





Before the first arrow whistled from a bow, human beings dreamed
of flying. Wingless, they lay on their backs in prickly fields, watching
birds. Their descendants exchanged tales of flying carpets, winged
horses and sandals, witches on broomsticks, women who put on
magic coats and became swans. Sorcerers and shamans sought to
elevate themselves through mystical experience; folk scientists plot-
ted to steal flight from the angels as Prometheus had stolen fire
from the gods.

Eleven centuries ago Abbas Ibn Firnas, one of the first avia-
tion pioneers whose name is still known to us, launched himself
off a mountain on a homemade glider. He was sixty-five years old.
Inspired, an English monk modeled wings according to Ovid’s de-
scription of the feathered cloaks Daedalus made; these bore him a
full furlong through the sky, though he broke both legs upon land-
ing. Marco Polo returned to Europe to report that the Chinese were
sending people aloft in kites; Leonardo da Vinci drew up designs
for a helicopter; three centuries before the famous flight at Kitty
Hawk, a Turkish scientist shot himself a thousand feet in the air
in a rocket and coasted safely into the Bosporus. Hundreds, if not
thousands, died in similar efforts to get a little closer to heaven. It
was a worldwide obsession.

A few generations later, I sat in an airport waiting for a delayed
flight, an anonymous commuter in an irritated crowd. I closed the
book and returned it to my briefcase, reflecting that my species’ love
affair with flying had cooled. Perhaps it was the long lines at the se-
curity checkpoints: there were new restrictions on liquids in carry-on
bags, and passengers had to make their way through several gauntlets
of barking men in starchy uniforms just to vie for seating. Perhaps
it was the piercing tones over the intercom followed by announce-
ments of further delays; perhaps it was the itch of the stale, sterile
air, or the bizarre idea that somewhere out there there were people
who wanted to fly planes into buildings with us inside them.

22. New Wings for Flighty Youth

Once upon a time, orators declared that air travel would bring
people together, erasing borders and prejudices to inaugurate a new
era of universal amity and understanding; I reflected on this as my
fellow passengers fussed with their cell phones, fastidiously avoid-
ing eye contact with each other. Futurists had raved that the speed
and brilliance of flight would inspire transcendent bliss; waiting on
the runway, where the Wright brothers’ hearts had pounded, my fel-
low passengers would flip idly through catalogs and pull down the
shades to block out the sun. The challenge of flight had commanded
the passions of the boldest and bravest of my ancestors; when our
plane took off, after ignoring the droning safety presentation, their
heirs would peer briefly out tiny double-plated windows at the
carved-up landscape before settling back to watch—a movie! Ten
thousand generations had dreamed of flying, and we needed movies
to numb our boredom in the air!

Maybe flying was simply not that exciting, after all. Some long-
sought miracles turn out to be letdowns; perhaps most do. Of course,
this explanation didn’t account for the fervor in Antoine de Saint
Exupéry’s writing, or the forces that impelled him and others to
keep flying into increasingly perilous situations until their luck ran
out. Nor did it account for the experiences of people I knew myself:
hadn’t Chloe described stealing her uncle’s hang glider as the most
exhilarating experience of her youth?

The alternative was less readily apparent, and its implications
were more dramatic. What if flying, as we knew it, wasn’t flying at
all? Emotionally insulated from the adventure of getting into the
air, physically isolated from the landscape below, deprived of any
sensation of being airborne save a mild nausea, we might as well be
crowding into the locker of an isolation tank. My fellow aeronauts
would disembark at an airport identical to the one they had left,
impatient to get on with their busy lives; there was no longer even
a pretense that they were part of anything glorious, that they had
anything in common with the daredevils and voyagers of times past.
Perhaps the shamans of prehistory had known more about flight
than businessmen with their frequent flier miles ever could.

And if flying was not really flying, what about travel itself, or din-
ing, sex, work, friendship, romance, life? What if they, too, were not
themselves? Everyone around me was staring blankly into television
sets hanging from the ceiling. Some secrets are hidden in plain view.
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Could it be that I had never lived? I had traveled, but every-
where I'd been people spoke my language, accepted my currency,
affirmed my assumptions. I lived in rented apartments built and
maintained by people I'd never met; I didn’t know how to build a
house, or even fix my own plumbing. I bought food products from
the supermarket without any idea what was in them or where they
came from; I didn’t know what it was to hunt and kill an animal
or rely on a garden for sustenance. I had donated to charities, but
never seriously done anything to address injustice or even interact
with the ones who suffered it. I had voted for politicians and signed

petitions, but never organized anything in my community, never.

stopped a bulldozer or started a riot. I had dreams and aspirations,
but it seemed I'd watched more action movies on television than
I’d ever had adventures in real life. There were things I loved doing,
goals I hoped to achieve, but I'd spent a lot more time working to
pay for that rent, food, charity, television.

I'd been reflecting on these questions for months before I'd ar-
rived at the ticket counter, but the situation at Gate Ten cast them
in sharp relief. I wanted so earnestly to live, whatever that meant,
but I was cocooned in a society that seemed to make that impos-
sible, that sold itself to its citizens on precisely the grounds that it
made that impossible.

I was like everyone else there except I didn’t have a mortgage, a
family to feed, or a prescription drug habit to maintain. Perhaps I
could find a way out. Of course, I had no idea what to do or where
to go; all I had to go on was the vague notion that there must be
something else out there. However I looked at it, certain facts of
life seemed non-negotiable: without an income, for example, I imag-
ined I would never ride in an airplane again unless I somehow got
myself deported. A

I considered that possibility. How many people can say they've
been deported, anyway? Plenty, but not many from my social class.
That was another kind of insulation, another layer of the cocoon.

Was I really desperate enough to dive off a cliff, knowing I would
land somewhere or cease to exist? I couldn’t deny that something
stirred within me at the thought. What irony: the real flight my civi-
lization offered held no attraction for me, but the proverbial leap
into thin air made my pulse quicken. In making that leap, I could be
an explorer like my ancestors, a pioneer like Abbas Ibn Firnas.
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If I did, everyone I knew would accuse me of jettisoning myself
from the world like a misguided Icarus. I would have to fight off
the conviction, instilled in me since childhood, that those who do
not play their parts in society are failures, parasites. On the other
hand, if ...

But at long last my flight had pulled into the gate. We all lined
up dutifully to board in order of economic status. That plane was
never going to alight in the Bosporus or fly too close to the sun. If
I wanted anything other than the future that was already written
for me, I would have to strike out on my own.
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Until our most fantastic
demands are met,

fantasy will always be at war
with reality.

It hijacks history classes and funerals, waylays secretaries on the
way to the coffee machine, turns rails into slides and shopping malls
into playgrounds—it sends lives spinning out of control. Movie di-
rectors endeavor to harness it, travel agents to peddle it, political
parties to enlist it; but fantasy, like those who pursue it in earnest,
can serve no employer.

Now that every continent has been conquered and every coun-
tryside explored, nothing is more precious than passages to new
worlds. Mass-manufactured faiths are haunted by a thousand dreams
of escape—and fancy weaves better wings for flighty youth than
pragmatism ever fashioned our forebears.

As revolutionaries, of course we are fighting for our daydreams!
When we cannot stomach another hour of this, we side with those
moments we surprise ourselves, flashes in which anything feels pos-
sible, peak experiences that may last only instants—and therefore
with every inhibited impulse, forbidden pleasure, unexploded dream,
all the stifled songs which, unleashed, could create an upheaval like
no one has ever seen. And when the dust settles afterwards, we will side
with them again.

