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Introduction

			Welcome to the apocalypse! You might not realize it, but as you’ve been going about your life, the world has been sliding into an apocalyptic state. From COVID to wildfires to climate change, it’s becoming increasingly clear that we’re all kinds of fucked. Species are endangered, large-scale human cooperation is waning, and many of us feel like we can’t plan for the future because there’s too much uncertainty about what things will be like in six months, six years, or six decades.

			But don’t worry, I’m here to tell you that everything is fine. We’ve been coping with apocalypses since the dawn of humanity—and we actually already have the tools to deal with the risks and hazards we’re facing. The problem is most of us are too scared by the prospect of future catastrophes, or too traumatized by past disasters, to fully bring our brains to the table and deal with the apocalyptic moment in which we’re living. This is where A Field Guide to the Apocalypse comes in.

			In this book, I will cover the many benefits of facing nd embracing the apocalypse, from peace of mind (yes, considering the end of the world can reduce your anxiety!) to the continued survival of yourself and your loved ones to actually reducing the chances that life on Earth will cease to exist. Along the way, we’ll learn how to make this whole apocalypse thing fun—by integrating it into your life in ways that make it richer, more exciting, and ultimately less stressful. Instead of being paralyzed by fear, we can learn to channel our energy into excitement about the challenge of facing the world’s end—and into preparation for the many reckonings we’ll likely face in the coming decades.

			
			[image: ]

			Hi, I’m Athena, your uke-playin’, science-lovin’, proud-preppin’, professor tour guide.

			

			Before we jump in, you might be wondering: Who are you? And why did you write a book about the apocalypse? The simple answer is that I am a professor who thought it would be fun to write a book about the end of the world. The apocalypse is a very serious topic, but that doesn’t mean we have to take ourselves too seriously while we figure out what to do about it. Not only will having some fun make it easier to deal with all the crappy crap going on in the world right now and likely coming our way in the future, I believe that having some fun with the apocalypse is the only way for us to effectively work together to make things better.

			I’ve come to this conclusion after more than a decade of studying human behavior in times of crisis, programming computer models of the evolution of cooperation, and organizing actual humans in dozens of conferences, workshops, and other events dedicated to solving problems. But the true roots of my interest in apocalypse mitigation began when I was a young teen living in the progress-loving, capitalism-embracing, technology-gonna-solve-all-the-problems nineties. (So, yeah, I enjoyed purchasing cassette singles and buying skirts with too many zippers at the mall.) But I also had a nagging feeling that something wasn’t right in the world, that how we were living might not be the best for us and our collective future. So I started reading—a lot. I biked over to my local bookstore and read everything I could about the environment, ecology, evolutionary biology, and human psychology. I came to the conclusion that the world was kinda messed up and getting worse, and that understanding human behavior was the best place to start if we wanted to do something about it. 

			Over the last decade, I’ve started two new conferences (The International Society for Evolution, Ecology and Cancer Conference, and The Zombie Apocalypse Medicine Meeting), launched two Livestream channels (Channel Zed: The World’s Leading Zombie Apocalypse Channel, and The Cooperation Science Network), and produced and hosted four seasons of my podcast, Zombified. I’ve also directed or co-directed a bunch of projects and initiatives, including the Human Generosity Project, which is a transdisciplinary effort to look at cooperation across small-scale societies around the world, in the lab, and through computer models.

			Currently, I work as an intensely interdisciplinary professor at what is possibly the most interdisciplinary university in the world: Arizona State University (ASU). I get to spend my days thinking interdisciplinary thoughts to try to solve both deep theoretical problems (like, how does cooperation evolve? Why does cancer exist? How did life arise from non-life?) and ridiculously complicated practical problems (such as, how do we get humans to cooperate on a large scale? Can we keep cancer under control using evolutionary biology? How do we prevent the end of life as we know it?). I’ve spent a good portion of the last decade understanding cancer from an evolutionary and cooperation theory perspective, working out how cancer cheats in the cellular cooperation that is fundamental to multicellular life, and figuring out what the implications are for cancer prevention and treatment. That work led to my first book, The Cheating Cell: How Evolution Helps Us Understand and Treat Cancer (2020). It turns out that cancer is a fundamental part of multicellular life, and that we (and all forms of multicellular life) are actually pretty damn good at keeping it at bay. So cancer doesn’t actually have to be as depressing as it might seem!

