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PRAISE FOR RESILIENT CITIZENS



“Crucial topic and perfect timing considering today’s challenging and dynamic threat landscape, especially in our homeland. The foundation of strategic deterrence is our resilience…[there’s] no better person to articulate this than Dr. Chris Ellis.”

—GLEN D. VANHERCK, General (ret), USAF, Former Commander, NORAD and USNORTHCOM

“Through scary field experience, rigorous research, and selfless public advocacy, Dr. Ellis has become one of the most important voices in the discussion around risk and resiliency in the 21st century. He and I have spent years teaching governments, media, and citizens about the fascinating history of preparedness, the nuances of ‘mainstream preppers,’ and why the old stereotypes and politics are doing you and your community a shameful disservice as we face a near future that is certain to be much more difficult than the recent past. This deep-dive study expands on [our] work, highlighting why the flaws of humans and our created systems deserve to be laughed at and critiqued—not preparedness.”

—JOHN RAMEY, Preparedness Expert, Founder of The Prepared, Cofounder of the Defense Innovation Unit, Former Silicon Valley insider

“This is such a great book. I wish I had had a copy of Resilient Citizens when I started my journey to self-sufficiency five years ago; it would have saved me so much time, effort, and money. If you want to be ready—for anything at all—this book is the canonical starting point for the responsible preparation journey.”

—TUCKER MAX, 4x New York Times Bestselling Author, Homesteader

“Illuminating—Ellis maps a fractured America where resilience isn’t a hobby, it’s a rebellion against a society that’s forgotten how to save itself.”

—JAMES POGUE, Author of Chosen Country: A Rebellion in the West

“A fascinating and definitive book on preparedness and resilience for a global audience. Written with humility, curiosity, and great insight, this is the book for right now.”

—DR. LUCY EASTHOPE, Author of When the Dust Settles

“Resilient Citizens offers a uniquely high-level perspective on preparedness within the context of society as a whole. Dr. Ellis’s personal experiences in situations of societal breakdown combined with his extensive research and personal connections provide unique insight. He goes far beyond the level of individual prepping to the necessity of building resilience for everyone in society. This is a must-read for anyone committed to the survival and continued thriving of our nation and civilization.”

—JONATHAN RAWLES, Founder of SurvivalRealty.com

“I am obsessed with disaster preparedness. Maybe that’s because I live in Los Angeles, where natural and man-made disasters do some of their best work. I’ve been a low-key prepper for years, but after reading Chris Ellis’s essential book, I know I’m not alone. This book gives you the reasons you need for why you should always—as the Boy Scouts used to say—be prepared. We don’t know what’s coming. We just know it will. Highly recommended!”

—PEACHY KEENAN, Author of Domestic Extremist: A Practical Guide to Winning the Culture War

“Every American needs to be a ‘resilient citizen.’ This book is about much more than preparedness; it’s an outline of how to approach life during these turbulent and unpredictable times.”

—SENECA SCOTT, Activist

“For different reasons, and from different personal and political starting points, more people are embracing the need to build practical resilience bottom-up within their communities. Although it’s a way of thinking that remains disreputable in mainstream narratives, Chris Ellis gives us a detailed and clear-eyed account of why it shouldn’t. There are different ways to cultivate resilience, but it’s striking how Ellis’s emphasis on personal agency, community embeddedness, and spiritual connection resonates across so many of them. This is a timely intervention on a crucial issue.”

—CHRIS SMAJE, Author of A Small Farm Future and Finding Lights in a Dark Age

“A must-read for understanding resiliency and the way forward in an increasingly risky world. Dr. Ellis’s book is a meaningful framework for analyzing the how, the what, and the why now of preparedness. A book about doom and gloom? No. Hope, responsibility, and community are the true keys to survival.”

—DR. ANNA MARIA BOUNDS, Associate Professor, Author of Urban Preppers and the Pandemic in New York City and Bracing for the Apocalypse

“Disaster could strike at any moment, and Ellis shows us exactly how to be ready. But Ellis gets something crucial exactly right: Real preparedness is valuable even if disaster never comes. By learning practical skills like first aid, growing your own food, or organizing drills with neighbors, you naturally become more capable, confident, and clear-headed. Better yet, these simple acts of cooperation pull communities closer together. As Ellis says, building genuine local connections create stronger neighborhoods—and the benefits of that are enormous. Everyone involved ends up happier, healthier, and less stressed, regardless of what the future holds.”

—MATT SMITH, Founder of CrisisInvesting.com

“There’s a lot of bluster and fearmongering in the preparedness space. Thankfully, we have Dr. Ellis to offer sane, measured, and actionable advice in an increasingly chaotic world.”

—JOSH CENTERS, Editor-in-Chief of The Firearm Blog

“Dr. Ellis does us a remarkable service in reminding us of the paradox of disasters: awareness that will likely inspire us into becoming better people. More courageous, more skilled, more confident, more grounded into the landscapes and cultures we inhabit, and ultimately the need for the longer-term perspective. Preparation becomes stewardship of the cultures and places we love.”

—WRATH OF GNON ON X, Traditionalist

“Resilient Citizens offers much-needed insight into how we understand the concept of what it means to be a ‘prepper.’ Dr. Ellis provides a clear and thoughtful taxonomy, coupled with deep expertise in disaster preparedness, delivering a well-rounded and timely perspective on the field. As I read, I found myself reflecting on my own resilience—shaped in part by a partially off-grid upbringing in rural Montana and further informed by my research as an artist exploring creative problem solving and artistic praxis. No matter [what] your political affiliation or personal background [is], this book is an important and thought-provoking read.”

—KATE PARSONS, MA, MFA, Associate Professor, Pepperdine University, and Cofounder of Primal U

“Dr. Ellis is the real deal, a deep thinker with a lifetime of knowledge on one of the most important issues facing humanity: how to not only survive but thrive in a world that feels ‘off.’ If you’re looking for guidance on why things feel so strange, why it feels as if ‘the powers that be’ don’t want you to be independent or self-sustaining and what to do to become a resilient citizen, this is a must-read.”

—GRAHAM SUMMERS, Founder and CEO of Phoenix Capital Research, and Author of Into the Abyss
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DEDICATION

This book is first and foremost dedicated to my wife and children, who gave up time with me as I researched and wrote. Second, it is dedicated to my friends and colleagues who are actively serving as guardians or working to prepare us for the challenges and opportunities ahead.






FOREWORD Dr. Bradley Garrett


In a letter to the Stoic philosopher Seneca, penned almost two thousand years ago, his trusted friend Serenus writes that he is suffering from anxiety and seeks tranquility. Seneca replies, “It is too late for the mind to be prepared for the endurance of dangers after dangers have passed.”1 Seneca suggests that with proper preparation, moments of misfortune can be transformed into opportunities to demonstrate virtue.