Call this escapist—perhaps it is; but what class of people is most
disturbed by the idea of escape? Jailers. Right or wrong, selfless or
selfish, possible or impossible, we're getting out of here.

The invitation to a new world may take a lifetime or more to
extend; self-imposed outcast status may be established in order to
receive the transmissions, to give the seeds soil in which to grow.
The one who does this is not jettisoning herself from life after all,
but providing it a port of entry—quietly metabolizing the garbage
of the old world into the new one, just as other “parasites” do.
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Have we ever complained because we are misunderstood, misjudged,
misheard or unheard? That fate is our distinction: we would not
take ourselves seriously enough if we wished it were otherwise. All
that is great happens far from the marketplace and from fame; in-
ventors of new values and architects of new paradigms have always
hidden in the margins, starved in the ghettos, acted in theshadows.
There is not yet space in streets or newspapers for the parcels we
have to deliver.

But beware—left untried, fantasies can
become vampires draining the life out of their
. hosts; they may one day serve others, but they
can only contribute to the subjection of those
who never dare attempt them.

All along, he’d assumed he was only at the beginning of the grand
narrative of his life, that he had time to kill before setting off on
the adventures he described so compellingly to me in advance. Only
in the end did he discover that he’d been a peripheral character in
a very different story.

Death had been waiting from the outset for the decisive mo-
ment at which to call his body to mutiny. The crew abandoned their
posts, doused the lanterns, set the vessel aflame, and scattered on
the wind.

There were still things I wished I could ask him, conversations I'd
hoped to revisit, but it was too late. He’d become a memory, a sort
of archetype existing only in those he haunted; the mystery of those
unfinished discussions was carved into the world forever. I still had
his emails in my account, but there was no one on the other end.

What any of us would give for an audience with one of our ar-
chetypes! Some of them have passed into eternity without even
having had to die.

Death finalizes the gulfs that separate us from each other—and
from ourselves, from our own pasts. It interrupts the storylines
we project onto our lives, dispelling the connections between the
isolated moments of our experience—leaving them trapped, mute,
in eternity. ’

That void not only circumscribes our existence but surrounds
and isolates each instant, rendering them all irrevocable and pre-
cious beyond measure. We fear the very thought of it because it
forces us to acknowledge that we can never return to a single mo-
ment of our lives. '

I hadn’t reflected much upon death before Daniel died. I was
still in shock when we went to the memorial service. It was unnerv-
ing to feel so heartbroken and yet so numb, so incapable of engag-
ing with my grief. Even surrounded by others in mourning I still
felt isolated, alone in my thoughts and my sorrow, with no outlet
for the desperate urgency that possessed me. If there was a time to

The Rebellion of the Dead . 29




wail and rend our hair, to leap onto tables and shout out songs in
his memory, to swear to avenge his senseless death with our own
momentous lives, it was upon us. We were not up to the task. The
faces around me looked listless, even bored.

I hadn’t reflected much on death until then, even though I'd
known I was going to die since I was a child. That is to say: I'd been
bored from before I could remember with the fact of my own mortality.
Was I in denial, or simply so bored with everything else that it
didn’t matter?

The next morning, I was back on the fourth floor with the view
of the identical building across the street, shuffling through the
faxes that had come in over the weekend. My breakfast remained
in the desk, uneaten, and the phone kept ringing. I hadn’t always
been bored; even in that office, I'd surreptitiously read the books he
lent me and we'd shared some good conversations over the phone
and instant messager.

An electronic memo arrived from down the hall: the coffee ma-
chine was jammed and it was up to me to fix it. What if he had
known he was going to die, what then? Would he have counted
backwards from that day, lived differently? Would he have frozen
up in the face of that terrible knowledge?

Coffee had somehow spilled all over the counter; it was soaking
into the box of doughnuts. I picked up the box, moved to throw it
away, paused with it in one hand and a wad of napkins in the oth-
er—I would be in trouble if there were no doughnuts, could I save
them somehow?—just long enough for the phone to ring.

Ilet it ring and tossed the doughnuts in the trash. What if T could
know in advance when my own death would come? It was waiting
ahead of me, as sure as Daniel’s had been, as sure as all of ours are.
If someone could look at time from above, taking in the sweep of
history all at once, we would all appear as the walking dead, moving
obliviously along our preordained tracks towards inexorable ends.

That wasn’t much of a stretch—I knew my work schedule day
by day through the end of December. Ten years ago, a summer had
been an eternity; now entire years were flying by in a blur inter-
rupted only by deaths, marriages, and other catastrophes. There is
no more commonplace observation than this, but to my knowledge
no one has yet set out to study why children and adults experience
the passing of time differently.
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I unplugged the coffee machine and carried it with me to the
elevator. In innumerable other office buildings, innumerable other
secretaries were struggling with innumerable other coffee machines;
innumerable elevators bore innumerable employees to innumerable
washrooms; innumerable phones rang and rang and rang. They were
like a physical manifestation of the inevitability of our lives and
deaths, a machine pushing us at maximum speed along our preor-
dained tracks. I pressed the button for the top floor.

Death is the ultimate imposition upon and boundary to our free-
dom, but it only formalizes the renunciations we make ourselves,
moment by moment, throughout our lives. I imagined all the oc-
cupants of those office buildings rising in mutiny like the cells in
Daniel’s body.

[ got out at the top floor and walked to the spot where the jani-
tors sometimes went to smoke. No one was there. I opened the win-
dow and dangled the coffee machine out by its cord, eleven stories
above the pavement. I let it go. It shrank from view until there was
a distant crash; a pedestrian lurched back absurdly in surprise.

Fuck it, I said to myself. Behold, the first dawn the world has ever seen.
This is the rebellion of the dead.
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That day I quit my job, threw my wallet in the
trash, and set out to break every rule I knew.
It took a very long time.

O, if only that were true! I did no such thing. Even walking out of
the airport, I was mostly playacting; I wasn’t about to build a glider
and launch myself into the abyss. Making that one defiant gesture was
difficult enough—it felt like a rupture in the very fabric of reality. I

was not the sort of person who cancelled a business trip after driving "
to the airport! It was not until much later that I would develop the 4

ability to wrench myself out of routines without flinching.
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Internally, I still mirrored my society. The forces that comprised
me, though increasingly at odds, were arranged in a strictly regi-
mented hierarchy; I harbored private resentments, illicit longings,
impulses to rebel, but all these were kept in check. In my heart, as
in the city where I lived, there were vigilant police, restless ghettos,
unaccountable tyrants, decimated wildernesses, hoarded treasures
rusting in vaults. My associations with others were like the diplomatic
relations between nations: non-aggression pacts, behind-the-scenes
machinations, authoritarian powers negotiating over the heads of
oppressed masses separated by well-guarded borders. There had been
times when a renegade faction had precipitated an upheaval, such
as the affair with Chloe that destroyed my marriage, and everything
had to be reworked; but the essential order, and above all the com-
mitments that safeguarded it, had always remained unshaken.

The fundamental change that took place that afternoon was in-
visible, though it ultimately had spectacular effects. From that mo-
ment forward, I identified with the insurgent currents inside myself
against the society that proscribed them. I had always regarded them
as something foreign and dangerous, flirting with them but keeping
them under wraps; but at the airport, when I'd permitted them to
take the reigns in broad daylight, the world had not come to an end.
I'd crossed the line between flirtation and indulgence, discovered
that something lay beyond it, and wanted more. If my own habits
and obligations obstructed my path, so much the worse for them.

