racist institutional
arrangements combined with failure to maintain critical public services
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and infrastructure in New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina. This led to
the hurricane affecting black and low-income households in massive dis-
proportion to their white, better-off counterparts.®’ The media portrayals
of the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina reflect this dynamic of securiti-
sation based on a pessimistic and racialised view of human nature. Paul
Taylor, in his philosophical exploration of the concept of race, argues that
‘[t]he early depictions of Hurricane Katrina’s aftermath read like a col-
laborative project of Thomas Hobbes and Joseph Conrad: The disaster,
we heard, had broken the tenuous grip on civilisation long unevenly
maintained by places like New Orleans and unleashed a wave of savage
black barbarism’® This is in spite of evidence of community cooperation
during the disaster and the damage done by securitised responses.

Mainstream approaches often portray the networked, high-speed,
ephemeral structure of the neoliberal economy in a positive light,
emphasising autonomy, self-management, creativity, flexibility, mobility,
identity-fluidity and the opportunities available to certain groups of skilled
workers and professionals, while ignoring the increasingly insecure and
unstable nature of work and social connections. Critiques of this perspec-
tive, which often come from autonomous Marxism,* explain precarity
in terms of a general sense of fear and insecurity in the populace, which
governments attempt to mobilise and manipulate into fear of ‘the other,
which finds expression in securitisation and moral panics. Amorphous
latent fear can be manipulated as a basis for ‘shock doctrine’-style disaster
capitalism, which in turn reproduces such fear.

The mainstream framing of precarious labour portrays flexible and
autonomous workers as endowed with a large amount of agency to
determine how their time is spent. And there is of course some truth in this
- many successful creative workers opt to work on flexible, self-employed
contracts and enjoy the freedom that this gives. However, this glorified
image of the precariat ignores the diversity of precarious contracts and
positions, and the ways in which the precariat is fragmented in a way
which enables the dispossession of the most marginalised classes.**
Precarity is a situation in which people are vulnerable both to small-scale
everyday disasters, such as arbitrary firings and delisting by platform-
capitalist sites such as Uber, and as a result are less ‘resilient’ in the face of
social-scale disasters which disrupt the various precarious income flows.
For example, Covid-19 lockdowns have proven unenforceable among the
informal-sector poor, who are at risk of starvation if they ‘stay at home’

59



DISASTER ANARCHY

as demanded; this group are thus disproportionately exposed both to
lockdown-related repression and the risk of contracting the virus.®

Jason Moore® links the process of precarisation, which he terms
‘accumulation by appropriation, to the exploitation of women and
colonies as parts of the ‘world-ecology’. According to Moore, capital seeks
cheapness. It seeks to appropriate nature through violence rather than
through sustainable reproduction as well as ‘cheapness’ of labour and
material at ‘frontiers’ rather than within its existing territories, using
violent appropriation at the margins rather than nurturing existing social
relations and social reproduction. This is ultimately suicidal, with
capitalism relying on an ever-shrinking frontier while failing to secure its
own reproduction. ‘[V]iolence is fundamental to Cheap Nature -
revealing capitalism’s greatest “inefficiency”: its destruction and waste of
life’” A good disaster-related example of this is the short-termist
extractivism associated with the oil industry in the Niger Delta. In
addition to polluting and expropriating land, the oil industry was and is
responsible for a series of spills and explosions which undermine the
local ecology. While the initial dynamic is accumulation by dispossession
— the displacement of subsistence farmers for corporate accumulation —
the long-term dynamic is to sacrifice potential long-term profits from
agriculture for short-term oil profits.”® In a change of perspective, one
might view capitalism and precarity itself as an ongoing disaster which
concentrates the effects of insecurity among those who are already the
most vulnerable, while at the same time blaming them for their lack of
‘resilience’ and channelling their sense of risk away from the economy
through the security discourses of terrorism and ‘natural’ risk.

DELINKING FROM THE WORLD SYSTEM

World-systems theorists argue that conditions for resisting and supersed-
ing capitalism lie not in the most developed zones, as Marx had argued,
but in peripheral zones that were delinked from the world economy.
Delinking was initially formulated by Samir Amin as a state-level alter-
native to global capitalism, an expanded variant of import substitution.®
However, the term takes on more complex meanings as groups like the
Zapatistas adopt similar strategies and swathes of the world drop out of the
formal economy. While most states seek inclusion in global production
chains, in practice many cannot generate globalised jobs for more than
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a tiny fraction of the population or a handful of extractive hubs.” Not
only are rural areas often relatively autonomous from the world system,
but the rapidly increasing concentration of capital and extreme inequality
means that the urban poor, even in the most developed nations, are
suffering similar dynamics. This has implications for both survival and
resistance. Historically, the oppressed have risen in rebellion against their
oppressors, yet in current conditions, power has no identifiable centre.
Labour precarity and migration mean people are fragmented from tra-
ditional communities, work-based organisations and social networks,
making it increasingly hard for people to organise politically, leading to
a crisis of the traditional left. People - more often racialised people and
women - are forcibly delinked from the world economy and treated as
disposable. Contemporary capitalism has a tendency to destroy more
livelihoods than it creates, with a trend towards the growth of ‘surplus
population’ relative to employed.”* Amin describes a massive broadening
of precarity and pauperisation to the point where 80 per cent of the global
periphery’s population are precariously situated, and also 40 per cent of
those within the global centre/core.”” Thus, the new class division no
longer follows the Marxist lines of exploitation but rather that of social
exclusion and inclusion, corresponding to a new wave of social repression
directed at non-conformity and precarity.”* These dynamics are magnified
by disasters, which already more often affect poorer communities, while
rich people are more easily able to leave disaster-prone areas. Forced
delinking is closely tied to corporate risk calculations and the risk—profit
balance; poorer areas are often considered too crisis-prone to invest in.
Delinking seems likely to happen even more in the future, as disasters
become more prevalent due to climate change, and states become more
austere as neoliberalism concentrates capital in private hands. Neverthe-
less, those who have been excluded or expelled from the world economy
need to survive, and their survival tactics offer a very important emerging
site of resistance.

Immanuel Wallerstein suggests that capitalism has partly overcome the
traditional Marxist contradiction between the proletariat and the bour-
geoisie by relying on cheap imports of primary goods from peripheral
regions. The main contradiction is now between global capital based in
‘coré (rich, industrialised) regions, and the peripheral regions seeking to
free themselves from core control. Wallerstein argues that core—periphery
actually refers to processes rather than spatial zones,”* and while these
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frequently map onto First' and ‘Third” world countries geographically
on a world scale, we also see periphery-like processes occurring in ‘First-
world’ countries.

Combined with the fragmentation of traditional communities, we
are left with a situation which makes it increasingly hard for people to
organise politically.”> The ‘oppressor’ is transforming into a complex
system that combines persons, networks and machines with no obvious
centre.”® Young people are blocked from accessing the same opportuni-
ties of those a generation before, and experience simultaneous stagnation
and precarity, treated as a ‘surplus population.’” When the powerful no
longer have a need for the compliance of the poor (for example during a
contraction of the world economy) the process of exploitation of workers
most famously theorised by Marx tends to be replaced by exclusion.”®
Delinking is not simply economic, but can also involve exclusion from
political participation and political rights, as with Agamben’s ‘state of
exception, and military retreat from areas that the state no longer views
as strategically useful.”” Neoliberal states’ definitions of security and
disaster focus on the protection of capital, the state, and productive
subjects, and involve treating unproductive populations as disposable
barriers to progress.80 Disaster management thus becomes management
of those disasters which affect the included groups, ignoring the everyday
disasters affecting the excluded.

Yet those who have been excluded or expelled from the world economy
need to survive, and their survival tactics offer an important emerging
site of resistance. This idea of ‘forced delinking’ can also be constructed
as a form of ‘exodus™ or ‘exile’® from the neoliberal economy and from
institutionalised politics that is both enforced and elected. Struggles tend
to orient not around inclusion but around access to resources and land
for subsistence and reproduction of life and sociality ‘beyond the wage’*?
Examples include historic Cossack stanistas (self-governing village set-
tlements) observed and theorised by Kropotkin; the Zapatistas who
declared a defensive war against the US in order to build an autonomous
community based on principles of mutual aid;* and many projects of
solidarity and mutual aid in Athens during the extreme austerity imposed
after the debt crisis of 2010.%

Disasters are associated with forced delinking in several ways. First
of all, disasters are more likely to occur to/in communities that have
already been marginalised or delinked in some sense, since as discussed
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previously, rich people and capital are likely to move away from areas
most prone to disasters. Second, disasters as they happen may involve
further delinking as states are increasingly unable or unwilling to provide
the extent of relief that they may have done previously, or that may be
required. Third, delinking is likely to be intensified by disasters, which
decimate public infrastructure in affected areas and increase existing
poverty and inequality. Fourth, disasters therefore create prime conditions
for organised resistance based on exile or exodus from the dominant
system, as people and communities struggle to survive and subsist. This
kind of resistance has the potential to come up against securitisation
and militarisation and end in conflict; or it may be in danger of being
co-opted or recuperated back into the capitalist cultural and economic
mainstream, thus being emptied of its radical potential - when social
bonds are recomposed and infrastructure is developed autonomously,
the exilic space is often reincorporated by the state as a semi-periphery.*®
A key purpose of this book, therefore, is to explore such dangers and
dynamics, and how they might be resisted in the immediacy of disaster
and crisis situations.