The Romans were no strangers to disaster, and their pragmatism in the face of it often came to mind as I read Resilient Citizens, which treats disaster preparedness not as a quirky pastime but as a practical exercise in collective fortitude. In a time of political polarization, widespread misinformation, and relentless calamities, the book you hold in your hand is like an anxiety antidote for the “endurance of dangers.”

As I get older, I find that I’m more attuned to those dangers. Awareness of mortality begins to creep in after close calls and loss. The wisdom of age makes clear that disaster is inevitable. Whether natural or cultural, existential or mundane, things will simply go wrong. If we accept this realist view, then what really matters is how we respond to it. As Dr. Chris Ellis argues here, that depends greatly on how prepared we are.

It turns out that we have been good at this for a very long time. Human beings have a unique intellectual capacity to speculate on imagined future scenarios. This ability to plan is a cornerstone of what has enabled us to survive as a species. It takes an enormous amount of cognitive power to assess your situation, run a mental simulation of everything that could upend it, and then put a mitigation plan in place to minimize a disaster’s impact when it does inexorably unfold in front of you.

Much of the social and cultural stigma that was attached to stockpiling resources and general cynicism about the fragility of global supply chains was washed away by the COVID-19 pandemic. Those who had been mocked for decades were suddenly prescient. But as Dr. Ellis makes clear, prepping is as old as civilization. What is actually an anomaly is the small blip between the end of the Cold War and the present, when people forgot how important practical preparation is. The world is now experiencing a resurgence of interest in resilience, triggered by an increased awareness of our collective mortality. At the same time, we have access to all the information we could ever need to relearn how to become better prepared. But as Seneca suggests, the burden falls on us to act on that information prior to the arrival of the next disaster. If you seek that gentle encouragement, you need look no further.

While writing my own book, Bunker: What It Takes to Survive the Apocalypse, I had the opportunity to spend time in resilient communities across the world. In doing so, many of my preconceived notions about the “prepper” community were challenged.2 Where I expected to encounter anxiety, I found solace; instead of homogenous beliefs, I discovered diversity; and where I thought I would encounter isolationism, I found community. But what truly surprised me, and what Dr. Ellis also makes clear here, is that prepping is about hope, not pessimism.

For social scientists, preppers are a tantalizing group of people to study. Most are charismatic and action-oriented. Many tend toward hyperbole and conspiracy, a by-product, I think, of circumspection around the idea that stasis is normal. They are also a notoriously difficult group to study, prone as they are to secrecy. As a result, only a small cadre of scholars has written about these practices. But none is more qualified than Chris Ellis. With a PhD specializing in disaster studies backed up by practical military experience dealing with actual crises—often in hostile environments—he is remarkably lucid in his scholarship and writing. He also has a rare ability among social scientists to give careful attention to hard facts and statistics, which you will find in spades here.

I have found myself, over years of radio and television interviews, citing Dr. Ellis’s work—particularly his impressive use of publicly available FEMA data, which he has crunched to provide a holistic snapshot of contemporary preparedness in the United States of America. His data-backed observations—for instance, that as of 2023, there are twenty-three million Americans who can survive for thirty-one days or more without power, water, or public transportation—are now so well-cited that they are almost taken for granted. Having these data parsed and published in this book is invaluable.

The other key game-changing insight here is the development of a prepper typology. Given time, any group that becomes large enough begins to fragment. As Dr. Ellis makes clear, this is precisely what’s happening to preppers, whom he now sees as cleaving into five categories. His snapshots of the Homesteaders, the Sentinels, the Interdependent, the Noahs, and the Faithful could only have been achieved through years of careful study and will forever change the way we think about preparedness practices.

At the same time, Resilient Citizens demonstrates how these diverse groups form a community. Dr. Ellis and I are both scholars at heart, but we were unlikely to meet if not for our shared interest in resiliency. He is a man of faith and family who works for the military. I am a vegan atheist with a horse ranch in the Mojave Desert. That he asked me to write the foreword to his book is a testament to the power of preparing as a methodology that creates bonds.

I, like him, am a Resilient Citizen, and as he writes, “Resilient Citizens represent the cross-section of American society and the world. They are your neighbors, friends, and family. They have differing motivations and focus areas on their preparedness, but they share a common goal to be resilient in the face of the unexpected.” Both of us have been changed by our research and experiences, and although we might have different ideological frameworks that guide our lives, I am confident that I could trust him in an emergency, just as he can trust me.

What Resilient Citizens provides, ultimately, is something that has been sorely needed for a long time now: It is a holistic framework for understanding preparedness at every scale. For this reason, above all others, this book will be a staple reference for decades to come. This book is not a practical guide to teach you what to put in your bug-out bag; plenty of those are already out there. This book instead provides something even more valuable: It will leave you questioning how you see the world and how you act within it. It will pique your curiosity and, at the same time, challenge you to think about where you, your family, your community, and your nation fit into the story. And it may, just may, leave you better prepared to navigate the unexpected turbulence that life will provide us, allowing us to demonstrate our unique human virtue to endure.

Seneca would be proud.






PREFACE

Disaster is my first memory.

My youngest childhood recollections are from the 1980 Mount St. Helens eruption in Washington State. I remember being at my grandparents’ house, and before I could go outside, I was required to wear a mask and told not to play with any gray snow. While growing up, television news told me that the only polar bears my children would see would be at the zoo because the ice caps were melting due to global warming. (Spoiler alert: The fuzzy death balls are doing just fine.) Sunday School told me that Jesus was coming soon and, with Him, the end of days. If you didn’t live through the 80s, you missed out; we had the best music too.

I did not set out to be a disaster expert. Yet after a decade of counter-insurgency operations and nation-building, working at the ground level with real people who had real problems, I decided to shift my career in a different direction. Flash-forward to today. I have served in the United States Army for more than a quarter-century. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to attend Cornell University for a PhD allowed me to direct my final years in service toward a disaster focus. Terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, pandemics, full-scale nuclear war down to smaller-scale detonations, protecting the president of the United States, earthquakes, typhoons, genetically engineered pathogens, wildfires, cyberattacks, economic collapse, the US southern border—all and more have been within my purview in the classroom, the office, or at-home musings. I have read about or participated in more disaster exercises than I can count. Add to this many other scenarios, training events, conferences, and intelligence reports—plus my personal and professional readings on these subjects and my Christian faith—and you get a life highly attuned to calamities of all shapes and sizes—natural, supernatural, and man-made.