I knew there was commercial skydiving for people like me, ad-
venture tourism and recreational drugs and all sorts of other pres-
sure valves, but I was determined to hold out for the real thing. All
the career options and status symbols I'd worked my whole life to
accumulate were starting to look like so many constraints and cha-
rades. I would let the wild streaks within me deepen and spread
until I could set off, with my own wildness, a chain reaction that
could make the world hospitable for them.

Every revolution is essentially the revolt of a people against
itself. The hands that raise skyscrapers are the same ones that as-
semble barricades. Like a body in upheaval, painfully transforming
itself into something else, people seized by insurgent desires wrest
themselves from everything they know and attempt to reconstitute
themselves as a new society.
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Every struggle that takes place in a society plays out within each
of the individuals within it. The same fault line that opens in a bou-
levard between riot police and rioters runs through the private lives
of each officer and dissident. If enough of them can win their per-
sonal struggles against servility, addiction, fear, and inertia—that is,
if that which is oppressed within each individual triumphs—then
likewise the entire society can remake itself.

So I kept my job—barely, after canceling that trip—but where
once I'd focused on advancing my career, now I regarded my leisure-
time pursuits as my true vocation and aspired to increase their scope
accordingly. Once I'd invested my earnings in the stock market,
savings accounts, even golf clubs; now I smuggled every resource
I could out of my workplace and sought a new calling in which to
invest myself. My extracurricular activities became the center of
my life. In this, I joined a nation of students doodling in anticipa-
tion of the bell, nursing home inmates counting the days to their
next visit, spouses yearning for forbidden romance, and employees
who, like me, had concluded that their professions were not paths
to self-realization but barriers to it.

That is to say—I was like them, but I didn’t know where to start
to connect with them. My colleagues didn’t dare give any indication
of their true feelings; I barely ever saw my neighbors; I felt separated
from old friends and family by an unbridgeable chasm. I was at an
impasse, an insurgent without allies fighting a war without fronts,
All that changed when I stumbled upon the occupation.
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At first, we were like wolves, just out for ourselves. We’d discovered
petty crime—shoplifting, scams, graffiti, vandalism—and we prac-

ticed it the way other people practiced religion, sports, or drugs. Like
Pablo, we thought of ourselves as being at war, but it was a private
war, six of us against six billion of them. Like most service workers,
we hated our bosses, but hadn’t worked out a critique of authority;
we’d resented our teachers in school in the same instinctual way,
just as our mothers had resented our fathers without using words
like patriarchy. I didn’t think of myself as opposing capitalism—for
me it was much more specific: I wanted to escape the conveyor belt
that brought piles of dirty plates into the dish room, and the stench
of industrial cleaner mingled with rancid grease, and the nights I
woke up scraping filth off phantom dishes in my sleep.

If delinquency didn’t enable me to escape all that entirely, at least
it carved out a little territory apart from it. The first time I stole
a pair of shoes, I was so conditioned to my place at the bottom of
the social ladder I stole the cheapest ones in the store. A year later,
I was accustomed to dining on the finest organic cuisine, products
intended for only the wealthiest shoppers: why not grab the most
expensive items, if I was risking the same charges?
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This shift in diet was accompanied by radical changes in my self-
esteem, which led to new trains of thought. In a very concrete way,
the foods I was permitted by law to eat reflected my value in society.
As a dishwasher, I literally couldn’t afford the products I stole; did
that mean I didn’t deserve them? My manager, who never got his
hands dirty, could take for granted luxuries I had to risk jail time
just to taste. The counselors at school had told us people ended up
with jobs like ours because they didn’t get enough education, but I
could see through that right away—wherever there were restaurants
and cafeterias, somebody was going to have to wash the dishes, and
it sure wasn’t going to be the owners. Some of my coworkers had
been to college and had nothing to show for it but debt.

When I reflected on the poverty I'd seen growing up and the
centuries of destitution there must have been before that, it out-
raged me that anyone would condemn stealing as immoral. Could
anyone really argue with a clean conscience that all that privation
was not enough, that poor people throughout history should have
had to go without all they had stolen, as well?

So we developed a broader analysis of what we were fighting
against, but our motives remained schizophrenic: we despised rich
people, their privileges and their sense of entitlement and above all
the injustices they heaped on others, but envied their lifestyle—even
though it made them soft, even though it necessitated the exploi-
tation of others. Living in constant conflict with the law kept our
senses sharp and spiced up a day-to-day existence that would other-
wise have been utterly demoralizing, but it didn’t make things any
easier for others of our social class—at the most, I could take some
groceries over to my mom’s place, but I had no idea what to do for
everyone else on her street.

After the first few arrests hit home, we had to look for a more
sustainable approach. A couple broke off to pursue careers as hard-
core criminals; the rest of us scaled back the more hazardous ac-
tivities and stepped up everything else. We focused more and more
on the surplus of our society—it was less carefully guarded. And
what bounty! Why fill our pockets inside the store with one eye
on the security guard when we could fill up a whole pickup truck
out back?

That was how I finally came to question my own materialism.
I'd been raised to want things I could never have—sports cars, gold
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watches, designer sunglasses and furniture. Everyone in the coun-
try was chasing that same mirage, and somewhere there were waste
dumps overflowing with all those things—one of them wasn’t far
from my old neighborhood. At distribution centers I would look
into dumpsters packed to the top with perfectly good juice and
shake my head in disgust. Wage slaves like me were throwing away
our entire lives working to make things we could never own, and
our society was shoveling them right past us into the trash. I didn’t
want anything to do with it, even as a thief.

Driving around at night, gathering copper to sell or merchandise
we’d damaged during the day, Diego and I would mock the ubiqui-
tous billboards. “Look at that one,” he’'d point out, “Nice cowboy hat,
gringo! And to top it off it’s called ‘Colt 45°—ever notice how every
fucking malt liquor company has a name like that? We’re supposed
to identify with the brand names, to feel tough and powerful as we
wreck our livers—but the barrel’s pointed at us.”

“And the crazy part is I still want the stuff. What else am I gon-
na do with the rest of the night?” This was a couple months before
we met the students who invited us to the encampment. “I know
how to get everything for free, but I've got no idea how to get free
myself.”

“For that, we’ll need a bigger gang,” Diego deadpanned.
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...AND UNDERMINE

Have you noticed that exhortations to indulge yourself are always
followed by suggestions? Proselytizers seek footholds to claim ter-
ritory within you, salesmen grasp for handles to jerk you around
... from new-age prophets to advertisers, from pornographers to
radicals, everyone exhorts you to “pursue your desires,” but the
question remains: which ones? The “real” ones? Who decides which
those are?

It’s a war for your soul on every front. And those much-contested
desires are all constructed, anyway—they change, they’re dependent
on external factors, culture, the whole context and history of our
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society. We “like” fast food because we have to hurry back to work,
because processed supermarket food doesn’t taste much better, be-
cause the nuclear family—for those who still have even that—is too
small and stressed to sustain much festivity in cooking and eating.
We “have to” check our email because the dissolution of commu-
nity has taken our friends and kindred far away, because our bosses
would rather not have to talk to us, because “time-saving” technol-
ogy has claimed the hours once used to write letters—and killed all
the passenger pigeons, besides. We “want” to go to work because in
this society no one looks out for those who don’t, because it’s hard
to imagine more pleasurable ways to spend time when everything
around us is designed for commerce and consumption. Every crav-
ing we feel, every conception we form, is framed in the language of
the civilization that creates us.