			And that’s how I feel about the apocalypse. Like cancer, the apocalypse doesn’t have to be a downer—it can be a lens through which we see our shared humanity, a tool for coming together and getting on the same page about our world and how to make it better. 

			So what am I, exactly? A psychologist? (I am in a psychology department, after all.) An evolutionary biologist? (Arguably my most important published works are about evolutionary biology.) A cancer biologist? (My last book was on that topic, after all.) Or a zombie apocalypse expert? (I’ve certainly spent an outsize amount of time over the last five years on zombies and the apocalypse.)

			What holds together all the work I’ve done and the diverse approaches and methods I’ve used is this: Everything has to do with cooperation and conflict. So if a label is necessary, I would call myself a cooperation theorist. I employ psychology, evolutionary biology, ecology, computer science, anthropology, and many more disciplines in my work. Because I have had the time to understand human nature through these different disciplinary lenses, I’m in the ideal position to return to the issues and questions that motivated my teenage self to study evolution and behavior.

			And those would be: Are we totally fucked? And, if so, how do we start to unfuck ourselves and the world?

			You want and need somebody like me working on this problem: Somebody who uses lots of different methods and approaches to understand the world, who talks to everyone and anyone, and who is not afraid of the apocalypse, zombie or otherwise. And I need you: your curious brain, your serious-not-serious mindset, and your fun-loving and prosocial attitude about our apocalyptic times. But the truth is we all need each other. Not just to talk to about the apocalypse, but to work together to do something about the scary-as-fuck future that we are collectively facing. And to hopefully have some fun in the process.

			
			[image: ]

			Humans have faced apocalypses large and small throughout our evolutionary history.

			

			That’s the point of this book—to make the apocalypse something we want to engage with and think about and tell stories around. This helps us not just psychologically deal with the predicament we are in, but ultimately be better prepared to survive and thrive no matter what kind of apocalypse comes our way.

			In the pages that follow, I’ll explain what we all need to know about human nature in order to deal with other humans—and ourselves—in an array of different apocalyptic scenarios. From denial to cheating to image management to dealing with risk, I’ll tackle the thorny psychological issues that crop up in so-called end times. We’ll go back in history to look at how humans have dealt with apocalypses—and the uncertainty that they bring—since the dawn of time. Hunter-gatherers and other people living in small-scale societies still have to deal with lots of day-to-day and year-to-year risks that most of us living in market-integrated Western societies don’t have to consider. As a result, they have valuable lessons for those of us in the developed West about how to manage serious risks and how to make this risk management a meaningful part of our lives. We’ll learn from them, and then learn how to scale these risk-management capabilities to the crazy, wicked, massive scale that we are dealing with now.

			Yes, this book is about things being fine, even though we’re fucked. But don’t get me wrong, just because we’re fucked doesn’t mean we should throw our collective hands up in the air and say “fuck it.” We have to face reality without a fear mindset, then leverage our awesome human abilities to communicate, cooperate, and have fun to manage our risks together. Less “Fuck it, let’s party,” and more “Let’s party and unfuck it.”

			At its heart, A Field Guide to the Apocalypse is an empowerment book that will take you from feeling fear about the uncertainty of the future to feeling ready to restructure your life to create a more sustainable and resilient future for all humankind. That sounds grand, I know. But deep down, all of us want to save the world. And if we can do that by embracing the upside of the apocalypse, so much the better. Let’s get started! 

		

	

			
The Apocalypse Is Upon Us and It’s Okay 
 01


			Let’s start at the end. Do you have vague anxiety about the end of the world? Do you think about how the sun will eventually engulf the Earth in a giant supernova? Are you frightened that massive wildfires or biblical floods will threaten your family and destroy your home? Do you feel like maybe we got off easy with the COVID-19 pandemic—and that something much worse may be lurking in the future?

			Congratulations: You’re probably right!