I have had my fair share of deployments in several of the world’s hot spots. As a combat officer, I’ve had “boots on the ground” in areas of civil war and smelled the whiff of genocide. I have reacted to IEDs and rockets, pulled the dead bodies of execution victims out of sewers, observed massive institutional corruption, and worked my butt off to make personal connections with the locals to strengthen communities from the ground up. I have kick-started businesses and municipal services in Iraq, supported women’s shelters in Afghanistan, and retrained former militants into disaster response officials in Kosovo. I have observed, firsthand, that the most resilient societies are those with rich, neighbor-level connections that maintain deep cultural, and often religious, traditions and that are not afraid to fight for what they believe in. And while these are no cure-all and exceptions abound, they do improve the odds.

Unfortunately, there are too many threats, too many vectors, and too many variables. God bless the service members, first responders, decent street-level bureaucrats, homemakers, volunteer organizations, and average Joes all laboring to keep things running throughout the world. But probability is an unkind companion. Small things will break repeatedly, but we still have the slack in the system to mitigate and absorb. However, as a civilization, we are coasting on fumes and have become unmoored from solid foundations. We are pitted against one another, and we focus more on what separates us than what unites us. We have lost much of what made Western civilization great. Larger breaks will come, cascading failures will come, and—like a man stuck inside an overflowing porta potty rolling downhill—the end result will be messy.

So why even write at all? Because of hope. We are living in the greatest time of human history ever. Recognizing where I started in life versus where I am today is the American dream.

My undergraduate degree from the University of Washington was in biology and focused on ecosystems, the interactions of species and earth. I loved higher education and pursued several postsecondary degrees before earning my PhD.

My first master’s degree was in public administration at the local level, how we shape and describe our communities and how best to govern them. My second master’s degree was on insurgencies and counterinsurgencies. It looked at political and societal breakdown, which then resulted in terrifyingly intimate violence among neighbors and kin. My third master’s degree concentrated on the military’s interaction with history, politics, and doctrine. I learned how to interpret and interweave these inputs and create a strategy for pathways forward. In my fourth master’s degree and PhD, as I mentioned, I focused on disasters at Cornell.

All these years of study have equipped me to approach disasters in a transdisciplinary fashion, trying to tease out specificities, commonalities, and points of divergence. I am also heavily influenced in my thinking by my military experience, my personal faith, and my brilliant wife, Kimberly, a professional teacher and horticulturist. Some of my writings here come from my dissertation and other published work I either produced or provided to journalists during interviews or for their articles. Much of it is completely new.

I have made innumerable mistakes along the way and am thankful for the opportunity for reflection on my faults and critiques of my actions from others, from farmers to four-star generals to brilliant academics and many others. This has made me better. If there is one thing this book is not, it is not a call to “gaze upon my brilliance ye unwashed yokels.” Nor is it another “prepper-for-dummies” manual. This is a book that focuses on the “why” of so-called enhanced preparedness. Why it is logical, why it is healthy, why it is good for society and our children.

This is a book about getting better, about improving yourself, your neighborhood, and your community. This is a book about resilience and how we all approach life’s knocks in our own ways, but some reactions, contemplations, and strategies are far better than others. It is about recognizing your shortfalls and reaching out to others to help fill in the gaps.

It is also a book that reveals what both people and governments across the world are doing in the face of calamity. If you think prepping for large-scale disasters is only for crazy people, you may be shocked to see what the authorities are—and are not—planning for. Some are noble and reflect great foresight and a knowledge of risk and history. Others are fraudulent, abhorrent to the concept of natural rights or the rule of law, incompetent, or a combination of these traits. At least you’ll be able to see some of what is going right and what is going wrong so that you can prepare your household accordingly.

Again, some strategies and approaches are far better than others, and no one is doing it perfectly.

Yes, there is hope. There will be pockets of societies, individuals, families, and communities that weather the maelstrom. Inspiration will come from unlikely candidates, and you’ll meet some of them in the pages that follow. These leaders will be flawed and human as we all are, so if you are looking to criticize, you’ll find plenty of ammo to do so. Most will not be particularly flashy or famous, and their concepts, rather than innovative, will be more of a return to past ways.

As for me personally, I draw my ultimate optimism from my personal Christian beliefs, and I am not ashamed to share them or write about them. My faith brings me a calming balm to the world’s insanity—an explanation for what went wrong, how to fix it, and how it all ends. I need this. Due to the nature of my expertise, I deal with horrors, tragedies, and apocalyptic scenarios—both real and potential—habitually. Of note, the opinions and policy positions expressed in this book are mine alone. No opinions or positions should be construed to be endorsed by the Department of Defense, the Department of the Army, or any other military organization. For those reading this who come from a different faith or no faith at all, you will still find these pages illustrative of rigorous, fact-based information regarding catastrophes and resilience. I showcase various beliefs, cultures, and country examples.

This book took me three and a half years to write and reflects a lifetime of experience and study. I am still learning. Your journey will be just that, yours. But let’s walk together for the next few miles.






CHAPTER 1 PEOPLE, PERILS,AND POLITICS
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You will never fully convince someone that he is wrong; only reality can do that.

—NASSIM TALEB

As it will be in the future, it was at the birth of ManThere are only four things certain since Social Progress began. That the Dog returns to his Vomit and the Sow returns to her Mire, And the burnt Fool’s bandaged finger goes wabbling back to the Fire; And that after this is accomplished, and the brave new world begins When all men are paid for existing and no man must pay for his sins, As surely as Water will wet us, as surely as Fire will burn, The Gods of the Copybook Headings with terror and slaughter return!

—RUDYARD KIPLING,

“THE GODS OF THE COPYBOOK HEADINGS”
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Lauren lives in the Rocky Mountains and was driving on the highway after dark to go pick up livestock. Without warning, the elderly couple in the car in front of her struck a moose at seventy miles per hour. An adult moose stands six feet tall and can weigh well over a thousand pounds. She recounted:


It was like watching their compact car hit a brick wall. When I ran up on their car after getting my truck stopped, they were both slumped over. I thought they were dead. Luckily, they were just dazed and pretty cut up from the windshield glass but otherwise alright.3



The pictures are graphic. The front of the automobile looks like a smashed beer can. There is a massive antler jutting deeply through the windshield on the driver’s side. Even worse, the moose was still alive. Lauren pulled out her pistol, apologized to the moose (she has animist leanings as her faith tradition), and then euthanized it on the spot. An incredulous bystander asked, “Do you just, like, always have a gun and a flashlight with you?!”

“Yes.”

After law enforcement showed up, they asked her if she wanted to dress the animal and take home the carcass.