Does this mean we would want differently in a different world?
Yes, but not because we would be free to feel our “natural” desires—
no such things exist. Beyond the life you live, you have no “true”
self—you are precisely what you do and think and feel. That’s the real
tragedy for the man who spends his life talking on his cell phone and
attending business meetings and fidgeting with the remote control:
it’s not that he denies himself his dreams, necessarily, but that he
makes them answer to reality rather than attempting the opposite.
The accountant regarded with such pity by runaway teenage lovers
may in fact be happy when he arrives home from work in time for
his favorite sitcom—but it is a very different happiness than the
one they experience on the lam.

If our desires are constructs, if we are the products of our envi-
ronment, then our freedom is a question of how much control we
have over that environment. It’s nonsense to say a woman is free
to feel however she wants about her body when she grows up sur-
rounded by diet advertisements and posters of anorexic models. It’s
nonsense to say a man is free to live as he pleases when everything
he needs to do to acquire food, shelter, companionship, and a sense

of accomplishment is already established and all that remains is for
him to choose between prefabricated options. We must make our
freedom by forging the realities which, in turn, fashion us.

This sounds like a lot to ask. But change, revolutionary change,
is going on everywhere all the time—and everyone plays a part in it,
consciously or not. Our lives are vastly different today than they
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were even a mere decade ago. The question is simply whether we

take responsibility for our part in the ongoing transformation of

the cosmos, acting deliberately and with a sense of our own power,

or frame our actions as reactions, participating in unfolding events
" accidentally as if we were purely victims of circumstance.

Forget about whether “the” revolution will ever happen—the
best reason to be a revolutionary is that it is a better way to live.
It offers you a chance to lead a life that matters, gives you a rela-
tionship to injustice so you don’t have to deny your own grief and
outrage, keeps you conscious of the give and take always going on
between individual and institution, self and community, one and
all. No institution can offer you freedom—but you can experience
it in challenging and reinventing institutions. When school chil-
dren make up their own words to the songs they are taught, when
people show up by the tens of thousands to interfere with a closed-
door meeting of expert economists discussing everyone’s lives, they
are rediscovering that self-determination, like power, belongs only
to the ones who exercise it.

If, as idealists like us insist, we can indeed create whatever world we
want, then perhaps it’s true that we could adapt to any world, too.
But spending your life in reaction and adaptation, hurrying to catch
up to whatever is already happening, means being perpetually a step
behind, at the mercy of history as it unfolds. That’s no way to go
about pursuing your desires, whichever ones you choose to pursue.

Don’t be too hard on yourself about the fragments of the old order

that remain within you. You can’t sever yourself from the chain of §
cause and effect that produced you—not with any amount of will-
power. The trick is to find ways to indulge your programming that ]
simultaneously subvert it—that create, in the process of satisfying {
the old desires, conditions that foster new ones. If you need to follow
leaders, find leaders who will help you depose them from the pedestal

you put them on; if you wish to lead others, find equals who will help
you dethrone yourself; if you have to fight against others, find wars
you can wage for everyone’s benefit. When it comes to dodging the im-
peratives of your conditioning, you’ll find that indulge and undermine

is a far more effective program than the old heritage of “renounce:

and struggle” passed down from a humorless Christianity.
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One of my most disappointing discoveries was that I desired so little.
After long disuse, my passions were stunted like bonsai trees: trite,
typical, boring. I'd hoped to throw myself at their mercy, to follow
their tyrannical dictates and thus, even in leaving the beaten path,
retain some sort of guide through the wilderness. Without that, I
was totally at sea.

The limits of my desire were a sort of cage, no less than the
limitations imposed by civil society. Even after I followed the cof-
fee machine out of the office, I had no idea where to start. Should I
take my meager savings and go to Ecuador? Visit family in Southeast
Asia? Move to New Mexico? Would life really be more immediate
or authentic there? Should I take up mountain climbing, or apply
to graduate school, or dedicate myself to volunteer work? I was sur-
rounded by banality, trying to choose between clichés. I wanted to
be lit up, electrified by the world in every moment—but for that to
be possible, the world and I would both have to change.

Likewise, if I was to share adventures with others, it was up to
me to infect them with new desires. As it was, I knew no one with
whom I could undertake anything more audacious than a night out
dancing. I tried to imagine myself as a seductress, inspiring friends
and former coworkers with hedonistic fervor the way others drove
suitors to distraction, suicide, and feats of bravado. I couldn’t imag-
ine a role for which I was less suited.

And yet I was determined that my life would be something out
of the ordinary; if I could not undo Daniel’s death, at least I would
avenge my own. I counted the days, my savings trickling away as I
waited for the right opportunities and compatriots to come along.
Based on my experience leaving the office, I surmised I'd be able to
Tecognize them by the terror they would inspire in me.
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History is not something
that happens to people—
it is the activity of people.
Culture does not dictate
human behavior—

it is the sum of human
behavior. Technological
progress is not a force

of nature, either. There is
no civilization without us
civilizing, no capitalism
without us capitalizing
and capitulating.
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These are hard things to remember in the boss’s office, let alone
working the checkout line at Wal-Mart. The mass media encour-
ages us to feel sentimental about “our” achievements: the space
shuttle soars, the disease is cured, the star gets the girl at the end
of the movie.

But we can make our own music, mythology, science, technol-
ogy, tradition, psychology, literature, history, ethics, political power.
Until we do, we're stuck buying mass-produced movies and compact
discs made by corporate mercenaries, sitting faceless and immobi-
lized at arena rock performances and sports events, struggling with
other people’s inventions and programs and theories that make less
sense to us than sorcery did to our ancestors, shamefacedly accept-
ing the judgments of priests and agony columnists and radio talk
show hosts, berating ourselves for not living up to the standards
set by college entrance exams and glamour magazines, listening to
parents and counselors and psychiatrists and managers tell us we
are the ones with the problems, buying our whole lives from the
same specialists and entrepreneurs we sell them to—and gnashing
our teeth in smothered fury as they cut down the last trees and he-
roes with the cash and authority we give them. These things aren’t
inevitable, inescapable tragedies—they’re consequences of the pas-
sivity to which we have relegated ourselves. In the checkout lines of
supermarkets, on the dialing and receiving ends of 900 numbers, in
the locker rooms before gym classes and cafeteria shifts, we long to
be protagonists in our own epics, masters of our own fate. '

If we are to transform ourselves, we must transform the world—

| but to begin reconstructing the world, we must reconstruct ourselves.
. Today we are all occupied territory. Our appetites and attitudes and

roles have all been molded by this world that turns us against our-
selves and each other. How can we take and share control of our

 lives, and neither fear nor falter, when we’ve spent those lives bein
> P 8

conditioned to do the opposite?
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Individuals cannot be autonomous—
we are formed by relationships:

without them, we do not exist. One cannot create meaning in a
vacuum—but neither can one be anything but at the mercy of and
alienated by a meaning that arrives from on high. One must make
meaning with others, cooperatively, for it to be meaning-ful. Free-
dom is not standing alone, man versus humanity—those who set
out to “pursue their desires” as individualists forget that even those
desires are socially constructed. Neither is freedom to be found in
unquestioning obedience to law: a free human being is not a law-
follower or a law-breaker, but an inventor and reinventor of laws,
a part of a tribe” When we want to rebel against the limits a cul-

ture imposes, we call it “ideology,” or “conformity”; but we cannot '}

escape culture itself—we carry it with us as we flee, leaving a trail
of it in our wake.

Culture is made up of languages—languages of words and num-
bers, of concepts and assumptions, of conventions and expectations,
of problems and solutions, of answers and questions. Languages
write our lives: they set the options whenever we make a choice,
however free we may be in selecting. At the same time, it is our
use of them that makes them what they are and reproduces them.
Terms in languages work only because we hold them in common;
language-writing is the ultimate collective activity, the common
denominator of all social activity. To be free of language is impos-
sible in human relations—as we know it, that universe not only is
described by language but exists as language.