SOCIETY AGAINST THE STATE: BEYOND
ASSOCIATIONALISM AND THE NGO MODEL

Key to theorising the relationship between delinked communities, social
movements and the state is an understanding of the relationship between
society and the state. In the previous chapter, I considered various strands
of associationalism, such as social capital theory, resilience theory, and
risk society as the mainstream approach to understanding the relation-
ship between civil society and the state. Associationalists view society as
a necessary complement to the state; associations within society build
forms of trust and solidarity and democratic knowledge that are essential
for a functioning democracy. Forms of sociality that do not fit with this
instrumental view (for example anti-state groups, riots or groups that
are trying to meet their subsistence needs and come up against security
forces or bureaucratic barriers; or groups that are trying to exist outside
the state and capitalist economy without working towards inclusion) are
therefore not eligible as political entities within this paradigm. Theorists
as diverse as Antonio Gramsci,®” James Scott®® and Michel Foucault® all
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argue that non-state resistance is not only a legitimate response to crisis
and disaster, but essential, highly effective and ethically desirable.

Debates around the nature of civil society and its relationship to the
state have a strong epistemological element; that is, they have implications
for the relationship between knowledge and power, political subjectiv-
ity, and the extent to which social/local actors can resist political/global
forces from a position of critical awareness. This is important for under-
standing how people organise in disasters, and the political implications
of their actions, because it can help us think through the connections
and differences between spontaneous community responses that almost
invariably occur during disasters and a more politicised movement. For
theories such as associational and social capital theory outlined in the
previous chapter, the ideological motivations underpinning community
organising are of little interest. So long as the action does not overtly
conflict or resist the democratic functioning of the state, then it is eligible
as a form of social capital and thus as a natural complement to the
democratic functioning of the state and, as was argued in the previous
chapter, of neoliberal capitalism.

Gramsci understood civil society to be an extension of the state and a
site for the production of political legitimacy, that is, consent/complicity
in hegemonic governance, through everyday beliefs and practices. Where
other Marxist philosophers understood capitalist ideology as totalising
and monolithic, Gramsci offers a more dynamic concept of ideology
which creates space for agency and struggle. Gramsci’s argument is
that ‘common sense, contrary to the colloquial understanding of it as
being a kind of practical and useful form of knowledge, is an ideological
worldview which seems so self-evident that its adherents are unable to
identify the extent to which it has been conditioned by institutions such
as the media, religious institutions, voluntary organisations, societies
and so on, many of which reproduce the agendas of state and capital.
‘Common sense’ teaches people to be happy with their lot, or at least
to accept it as inevitable, and therefore to work to improve their corner
of the world rather than to change the system as a whole. Civil society
here acts as a bulwark against state collapse or revolution; while it is the
political state that holds the ‘monopoly of force’ over a population, its
power is ultimately dependent on the more diffuse hegemony of social
power exercised through the associations and institutions of civil society.
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However, Gramsci also saw civil society as a site of plurality and contes-
tation, and of ‘good sense), which is an emergent form of knowledge that
transgresses or undermines those worldviews supporting ruling-class
interests.”® An effective strategy for social change would therefore involve
contesting widely held beliefs at the level of civil society and forming
groups and institutions to mobilise these ideas as a counter-hegemony.
Nonetheless, Gramsci retains aspects of the Marxist belief in the totalising
nature of capitalism — for example he believes subaltern actors have inter-
nalised the oppressor’s mentality. He would probably view the inclusion
of NGOs in state-led disaster responses as a variety of trasformismo or
‘passive revolution, the process of ‘beheading’ social movements by incor-
porating their leaders or intellectuals into the existing power structure,
thus maintaining bourgeois civil society against emergent challenges.”!
Gramscians generally believe that radicals can struggle within civil
society institutions to change their class or ideological character in a pro-
gressive direction.

This view can be differentiated somewhat from poststructural and
postcolonial theorists who believe that subaltern actors are formed by
the discourses that oppress them; that there is no pre-discursive subject.
Practices which shape people’s subjectivity are termed ‘biopower’ because
they are forms of power which act upon and determine life (bios). Such
power is exercised through everyday life, and includes practices such
as bureaucratic procedures, form-filling, metrics and regulations, and
normative discourses; which require one to fit into predetermined
categories or play a particular role in order to be eligible/recognised by
state actors. One ends up internalising and performing such roles, which
come to constitute subjectivity. Neoliberal governmentality operates
by seeking to manage people and render them conformist by plugging
their lifestyles and desires into the dominant regime of power.”* Post-
structuralists typically see resistance occurring within structures of
power/knowledge, through the re-inflection or subversion of dominant
discourses. They would expect subaltern actors to operate within
dominant disaster responses, but to subvert, frustrate, redefine, interro-
gate, and differently perform these from within.

Another group of theorists, whom I will term ‘conflict theorists, have
a lot of affinity with the anarchist conception of the relationship between
the state and society, which will be put forward in more detail in the next
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chapter. James Scott, for example, portrays society as being in conflict
with the state and capital, and as a site of resistance. He explicitly rejects
Gramsci’s theory of hegemony as only relevant in a very small number
of contexts, suggesting that, in most cases, people are very aware of their
situation and do not become ideologically incorporated into the system
that ensures their oppression. They may accept it as inevitable if they are
not aware of any alternatives, but this is not incompatible with ‘a degree
of distaste for, or even hatred of, the domination experienced’®®* Thus,
social forces and groups, rather than forming in parallel and complemen-
tary to hierarchical governance, actually form in order to resist or buffer
the effects of global forces on their local conditions and to resist further
exploitation. Much resistance is small scale rather than revolutionary, and
often does not involve mass protests or incursions in elite politics. It is
rather ‘a patient and effective nibbling away in a multitude of ways, which
can in fact have a huge cumulative effect.”* The subaltern site of resistance
for Scott is what is called a ‘hidden transcript, an unofficial discourse that
oppressed members of society speak among themselves while parodying
the official discourse or ‘public transcript’ (akin to Gramsci’s hegemony)
in their dealings with dominant groups and in public. So, while for Scott
there are still two competing discourses (complicit and resistant), the
oppressed are generally defiant in opposition, but they tactically conceal
this depending on circumstances. In situations where oppressed people
mobilise to improve their situation, it does not make sense to interpret
this in terms of ‘social capital’ nor in terms of the function of sustaining
neoliberal democracy: ‘Why, in a larger sense, should one expect those
who benefit least — or who are actually disadvantaged - by a particular
“public order” to contribute to its daily maintenance?*®

The important difference between poststructuralists and James Scott
is that the former see internal (psychological) subversion of dominant
discourses as the primary form of resistance because they think that
subjects are made/constituted by these discourses. Scott sees public per-
formances as consciously strategic and as deviating from what actors take
their real beliefs to be. Scott would expect community groups to engage
with state-led disaster responses for instrumental or extractive reasons,
probably to a minimum degree necessary to obtain benefits or avoid
dangers, and possibly while quietly sabotaging these initiatives from
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the sidelines, or simply criticising them in discussions with their allies/
friends while speaking the expected language to the people in charge.

NGO-ISATION AND CO-OPTATION

The concept of civil society has gained a renewed importance, both in
policy discourse and in practice, due to the ascendancy of neoliberal-
ism and the resultant withdrawal of the nation state’s welfare and social
functions. Mainstream disaster studies theories put forward in Chapter
2 understand civil society as an important alternative means of service
provision and collective action, although this is done with the expecta-
tion of collaboration with the state. Conversely, the authors discussed in
the previous section of this chapter understand society as a vital source of
resistance. This debate is played out in policy and practice. Many research-
ers in this area believe that the relationship between NGOs and the state
is problematic because this association undermines NGOs™ autonomy,
alters their values in line with state objectives and reduces their account-
ability to the communities they serve.®® Civil society therefore becomes
split into a sector comprised of NGOs, the institutional left and other
organisations dependent on state funding (which are wary of challenging
the policies of the institutions they depend upon) and a more critical and
radical realm of autonomous social movements (ASMs). This split has
been theorised by Arundhati Roy and others as ‘NGO-isation,”” and this
section examines some of the problems of this process, arguing that when
faced with powerful non- or anti-state movements, states always have the
choice whether to seek to repress or co-opt/recuperate the movement,
and its choice depends on the degree to which the movement imminently
threatens the state versus the degree to which it offers energies or resources
that the state cannot otherwise access. Disasters produce conditions which
weaken state power and increase social movement energies, tilting the
balance towards co-optation through NGO-isation. It is also a situation
where state and movement goals are somewhat compatible, as both are
seeking to relieve suffering and help survivors.