Lauren is a rancher, dairy farmer, and mother. Her parents lived in a teepee above ten thousand feet. She and her husband raise cattle on their nearly two-hundred-acre property. They met at a living history event where, along with others, they conducted extended camping trips and used primitive skills, tools, and equipment. He is originally from California and has a degree in computer science and artificial intelligence but did not think he could live a prepared lifestyle in his home state. Lauren and her husband intentionally build skills around preparedness and resilience, ranging from blacksmithing to field medicine, food preservation, and low-input farming. They have a massive barn, and their freezers are full of meat. Lauren says her family could last nearly indefinitely without outside government assistance. She enjoys deadlifting and carries her young children at her bosom as she traverses her property on her four-wheeler.

Lauren is a Resilient Citizen. She does not use this term to describe herself. For Lauren and her family, this is simply a way of life in a world of risk.

Perils follow a certain logic. Plane crashes, economic collapses, asteroids, landslides, viral outbreaks, house fires, wars, and even government failures and military blunders all trace the contours of mathematical or theoretical models, with ample historical predicates. Consequently, there is a corollary logic to disaster resiliency that experts and layfolk alike look toward as a counterbalance to life’s threats. It is the association of cause and effect, potentiality and probability, surviving versus thriving. It is also one of trial and error and acceptance that one can better the odds but not become immune to them.

Preparedness is something you do; resiliency is the result.

Compare Lauren’s experience to a far larger and more famous case. On March 11, 2011, the 9.0 Tohoku earthquake struck beneath the ocean near Japan’s east coast, releasing enough energy to power Los Angeles for two hundred thousand years. Soon after, a massive tsunami, at points measuring over 120 feet in height, slammed onto the main island. The volume of displaced seawater was so significant that in certain areas the wave’s impact extended as deep as six miles inland.4 The devastation was immense. Cars, schools, airports, religious sites, homes, businesses, bridges, and other infrastructure were mangled or destroyed. Nearly sixteen thousand people died, and six thousand were injured. Almost four hundred thousand buildings were at least 50 percent collapsed, with another seven hundred thousand damaged. More than 4,000 roads, 29 railways, and 116 bridges needed repair; another 45 dikes broke.5

While the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant withstood the seismic disturbance, the wave cut both primary and backup power to three of the eleven reactors. This caused the cooling systems to fail and the subsequent meltdown and breach of their three cores. Explosions at the site released radioactive particulates into the air, prompting Japan’s government to order residents’ evacuation within 20 kilometers of the plant.6 This edict was later expanded to a voluntary evacuation request for those 20–30 kilometers away. Later, the government partially lifted the restrictions in certain areas, declaring them safe, but only after raising the international benchmark for radiation exposure by nearly 2,000 percent, from 1.0 millisieverts (mSv) to 20 mSv.7 The United Nations cried foul, believing this to be a violation of human rights.8

Problems at the plant continue to the present day. Since the nuclear fuel has not yet been extracted, it remains at the base of the cracked plant. It is constantly cooled by groundwater seeping in and by injected water, much of which is in tanks that Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO) constructed to keep up with demand.9 In January 2020, TEPCO announced it would take another forty-four years to fully decommission the plant.10 For the first time since the accident, in late 2024, a small robot extracted three grams of “molten fuel” out of a total of 880 tons remaining.11 To date, it is the only incident other than Chernobyl to reach the highest accident level of seven on the International Nuclear and Radiological Event Scale.

The impact was not limited just to Japan. Within one week, Fukushima radiation clouds filled with radioactive and cancer-causing iodine-131 and cesium-137 were over the continental United States. Within eighteen days, these poisonous clouds had circumnavigated the globe.12 In April 2013, a study published in the Open Journal of Pediatrics found that children born in five western US states (Alaska, Hawaii, Washington, Oregon, and California) in the immediate months after the Fukushima disaster had a 28 percent greater occurrence of congenital hypothyroidism (a loss of thyroid function) due to iodine-131 levels measuring 211 times greater than normal.13

Among the carnage of this entire ordeal was one incredible story of another child, a ten-year-old British girl named Tilly Smith, that led to what is known as the Miracle of Kamaishi. Tilly’s story began years earlier on vacation. In December 2004, the third-largest earthquake ever recorded—the 9.1 Sumatran earthquake—triggered under the floor of the Indian Ocean with the power of over one thousand hydrogen bombs.14 It spawned the deadliest tsunami in modern times, causing more than two hundred thousand fatalities.15 The most significant direct physical and economic hits were for Indonesia, Thailand, Sri Lanka, and India. Fatalities as far away as Yemen and Kenya were attributed to it.16 Many American and European tourist deaths occurred as well, and it was the worst natural disaster in terms of human life to affect Sweden and Denmark in over one hundred years. Sweden lost 543 (!) vacationing citizens and Denmark lost 46.17 Nevertheless, Thailand’s Mai Khao Beach did not register a single human life taken—because of young Tilly Smith.

Tilly had learned about tsunamis three weeks earlier in school and screamed at those on the beach to evacuate immediately. Her actions saved the lives of nearly one hundred people.18 Japanese professor Toshitaka Katada surveyed Thailand’s aftermath. Learning from Tilly Smith, he created a curriculum for schools in Kamaishi, Japan, a city with a long history of deadly tsunamis. Katada’s instructions broke with tradition and taught children to act upon disaster warning signs even if adults around them were not. When the 2011 earthquake struck, because of Katada’s teachings, students at Kamaishi East Junior High School began to run. Their action prompted nearby teachers and students of Unosumai Elementary School to flee as well. While other schools in the region had up to 80 percent casualties, these two schools did not suffer a single student death.19

Most likely neither Professor Katada nor Tilly Smith is a Resilient Citizen according to my classification system, but their behaviors are reflective of the primary trait every Resilient Citizen uses: agency. That is the capacity and ability to act, to identify and pursue goals effectively. Resilient Citizens inhabit the same world as all of us; an environment where People, Perils, and Politics interact. This interplay is illustrated by the following diagram.

Perils impact or threaten our lives all the time. Most are small, some are medium, and a few can be catastrophic, even biblical. They come in several types (meteorological, financial, societal, biological, and others) and have various warning timelines and overall durations. They have scales of impact from individual to global, vary in both frequency and repetition, and can often connect with other perils. Experts are often on the lookout for what are known as low-probability, high-consequence20 disasters.
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Figure 1: The Interplay of People, Perils, and Politics Description 1



Our democratically elected—or autocratically selected—leaders may mitigate, prevent, or respond to these disasters in myriad fashions. Sometimes, they may even cause or negatively contribute to the calamity at hand. But governments cannot stop all perils; most things go straight to the populace. Therefore, both people and politicians reflect on the perils and internally process their response or nonresponse. Some do nothing, some do a little, and some do a lot. The interplay of this peer-reviewed model is the first of its kind to explain the full range of disaster readiness, from doing nothing at all to living in a former nuclear bunker.