			The fact is, many of the potential disasters we’ll face in the future—asteroids, volcanoes, alien invasions, pandemics, famines, floods, nuclear war—are very unlikely to happen in a given year. They are “black swans,” highly improbable but often highly impactful events. If we take all the weird and unlikely ways the world might end, they add up to something frighteningly big. Even more frightening is the specter of what I call a clusterfuck apocalypse: a bunch of relatively mild or moderate catastrophes compounding upon one another, increasing the likelihood of even more bad shit happening as they unfold in concert (see here). So, yeah, it’s likely that we’re in for an apocalyptic future.

			But the reality is we’re not just in for an apocalyptic future, we also live in an apocalyptic present. We’re facing a series of reckonings right now, from pandemics to climate change to the technopocalypse (i.e., smartphones hijacking our brains, social media algorithms setting the political agenda, artificial intelligence getting smarter than we are). We’re all trying to survive in our own ways, whether we’re adjusting how we live and work because of a pandemic, grappling with the realities of housing and food insecurity, or dealing with the devastation and environmental destruction that wildfires and other disasters wreak. 

			Our current moment is apocalyptic, but the worst is surely yet to come. So, what do we do about it? Should we panic, lose our shit, and go down in a massive anxiety attack? Or get all fatalistic and just eat as much sushi as we can before the oceans are empty? Or maybe we should look at our current apocalyptic moment as an opportunity to learn and shore up our vulnerabilities so that we can survive and thrive in these increasingly apocalyptic times?

			If you’re at least considering the third option as a means to deal with our pending catastrophic future, read on.



			
			
How the World Could End
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			Are we all going to die because of an asteroid impact? In 2004, there was a brief scare that the asteroid 99942 Apophis had a 2.7 percent chance of hitting Earth on April 13, 2029. Further calculations put the probability so low that there is no longer any concern that it will hit our planet. But that was scary.

			So, do we still have to worry about asteroids? Asteroids and comets enter the Earth’s atmosphere all the time, at which point we call them meteors (or shooting stars, if you’re around a campfire staring up at the night sky). Most of them never impact the ground, instead burning up (or exploding) in our atmosphere on their way down. The frequency of impact events decreases as the diameter of the asteroid increases. (That means: The bigger they are, the less frequent they are, so there are lots of small ones and not many big ones.) Every 500,000 years or so we experience an impact from a meteor about 1 km in diameter. Larger ones, like the 10+ km meteor that caused the Cretaceous-Paleogene extinction event sixty-six million years ago that wiped out the dinosaurs, happen more rarely still. Nevertheless, even relatively small meteors that don’t directly impact Earth can still cause massive damage. In 2013, the Chelyabinsk meteor exploded over Russia, releasing as much energy as the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima, Japan, in World War II, injuring more than one thousand people.

			How to do a back-of-the-envelope calculation of the risk of meteor impact based on the size of the meteor: 

			Frequency = 1 / diameter3

			[image: illustrated orange asteroid falling and breaking apart]

			



			Everything Is Fine!

			Now is a rough time, no question. But also, everything is fine. I don’t mean it’s okay that fires are raging, that climate change is accelerating, or that people around the world are dying from infectious diseases. I mean that we have to be okay with the way things are right now so that we can face reality, including our vulnerabilities, and work together to reduce the likelihood and intensity of future disasters. If we simply look the other way and pretend it’s not happening, it’s just going to get worse. This is not a “keep calm and carry on” kind of deal. This is a “keep calm, face the facts, and change how you carry on” situation. And being okay with how things are is the first step.

			It is hard to live with the existential risk that we’re constantly facing these days. It is also tempting to ignore it, to distract ourselves, and pretend that things are fine and we aren’t living in the middle of a full-on planetary crisis. But here’s the thing: We don’t have to pretend that things are fine. We can just face our apocalyptic reality and realize that we actually can live a fulfilling life even while facing the reality of risk that exists in the world. Also, I’m happy to report that there are lots of simple things we can do to reduce our individual and collective risk of death, disease, dismemberment, and other disastrous fates.

			
			You Say You Want a Revolution?