Languages enforce their constraints upon us—that is to say, those

constraints are us—but every time we adjust aconcept or subvert an

expectation, we remake ourselves. It is in this constant redefining
of terms, the ongoing creation and negation of forms and assump-
tions, that freedom becomes possible.

A cancer of mass-produced, impersonal, prefabricated culture
threatens our species. A creature does not die “of” cancer—a creature
dies by becoming cancer, when its cells begin reproducing sameness at
the expense of diversity. A culture that sets up a million franchises
with workers in matching uniforms executing identical tasks is a

* In former times, culture was developed in tribal groups, on a small enough
scale that everyone could participate.
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cancer out of control, a monster riding the humanity that gave birth
to it into an untimely grave. We need a culture that is a dialogue,
an interplay between us and the languages we think and speak and
live in—not a monologue arriving out of a loudspeaker.

Fighting for this, we attack the average, deny the universal, and
purture the anomalous.




Like I said, the real turning point came when we got involved in the
encampment. I grew more in the course of that month than I had
in several years. Finally, our rage and marginalization, not to men-
tion our hard-won skills, were assets rather than barriers; finally, we
could wage our secret war out in the open, in a way that connected
us to others rather than isolating us.

My friends and I were very different from most people there,
but it was such an intense experience that it drew us all together;
those who shared it as a common reference point were bonded for
years afterwards regardless of how their paths diverged.  hadn’t had
much interest in college students before, and the ones with whom
I'd crossed paths had made it clear they had no interest in me; it was
only when all the barriers of tlass and habit were removed and we
were joined in a common project that we could interact as human
beings rather than social roles. I'd been on the opposite end of that
same dynamic with older workers—I faulted them, unjustly, for
failing to escape the fate I feared awaited me, and I imagined they

resented me for my youth and mobility—but at the encampment.

there was no young or old except in terms of how long people had
been involved.

Time itself passed differently. Because I never knew what would
happen next, it often felt like I'd lived through a week by the time I
lay down at the end of the day. In the heat of that urgency, our differ-
ent pasts and uncertain futures fell away and all that remained was
the concentrated rush of the present. Coordinating to provide for
everyone in the camp, staying up late preparing for rumored police
attacks, sharing the daily triumph of maintaining the occupation
against all odds, we grew together into one organism.
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Once, we’d evaluated activities according to how much they
paid; now we looked at them in terms of how rewarding they were
to experience and how beneficial they were for others. Before, we’d
sought our own material interests, taking it for granted that there
wasn’t enough of what we wanted to go around; now we sought
social interests, and found that even crowded four to a tent we felt
wealthier than ever before. At first, I'd just wanted to get out of
the dish room—now we were talking about making a clean break
with Western civilization and building a new society in its midst.
The fears that had kept me in place, the bad habits that had tied
me down, the unhealthy assumptions I'd developed about human
nature and my own potential—all these came into sharp focus as I
discovered what it meant to do without them.

Day by day, step by step, we were mapping an entirely new way of
living. The encampment was the laboratory in which we began this
experiment, but it was also a beachhead from which to extend it.
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In a totalitarian order in which the wholﬂ
of human relations is dominated by patho-
logical patterns, isolated resistance to any ‘
one symptom of that domination—the de- ‘
pletion of the ozone layer, police brutality,
child abuse, racism, employee ennui—can ’
only fail. Those who desire change must (
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to become what we hate
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discover new possibilities
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The more full and free life
is, the easier it is to recognize
all the opportunities and
treasures it has to offer

Life
The more your life is in your

own hands, the more it is an
experience of liberty and pleasure

The more you can recognize the
opportunitigs life offers, the more
you can take advantage of them

The more you approach life
as a game, the more full
and free it becomes ™

Play

The more pleasure you take in
your activities, the more freely
you share the fruits

The more freely you give and
receive, the more your life can

Gift Giving
The more you share with others,
the more they share with you, and

the more thankful you are for one
" another’s existence

Love

The more you love,
the more you trust

The more you love,
the more freely you give

The more you trust,
the more you can love

Faith
The more you trust the world,

the more wonderful things
you recognize in it

The more you recognize the
treasures life has to-offer, the
more faith you have in it

Abundance

The more full and free life

is, the easier it is to reécognize
all the opportunities and
treasures it has to offer

The more you can recognize the
opportunities life offers, the more
you can take advantage of them

be a game rather than a struggle

5
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The less you live, the less you
see what the world has to offer

The less you trust the world, the
less you see what it has to offer

Survival

The more you thipk you The more you work,
need to survive, the .
< the less you live
harder you have to work

Work

Til‘e more you work, the The less freely you give and
receive, the harder you have to

work to provide for yourself

Exchange

Force is always present where
exchange must be negotiated,
where giving is not practiced

; for its own sake

Force

The more you depend on force,
the more you have to fear

more you feel the need to be
compensated for your sacrifice

The more you depend on
force, the less you can give
and receive freely

The less you trust, the more
you depend on force

Fear

The less you recognizé
what the world has to offer,
the less you trust

Scarcity

The less you trust the world, the
less you see what it has to offer

The more you fear the world, the
less you recognize what it offers

The less you live, the less you
see what the world has to offer




Abundance
All of us can be rich . ..

Abundance and scarcity are not just measures of the resources that
exist to meet needs—they are different ways of regarding both re-
sources and needs, which become reflected irn the world.

Abundant resources exceed the need for them; they may even
multiply when utilized. Most of the things which set life apart
from survival—love, friendship, confidence, imagination, courage,
adventure, experience—are available in abundance: the more you
partake of them, the more there is of them for you and everyone
else as well.

Abundance and scarcity are above all the manifestations of op-
posing approaches to life: ingenuity or inertia, faith or fear. If we
restructure our values and assumptions about what the cosmos has
to offer us, we can enter a new world of plenty.

Scarcity

. not all of us can be wealthy.

Scarce resources exist in limited supply, and there may simply not
be enough to go around. A scarcity economy is driven by the con-
siderations necessitated by those conditions: the “laws” of supply
and demand are imposed first of all by a shortage, real or perceived,
of needed goods.

It might seem that scarcity is simply an inescapable fact of life, but
it’s not that simple. Not all scarcities are imposed by circumstances—
often, we impose them upon ourselves by the ways we assess and
apply our assets. In our technologically advanced, post-industrial
civilization, tools and amenities that were unheard of before are
plentiful, yet most of us distinctly feel there to be a shortage of the
things we need. This should not be surprising, for our social and
economic systems depend on there not being enough for everybody.
Everyone can have a full life—but not everyone can have a full wal-
let. Our society institutes scarcity and deprivation, by framing life
as a desperate rush for limited material wealth and status.

It used to be said that the only free men are the hobo and the
king. They are indeed the only ones who can claim to be lords of all
they survey—though for utterly different reasons: the former pos-
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There's enough for everyone,
but they’d rather throw it away than share it with you

sesses the entire world by releasing it, while the latter still owns only
what he can conquer. Here we can see the paradigms of abundance
and scarcity in action as philosophies of life. Likewise, the scaven-
ger who thrives off the excess of his society sees opportunity and
adventure where the executive sees only hunger and destitution; the
non-monogamous lover sees love as something that only increases in
richness and depth by being shared freely, while the possessive hus-
band regards it as a precarious prize obtained by sacrifice and hard
labor, which must be hoarded and caged; the would-be rock idol or
movie star needs a million anonymous fans watching his actions to
validate them—selfhood itself is subject to scarcity in a spectator
society—while the woman in a supportive, egalitarian community
generally attains self-confidence and happiness to the extent that
she helps others around her do the same.