Resilient Citizens occupy a portion of the “do a lot” group. They extend the logic of disaster preparedness to a level far more enhanced than most. Their characteristics are not a new phenomenon but rather the restoration of an older way of life and thinking.

This book examines—and promotes—the philosophy of resilience and citizenship.


WHAT SEEMS TO BE THE PROBLEM, OFFICER?

All disasters are local, but in the modern age, multiple threats are now universal. Once upon a time, we concerned ourselves with finding sustenance and keeping warm, fending off predators (both animal and human), and treating illness and infection. While some households were able to pull this off in pioneer fashion, across the vast swath of human history people showed better outcomes when they banded together in tribes and villages. Wolves hunt in packs, picking off the weak and separated. Likewise, we are safer when we are together.

Now we worry about terrorism, school shootings, foreign wars, transnational gangs, illegal immigrants, human trafficking, currency debasement, offshoring of jobs, supply chain disruptions, Frankenfoods, illicit drugs, the collapse of the fishing industry, depleted soil productivity, Lyme disease, hurricanes, online pornography, scam artists, corruption, and artificial intelligence. We also wonder whether we can trust our leaders, most of whom we have never and will never meet in person. There are those in some countries—such as America, Germany, France, Sweden, and the Netherlands—who treat elections almost as end-of-democracy existential events. At the same time, we would be hard-pressed to name our local mayor or sheriff.

It is not just these threats in isolation; so much of our life is now intertwined that we wonder if the entire system may come crashing down around us at any moment. Nuclear war? Check. Global economic collapse? Check. Open borders? Check. Pandemics? Check. Cascading failure is when an interconnected system snowballs downhill. It is very common in disasters and has become more so in a “flattened” world. The Fukushima meltdown began with an earthquake. The 2020s bout with global inflation ratcheted up due to COVID, which was itself caused by zoonotic spillover or the hubris of man or science, depending on what origin story you believe.

We also live in an era of polycrisis: “a cluster of related global risks with compounding effects, such that the overall impact exceeds the sum of each part.”21 Alternatively, polycrisis can be defined as “the causal entanglement of crises in multiple global systems in ways that significantly degrade humanity’s prospects.”22 Add in a heaping tablespoon of generations of poor decision-making (e.g., debt levels, pollution, malinvestment) and you have the makings of Peril Soup.

This is psychologically and politically overwhelming, and many have not adapted—as individuals or societies—to cope with this reality. We thought we could nationalize and sometimes even globalize efforts to combat and respond to threats, but in the process, we forgot about the limitations of scale regarding the interaction of People, Perils, and Politics.

Nonstop angst is wreaking havoc on our health. “Climate anxiety” among the young is staggeringly high. A ten-country global study found 59 percent of those twenty-five and under were “very or extremely worried” about climate change and 75 percent thought “the future is frightening.”23 In America, the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) reports nearly one in four adults suffers from mental illness of some kind. NIMH reports rates are highest among the young, females, and those of mixed race.24 Analysis of Pew Research data found correlating results and added ideology as a variable. Fifty-six percent of White, female liberals responded yes to the question: “Has a doctor or other healthcare provider EVER told you that you have a mental health condition?”25 It has become cliché to mock snowflake millennials, but 90 percent of smartphone users feel real panic when their phone battery drops to 20 percent or lower.”26

Heaven help us. Go touch some grass.

This constant bombardment of doomsaying disrupts our nervous and endocrine systems and our development. Kids cannot be kids, and adults do not fare much better. Too many suffer from learned helplessness:


A psychological state in which an individual, after repeated exposure to uncontrollable negative events, believes they are powerless to change their situation, even when opportunities to do so arise. This leads to passivity, decreased motivation, and a sense of hopelessness, which can persist even when circumstances change and control is possible.27



We are robbed of our agency and our ontological security, two critical concepts that provide the foundation of this book’s premises. Agency is the ability and will to take responsibility and to effect change. Ontological security is how one perceives how safe they are in their being. It is driven by—and satisfied via—agency or the care of others. If we choose not to exercise our agency, governments are all too often happy to step in and take control… often because we will blame them if they do not.

The problem is that politicians are human too. Not only do they have their own lives and families to worry about—and their own fears—but they also have the obligation and responsibility to help protect their constituents. Yet even these leaders are overwhelmed by disasters and disaster planning.

Paradoxes now abound. In an American context, we became atomized at the community level. Our financial riches and innovative wonders opened the door to possibilities of radical individuality. We prize extreme independence and therefore feel alone. The internet allows us to be connected to people across the world, and yet we feel isolated. Why do smartphones sometimes feel like one-part communication device, one-part instructional device, one-part wiretap, and one-part ankle bracelet? We have the world at our fingertips and doorstep via rapid advances in technology and transportation, but our civil engineering systems are now designed to prioritize cars and strip malls, not safe neighborhoods, further separating us from our traditional human bonding rituals and venues. We could be the freest of any time in history, but we have yielded much of our liberty to homeowners associations and to evermore centralized governmental power structures.

The same bureaucracy we entrusted to keep us safe now has the power to keep us subjugated.

We allowed this to happen. We forgot our responsibilities and obligations. We forgot our duties, something only humans possess. We also walked away from our faith. We demanded human saviors and instead got masters. We are the Little Pig, solitary and terrified in our house while the Big Bad Wolf comes knocking.

As varied and wondrously diverse as we are, though, not everyone is passive in the face of danger. Some people are rediscovering agency and taking steps to equip themselves and their families for what calamities may come. Most perils are low to moderate in severity but are frequent. Others are far more dangerous but blessedly uncommon. However, because the full scope of disaster is unfortunately present, some people have chosen to prepare at far higher levels than is commonplace. What these people are doing is reviving an ancient tradition of preparedness. This will take time and mistakes and false starts.

These are the people I’m talking about when I say Resilient Citizens.




WHAT IS A RESILIENT CITIZEN?

I first encountered this term while reading a chapter by Professor Chad Huddleston in a disaster compendium.28 His context was in the study of preppers (individuals who take far beyond the normal steps to get ready for disasters) who wanted to help others get ready and desired to be mutually supportive of one another.29 In my formal academic work, I broadened and formalized his portrayal and now expand it yet again in this book. For my purposes here, a Resilient Citizen is an individual who:


	Has the foresight to prepare for disasters;

	Has the longevity—via skills or ability—to survive in their community without government assistance for at least a month; and

	Espouses no extremist creeds.30




The term resilience has more than a dozen definitions, many of which are field-specific (e.g., engineering, psychology, or ecology). My definition is a slightly modified version of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction,31 an international disaster-focused document. To me, resilience is


the ability of an individual, household, system, community, or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate to, and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including through the preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures and functions.