			We are capable—individually and collectively—of drastically changing how we do things to adapt to new threats and opportunities. This is both baked into us through evolution (see variability selection) and is apparent from our history. When systems no longer work or new circumstances alter our ability to make a living, we humans can dramatically change how we do things. The key to all of these revolutions was the hope for something better that encouraged people to take advantage of new opportunities. Now we need a revolution to protect future generations from a shitty fate. To do that, we must look at the challenge together as an exciting opportunity so that we can put our collective energy toward changing the trajectory of our future for the better.
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			You’ve probably noticed by now that I’m throwing around the words “apocalypse” and “apocalyptic” like they’re household terms. That might be startling to some, though maybe you are already on board, nodding along. These past few years of pandemic panic, wicked wildfires, and wild weather have made the apocalypse a common topic at family dinners. But what does it really mean to say we’re living in an apocalypse? What is an apocalypse anyway?

			In this book, I define apocalypse not just as the end of times, but also as a revelation of the risk inherent in the world and in our lives. It is a situation that allows us to see what our vulnerabilities are and presents us with the opportunity to restructure our collective lives and mindsets to be better prepared for an uncertain future.

			The word apocalypse comes from ancient Greek, meaning “uncover” or “reveal”—to show us an underlying reality that was previously hidden. And that reality is filled with much more risk than we would like to believe. In this book, we’ll look squarely at what makes up the risk that we all face. We’ll also look at the barriers—psychological, cultural, economic, and technological—that get in the way of us both seeing it and doing something about it.

			Beyond the revelation of risk, an apocalypse is also fundamentally about disaster, damage, and destruction. Some apocalypses are truly world ending; others just force a reckoning, making it necessary for us to rethink our assumptions. An apocalypse can also be the heralding of a new era, ushering in the sense that “times have changed” or that we are living in “new times.” They say what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, but really it would be better to say what doesn’t kill you gives you an opportunity to learn and do better next time.

		
			Apocalypse

			A catastrophic event that reveals the underlying risk that we face; an event that forces a reckoning and restructuring of the world as we know it. 

		

			Disasters are bad, no question. But in some ways, they’re better than calm wonderfulness because they reveal the risk inherent in the world. And we’re better off knowing those risks than keeping our heads in the sand. So why do we keep running away and avoiding the reality of our imminent demise? If we’re going to really face the reality of how fucked up everything is, then we’re going to have to make it less boring, less intimidating, and much more fun.

			
			[image: ]

			The Mothers of Invention

			Human beings are resilient and—occasionally—very smart. Historically, times of death and disaster have given rise to innovative thinking and clever inventions. The Middle Ages led to the Renaissance, the Bubonic Plague gave way to the Enlightenment, the Napoleonic Wars inspired the Industrial Revolution, and the Great Depression spawned the New Deal. Necessity is truly the neglectful mother of desperate invention.

			


			We’re Built for This

			Generally speaking, the apocalypse is kind of a downer. If you pick up a typical book about the end of the world, you’ll quickly find yourself depressed by the future prospects of humanity or mired in the technicalities of existential risk assessment, or both. That approach somehow manages to be both scary and boring in one breath. But the apocalypse doesn’t have to be that way. The apocalypse can be fascinating, it can be fun—hell, it can even be an exciting and super-practical lifestyle choice.

			That’s what this book is all about—the peace of mind that comes from adopting an apocalyptic mindset and the positive lifestyle consequences of being ready for the end of the world as we know it. After all, you can only feel truly safe and relaxed if you’ve considered and prepared for things to go catastrophically wrong. Being mentally and emotionally prepared for the apocalypse also requires a certain level of practical preparation, a lifestyle shift that can be radical but also personally meaningful and deeply satisfying. Mentally grappling with the apocalypse gives us a chance to figure out what is really important to us and to build a community that helps buffer us from risk, whether those risks are apocalyptic or of the everyday variety.

			Here’s the very good news: We are adapted for the apocalypse. We humans have faced apocalypses since the beginning of our existence, which means that we’re built for handling a lot more shit than we think we can. Our brains evolved in a world where major population-threatening crises were regularly happening. We have brains full of risk-management strategies and social abilities that help us deal with catastrophic events, both on an individual and a collective societal level. Humans who couldn’t deal with catastrophes didn’t survive, so we come from a long evolutionary line of apocalypse-hardy humans who worked together to get through the hardest of times.