The way that we conceive the relationship between civil society and the
state has implications for our understanding of the practices of the range
of organisations that are involved in disaster preparedness, relief and
recovery. In practice, civil society’ is incredibly varied and composed of a
hugely diverse range of groups and organisations with different forms and
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functions, motivated by different ideologies and politics.”® This can lead
to a situation in which the institutions of civil society become complicit in
the policing and repression of the popular movements and struggles they
arose from.”” For example, governments have largely succeeded in making
disaster-related NGOs desist from rescuing refugees in the Mediterra-
nean and working in enemy-controlled conflict zones. In the UK NGOs
now generally respond to disasters as a coordinated body (the Disasters
and Emergencies Committee) with an integrated agenda. During the
Covid-19 crisis, NGOs almost universally acted as signal-boosters for
official public health messages.

Perhaps linked to their reliance on state funding, NGOs are often
alleged to promote a neoliberal agenda by reorienting community groups
into apolitical and individualised education and self-help programmes
which fragment community struggles and undermine collective
political awareness.** In the case of the Covid-19 crisis, for example,
the South African government put considerable effort into persuading
the community group Abahlali base’Mjondolo to focus on Covid-related
education and organising, and abandon its early position that service-
delivery (water and sanitation) issues and endemic diseases and dangers
in informal settlements are worse dangers than the coronavirus.'** Some
activists involved with Occupy Oakland have argued that ‘the exponential
growth of NGOs and nonprofits could be understood as the 21st century
public face of counterinsurgency, except this time speaking the language
of civil, womens, and gay rights, charged with preempting political
conflict, and spiritually committed to promoting one-sided “dialogue”
with armed state bureaucracies’'®* This reflects a wider critique of
NGO-isation, which refers to the propensity of NGOs to de-politicise
discourses and practices of social movements. In a disaster context, this
will often involve NGOs and social movements encouraging self-policing
in line with securitised responses, aiding ‘resilience’ as an alternative to
mitigation, and acting as cogs within the coordinated disaster response.

However, development theorists have argued that some NGOs
ostensibly focus on welfarism and service provision in order to satisfy elite
demands, whereas their inner core is dedicated to social transformation.
The orientation to social change is ‘camouflaged by whatever packaging
and labelling is required to cloud their actual intent’*®® This is somewhat
reminiscent of James Scott’s understanding of society insofar as it
presumes a ‘public transcript’ which is spoken to power about supporting
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state welfare and service provision, concealing a more radical hidden
transcript dedicated to community empowerment, political education
and social change. Indeed, some scholars argue that too little attention
is paid to the ways in which organisations do resist and transform gov-
ernmental agendas through their practices.** Nonetheless, the power
structure of state-NGO relations seems to militate against effective
border work of this kind, particularly due to funding dependence. “This
funding structure ties liberal organisations charged with representing and
serving communities of color to businesses interested primarily in tax
exemptions and charity, and completely hostile to radical social transfor-
mation despite their rhetoric'® Disasters are a particularly difficult case
for NGOs playing a border game, as securitisation creates hard dividing
lines between compliance and dissent, requiring border groups to either
endorse the entire state agenda or openly oppose it.

DISASTER ONTOLOGY: TEMPORALITY AND SCALE

The potential complicity of NGOs and states does not neutralise the
transformative potential of social movements. It is also possible for
movements to remain radical, resist co-optation and NGO-isation,
and offer alternatives to authoritarian disaster response models. In this
section, to be elaborated in the next chapter, I argue that anarchist and
autonomous social movements operate with a fundamentally different
set of ontological assumptions which are better suited to dealing with
climate catastrophe and disaster capitalism. They operate with a more
flow-based and longer-term temporality of disaster awareness, situating
their disaster responses within broader, ongoing responses to the
structural problems inherent in capitalism. Beliefs about the time-frame
within which an event occurs fundamentally shape our understandings
of the boundaries of that event, and what we might consider as connected
events or contributing factors. As we saw earlier, Hannigan and others
argue that natural disasters have usually been treated in international
politics as episodic, short-lived events that are best handled as humani-
tarian issues.'*® This approach means that important connections — such
as the relationships between disasters and climate change, or disasters
and longer-term national, international and development policies, or
disasters and everyday life - are often ignored. Disasters are consti-
tutive of capitalism rather than merely episodic or symptomatic, and I
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would suggest that these wider aspects are more clearly visible from the
standpoint of autonomous movements. Dealing with impending climate
catastrophe will require us to fundamentally rethink our relationship to
each other, the planet, and non-human others, and our understandings of
the time and space of politics.

The theorist Walter Benjamin suggests that capitalism is always-
already a disaster, and that history is nothing but the accumulation of
ruins caused by a ‘storm blowing from Paradise’*” This is in sharp
contrast with dominant conceptions of disasters as exceptions.
Interpreting Benjamin, Andrew Robinson argues that: ‘It is common for
such disasters to be portrayed as a violent eruption of an “outside”, which
breaks into the otherwise peaceful development of (white, Northern)
humanity. Benjamin reverses perspective, seeing such events as the Hell
of the present.**® Paul Virilio also resituates disaster in a broader frame.
He conceives the state primarily in terms of military and surveillance
systems, which tend to colonise all of society through the ways of seeing
and relating that they promote. Consumer society, television, the internet
and robotics are among the many technologies Virilio sees as contaminated
by a military way of seeing. Military strategy is today based on spatial or
logistical control, in which territories are redesigned or occupied in ways
which render them difficult for adversaries to use. Risk is controlled
through blocking/controlling the flows of life so as to disempower and
observe actors, rendering them predictable or powerless. Such deadened,
controlled territories are also poisonous for civilians, but serve well the
interests and needs of military agencies and their personnel, who are
hardened to survive in such environments. Virilio thus concludes that
ecological crises are only crises for civilians. They tend to shift power
from civilians to the military, because the military is designed to operate
in crisis conditions. Constant crisis thus goes hand in hand with
endocolonialism, or the militarisation of everyday life.® One sees in
mainstream disaster research how disasters which are managed in quasi-
militarised ways do not pose an existential threat to states; in Quarantelli’s
terms, they are not ‘catastrophes.’*® Yet they remain disasters for the
(mainly) civilians affected by death and devastation. And, as discussed
above, disasters may even aid the state in expanding securitisation and
capitalists in accumulation. If disasters are only disasters for civilians,
then it is important to remain autonomous from the state-led disaster
response and, in some cases, to confront it.
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Furthermore, the discourse surrounding ‘natural disasters’ presumes
a binary opposition between nature and culture so that an emphasis on
the former disguises the interrelationships between the two, particularly
evident in the twenty-first century in light of increasing knowledge about
the association between human activity and climate change.*** Disaster
researchers have moved away from the term ‘natural disaster, based on
a conception of the world as a cybernetic system subject to continual
management. Nonetheless, the nature/culture binary remains central to
popular and media conceptions and lurks in the background of disaster
studies’ distinctions between the disaster agent or cause and the social/
political response. Yet, as discussed above, ‘the same’ natural force can
have disastrous effects in one locality and not another. In addition,
a sizeable proportion of disasters are anthropogenic, arising from
dangerous industrial practices (Chernobyl, Bhopal, Aberfan, Fukushima
...), as side-effects of environmental degradation (e.g. flooding due to
deforestation), or as complications arising from massification and mass
production (e.g. livestock-based pandemics).”* On a broader scale,
human/industrial impacts increase both the frequency and impact of
disastrous events, with the impact of climate change on extreme weather
events particularly prominent. Climate change has been implicated in a
great many recent disasters, such as increasingly severe wildfires, floods
and hurricanes. The state agencies which head disaster responses and the
capitalists who profit from them, are often the same groups that manage
the social processes causing climate change. It thus seems counterintu-
itive to work under the leadership of these groups to mitigate disasters
which, in a sense, they have caused.

We shall see more examples of broader conceptions of disasters in the
next chapter, dealing with explicitly anarchist approaches. For now, it is
important to note that a broader, systemic awareness tends to generate
autonomous forms of activism. If a given crisis (such as Katrina, Sandy,
or Covid-19) is simply a local manifestation of the human-made disaster
of capitalism, statism, patriarchy, civilisation, coloniality, or whatever
longer-term structure activists focus on, then the long-term causes and
impacts will also be more apparent. For example, Marxist-influenced
activists quickly see the connections between capitalism, health service
spending cuts, and the lack of pandemic preparedness, while ecological
activists see the relationship between population concentration, unhealthy
living environments, and disease vulnerability. Activists with longer-term
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awareness are sometimes less susceptible than others to episodic panics
and less ready to sacrifice ‘big picture’ issues for the emergency of the
moment. Often, they will have alternative, grassroots responses based on
their own perspective of what the core problem is. Even if they broadly
agree with the dominant disaster response, they will seek to keep a critical
distance and avoid being co-opted in state-led responses. While this is
not always the case — there are people who ‘know better’ and yet mistake
recuperation for reform or are emotionally overwhelmed by immediate
crises — it creates the beginnings of other ways of responding.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has surveyed a range of critical approaches to disasters
and to trends identified in Chapter 2. Without going the whole way to
an anarchist critique of the statist disaster management model, critical
approaches have demonstrated a number of vital points which will be
carried through to the following chapters. First, dominant disaster
responses form part of a broader trend of securitisation, which is a
political and contentious process of naming exceptions and escaping
‘normal’ political constraints. Second, disasters impact unevenly on dif-
ferently situated people and groups, in a grossly oppressive distribution
of threat-perceptions in which socially recognised ‘vulnerable’ groups are
protected from marginalised ‘risk’ groups. Third, disasters are exploited
(or arguably even generated) as part of the core dynamics of neoliberal
capitalism, as a form of accumulation by dispossession, an exceptional-
ist basis for austerity, and a means of regressive redistribution. Fourth,
the organisational models used in disaster studies rely on contentious
theories of civil society which are challenged by critical approaches.
These approaches show that NGO-isation is often a form of institu-
tional capture which weakens social movements. Fifth, disasters have
systemic dimensions and are in a sense only local manifestations of the
greater disaster which is the dominant social system. The limits to these
approaches are that they either remain confined to critique, or rely on
modes of response which are vulnerable to co-optation. For example,
traditional left politics seems to be undercut by disaster capitalism, as
is shown by the failure of Syriza in the face of imposed crisis in Greece,
while poststructuralist internal subversion of dominant texts seems to
force people into embracing the unconditional emergency imperatives
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of disaster situations. These approaches are also insufficient to address
the climate crisis, which requires envisioning and actualising entirely
different forms of social life. In the following chapters, I will explore what
I take to be the main viable alternative: autonomous organising along
broadly anarchist lines. In pursuing mutual aid instead of resilience,
autonomy instead of coordination, and empowerment instead of control,
this approach offers a way of responding to disasters which does not fall
into the statist trap.
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Towards an Anarchist Approach
to Disaster