My definition of citizen is far simpler: “a productive and contributing member of a community.”

Resilient Citizens do not believe they can plan for everything but do believe they can do something. They have an internal locus of control, one that emphasizes agency and personal responsibility to achieve ontological security rather than an external locus of control that yields blame and responsibility to chance or other actors. They do not believe in an all-or-nothing approach but often start out with a paired response to a specific threat. Over time, many adopt the concept of generalized resilience—like having a first aid kit—recognizing the commonality of many perils. They value preparedness, not prediction, but they do attempt to read some of the tea leaves. The best exemplars of Resilient Citizens take this a bit further by keeping the resilience but boosting the citizenship to a coequal position. Responsibility transforms into duty, and preparedness becomes an institutional or societal good. Every journey is different and so is every destination—but there are contours.

Most Resilient Citizens are rather private about their actions, but a minority shout from the watchtowers. Some are secular, yet a lot of them pray. There is no one “right way” to prepare, and just like learning a new sport, there are bumps and bruises along the way. Resiliency is neither primarily masculine nor feminine but a combination of the best of both. It is not restricted by age, education, income level, or race.32 It is both ubiquitous and unique. Still, some common themes emerge. Most Resilient Citizens understand they cannot escape disaster—it is a part of life—but at a minimum, they try to insulate themselves as best they can.

Lauren’s actions operate on the human scale and are relatable. We can picture ourselves in a similar situation: something frightening but manageable. The vast majority of us would be able to do something after the initial shock, even if it’s only dialing 9-1-1. But without a bit of training, most people would struggle to act quickly on Mai Khao Beach as Tilly did. Only a fraction of individuals, including politicians and experts, would be able to process and respond to a Fukushima-level event. How do you mentally cope with 22,000 casualties? How do you prepare for 1.1 million buildings damaged? How do you calculate a rational plan to remove 880 tons of radioactive material? We are incapable of processing something of such magnitude. This resonates with Joseph Stalin’s apocryphal aphorism, “A single death is a tragedy; a million deaths is a statistic.”33 Without training, our brains simply are not wired for that complexity and scale.

To be clear, this is neither a disaster book nor a prepper book. I will not spend an entire chapter on the Plague of Justinian or the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. I do not provide any advice on the best “Bug Out Bag” packing list (although I do recommend ThePrepared.com as a great resource). My approach is to understand the logic of Resilient Citizens and how they can work for the betterment of society. I look at the “who” and the “what” to help comprehend the “why.”




THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK

Holistically, disaster preparedness is best understood via the interaction of People, Perils, and Politics. I take it as a foundational fact that we are in a world of increasing risk and polycrises where paradoxes abound. While technology has enriched our lives in many circumstances, it has not eliminated risk or tragedy. While we have airbags, we still have car fatalities and a war on the streets regarding vehicle sizes. While we have antibiotics, we still have diseases and evolving resistance by germs. Safety is not a destination but a system of actions, reactions, and counteractions containing numerous variables, hazards, and response possibilities. Disasters are multifaceted and cascading, with higher than ever possibilities of contagion due to our interconnected world. What happens in Pyongyang can now affect life in Paris, Pittsburgh, or Prague. The good times of both the post–World War II and the post–Cold War eras are ending.

Part 1 begins with people. Chapter 2 focuses on the over fifty-year history of survivalists and preppers and attempts to count and describe their prevalence. Chapter 3 calculates the radical growth of enhanced preparedness membership in America from 2017 to 2023. Chapter 4 delves into a better way to distinguish groups and the logic undergirding the term Resilient Citizen. Chapters 5 through 9 then look at representatives and their incentive structures.

For part 2, I center the discussion on perils. Chapters 10 and 11 cover how we process risk from numerous threats, and then what we do—or do not do—about them. Chapters 12 and 13 examine perils and preparedness from the viewpoint of experts and governments. They are very concerned.

In part 3, I focus on politics. Chapters 14 through 16 are an in-depth case study of a large-scale catastrophic peril that the world still lives under—the specter of nuclear war. Here I rely heavily on archival research from the presidential libraries of Truman, Eisenhower, and Kennedy so you can read, in their words and those of their advisers, how they wrestled—and failed—to turn America into a nation of Resilient Citizens. In doing so, I come full circle, explaining the origins of most modern maligning of prepping. Chapter 17 discusses the realities of state failure and various interactions between people and politicians in the nexus of perils. I end with a few success stories from around the globe.

The conclusion ends the book with a return to everyday people. I discuss how material preparedness, or “preps,” is at best one-fifth of true resiliency. Yet even many of the Resilient Citizens who possess the mindset and emotional regulation to exercise agency and feel a sense of ontological security have not fully attained what is required. My motto for the past several years is simple: Fight local, win local. We need one another. We need to once again human-scale our resiliency and embrace citizenship. We need to incorporate localism, interdependence, and neighborliness. I also reveal the number one prepping item every single home in the world requires.








PART ONE PEOPLE


Part one of this book demonstrates that everyday people and their motivations are the focus of my examination of Resilient Citizens. Chapters 2 and 3 explain two opposing depictions of enhanced levels of preparedness and then prove that a greater number of individuals are (re)adjusting to the reality of perils. I showcase statistical analysis of the explosive growth of prepping in America from 2017 to 2023. Our current way of life is a historical anomaly. For most of human existence, long-term thinking about potential crises was a normal part of every culture. Unfortunately, prepping in the Western world has been denigrated for the past fifty years by academics and journalists. There is a heavy barrier to overcome to renormalize disaster resiliency at the household and community level, but a change in attitude is occurring.

After providing this context, I go a step further in chapter 4 and begin to classify Resilient Citizens in depth. They share common traits that allow for broad categorization yet are exceptionally diverse at the individual level. Chapters 5 through 9 illustrate five archetypes: Homesteaders, Sentinels, the Interdependent, Noahs, and the Faithful. They exist internationally and do not fit in a neat and tidy mold.






CHAPTER 2 THE PORTRAYALS OF PREPAREDNESS
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You probably imagined a prepper as a middle-aged white guy who fantasized about nuclear warfare in order to justify his gun collection to his wife.

—JOSH CENTERS

When the whole world is running towards a cliff, he who is running in the opposite direction appears to have lost his mind.