Here’s a story: once upon a time, human beings 11ved in arelation-
ship of trust with the earth, seeing it as a wellspring of abundance*

* “Paleolithic man [sic, throughout], a hunter/gatherer who understood the value
of sharing and mutual assistance, ‘had’ nothing—why hoard things when the
whole world is yours? Later, Neolithic man, who toiled in the fields, sometimes
produced a surplus, which he bartered with others—and thus for him a shift
occurred from being in the world to having things, mere parts of the world. The
hunters and gatherers never curbed their materialistic impulses—but they never
made institutions out of them, either. Homo Economicus is a construction, the
result of ten thousand years of ‘subjugation” that is to say, etymologically speaking,
life under the yoke.”~Finnegan Bell in Hunters and Gatherers through the Ages
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We ate fruit, which grew freely around us, naturally wrapped in a
biodegradable peel and containing seeds from which more fruit trees §
would grow after the fruit was eaten. Today we eat candy bars, for }
which we must exchange our labor, of which supplies are strictly '
limited—and when we throw away the wrappers, which are manu-
factured from plastics and chemicals foreign to nature, we can be §
sure that we are adding to the slow accumulation of garbage that i§
makes fruit trees less and less abundant. Our ancestors lived in condi- 3
tions of feast or famine, celebrating when their cups overflowed and
whistling through leaner times, never diminishing their faith in the
bountiful earth by measuring what it gave them; for us, everything .
is a transaction, an occasion for computation and calculation.

Life,

Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness

Life is existence when it feels worth waking up for in the morn-
ing. Life is written about in epic poetry, love songs, Shakespeare’s
plays and sonnets; survival is treated in medical textbooks, urban
planning reports, and ergonomics presentations. Life is glorious,
heartbreaking, extravagant; survival, without life, is ridiculous,
burdensome, absurd.

Survival,
Safety, and the Pursuit of Property

Survival is life reduced to imperatives, whether biological (get air to
breathe! get food to eat! get laid!) or cultural (get air conditioning to keep
cool! get a television to keep up with what’s going on! get a sports car to
attract a mate!). It’s often ambiguous which class specific mandates
fall into, as in the case of the computer programmer who cannot
feed himself without a can opener; but the essential character of
these needs is that they appear non-negotiable.

Survival resources tend to be seen as scarce—there’s only so
much food, water, housing, and medicine in the world; but as the
famous tramp responded to a bourgeois man’s query (“you’ve got to
eat, haven’t you?”), “yeah, but not as much as you eat.”

Our era is characterized by ever-increasing standards of survival.
The minimum standard of living to participate in society is always

vy,
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rising, and it’s a full-time job keeping up: getting the new format for
video-viewing, learning to use the new computer program, treating
yourself with the new prescription drug . .. This constant techno-
logical and cultural acceleration is the consequence of an economic
system based on competition, in which continuous innovation is
necessary both to sell new products and to keep up with everyone
who uses them.

Many anthropologists believe that people spend more time working . 4

to meet their “basic” needs today than ever before. Prehistoric human
beings spent the greater part of their days in creative leisure, while
with all our labor-saving devices we waste most of our lives earning
money to pay for them, using them to mow the lawn, waiting in traf-
fic to buy more batteries for them. .. and of course, the more time we
spend providing for mere survival, the less time we have to live.

Play

Head for horizons . . .

Play is what takes place when all the problems of survival have been
solved and time and energy remain. Play is not constrained by exter-
nal demands—the player establishes her own goals and meanings in
the course of acting. Play takes place in a condition of freedom—
that is to say, it is the condition of freedom. In play, the individual
interacts with the forces around her rather than reacting to them,
creates the context for her actions as she acts rather than passively
being shaped by the situation: it is thus that self-determination is
possible. You can see play today in the collages on teenagers’ walls,
in the eccentric furnishing of squatted buildings, in the break be-
tween skirmishes when the insurgents dance, in the movements of
lovers’ bodies together. '

The resources for play are available in abundance. The more
one plays, the more others are enabled and encouraged to do the
same; true playfulness is infectious. One can’t play long at others’
expense—being “free” at such a price ends up taking a lot of work,
as in the case of the successful executive, and doesn’t lend itself to
much real, spontaneous play, as the ennui typical of the trust-fund
playboy demonstrates.

It's ambiguous whether many of the things currently called “play”
actually warrant the title. Is it play when an office worker goes golf-
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ing with his boss? How about when a group of men play footba%l
together according to a strict set of rules, with a struggle for domi-
nance as an ever-present subtext? How about when a young man
comes home from work so exhausted that he doesn’t have enough
energy to do anything but “play” video games?

Children come into this world knowing all about play—at least
until they've spent a few years cooped up in small rooms with the
television on. We can win back that lost innocence, for them and for
ourselves, by approaching everything we do as a game rather t}.xan
a struggle or responsibility—by creating environments in which
we can run wild.

The best-kept secret of capitalism is that play activities can also pro-
vide for our survival needs: think of all the retirees who start gardens
and build bookcases! Except in extremities, work is unnecessary.
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o Work

... not destinations, §

Work provides for survival, nothing more. It always appears as a re-
sponfe t? necessity, whether that be the need for food and shelter
and life insurance, the establishment of social status, or the obliga-

tions of the Protestant work ethic. Work answers to imperatives;
play creates its own rules, ’

Gift Economics

We know everything is priceless . ..

In stark contrast to exchan
In agift economy,
and no score is ke
bestow. Everyone
incredible lovem

ge trading, gift-giving is its own reward.
which exists whenever anything is freely shared
Pt, the participants receive more the more they
who has shared a real friendship or a morning of
\ aking knows intuitively that when the opportunity
prese.nts itself, human beings return to this natural] relationshi
Life itself is the greatest gift. It is absurd to think one could% -
serve life in all its complexity and magnanimity in the first placei
let alone good or bad fortune, the moment of stillness at sunrijse,
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the flavor of avocados, the sensation of riding a galloping horse!
Anyone who has lived and paid attention knows the best and worst
things life has to offer are things no one could ever earn.

My liberation, my delight, my world itself begins where yours
begins. Nobody can command my services because I have, of my
own, pledged to give all—and gratuitously, for that is the only way

to give.

Exchange Economies

... they say everything has a price.

Liberty ends where economics begins. Get your money’s worth—earn
your keep—there’s no such thing as a free lunch: exchange economics
posits life as a zero-sum sport between bargainers who maneuver to
outbid and outwit each other in order to gain control of pieces of a
fragmented world. Free trade, the free market—these are oxymorons:
where systematized competition is free to bend all humanity to its
prerogatives, ultimately no one is free to focus on anything else.

Exchange economics presupposes a one-dimensional scale of
value, according to which everything can be appraised: if an avocado
costs a dollar, and a new sports car costs $20,000, then a sports car
must be worth exactly twenty thousand avocados. But such equa-
tions are absurd. Can you calculate the financial value of a friendship,
the exchange rate of a clever joke for a meal tenderly prepared, the
comparative worth of the sound of birds singing in the trees against
the current market value of lumber? Those who would measure such
things miss everything that is beautiful and unrepeatable about
them; once one recognizes this, it becomes clear how pathological
such calculations are in any context. To assess the commercial value
of experiences and sensations, let alone trade in the very lives of the
human beings around you with an eye to your own advantage, is to
flatten the world for yourself and everyone you touch.