			In other words, each of us has an inner apocalypse survivor, an inner prepper good at assessing risk and managing it. Unfortunately, our very Western, market-integrated lives don’t leave a lot of space and time for us to embrace that inner prepper. Most of us are driven to overworking and relying on fragile supply chains for the things we need. Too often we ignore our surroundings, including both the hazards we face in our local environments as well as the opportunities we have for being more connected to the natural world that ultimately sustains and protects us all.

			If you’re new to prepping, you likely have some stereotypes about preppers. You might think they are all gun-obsessed former military guys who have been through some serious shit. But preppers are much more diverse than you might expect. There are mom preppers, green preppers, and intentional community-focused preppers. Many preppers are socially oriented and sustainability-focused, ready and willing to share their resources and knowledge to support everybody in being more prepared. Whether you know it or not, you have an inner prepper inside you too, itching to get started assessing risk and shoring up your own vulnerabilities in case of an apocalypse.

			But our evolved abilities for dealing with apocalypses are not about hunkering down and avoiding everyone and everything—they are about taking in information and engaging deeply with our world and the people around us. Since the dawn of human existence, we have been assessing our world, evaluating risk, and changing our individual and collective behavior so that we’re better prepared.

			As you continue reading, remember: The apocalypse is upon us and it’s okay. Because we’re built for this. We evolved to deal with immense uncertainty, rapid change, and unexpected disasters. Indeed, our ability to understand and deal with risk is part of what makes us human.

			Apocalypse culture

			Culturally speaking, the apocalypse has been center stage since the beginning of recorded history. We’ve probably been talking about past apocalypses, prepping for future ones, or both since we evolved to talk in the first place.

			Ancient Greeks saw history as cyclical, with periods of affluence punctuated by catastrophes; Indigenous American societies including the Hopi, Seneca, and Paiute told stories about the end of the world; and prophecies of the apocalypse are sprinkled throughout the modern Christian Bible. The Ancient Maya believed in a cyclical calendar, which was grossly misinterpreted into an apocalypse calendar, prompting the 2012 phenomenon (with December 21, 2012, marking “the end” of a 5,126-year-long cycle in the Mesoamerican Long Count Calendar, known colloquially as the Mayan Calendar) in which a nontrivial portion of the world’s population was earnestly preparing for the end of times.

			These beliefs and expectations about the end of the world fall under the broad heading of what is called eschatology (eSS-ka-tol-ogy). Eschatology is a part of large-scale religions as well as cultural beliefs in small-scale societies. We humans have spent an awful lot of time thinking about the end of the world—look no further than the religious texts from Abrahamic (Christianity, Judaism) and Dharmic (Hinduism, Buddhism) religions. The end of the world scares us, no question, but we can’t stop talking about it.

			Yet talking about the end of the world can be tricky. On the one hand, it’s important to get on the same page about the threats we face. But when people get too focused on and invested in a particular story about the end of the world, it can have a bizarre impact on society, leading to what economists and game theorists call endgame effects. If people think the end is nigh and there’s nothing they can do about it, they might stop investing in the future and doing other tasks that help society function. But talking about the apocalypse doesn’t have to lead to endgame effects if people feel like there’s something they can do, especially if they see that everyone is invested in doing something. In fact, that kind of shared attention and effort on managing risk and solving problems can be hugely motivating for us super-social humans. 

			Managing Risk Is Part of Being Human

			Before the advent of agriculture and industry, and before the infiltration of technology into every crevice of our lives, things were very different here on Earth. Life was not necessarily brutish and short, but it was pretty damn risky. If we look back at what life was like for our ancestors as they were rapidly evolving our uniquely human characteristics (from about one million to ten thousand years ago), we see that the circumstances were fairly apocalyptic. Because of the eccentricities of Earth’s orbit at the time, the climate was changing rapidly. This could mean that an area with a lot of rainfall and vegetation when your grandparents were young would be dried up and barren by the time you were an adult. As a result, we humans have been evolutionarily selected to recover from disasters and quickly adapt to new situations (a process called variability selection). And really this has been happening since the beginning of human existence, as we’ve had to deal with epic droughts, floods, famines, erupting volcanoes, earthquakes, and more.
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How the World Could End
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			COVID is arguably the most apocalyptic global crisis most of us have faced. But this apocalypse isn’t so bad when you consider the broader context of past infectious diseases and likely future ones.