—C. S. LEWIS
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Any discussion regarding enhanced preparedness must discuss the phenomenon of preppers in the modern age and place the genre in the proper context. Since the term is widely known, I use it as a jumping-off point for the reader’s understanding. Prepper depiction is more parody than reality, both in academic work and in popular journalism.

The organization of this chapter is threefold. First, I define prepping and preppers and how the movement attained its negative connotation in the 1950s and 1960s. I show how prepping went from compulsory to crazy in a short period. Politics and psychology explain much of this, as parts 2 and 3 further elaborate. Second, I speak to how practitioners of enhanced preparedness have been depicted since the 1970s. I provide an abbreviated overview of the two camps of thought, what I refer to as the Dominant narrative, which states preppers are uniform and crazy, and the Challenger narrative, which counters that preppers are more diverse and saner. Of course, if we cannot agree on what a prepper is, it will be very difficult to tally their prevalence. Third, I provide previous counting attempts to show the predicament. Overall, this chapter introduces the main problems addressed in part 1: stigmatization, classification, and quantification.


AN ABBREVIATED HISTORY OF PREPPERS

Broadly speaking, prepping (a verb) is the act of readying oneself or one’s family via means of supplies, tools, plans, and skills for potential—often severe—future peril. Prepping is typically seen as a heightened form of normal household preparedness. In an American context, it is something that goes well beyond the three-day to two-week emergency readiness activities encouraged by the Federal Emergency Management Agency and American Red Cross, respectively. Citizens across the world engage in prepping. Some partake due to traditional or cultural practices (Australians in the Outback, Mormons), some because of recent events (the Taiwanese), others because of government regulations or encouragement (the Swiss), and still others due to a mix of these (Israelis, Latvians).

While there is no checklist or base requirement to qualify, preppers are those who undertake these extended steps, in many forms, such as (a) building bunkers; (b) purchasing large quantities of firearms and foodstuffs; (c) investing in alternative stores of wealth, such as productive land, precious metals, or Bitcoin; or (d) learning resiliency skills, including carpentry, foraging, animal husbandry, or medical training beyond first aid. There has never been an agreed-on definition or classification of preppers. Many preppers today do not like the term, nor use it to describe themselves, a fact that further muddies the waters.

Prepper is a relatively young label. According to a Google Ngram search, the term was hardly mentioned before 2008. Before this, the moniker associated most closely with the actions identified today as prepping was survivalist. Survivalist began a rapid ascent in book mentions in the late 1970s. It was popularized by the writings of author and survivalist Kurt Saxon in 1976 and received more than three times as many references as prepper in 2024.34, 35

Saxon noted some of the earliest negative media portrayals, stating, “Do not be surprised when you see survivalists portrayed as idiots and fear-crazed kooks.”36 This period (roughly 1976–1984) marks when nearly all future discussions of survivalists—and later, preppers—split them from the mainstream culture. The overwhelming majority of writing from 1984 and onward focused on prepared extremists. These individuals were often described as White nationalists, cultists, or psychologically unbalanced.37 Lost or downplayed for decades were depictions of overwhelmingly non-extremist preparedness-minded individuals and their origins.

Why did extreme preparedness initially get such an ignominious reputation that spread throughout the world? The answer originates in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s. The “why” goes back to the psychology of personal security and the massive protests against the nuclear civil defense drills of that era. I cover this extensively in chapters 14–16, but here is a sneak peek.

Ironically, government successes and failures alike contributed both to citizens’ distrust and disaster-readiness apathy. Prior to the atomic age, preparedness was exceptionally common among the masses, often by necessity, and part of the lore of Americana, for example the Pilgrims, the Oregon Trail, the Donner Party, and the Wild West. America began as an isolationist nation but slowly shifted to the philosophies of the Monroe Doctrine of the 1820s and then Manifest Destiny twenty years later. We remained in a comparatively isolationist (and rural) state until the attack on Pearl Harbor. After defeating the Axis powers, mainland America was virtually unscathed, and we emerged as the global hegemon. The war transformed us into an industrial production state with a far more powerful centralized government. Our economic boom was legendary, but the world was ours to police, with the Soviet Union as the ever-present foe. To the victor went both the spoils… and the responsibilities.

During the mid-twentieth century, the US federal government and many state governments went all-in on getting the populace ready for a nuclear Armageddon. Bunkers were pushed as a solution for the masses, and civil defense drills became common. US states were threatened with loss of federal funding if they refrained from participating in these rehearsals. In some places, like New York, individuals could even be arrested for nonparticipation.

The problem was that the government pushed far too much doom and gloom while simultaneously taking action that would increase the levels of destruction if a nuclear war actually came to fruition.

Laypeople and prominent scientists alike argued the very idea of full-scale nuclear war was insane. The contention was that no rational democratic country should ever consider it as a viable option.38 Therefore, this group was appalled by any action that made nuclear war more probable or more acceptable as a legitimate and moral government action to the average American. They particularly fought against anything that misled everyday citizens into thinking that they could resume their normal lives quickly after a nuclear winter—in as little as just a few weeks!

The government promoted mandatory nuclear drills and mass, country-wide construction of communal or private fallout shelters and it minimized warnings of health hazards from nuclear detonation testing. The antinuclear war crowd pushed back hard—not only against atomic weapons but against anything even nuclear-adjacent, including things such as backyard shelters. As people openly debated whether it was moral or Christian to shoot a neighbor who was trying to get into your underground fallout shelter, those pushing preparedness or following government instructions began to lose the PR war. Preparedness itself was branded as borderline genocidal or at least antisocial to a grotesque degree.

It became common to demonstrate against the US government concerning atomic weapon testing and fallout drills. Although it would take nearly thirty years for the government to fully abandon shelter and evacuation plans, the reputational damage was done. The pendulum swung too hard to one side, and preparation—nearly all preparation—was deemed bad. It became associated with mass death, and Americans don’t like being reminded of their mortality.

The problem and the stigma were not caused primarily by the people but by the politicians.

Survivalists and preppers from that point forward were frequently denigrated because they reminded people that threats still exist. (Threats don’t go away just because you stop thinking about them or because the government stops planning for your rescue.) The irony was that preppers of the day were reputed as crazy, but it was their politicians who were hell-bent on apocalypse. Unfortunately, the masses didn’t want to just avoid thoughts of demise; they also wanted to avoid thinking about their own culpability and responsibilities. Therefore, much of the Western free world threw the resilient baby out with the radioactive bathwater and has only recently begun to discuss the rationality of extreme preparedness… in pockets… slowly.




HOW HAVE PREPPERS BEEN DESCRIBED SINCE THEN?