The machinery of exchange eats quality and shits out quantity,
enslaves process to despicable product, teaches that practical ne-
cessities and moments of joy and spiritual redemption alike must
all be earned. There is something of the old Christian theology of
guilt and salvation in the ways those who hold stock in the values
of exchange speak of hard work and entitlement. In their eyes, any-
thing free is suspect at best—nothing obtained without sacrifice,
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without an exchange, can be worth anything—and the act of paying
for things, with the compensation they receive for abdicating their
lives, is itself more important than anything they could buy. It is
the way one buys oneself out of the hell of worthlessness to which
the tramp and the failure are assigned, not without a little jealous
spite. For such people, human beings do not “deserve” happiness,
comfort, even existence itself, unless they pay for itwith suffering*
It should come as no surprise that some employees see things this
way: if they didn’t, they would have to face the possibility that they
have been wasting their lives.

Likewise, those who would refuse this system of exchange are
confronted with the same accusations of valuelessness by their own
bodies, when they find that they cannot get food to eat or a soft place
to sleep unless they give up some part of themselves for it. Once
some people in a society begin hoarding and trading for their own
benefit, all who interact with them must adopt the same miserliness
and self-interest to survive—and the most ruthless ones inevitably
end with the most power, just as magnanimity and largesse find
themselves disenfranchised. The world now waits for a generosity
that can defend itself. '

Relationships of Love

Cooperate and celebrate . . .

Love is self-assured, fearless, generous. Love does not make demands
or judge according to standards—love celebrates, consecrates the
unique, makes beauty and beautiful. To feel love is to be grateful for
the past, present, and future, to feel for a moment that there is mean-
ing in existence. To be in love is not to be deluded or destitute, but
to gain a sixth sense with which to perceive the real splendor of the
universe. To experience love is to be connected directly to the tragedy
of existence—which is not that there is not enough beauty in life, but
that none of us has the breadth or depth of self, or the time on this
planet, to savor fully the magnificence the world lavishes upon us.
Love makes war upon any peace which in fact is war system-
atized and concealed, for love is a ruthless enemy of senseless con-

* We, on the other hand, have ceased to use words like earn and deserve; we ask,
instead, what would be best for everyone, and leave it at that. Revenge doesn’t
interest us—it’s just another from of exchange.

AMap. 63




flict and waste. It is love, of liberty when not of one’s fellow be-
ings, that makes it possible for us to coexist in pursuit of our own
desires rather than languishing in thrall to that fat old god Discord.
Those in love come to identify each other’s needs with their own,
ultimately making no distinction and overcoming the self/other di-
chotomy that is at the root of Western alienation. Thus in love we

find a way to surpass ourselves, to exalt each other and ourselves in
the course of living.

- Relationships of Force

... or live and die by the sword? s

When you live in fear, the only way to approach the world that
makes sense is with a gun in your hand. Just as the ones who see |

scarcity everywhere they look create a world of shortages, those who

depend on force to relate to others create a necessity for it, and their ]

children inherit this cycle.

Coercion comes in more subtle forms than rape, “peace-keep- '
ing” bombings, and economic sanctions. It comes camouflaged as 3
body image standards, psychological pressures that compel people ‘]
to repress their desires, laws enforced by public opinion as well as }
thugs in uniform. It may be disguised as a seemingly trivial argu-
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ment between friends (for anyone who seeks to establish rank, even
in knowledge of trifling things, seeks a lever with which to exert
force on his fellows), or that quiet self-mutilation which lovers and
relatives sometimes use to manipulate each other—the inverse and
identical twin of macho aggression.

Some call this a democracy—did you get a say in what the bill-
boards you pass every morning say, what they go on repeating inside
your head all day, the trees they cut down by your house to make
room for the new gas station? How about the preservatives they put
in the food you eat, or the conditions in the factories that produce
them? What about your wages at work, or how much money the
IRS takes from you? These aren’t just inevitable “facts of life”—
they are the manifestations of conflict as the system of human rela-
tions, every man for himself and force against us all* The leagues of

* Walk down the street. Look around. The skin cream advertise-
ments proposing an unreachable ideal for women’s beauty, urg-
ing them to ransom their self-confidence by pouring their income
into corporate coffers: violence. The fruits and vegetables for sale
in the grocery store, which will be thrown in locked dumpsters to
rot before they are shared with the hungry a block away: violence.
The taxes on the sales of those vegetables, which pay for prisons
to hold men who will slave there as their ancestors did in chain
gangs and slave plantations, not to mention bombs to be sent as
foreign aid to governments who oppress and kill their own: vio-
lence. The employees who work at the stores, so they can afford a
disproportionately small portion of the goods and services made
by others like them: violence. The hospitals, insurance companies,
psychiatrists, manufacturers of prescription drugs, waiting like so
many circling vultures for the bodies and minds of these people to
weaken and betray them, poised to plunder their bank accounts
and drive them and their children back to work: violence. The hush
in the air, the absence of friends rejoicing together, of the shouts of
children at play, for the children are all at home with video games
and television and no one wants to be here, everyone wishes they
were somewhere far, far away, farther even than the palm-tree-
spotted scenes on the billboards advertising vacation resorts and
malt liquor . . . violence, violence. You may not see one altercation,
one bruise; but the feeling in the air is the feeling of war.
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intimidating red tape and the battering of women, the biased news
coverage and the inhumanity of factory farms, the jockeying for
ascendance between colleagues and countries, all these are simul-
taneously expressions of the strife at the heart of our civilization
and weapons which, used by factions fighting for survival on its
terms, perpetuate it.

Living under the reign of coercion strips you of your faith, leaves
you ready to use force on others, to treat them as the world has
treated you. It is well known that the playground bully acts out of
feelings of worthlessness, that the teenage hoodlum is moved to
vandalism by insecurity and frustrated yearning; how much self-
loathing and desperation must then be in the hearts of the moguls
and power-brokers whose machinations keep the global market run-
ning? Whether dishwashers or directors, all who cannot feel safe
enough to create and pursue their own dreams seek compensation
in wealth, status, or more overt forms of power over others.

Under such conditions, people come to see all human relations
as a conflict between mutually exclusive interests; it’s no wonder
many have a hard time imagining how human beings could live with-
out the coercion of supposedly beneficial forces. But competition
and combat are themselves barriers to freedom, no less so than the
repression authorities insist is for our own good: conflicts distract,
control, and simplify all who are subject to them, just as police do.
The terror-mongers insist that hierarchy is necessary to protect us
from the violence inherent in our species—but hierarchy is simply
the large-scale manifestation of the violence intrinsic to this particu-
lar system. The fact that hierarchy can be absent—between friends,
in moments of widespread teamwork, in other societies—is proof
that we can live without its attendant violence, too. '

Ultimately, all conflicts come down to relations of force—even
those known, up to this point, as revolutions. Our dream is not to
win another war, but to stage a total revolution, a war against the
condition of war, on behalf of those beautiful moments when we
can be thankful for each other’s existence.




Faith

Invest in the future . . .

can spend all your energy surviving according to the terms set by the §

market economy, the expectations of your parents and peers, and the

weight of your own inertia—or you can risk everything to make those '§

considerations obsolete. To succeed in the latter, you'll need faith
Faith is the opposite of superstition. Faith means believin .in

the boundless possibilities of the universe and setting out to explgore
them. It means knowing that if you leap off a cliff, you’re bound to
l:imd somewhere. Faith means trusting that the world is wider and
richer than you could possibly see from where you are, and there-
fore not feeling pressure to Plan out the rest of your life, from here
You might be better off just sketching a route to the horizon: from'
there, you'll be able to make out new vistas and make new‘ lans
accordingly. Heaven help those who make .
and stick to them, whose lives will never be
can imagine right now!

long-term plans today
greater than what they
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Or'1e .enhe.r Invests oneself in the present or the future: either reacts to J
existing circumstances and their demands, or acts to change them. You |

t

Faith means embracing your desire: knowing what you want,
that it is good, that it will come true. Faith enables you to relax—

' relaxing allows you to act freely and learn from the consequences.