INTRODUCTION:
SPONTANEOUS ORDER VS STATE CONTROL

The previous chapters have examined the main existing approaches to
disasters in the academic literature and shown major limitations to these
approaches. In this chapter, I aim to construct an anarchist theory of
disaster. The focus is on so-called ‘natural disasters’ (in which the ‘disaster
agent’ is a natural, biological or physical event), although, as was argued in
the previous chapter, there is no clear-cut line between natural and social
disasters. It is argued that disasters have not been a significant theme for
anarchism in the past, in part because classical anarchists were optimistic
about human nature and the future of humanity and in part because
anarchism creates a reversal of perspective where state and capitalism have
been viewed as an ongoing disaster, contra the mainstream understand-
ing of disasters as a rupture in the normal running of things. The chapter
draws on various strands in the diverse history of anarchist thought to
argue that much of everyday life is already anarchy and develops their
theories of social organisation and mutual aid for the context of disasters.
It also draws on contemporary anarchist texts, often written by and
for activists, which deal more explicitly with disasters and theories of
commoning and communisation theory, that are linked to but distinct
from anarchism. The chapter considers the characteristics of anarchist
and related theories of disaster and their understandings of the roles of
NGOs, grassroots actors, and the state in disaster. It compares these to
views outlined in previous chapters, arguing that the anarchist approach
is both more effective and ethically desirable than associationalist models
which view the state as necessary to arbitrate conflict and mobilise
welfare. I argue that spontaneous order is incompatible with state control

74



TOWARDS AN ANARCHIST APPROACH

and co-optation, which undermines the mainstream approaches to
disaster in which social cohesion both supports and requires conformity
and governance. The central difference between anarchist and other
approaches to disaster is thus the assertion of a difference in kind between
spontaneous/horizontal and statist/vertical approaches.

THE SOCIAL PRINCIPLE AND THE POLITICAL PRINCIPLE

Anarchists have constructed the state/society boundary as antagonistic
and exclusive, which differs from the associationalist view. The seminal
articulation of this distinction is found in Kropotkin’s treatise on the
historical rise of the state.* In it he argues that revolutionaries who seek to
achieve social change through state power are misguided because the state
rests on a logic, the ‘political principle, which is incompatible and incom-
mensurable with direct social connection (the ‘social principle’).” The
social principle is conceived as a type of life-energy, whereas the state is a
deadening force. Kropotkin portrays communities as ‘organisms bubbling
with life, with mutual aid, communal ownership, concrete freedoms, and
social associations all part of this picture. He depicts a historical process
in which the social principle is periodically eclipsed by, or reasserts itself
against, the political principle. While Kropotkin sometimes appears to
base his theory on a somewhat idealised version of the history of the
Middle Ages,® he does not theorise the social principle as conflict-free.
Rather, conflict-resolution involves free debate and creative compromise
rather than suppression by outside force.* The social principle is the
‘complete negation of the unitarian, centralising Roman outlook; that is,
the political principle.®

Kropotkin’s definition of the state or political principle involves the
‘extinction of local life)® which is suppressed and replaced by a primary
dyadic relation between individual and state. This encompasses legal
subordination, self-interested elite power, role-based conformity in
institutions, and restrictions on, or elimination of, direct horizontal con-
nections.” All relationships are mediated by the ‘triple alliance’ of state,
Church and military which take on a monopoly in the task of ‘watching
over the industrial commercial, judicial, artistic, emotional interests™
for which individuals used to unite directly. Conflicts are not resolved
directly between conflicting parties but are arbitrated by the state, and so
one perspective is always repressed and silenced rather than incorporated

75



DISASTER ANARCHY

when the state adds its ‘immense weight to the battle in favour of one of
the forces engaged in the struggle’® The state demands from each subject
‘a direct, personal submission without intermediaries’*® Land is pillaged
or enclosed; vibrant local groups are bureaucratised and sustained by
‘brainwashing education’** Statism is thus associated with the shutting
down of the direct connections which are the source of life itself. The
political principle is ‘the principle that destroys everything}'* and in the
end ‘it is death’"?

This account of the rise of the state as a violent process of dispossession,
enclosure and destruction of communal folk knowledge has been echoed
and developed from feminist, ecological and decolonial standpoints.
Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English show how the witch hunts of
the late Middle Ages were a well-orchestrated campaign financed and
executed by the Church and state in order to deprive women of repro-
ductive autonomy, targeting folk-healers in particular.** Sylvia Federici
conceives the transition to capitalism as a process of accumulation by
dispossession of women, who had previously had material and repro-
ductive autonomy.”> Maria Mies links this ‘housewifisation” of women to
processes of colonisation and the international division of labour which
relied on the objectification and exploitation of the procreative capacities
of slaves.’ Carolyn Marchant connects the formation of the modern
scientific worldview to the objectification of nature as a machine rather
than an organism in a root metaphor that sanctioned the domination of
women, workers and the environment.'” Similar arguments that Western/
colonial global power involves an epistemic authoritarianism empowering
a dominant ‘subject’ at the expense of nature, women, colonised peoples
and everyday knowledges are made by post-development theorists such
as Escobar and Shiva,'® and decolonial theorists such as Mignolo and
Lugones.” Though not necessarily anarchist, these theories repeat Kro-
potkins focus on the interconnection of state and capital as agents of
alienation which impose top-down, impoverished relationships to secure
political domination/colonisation and economic exploitation.*

The political principle requires a dyadic vertical relation to the state,
and, therefore, the decomposition of horizontal social associations. The
state permits people to relate only through its own mediation, which
organises the people through the division of labour to meet the needs of
the market. There is also a subjective component to the anarchist critique
of statism. A variety of anarchist and libertarian Marxist theorists, such as
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Max Stirner,>* Gustav Landauer,*> Martin Buber* and Wilhelm Reich,**
have theorised the state as not only the imposition of external control but,
more insidiously, as an alienated psychological state. An authoritarian-
statist psychology involves the dual elements of forming or intensifying
desires to dominate and/or objectify others (to boost one’s ego, reduce
fear of disorder, etc.), and also repressing one’s own authentic desires
in order to embrace conformist social roles. People come to relate to
each other through performance of a false self (based on an internalised
oppressor, an image of how one wishes to appear, or an abstract view of
what one ‘is’) and functional or manipulative ‘I-it’ relations to others.
This destroys unmediated and intimate communal relations between
authentic desiring subjects, theorised by Kropotkin as mutual aid,* Buber
as I-Thou relations**and Stirner as a ‘union of egoists,”” because people
can only relate and act through abstract categories related to external
roles and status rankings, with the state as intermediary.