			Even the flu, to which we have become pretty habituated, could easily mutate into a global-pandemic-causing virus with a far higher death toll than COVID. Experts estimate that the chance of an influenza pandemic that kills six million people in the first year is around 1 percent every year (by comparison, the COVID-19 pandemic killed between two and three million people in its first year). Pandemics have also been increasing in frequency over time. Over the next fifty years, chances are better than not that we’ll see a devastating flu sweep through the world, wreaking significantly greater havoc than COVID did.

			Influenza is not the only possible future pandemic. Something else could broadside us like COVID. It’s pretty damn hard to estimate the chance of another novel infectious agent like COVID, but it’s clear the risks of pandemics are going up. A full 75 percent of emerging infectious diseases are zoonotic, meaning that they come from nonhuman animals. Since the advent of agriculture and industry, we humans have been encroaching further and further into the habitats of other animals, making transmission of diseases from animals to humans more likely. And we have much larger and denser populations than we’ve ever had in human history, with the ability to move between them faster than ever before. 

			And let’s not forget about the deadliest zoonotic diseases: vector-borne diseases. Vector- borne diseases are transmitted among humans (or other animals) through blood-sucking creatures like mosquitoes, fleas, ticks, and lice. Since the vectors don’t get sick from the disease, they’re able to keep transmitting it no matter how deadly it is (as with mosquito-transmitted malaria).

			

			These risks from environmental variability were something humans faced mostly over the scale of generations, but if we break it down in terms of average risk over the course of our typical ancestor’s lifetime, it’s astounding how much death and destruction was part of daily life for hunter-gatherers. During much of human evolutionary history, somewhere between 20 and 30 percent of your social group would die from a catastrophic event in your lifetime. These deaths often happened as a result of natural disasters, wars, famine, or disease. Some human populations dealt with much bigger risks as well, as they migrated thousands of miles across uncertain territory to colonize the globe.

			And really, it’s our ability to understand and manage risk that makes us human. Compared to any other species on Earth, we are by far the best at processing information, identifying risks, and then setting up systems and plans and contingencies to buffer ourselves from those risks. If we look at how small-scale societies operate today (our best guess for how our human ancestors lived), we see that a lot of practices revolve around managing risk—whether it’s the risk of not finding enough tubers when you go out digging or the chance your livestock dies in an apocalyptic winter storm.

		
				A Brief History of Risk Management 

			Making a living as a human being on Earth has always been risky. During our time on this planet, we have had many different strategies for getting food and managing the risk of sometimes not having enough. 
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			In my work as co-director of the Human Generosity Project, I have seen firsthand the diverse strategies that humans have in our collective toolbox for dealing with risk. The first one is called risk retention, which is basically when you insure yourself by having enough resources to get through hard times (like having enough livestock so you’re not totally screwed if some of them die from disease). This strategy works great if you have plenty of resources. But if you don’t, simply avoiding risk is an option: Not doing things that put you at risk is a solid, if unglamorous, strategy. But not everyone has the ability to simply avoid risks, because most of the ways we make a living as humans (ancestral or modern) involve some measure of risk.

			If you can’t self-insure or avoid risk, you’re left with two choices: reducing your risk or sharing it. Sharing risk is probably the most important (and definitely the most social) form of risk management that we humans do. To share risk, you obviously need other people who want to do the same. In the societies we’ve studied in the Human Generosity Project, risk sharing (technically “risk transfer” or “risk pooling”) is rampant. Across societies, people ask each other for help when they are in need, and their partners respond by helping them without expecting anything in return. These systems of mutual aid go by different names—osotua among Maasai, kerekere among Fijians, neighboring in the American West—but they all share the same function of helping buffer individuals from the risks of trying to make a living in an uncertain environment.