Faith is the engine of the self-fulfilling prophecy. It equips you to
rely on your intuition and grants you power over your fear. Whether
you are confronting a police line or giving birth to a child or a song,
faith is indispensable for capital-L living.

Fear

... or protect yourself to death.

Force cannot rule alone, for one can only rule over the living. Force
can establish domination only in combination with fear; fear, on the
other hand, can rule even in the absence of force.

Fear dictates that, in the mind of the ruled, beyond the frontiers
of obedience, there is only darkness, nothingness, the unthinkable.
Chaos, failure, damnation, and death are projected onto this un-
known; this is ironic, in that what one projects can only be based
on what one knows. We can deduce that those who fear the un-
known reveal the world they know to be a place of terror, and that
those who most fear setting out for the horizon stand to gain the
most from doing so.

But the one who lives in fear moves only to consolidate the
present. He is not capable of free action—he is too busy reacting
in advance to things that haven’t even happened yet. He can only
conceive of the future—any future—as a threat. He trusts nothing
to chance, and thus chance cannot entrust him with more than he
already has.

Fear lies at the root of all violence and coercion. When one trusts
her companions and the surrounding world to provide, if not what
she thinks she needs, at least something equally weird and wonder-
ful, she too can be gentle and generous. If she feels threatened by
them, she grows defensive and aggressive, strikes out blindly, be-
comes possessed by resentment and cruelty. Vengeance becomes her
motivating force, more powerful than any other desire: anything to
take revenge upon the world that has made her feel so unwelcome
and worthless. Acting on these impulses, she spreads them to others
like a plague. Fear, like faith, is self-perpetuating—until something
breaks the cycle.
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‘ Whatever your path in life, you must develop a healthy relations}
ship to your fear, or else it will truly be a terrible master. We rea
about “primitive” peoples’ rites of passage—but we are the primis

tive ones, coddling our fears rather than confronting them. We
never come of age.

Are you living deliberately? Do you approach risk willfully, opj
do you deny yourself things out of fear? What are you afraid ’of?
What are you saving yourself for? Do you own your body? Preser- §
vation of the flesh is futile—we all die someday. The question is.
what happens first. o

There are two possible responses to fear. One is to cower. The
other is to follow your fear, to use it as a guide, to track it out past
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I arrived at the university on assignment. My editor had long known
that I'd lost faith in the racket; he was waiting for a suitable pretext
to fire me, and in the meantime sent me to cover the least desirable
stories. I had attended pie-eating competitions, senior citizen golf
tournaments, exhibitions of Victorian furniture. I didn’t expect this
to be much different.

When I showed up the occupation was already in full swing. It
looked like the outpost of a medieval army: banners painted with
inscrutable proclamations, cauldrons of stew steaming over an open
fire, sooty-faced barbarians conferring in the crisp morning air. It
seemed inconceivable that something like this existed in my own
century, let alone zip code.

The young barbarian who showed me around the site seemed to
regard me as the anachronism, however. She was personable enough,
but didn’t bother even pretending to take me seriously. Every ques-
tion I asked was turned back around at me:

“And which organizations provide your funding?”

“Which ‘organizations’ provide your funding?”

“Come on, you must be drawing resources from somewhere.” I ges-
tured at the tents around us just as two bleary-eyed ruffians stumbled
past with cardboard boxes full of produce. “You don’t expect me to
believe you’re doing all this without sponsors, do you?”

“Is that what you think? No wonder you're a reporter.”

This was terrible form for anyone hoping for sympathetic cover-
age; we journalists are notoriously thin-skinned and have the instru-
ments of revenge continuously at our fingertips. Could it be that
these savages truly didn’t give a damn about good press?
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That would be something new. Everywhere I went, people fawned"
on me, jostling each other out of the way for the chance to tell their
trifling stories. I was the doorkeeper at the gates of power and public }

opinion, a character straight out of Kafka; in a society that viewed
the whole world through the media lens, I was, like the fairy in Pi-

nocchio, the only one who could make them real. This was doubly j

true of radicals and protesters, however dubiously they claimed to 1

regard my employers.

My interlocutor didn’t have any interest in becoming real—she !
was content to remain imaginary, along with the medieval encamp-
ment around us and the objectives of this protest, if any even existed. }

[ had to admit, it was almost refreshing to encounter someone for :

once who had no interest in me at all. Instead of breaking off the .‘

. . . . iy - . . [’
interview to hammer out a dismissive dispatch, I continued pressing. -

her witth questions, though with less and less conviction. F inally, §

I gave up and sat down, narrowly resisting the impulse to put my }
head in my hands.

“Tdon’t getit.” The open tent flap to the left revealed three sleeping j
young people, naked and androgynous, entwined in an embrace that re-
pudiated two thousand years of Christian doctrine. On my right, a man
I'took to be a janitor rifled through a crate of tools, finally selecting a 1
hacksaw and a bowling pin. “All this is like a dream, and I never dream.” ;

That had come out more maudlin than I'd intended. She seated §
herself at my side, looking at me for the first time with compassion. 4
“Like the king who never had any dreams until the wizard made him 4
sleep in a pigsty.”
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Scarcity, propriety, cruelty, routine—these things seem like laws
of nature, at least until you experience otherwise. You can’t blame
those who cannot imagine more—only show them it exists.

Just as the alchemists of bygone days strove to change lead into
gold, to create new possibilities by rearranging existing elements,
we must make fortune from misfortune and magic of the mun-
dane. The alchemist understands it is the forces that count, not the
materials—the relationships, not the things. Any situation, every
situation, can be revolutionized—you simply have to enter know-
ing your life is at stake.

Our contest is with gravity, with the weight of inertia. It is up
to us to shake it off—or turn it to our advantage. For the slothful
man, gravity is a force to be feared, a hated master; he finds in it
an argument against motion, action, life itself. But for the dancer,
gravity is indispensable. Without it, she would have nothing to play
against, no counterpoint for her strength and skill. She flies all the
more gracefully for being born without wings.

We must dance with our apprehensions, our agonies, our histo-
ries, or be paralyzed by them. With lightness of foot, we can trans-
form our centuries-long history of destruction and disappoint-
ment into a mere prologue, the tragic overture before a beautiful
symphony—justifying and absolving ourselves, and the world we
know, in the process.

If there is anyone foolish enough to want this world the way it
is, let him have it—let him have it!!—and perish with it. For the rest
of us, alchemy is our only hope.

“Unfortunately, some people have careers and responsibilities,” I
mused aloud, inviting her to help me excuse myself. “Not everyone
can drop everything and set up:camp here like you. I have bills to
pay, appointments to keep ...”

She took my hand and led me breathless from the ruins. “Life is
not retrospective,” she confided. “Let’s not be, either.”
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“Just be thankful you live in a democracy!”

Beyond
Democracy?!

Nowadays, democracy rules the world. Communism is long dead,
elections are taking place in all those third world countries you see on
television, and world leaders are meeting to plan the “global commu-
nity” we hear so much about. So why isn’t everybody happy, finally?
For that matter—why do so few of the eligible voters in the United
States, the world’s flagship democracy, even bother to vote?

Could it be that democracy, long the catchword of every revolu-
tion and resistance, is simply not democratic enough? What could
be more democratic?
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