Kropotkin explicitly argued against the Hobbesian and social-Darwin-
ist myths that humans are competitive, rational-choice monads. He drew
on studies of human and animal behaviour to show that both animals and
people often cooperate, even in conditions of scarcity and emergencies.
Cooperation can be just as important as self-protection, and the struggle
for survival is often against circumstances rather than between individu-
als.”® Drawing on these analyses, Colin Ward made the argument that a lot
of everyday life is already anarchy. Similarly to Kropotkin, Landauer and
Buber, Ward uses the social/political principle in such a way as to suggest
they can be present in impure or hybrid combinations. For example,
a group can operate on the social principle among its own members
but politically or hierarchically towards non-members or subordinate
members. Many everyday groups, such as neighbourhood associations
and musical subcultures, are examples of anarchy in action, even if the
groups’ stated aims are apolitical, arise from people with mainstream
jobs and lives, are legally registered as associations and have elected or
unelected officers and official committees.” This echoes Kropotkin, who
also based his studies not only on peasants and indigenous groups but
also on mutual aid among the rich, in medieval guilds and in religious
brotherhoods.>® Ward argues that rather than supporting state power, as is
assumed by mainstream views outlined in Chapter 1, associations actually
play a role in warding off state power: ‘if any community can’t organise
itself, it is going to find governmental bodies filling the vacuum’** Ward’s
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approach to anarchism is to expand the field of the social principle across
as much of life as possible, until it gets to the point where it strains at the
limits set by the state and bursts out into the whole of society.>*

The idea of an authentic ‘outside’ to state mediation and control in the
form of a different social logic has been alluded to in different termi-
nology by many different anarchistic, anti-authoritarian, and non-statist
Marxist theorists. In Marxist-inspired approaches, the idea of labour
as a creative power alienated in capital can function similarly to the
social principle. For instance, Negri argues that capital and the cen-
tralised control it engenders is vampiric and sucks away the creative
energy it exploits, while ‘constituent power’ is a form of collective sub-
jectivity which ‘wrenches free from the conditions and contradictions’
of this control.3* Holloway makes a similar distinction between ‘power
to’ and ‘power over;** while Castoriadis theorises a ‘socially instituting
imaginary’?> Paolo Virno contrasts oppressive sovereignty with concepts
of the multitude and exodus as the expression of a radical politics that
does not want to construct a new state.’® Poststructuralist thinkers have
offered overlapping theories, for example Agamben’s ‘whatever-singu-
larity’”” and Deleuze’s concept, drawing on Nietzsche, of ‘active force’*®
Eco-anarchists such as John Zerzan have extended the possibility of
dis-alienated relationships beyond those between people to the natural
environment, describing a place of ‘enchantment, understanding and
wholeness’*

Ethnographic works offer empirical evidence for a social way of relating
that exists in tension or contradiction to the state. Kropotkin himself
supplemented his historical and ethological studies with ethnographic
material from his contemporaneous society.* In the twentieth century,
anthropologist Pierre Clastres, in his work Society Against the State,**
argues that indigenous stateless societies contain complex, purposive
mechanisms for warding off centralisation and coercive power. Nurit
Bird-David, in her study of the Nayaka forest-dwelling group of south
India, proposes what she calls ‘oil-in-water sociology’** of the ‘band
society, where individuals are conceived to be already whole, yet they are
able to join and coalesce with other individuals in the way that drops of
oil in water amalgamate into a greater drop. She contrasts this to English
society and sociology, where individuals are understood to be rational,
unique and autonomous individuals, yet in a sense are incomplete; they
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are “socialised” into their parts within society’* like cogs in a machinic
totality.

There is also a literature on horizontalism in autonomous social
movements (ASMs) of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries,
which often contains an ethnographic element. Georgy Katsiaficas
differentiates ASMs from ‘old’ and ‘new’ social movements because they
do not seek reformist change through statist structures, nor to seize state
power, but rather to ‘create free spaces in which self-determined decisions
can be made autonomously and implemented directly}** asserting
freedom from conformist values and hierarchical structures. Richard Day
differentiates ‘counter-hegemonic’ movements from ‘anti-hegemonic’
ASMs, where the latter eschew not only representative democracy but
also identity politics and Laclau and Mouffe’s hegemonic integration,*
whereby the goal of politics is to liberate an assumed essentialist identity
such as class, race or gender, which simply substitutes another social role
for those expected by the state and capitalism. To this logic of identitarian
counter-hegemony, ASMs counterpose a logic of ‘affinity, which creates
multiple connections across differences rather than relying on sameness
of identity to create an in-group.** Marina Sitrin shows how ASMs
prefigure the change they want to see in the world through their everyday
practices such as non-hierarchical decision making and horizontal, non-
hierarchical organisation.*” David Graeber’s ethnography of direct action
shows how movements can make decisions and resolve conflicts without
the mediation of an external authority, which involves amalgamating
different perspectives rather than silencing certain perspectives
through unequal power.* Raul Zibechi finds anti-state forces in the
everyday relations of Bolivian indigenous social movements.* All of
these ethnographic accounts echo Kropotkins distinction between
two different logics, one social, vital and horizontal, the other political,
hierarchical and dominatory.

In these anarchist and related literatures, the authentic, dis-alien-
ated subject-subject relationship, akin to Kropotkin’s social principle,
is portrayed as more or less ontological. It is an ever-present, or always
possible, aspect of human existence. Since this distinction is vital to the
approach taken by this book, I would like to briefly cover some possible
objections. We shall see later that an issue exists regarding whether
activists arriving from outside communities can be said to engage in
mutual aid.
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The first objection relates to the account of human nature given by
proponents of the social principle. I have already debunked essentialist
views of competitive/selfish individuals in Chapters 2 and 3. There is a
critique from other anarchists, post-anarchists and poststructuralists that
Kropotkin's view is overly optimistic and/or essentialises human nature
by assuming people are naturally drawn to community and mutual aid.*
Classical anarchism is portrayed as a mirror image of Hobbesianism,
creating an untenable, essentialist, moral opposition between ‘good’
humanity and ‘bad’ state power. This optimistic account cannot explain
the rise of states, individuals’ desires for power, or the power inherent
in anarchist accounts. Some variants emphasise the importance of
hierarchical yet dispersed or capillary power structures, in which
‘subjects’ are produced and enmeshed rather than dominated. Post-
anarchists thus argue that radicals must recognise our own complicity in
oppressive regimes rather than seeking external enemies.”* I agree with
the post-anarchists that relations of domination can arise within spaces
structured mainly by the social principle, and also that there is an always-
present danger of turning anarchism into another fixed, exclusionary
moral or rational discourse. I will consider these problems in more
detail throughout the chapter. However, it is not clear that Kropotkin
and other classical anarchists deny these dangers. Hence, Ferretti argues
the classical anarchists created a basis for non-essentialist geographies
because they stressed the importance of individuality and variety as the
basis of agency and social transformation.’* Similarly, Morris points
out that the classical anarchists anticipated the poststructural critique
of productive power, for example in Kropotkin’s analysis of the ways in
which power produces institutions, propaganda, laws, ideologies and
modes of resistance,’® while Turcato adds that the anarchist tradition was
never just an abstract ideal but a complex set of debates linked to real
movement praxis.>* Ferretti also questions the post-anarchist critique
of anarchist humanism as essentialist and anthropocentric, arguing
that Kropotkin’s portrayal of humans and animals as agents of mutual
aid assumes them to be ‘protagonists with agency, feelings and freedom’
rather than ‘hostages of mechanical “laws of nature”. Kropotkin sought to
construct an ‘antimetaphysical’ method where ‘the source of ethics is the
concrete behaviour of beings.**

This ongoing debate has practical implications for social movement
strategy in disasters. There is both an empirical question here (Is there
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an outer enemy? Is power mainly ‘inside’ each of us requiring self-
change?) and a political question (Are social movements still effective if
they focus on self-change instead of outer-directed struggles?). Given the
affective basis of social movements,* the loss of outer-directed struggles
is arguably fatal; movements either dissolve into atomised individuals or
become fratricidal.*” If an external power exists, then a self-change focus
is useful as deflection and divide-and-rule. Indeed, this is very much the
basis of languages of responsibilisation and adaptation-focused therapies,
such as ‘resilience; critiqued in Chapter 2. In what follows, I would like to
follow the understanding of mutual aid, not as an essentialist humanist
concept but a highly political concept that links immediate relief to
structural change, which rests on different views about human nature,
the space and scale of political community, and the temporality of social
change to the mainstream Hobbesian view outlined in Chapter 2.

A second question is: If the social principle is ‘essential’ or always
present, why does it not triumph? Classical anarchists tended to emphasise
the role of external repression and the oppressive role of the state, for
example the pillaging of common land and the massacre of popular
movements.>® Today, such external repression is less blatant and often
entails securitisation (see Chapter 3). Alternatively, control may involve
‘recuperation, whereby the state attempts to insert itself as mediator to
alienate social relationships, a process which will be examined in more
detail later. In practice, state repression and recuperation/co-optation
often coexist, although the state will frequently emphasise one or the
other depending on conditions, a dynamic that will be examined in more
detail in the next chapter. Repression may also operate as internalised
repression, or in-group repression of out-groups. Later theorists have
attempted to explain the inertia of consumerist subjects, and the popularity
of conservative or fascist social forces as forms of false consciousness,*® or
effects of mystification,* or as effects of desiring subjects being inserted
into social machines that are not of their making (the patriarchal family,
the capitalist economy) which distort and pervert their desires, creating
docile individuals.®*

A third question focuses on the issue of exclusivity. In an extreme
example, an anarchist group might be composed entirely of white, male,
middle-class, socially conventional people who are completely unaware
of and unconcerned about other people’s oppression, or may even be
outright prejudiced in some ways. One might imagine a ‘Neighbourhood
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Watch’ group who band together with the purpose of excluding ethnic
minorities from the neighbourhood by mutually agreeing to restrict
house sales. Such a group might still be anarchy in the sense of operating
on the social principle within the group of the included. It might not even
be too much of a stretch of the imagination to think that private groups
of billionaires might engage in mutual aid among themselves as part of
their everyday capitalist operations. The question, therefore, is whether
such groups count as expressions of the social principle. They appear at
first glance to have little relevance to anarchy, yet the issue often arises in
anarchist texts and in social movements. For example, Clastres’ depiction
of the warding-off of statism in Guarani (Aché) bands includes the
objectification of women as means of exchange among bands. It seems
unlikely that such relations would appear powerless or egalitarian from
the women’s perspective.®” Erica Lagalisse argues that ‘gender-blind con-
structions of anarchoindigenism fail not only indigenous women but
any anticolonial, anticapitalist movement.*> Lagalisse also examines the
history of exclusion in anarchism through anarchists’ long history of
involvement in secret groups; for example, the anarchists Mikhail Bakunin
and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon were both freemasons.®* She highlights the
way in which the secularisation of religious tendencies in the anarchist
movement has frequently operated to exclude feminised and indigenous
knowledges. Furthermore, anarchist social movements are often accused
of being overly homogeneous, creating a kind of ‘activist ghetto’ which is
often isolated from the wider community,% while it has also been argued
that it is harder to sustain non-hierarchical structures among diverse
and heterogeneous groups.* Some of these arguments will be addressed
in the following chapter and, while it is important to note that activist
groups, particularly Occupy, are often much more diverse than is often
assumed,” it is also true that they can sometimes be intentionally or
unintentionally exclusive.