			As this book unfolds, we’ll see just how critical our social lives are to managing risk, and why having a solid community is key to dealing with looming and actual disasters. We’ll learn how our abilities to assess and manage risk have allowed us to face hazards and uncertainty with equanimity and resilience throughout human history, and how we can learn from these strategies to better deal with the challenges and risks inherent in our modern lives.

	
				
Top 5 Lessons from Past Apocalypses

			
					We come from a long line of humans who survived (and thrived) through catastrophes.

					Apocalypse prep is built into our evolutionary and cultural DNA.

					Managing risk and building community are key to surviving apocalypses.

					Telling stories about the end of the world can be fun, but also can lead to weird and counterproductive prepping if it’s not based on true knowledge about risk.

					The apocalypse doesn’t have to be the end of the world; it can be the beginning of a new era.

			

	

			The way that we manage risk changed somewhat after agriculture came on the scene about ten thousand years ago. Life became less risky in some ways and riskier in others. Farming meant we could grow food, so we were no longer dependent on foraging and hunting for having enough to eat on a day-to-day basis. This also meant that we weren’t as dependent on others for help if we didn’t find enough food on a given day. While agriculture allowed us to grow food, store it, and self-insure, it also led to us dealing with risk individually more often instead of relying on help from others if we fell short. 

			Agriculture also meant that populations grew, the nutritional quality of diets went down, and the chance of large-scale famine went way up. If crops failed because of bad weather, insect swarms, or plant diseases, the consequences could be catastrophic. Less food plus more mouths to feed as populations continued to grow also meant situations where everybody was likely to be in need at the same time.

			This is what happened during the Irish potato famine in the mid-1800s. Everybody was growing potatoes—and mostly just one species of potato. So when potato blight—caused by a microorganism called Phytophthora infestans—started infecting potatoes in Ireland, it destroyed the crop everyone depended on for food. This contributed to an almost decade-long famine and the death of about a million people—certainly an apocalypse by the standards we’re using here. 

			Agriculture and industry helped us manage some risks, but they also introduced new risks and—critically—changed the scale of the risks we faced. Rather than dealing with more local challenges, such as collecting enough food from hunting and gathering near your camp, we began to face massively correlated shocks, including country-wide famines, global pandemics, and worldwide economic depressions. 

			We haven’t evolved to deal with risks that play out on a massive scale, especially the kinds that could cause the absolute end of the world versus “just” a local catastrophe. And that’s part of why we are so fucked right now. But here’s the thing: With an understanding of our evolutionary limitations for managing risk, we will actually be in a much better place to deal with the large, existential risks we face. We already have the ability to deal with risk on a local scale—what we need to do now is scale up those strategies to the right level.

			Because, in one sense, these aren’t particularly special times. But also, these are special times because we’ve gotten ourselves into wicked trouble. The increasing scale and entanglement of risk in our modern world means that we need new and clever strategies to manage those risks.

			
			
Wicked Problems and Clusterfuck Apocalypses

			We are facing a multitude of challenges that are deeply entangled with one another. Some of these problems are set in motion by other problems in falling-domino fashion. For example, wildfires alter soils, which can then increase landslide and flooding risk. Other problems are self-reinforcing cycles, like pandemics that put strain on our health-care system, which then can worsen the very pandemics we’re trying to manage.

			

			The good news is a lot of us are ready for something new. We’ve been asking ourselves some uncomfortable questions over the past few years: Why the fuck are we all going to work every day, sending our kids to school, buying so much stuff we don’t need on Amazon, and paying more and more for increasingly bad lattes? Should we do something different? If so, what?

			Considering these questions—and proposing solutions—is what this book is about. We’ll look at what we can do differently, individually and collectively, now that the apocalypse is actually a thing that we have to grapple with in our day-to-day lives— not to mention the prospects of utter catastrophic disasters looming over our collective heads. The good news? It will be fun. The bad news? You’ll have to reexamine a lot of assumptions you’ve probably lived with your whole life, including what you actually need, what you don’t need, what friends are for, and most importantly, how vulnerable you (and all of us) are to The Big One. 
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