Does the fact that the social principle can operate in exclusionary ways
invalidate the basic premises of the anarchist social/political split? There
are a few ways of dealing with this issue. Ultimately, most anarchists would
assume that the elimination of the political principle requires getting rid
of coercively enforced hierarchies. Ward and Kropotkin take an evolu-
tionary and gradualist approach of increasing the relative weight of the
social compared to the political principle. This renders the destruction
of exclusionary social groups, particularly by coercive/political means,
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undesirable. This can be qualified somewhat by additional qualifica-
tions from theorists including Buber, Landauer and Levinas, and, from
a slightly different angle, Stirner. These theorists stipulate that not only
must the social principle involve a lack of hierarchy and mediation, it also
requires participants to relate to the other authentically in what Buber
calls an I-thou relation® and Levinas calls humanism of the Other.*” For
these thinkers, a group that excluded on the basis of fixed identities would
not be counted as anarchy because the social principle consists of an I-
thou relation rather than an objectifying relation. The I-thou relation is
extra-positional: one cannot enter into an I-thou relationship based on
an observed characteristic, because one relates to the other as a singular-
ity, so entering into I-thou relations seems to preclude racism, sexism,
classism and requires a more extensive sense of proactive responsibility
to others than Ward or Kropotkin require. Stirner adds the concomitant
that individuals must have freed themselves from alienating ideas called
‘spooks’ before they can authentically relate to the other in a ‘union of
egoists.’® Several interviewees in Chapters 5 and 6 express similar views
that mutual aid is not truly mutual unless one is able to accept the others’
needs as different to one’s own and forego moralising judgements.

Despite these complexities, the important point to note here is that,
rather than offering much-needed direction and cohesion, state control
is actually corrosive of spontaneous order, while capital is vampiric and
sucks away the energy it exploits. Conversely, spontaneous order can be
understood as an authentic site of resistance because it involves direct
relationships that undermine state control. The point of creating this
conceptual distinction is not about ideological purity. In practice, it means
that resistance needs neither to be pure anarchy nor build a one-off event,
but to build and expand the field of the social principle across as much
of life as possible. Creating the conditions to expand autonomous activity
may sometimes entail tactical engagement with the state in disasters but
requires political consciousness in order to resist co-optation.

MUTUAL AID AND DISASTER UTOPIAS

The social/political distinction is useful in understanding the
phenomenon of ‘disaster utopia. As described in Chapter 2, the idea of
the ‘disaster utopia’ has conservative origins dating back to the 1950s and
1960s, when North American disaster researchers and media reporters
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would laud the community action that arose in the period immediately
following a natural disaster. The terminology ‘post-disaster utopia’ would
be used to describe a period where people would put aside prior differ-
ences in order to ‘roll up their sleeves’ and ‘pull together’ to selflessly help
others during the recovery effort.”*

According to such accounts, the ‘utopian’ period of solidarity,
consensus, and mutual aid soon recedes as the everyday divisions and
differences settle in, at which point it is necessary for a specialised
bureaucracy to step in to administer the longer-term tasks of recovery.””
In Chapter 3, I considered how this account has come under increasing
criticism, for example in Klein’s theory of disaster capitalism as disposses-
sion. Rebecca Solnit expands this critique by turning the idea of disaster
utopia on its head, positing that it is not a momentary suspension of
division that leads communities to unite in mutual aid. Rather, mutual aid
is the norm that is normally hindered by the minorities in power and by
media hegemonies.”? Disaster utopia is thus a reappearance of the social
principle due to the weakening of political order. Solnit draws on records
of the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, the 1917 Halifax explosion, and
the 9/11 attacks. She illustrates how, time and again, ‘without orders or
centralised organisation, people had stepped up to meet the needs of the
moment, suddenly in charge of their communities and streets’”*

For Solnit, disaster utopias are different from other types of social
change because they are not chosen or intentional so are thus inde-
pendent of political preference. Such situations ‘require we act, and
act altruistically, bravely, and with initiative in order to survive or save
the neighbours”® In disasters, the Hobbesian view of human nature
is dangerous because ‘[w]hat you believe shapes how you act’® The
very belief in a brutish, violent and selfish human nature creates the
conditions for its emergence. People who believe that others are likely
to act ruthlessly will do so themselves, while a policy intervention that
assumes self-interest is more likely to encourage it, even if the intention
is the opposite.”” Beliefs also have implications for the ways in which we
interpret the actions of others. A Hobbesian ontology can lead to mis-
recognising cooperative action, such as a group learning to find food in a
disaster, as a selfish act of ‘looting’.78

Disaster utopias provide relief and reconstruct communities through
mutual aid, but they also change lives, shared beliefs and perspectives.
People in a ‘culture of silence” may go through life not thinking about
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what they desire, because they do not think that radical change is possible
or they are focused on surviving. Utopias indicate, stimulate, point to,
ask questions about what people desire, which can be transformative.
Affected communities can suddenly experience an ‘outside’ during the
aftermath of a disaster, and this experience makes the present order seem
both intolerable and changeable. Sometimes it is only with the experience
of the constituent power of the social principle that the question of the
desirability of the present is even asked.*

Mutual aid in the context of disaster utopias differs from neoliberal
conceptions of resilience outlined in Chapter 2 and offers a counter-
point from the standpoint of the social principle. Mutual aid initiates a
reversal of perspective by creating direct relationships outside of state
mediation. These ultimately must become resistant to incursions of
state and capital, rather than resilient. Disaster utopias do not begin as
social movements, they begin from necessity. However, they have much
in common with radical ‘newest® or autonomous®> social movements
insofar as they mobilise the social principle and mutual aid to solve
problems through horizontal relationships rather than deferring to
external authority. Mutual aid occurs between equals and involves people
‘helping one another directly, unlike charity aid, which is mediated by
federal institutions or NGOs.* It involves an ethic of mutual recognition
that is not mediated by political institutions or identity politics.** Disaster
utopias involve a process of ‘world making’ and knowledge production,®
and arise from the bottom-up through spontaneous order and through
horizontal relationships.*® They cannot be designed from the top-down
through technocratic means, as the neoliberal concept of resilience
assumes. Disaster utopias have a different relationship to space and
scale than territorial nation states. They are local but, like the disasters
that create the conditions for their emergence, they are unbounded by
national borders; they are not exclusive to particular groups or identities,
and they may connect to global struggles. They open prefigurative space
for new ways of practising politics.”” Because they exist outside the state
and are defined by unmediated relationships, they are ‘demandless’ and
non-representational.*® Disasters create alternative forms of sociality and
ways of being that do not require state mediation and must ultimately
resist externally imposed power if they are to survive.

The concept of prefiguration is an important one in anarchist
theory and practice. It resonates, but is not identical with, the idea of
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a disaster utopia. Gradin and Raekstad trace the concept of prefigura-
tion as it is currently understood to Carl Boggs' analyses of tensions
between Marxism and the New Left in the 1970s, although they argue
the practices that the term refers to have a much longer history, for
example in anti- and de-colonial movements.* Prefigurative politics is
characterised by an antagonistic relationship with vanguard revolution
or approaches advocating seizure of state power. This is accompanied
by attention to informal as well as formal power relations, such as class
relations, patriarchy, white supremacy and ableism. Boggs’ definition
focuses on prefigurative politics as the embodiment of the social
relations, decision making, culture, and experience that are the ‘ultimate
goal’ of a movement or organisation.”” There may be some rigidity and
teleology implied in this idea of an ‘ultimate goal that belies some of the
more self-reflexive and recursive aspects of anarchist movements, which
face changing and unforeseen conditions as they attempt to transcend
domination and new values emerge.®" I prefer definitions of prefigura-
tion that emphasise experimentation and the experience of future-facing
desire in the present, rather than a deferred goal, for example that offered
by Raekstad and Gradin: ‘the deliberate experimental implementation of
desired future social relations and practices in the here-and-now’??

The relationship between prefiguration and disaster utopias is
complex. Even with a definition of prefiguration that emphasises uncer-
tainty and experimentation, a degree of intentionality is assumed at the
level of desire. Disaster utopias problematise the orientation of utopia
towards intention and the future. Nobody wishes for a disaster, yet they
can produce affects such as desire and hope for change.”®> The idea of
the ‘disaster utopia’ does not require any political ideology or intent, nor
an orientation to the future (e.g. prefiguration). However, as we shall see
in the following chapter, social movements such as Occupy Sandy ‘plug
in®* to these disaster utopias with various aims, including solidarity and
mutual aid, but also more political aims, such as raising awareness of
the dangers of disaster capitalism and climate change. This introduces
issues of hierarchy, vanguardism and separation that will be explored in
more detail in the next chapter. In the following sections I will consider
how an anarchist language of prefiguration may need to be adapted to
encompass tactical engagements and use of resources in the context of
disaster anarchism.
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ALTERNATIVE ECONOMIES, INSURRECTION
AND THE COMMONS

In the last two decades, anarchists and allied anti-authoritarian theorists,
particularly autonomous and insurrectionary communists, have begun to
contemplate the collapse of civilisation through climate catastrophe and
the need to compose immanent utopias as ‘lifeboats’®> This line of thought
arises in reaction to Marxist ideas of teleological progress, technologi-
cal optimism, and millenarian tendencies within anarchism, with the
earlier project of post-scarcity transformation seeming less viable today.*®
We live in a state of ‘truly catastrophic dispossession, and a ‘disastrous
relationship to the world. It is precisely separation and alienation from
land, locality, place, production and environment that renders us utterly
vulnerable to the ‘slightest jolt in the system’ and at the same time opens
us up to control and authoritarianism: ‘As long as there is Man and Envi-
ronment, the police will be there between them’®”

Communisation theory unites insurrectionary anarchists, auton-
omists and ultra-left communists®® and refers to a process of transfer
of ownership of goods, land, resources and means of production from
private, capitalist hands to the commons. There is an emphasis on local
place-based politics, recomposing public space and social bonds in an
era where ‘we have been completely torn from any belonging’®* Com-
munisation draws on the tradition of utopian social experiments and
countercultural attempts to reconstitute social bonds and common
ownership with a history that traces back through squats and traveller
sites of the 1980s and 1990s, intentional communities of the 1960s and
1970s, all the way to the utopian socialists of the nineteenth century.
However, while previous attempts at creating secessionist communes
aimed at prefiguring a brighter future for all of humanity, contemporary
efforts are as much about bracing for oncoming catastrophe, facing crisis
with dignity and care, and developing community subsistence in the
present in the context of pervasive repressive control and the withdrawal
of state welfare functions.

The Out of the Woods collective link communisation theory directly
to climate change and climate-induced disasters. They distinguish
‘disaster communities, which are the ‘collective, self-organised responses
to disaster situations,'* from ‘disaster communisation. The former are
disaster utopias based on the social principle, discussed above, but are
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short-lived, apolitical, and vulnerable to co-optation. Revolution would
require a process where ‘self-organised social reproduction of disaster
communities came into conflict with existing property relations, the
state, and so on, and overcomes these limits.*** This requires disaster
communisation: building links between different disaster communities,
class struggles and social movements, recomposing public spaces and
social bonds, and building temporal links between episodic disasters and
the longer historical process of disaster capitalism.

There are voluntaristic and class-political variants of communisation.
The first approach starts with intentional exodus from the system.'**
Neoliberal forces that subjugate us also socialise us to prize our adaptability
and resilience as forms of intelligence, which are techniques of separation
and individualisation. This renders radical such traits as inadaptability,
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fatigue,'® passivity, refusal to work,'** and ‘direct self-abolition of the
working class.*® For some, such as Berardi and the Endnotes collective,
exodus is not a prefigurative revolutionary practice but an inevitable
response to collapse, similar to delinking. It composes self-reliant com-
munities but does not require prescriptions for particular sharing or
commoning practices.’®® A key tactic of this approach is invisibility: “The
task of the general intellect is exactly this: fleeing from paranoia, creating
zones of human resistance, experimenting with autonomous forms of
production using high-tech-low-energy methods - while avoiding con-
frontation with the criminal class and the conformist population’**”
Another approach, associated with Tigqun'*® and the Invisible Com-
mittee, is closer to insurrectionary anarchism. Recomposition is a first
stage that presages insurrection, a form of action that advocates the
creation of self-valorising autonomous affinity groups or communes.
This involves the creation of new values: forming new complicities,
attachments and forms of resistance. This recomposition begins with
political aspects of personal authenticity and friendship.**® People first
form a ‘commune’ or affinity group of like-minded people, then engage in
‘insurrection, encompassing subsistence practices, economic localisation,
and networking among different communes, as well as militant resis-
tance. Disaster appears in this approach as an opportunity for exodus.
Alienation and separation produce constant crises and disasters, but the
interruption in the flow of commodities and suspension of normalcy and
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control can be exploited to liberate potential for self-organisation.
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Although rooted in Marxism, communisation theory is similar to
anarchism and influential in anarchist circles. Discourse associated with
communisation theory has permeated the disaster relief and recovery
groups that will later be studied. Anarchists have also theorised conditions
for social change in an age of collapse in similar terms. For example, Uri
Gordon echoes the themes of exodus, recomposition and insurrection
in more recognisably anarchist terminology, calling for ‘delegitimation,
direct action (both destructive and creative), and networking™**
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with an
Rejecting
both pessimism and earlier revolutionary hopes, Gordon calls instead
on concepts of ‘anxious hope’ that it is not too late to act, and ‘cata-
strophic hope™*? to describe ‘the choice to sustain ethics and dignity even
through the passage of a way of life.*** Anarchists have frequently artic-
ulated the idea of prefigurative economics in terms of the ‘gift economy,
often drawing on anthropological studies of indigenous societies and the
work of Marcel Mauss.'** The idea of the gift refers to a mode of exchange
where goods are not sold or exchanged on a market, but given uncondi-
tionally, without the expectation of equal return, which has the potential
to decommodify relationships, remove feelings of guilt and obligation,

emphasis on retrieving commons and on self-sufficiency.

and create new commons.**®

The anonymous author of the popular anarchist pamphlet Desert''”
echoes and develops many of the themes discussed above, but in a context
where bottom-up action may be forced rather than chosen through the
continued withdrawal of the state and its redistributive functions and the
crisis and collapse of peripheral economies. The author suggests that as
the libertarian extreme of the European Enlightenment, anarchists have
tended to reject dominant social forms and values, yet retain vestiges of
religious myths of salvation and the presumption that the entire world is
moving towards a better future: ‘the illusion of a singular world capitalist
present is mirrored by the illusion of a singular world anarchist future’**®
The pamphlet suggests that climate change will extend ‘the unevenness of
the present’ between overdeveloped zones and those subject to depletion.
Civilisation and central power will be challenged or vanquished in some
areas of the globe, opening up possibilities for wildness, while in other
areas civilisation will extend its reach.**® Insurrectional possibilities are
greatest in those areas that have been deserted by capital and civilisation,
similar to theories of delinking in the previous chapter. The pamphlet
plays on two meanings of the word ‘desert, referring both to depleted,
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abandoned territories and acts of desertion.'*® The author also draws
on urban slums and vagabond plants to illustrate forms of wild survival
within and against civilisation’s frontiers. Localised disaster becomes an
opportunity for autonomy.

There are many similarities between communisation theory and
post-left and anti-civilisation forms of anarchism. Anarchists tend to
place more emphasis on wildness and dis-alienated relationships with
nature while communisation theory favours the hacking, reappropriation
or making-common of infrastructure and technology.’** Some strands
of communisation theory prefer forming new values in revolution and
struggle, whereas anarchists veer towards mutual aid and DIY culture.
Some of these differences play out further in debates on technology,
infrastructure and resources, which I shall examine in more detail now.

TECHNOLOGY, INFRASTRUCTURE AND RESOURCES

Understandings and uses of technology have immense practical impli-
cations for social movements’ tactics in disasters, which will be explored
in the next chapter. Anarchist approaches to technology take positions
ranging from pessimistic to optimistic. There has been a recent surge in
non-anarchist techno-utopian thought in radical circles which infuse the
context. These include Fully Automated Luxury Communism (FALC) -
a moniker that began as a joke in London activist circles*** and was taken
up by Aaron Bastani, whose book of that title attempts to turn it into a
serious political programme.*** FALC seeks to head off or solve disasters
by means of speculative advanced technologies, such as asteroid mining
to thwart mineral scarcity. Such overtly utopian speculations are symp-
tomatic of a broader trend of accelerationism, which seeks to capture
and repurpose the material infrastructure of capital for emancipatory
ends, including ideas such as abolishing work through automation, a
Universal Basic Income (UBI) and the Green New Deal, a neo-Keynesian
economic solution focused on techno-fixes like solar power and carbon
capture.'* Fantasies of intensifying economic growth and technological
development tend to arise in times of crisis, and accelerationist fantasies
can be read as a symptom of ‘stagnation, deceleration and decline’ of
capitalism.'*

Traditionally, anarchists have tended to be wary of modernity and
progressivism and have focused on present action rather than future tech-
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nologies. Nevertheless, there is a persistent thread of techno-utopianism in
anarchism, ranging from the classical anarchists, in particular Proudhon’s
desire for ‘domination over nature,*® through to Murray Bookchin’s
commitment to utilising technological development to alleviate toil and
scarcity.””” This approach is still committed to humanism and progress
and, similar to Marxist approaches, constructs a binary between the
positive potential of technology and its dominating nature when inserted
into capitalist relations. A techno-optimist view in social movements
studies literature around the use of social media to enable protest is
echoed in the interviews discussed in later chapters. Scholars variously
argue that social media undermines governmental authoritarianism**®
and aids the logistics of protests by building networks and trust*** and by
distributing information that may contradict ‘official’ sources."** While
the internet is a highly developed technology, it might be seen as amenable
to anarchist organisation, in particular because of its decentralised,
networked structure and ability to share a global information commons
for use in local peer production.*** While some optimistic positions value
the internet mainly as an associationalist means to deepen participatory
governance or active citizenship, or as part of anarcho-capitalism, others
draw on the anarchic logics of hacker culture, peer-to-peer production,
FLOSS (free/libre/open-source software) programming, meshnets and
cryptocurrency as ways to connect in more horizontal ways and bypass
statist and capitalist middlemen.

The frontier of the techno-pessimist stance is encapsulated in
anarcho-primitivism, which critiques the totality of civilisation and
its technologies from the standpoint of ‘primitive’ human nature.'**
Zerzan’s work, a positive vision of hunter-gatherer bands is the point of
departure for resistance to a vast dystopian cybernetic machine that has
grown out of all control and threatens humanity to its very core.'** Perlman
characterises civilisation as a giant machine-like ‘Leviathan] with humans
giving up their authentic and autonomous desires in order to become
dead segments of this enslaving machine in which humans and machines
become interchangeable units of labour."** Rather than being exposed to
the vagaries of nature, hunter-gatherers and other uncolonised indigenous
groups may be better able than modern societies to avert disaster by main-
taining ecological (not capitalist) resilience and to read warning signs
ahead of natural events. Primitivists also emphasise the idea that civili-
sation is an ongoing disaster, for modern ‘domesticated’ people as well as

In
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for ecosystems and the remaining hunter-gatherers. There is an overlap
with eco-feminist critiques which show how technological accumulation
is inseparable from a Western scientific epistemology and conscious-
ness that was developed through violent dispossession and continues
to sanction the domination of women and nature.** ‘Rewilding’ often
includes developing low-tech DIY and survival skills which are useful
in disasters. However, the emphasis on returning to a state of nature
may offer little practical succour to communities and activists seeking
to engage in mutual aid disaster relief and resisting disaster capitalism,
where quick decisions using available resources are essential.

A techno-pessimist perspective might draw attention to the ways in
which technological development in hierarchical societies is cumulative
and has a path dependency that crystallises and magnifies existing social
hierarchies."*
station, which by its nature demands centralised power and a strictly
hierarchical chain of command.**” Similarly, one might note that a society
predisposed towards hierarchy, competition and inequality creates a
strong push towards the invention and implementation of technolo-
gies of control and surveillance. Ivan Illich argues that manipulative and
habit-forming technology becomes de facto compulsory in hierarchical
societies and creates artificial scarcity."*® The techno-pessimist stance
also offers a critique of the use of social media for protest. ‘Slacktivism’ or
‘clicktivism’ becomes a narcissistic form of virtue signalling which substi-
tutes for real action.'*® The internet is portrayed as complicit in the social
and temporal fragmentation of contemporary neoliberal precariousness,
undermining political participation through anxious overstimulation
and attentive stress'*® and the time-consuming obligation to be always
available for communication, which is mediated, inauthentic and superfi-
cial.*** The internet is also heavily, and increasingly, commercialised, with
social media dominated by a small number of powerful corporations.***
These corporations have a large amount of power over the architecture of
social media platforms, and so they are able to structure and define the
nature of interactions.'* Thinkers including Ivan Illich and Ran Prieur
attempt to distinguish between manipulative, centralising technology
and ‘convivial tools’ which aid individual autonomy, communities and
ecology, and can be used or dropped at will for multiple purposes by
autonomous users, for example the telephone system or bicycles.*** Tech-
nologies can be judged liberatory when they meet principles such as

Langdon Winner cites the example of a nuclear power
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freedom of refusal, possibility of reversal (no forced path dependency),
use autonomy, make-repair autonomy, ecology of manufacture and use,
and the enhancement of consciousness and skills.*+

Deep ecologists'*® and posthumanists'*” offer systemic accounts that
emphasise connections between humans and non-human nature, arguing
that the more we try to ontologically separate ourselves from our entan-
glements and exert control of nature, the more control eludes us through

complex interactions, leading to unstable emergent system effects such as
148
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climate change and climate emergencies.'** Techno-fixes for environmen-
tal issues have a tendency to displace problems to new areas, or to create
new problems.'** Disaster might even be valued as a way of checking the
hubris of modern egos.*°
sonal awareness and humility but also bottom-up reconstruction similar
to the communisation approach.

What does all this imply for a practical anarchist politics of technology
in disasters? One might wish to avoid technologies that are unnecessar-
ily exploitative of humans or nature. At the same time, participants in
mutual aid groups should also avoid an unnecessarily purist approach
if particular technologies have the potential to provide effective aid to
communities in crisis. Core/periphery relationships are replicated on a
smaller scale within core cities, and one might wish to consider the inter-
section of varying access and skills for technology with vulnerability.
Differential access, technological knowhow, and the impact of deskilling
may lead to issues of unwanted hierarchy and lack of trust between (often
techno-literate) activists and community members.”* Paying attention
to the situated nature of action may involve offering skill-shares or
knowledge sharing around technology. One may also wish to acknowl-
edge that technologies embed intrinsic political qualities and power
relations that manipulate their users and lead to cumulative tendencies
and path dependencies that are difficult to change. Uri Gordon calls for
a multifaceted approach to technology. Some technologies, such as those
of warfare and surveillance, can only be sabotaged, whereas others can be
productively repurposed.’>> Although the techno-pessimist account that
the internet has become more heavily surveilled, controlled and commer-
cialised is partially valid, there are praxis-based movements and means
to counter this. These include alternative media networks,'** the hacker
ethic,””* and the FLOSS movement which encourages free circulation
and open collaboration."*> The hacker ethic extends beyond software and

Resultant political proposals focus on transper-
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indeed electronics, and also includes a now global network of hackspaces
and makerspaces which provide community access to tools as varied as
3D printers, robots, woodworking machines and sewing machines for
building and repairing anything the users desire based on a DIY ethos."*®
As we shall see in the next chapter, open-source software and the hacker
ethic were mobilised to remarkable effect during Occupy Sandy relief
efforts. Anarchism also has a constructive or utopian aspect in its attitude
to technology, which involves technological innovation for decentralised
living in the spheres of energy, building, food production and sewage,
and can often be observed at intentional communities, eco-villages and
autonomous social centres.”*” I will examine how some of these varying
tactics are used by disaster anarchist movements in the next chapter.
Now I would like to turn to the problems of recuperation and repression,
which have particular urgency in the crisis which often follows disasters.

REPRESSION, RECUPERATION, DECOMPOSITION

Earlier in this chapter I argued that the basis of anarchist theory is a dis-
tinction between the social principle (non-hierarchy) and the political
principle (hierarchy). It was argued that the key function of the state is to
decompose and mediate immanent networked social bonds, subordinat-
ing them to the political principle. It has also been argued that while it is
conceptually vital to distinguish between these two forms, they can exist
as proportions or hybrid combinations, and sometimes the infrastructure
or techniques of the state can be strategically appropriated, repurposed or
hacked to create conditions for social recomposition or communisation.
This section explores the opposite dynamic: when the state appropriates
the creative values, techniques and energies that properly belong to the
social principle and either destroys them or mobilises them in its favour.

The most obvious and visible way in which social movements can be
suppressed is through outright repression. Systemic repression is usually
associated with totalitarian regimes and dictatorships. However, the
tactics of these regimes have been linked to COIN tactics used by modern
state agencies such as the CIA and FBI in the US and MI5 and MI6 in the
UK."* A ‘boomerang effect”*® uses colonised lands as a testing ground
for repressive techniques and technologies, then bounces counterinsur-
gency tactics used on colonial populations back to Western nations. This
has been interpreted as a ‘primitive or permanent war’ against people and
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populations, involving the proliferation of counterinsurgency warfare

1% or in Virilio’s terms ‘pure war’'®* This sets the stage

in everyday life,
for ‘hard’ COIN repressive measures undertaken by states to suppress
political uprisings and insurrections; these rely on overt force, violence
and social control, for example human rights violations, police brutality,
imprisonment, state terror, army occupation, massacre, executions
and extrajudicial punishment.'> There are also various ‘soft COIN
tactics that aim to prevent uprisings before they even happen through
state conspiracy, which attempts to change the rules of engagement by
changing laws almost overnight, making previously legal activity into
a criminal offence; or, alternatively, instituting measures gradually, one
by one, with a cumulative effect that would spark revolt if enacted all at
once.'® Softer COIN tactics also aim to win over populations through
emotional and intellectual manipulation. In the contemporary political
climate, the global ‘war on terror’ a