Who are these people who go to extreme levels of preparedness, and what do they look like compared to the rest of America? Personal and household preparedness levels for everyday emergencies have a rich legacy of theory and data. But academic work is comparatively lacking—“shallow and unreliable,” as one author described it—in one area: that of extremely prepared individuals.39 This is partially due to the topic previously being on the academic “fringe.”40 There is a common refrain among researchers on preppers that the literature is “thin” or “surprisingly understudied.”41

These comments are true in two ways. First, the number of scholarly articles is notably low. Prior to 2020, most literature reviews commonly referenced a corpus of works of roughly twenty sources or fewer, many of whose units of analysis center on White, nonliberal males. The second is the type of research. With rare exception, unless the author is specifically referencing household preparedness studies, the methodologies common to almost all are small-scale and qualitative in nature, sometimes looking at just a few dozen people as subjects. That is, they are personal accounts, observations, or document research that involve a very small number of individuals.42

Ethnographies (i.e., cultural studies) lead the pack, followed by a smattering of netnography (i.e., research on social media), film and television review, journalism, and overall commentary. And, as the ethnographers have noted, writers of some of the more highly cited pieces have never even spoken with actual preppers.43 Many of the remaining prepper “canon” pieces are short articles in media outlets such as The New York Times, Newsweek, and Mother Jones and typically exhibit heavy ideological skew.

The majority of literature, from peer-reviewed scholarly work to online commentary, is almost exclusively based on interviews, data gleaned from prepper websites, or by film and television reviews. Quantification is nearly absent, and theorization lacks comprehensive scope and agreement. This has led to massive confusion and conflation of terminology. Hoarders, preppers, survivalists, militia members, and hate groups are all commonly lumped together.44

This is not only inaccurate but also dangerous. Such caricatures can increase tensions between law enforcement and utterly nonthreatening citizens.45 It has also prevented researchers’ abilities to get these individuals to agree to be subjects of study, as many fear stigmatizations46 or the unfair labels of being “selfish or ‘tin foil hat wearing loonies.’ ”47

Regrettably, the fusing of prepper/survivalist/militia et al. has been the overriding position since the 1960s. This mixing is grounded in the fact that the groups can often share certain survival-based traits, thus causing overlap. But it is a classic example of the fallacy of composition: inferring to all the attributes of a few. It also relates to Fundamental Attribution Error: the overemphasis on personality explanations at the expense of environmental pressures.

There are two broad schools of thought in prepper classification, what I call the Dominant and Challenger narratives. The Dominant portrayal of preppers and their related forebears, survivalists, has been overwhelmingly negative. Dominants view the extremely prepared crowd as synonymous with extremism and rarely cite the history of why the phenomenon came about. Dominants also concentrate on American examples, and with a heavy ideological bias, they portray nearly all preppers as right-wing, potentially anti-government nutjobs.48 Sometimes, this leads to amusing results. Relatively recent Dominant research has looked at left-of-center and even socialist preppers.49 Whereas older Dominants derided these beliefs as an exclusively right-wing phenomenon, a newer generation of Dominants has found these same beliefs in far-left liberals—whom they praise for it.50 The media largely falls into the Dominant camp. Depictions are clickbait in nature and skewed along political ideology. Most of my media interviews describing highly prepared individuals have fallen into this same rut of coverage. The opponents of the Dominants, the Challengers, are far fewer in number but have pushed back for decades—especially after 2010—on the reigning stereotypes. They seek to demonstrate that most preppers are qualitatively different from extremists. While they may share some characteristics in preparedness, the two are not the same in many beliefs or motivations. As one Challenger noted:


Scholarship can be contradictory to prepper self-identity. The scholarly literature on survivalists and preppers has a noted bias against those who participate in these activities as being fearful of the world around them, fearful of the government and politics, right-wing racists, or religious kooks. Although the survivalist right is an undeniable part of the movement, they are an unrepresentative extreme. With self-sufficiency being the main unifying factor among preppers, it is impossible to class them as having a specific agenda of any type: political, religious, or social.51



Challengers acknowledge that extremist preppers exist, but the overwhelming majority of the highly prepared should not be considered extremists.52 The historical cleavage, while using many terms, is one between “big-S” Survivalists (i.e., extremists) and “small-s” survivalists (i.e., preppers).53

Challengers say that preppers, as far as their aggregate composition goes, are closer to the mainstream. They can be soccer moms, college graduates, and ordinary people. Challenger research has far more international examples and fewer findings of ideological or anti-government motivations. They include greater themes of self-sufficiency, resiliency, and bonds of heritage or culture.54

One point of agreement between Dominants and Challengers is that most definitions of preppers and survivalists revolve around a single concept: a looming large disaster or threat—often with an extended duration of recovery—and then either personal skills or provisions (or both) to counter or mitigate that risk. Dr. Michael Mills gives a longer temporality to prepping that is more extreme than having a few boxes of toaster pastries and extra batteries for your flashlight:


Prepping is thus distinct from ordinary short-term preparedness for hurricanes and other natural emergencies, being distinguished by its application towards manmade disasters as well as natural ones; medium- to long-term survival lasting weeks, months, or even years; and violent social breakdown amidst collapse.55



Prepping is, therefore, for larger catastrophes. But this is where the agreement ends. With definitions in the eye of the beholder, one can only expect both counts and descriptions of preppers to be all over the map. And that’s precisely what happens.




HOW HAVE THEY BEEN COUNTED?

Participants for examination were often discovered via prepper websites or at conventions. This lack of randomization leads to studies of clusters, not the breadth of the entire group. Sometimes data collection was a bit broader and thus could approach a representative snapshot of Americans. Academics and researchers must start somewhere, so please interpret my criticism here lightly. I learned from what others have done, their successes and shortfalls, and have attempted to add more clarity and accuracy.

On the higher end of calculations, one data point for the number of preppers that exist in America was conducted by the financial company Finder. Their 2017 survey of two thousand individuals indicated that, via extrapolation, 160 million doomsday preppers walked among us, with numbers dropping to 141 million in a follow-up survey in January 2020.56 From the 2020 survey, 20 percent of Americans had purchased survival supplies in the past year. Broken down, 10 percent of respondents indicated they kept supplies due to concerns about natural disasters, another 5 percent because of political concerns, and the final 5 percent worried about both. Finder proclaimed another 35 percent of Americans would not need to go shopping in the event of a disaster since they always had “survival items on hand in case of emergency.” This led the site to proclaim that “roughly 55 percent of American adults (141 million adults)… are prepping for the end times.”

However, when I dug into these numbers, the data indicated only common levels of “normal” household preparedness for the occasional—temporary—power outage. If anything, it showed a staggering lack of preparedness in the US populace during the times of the survey (2017 and 2020). The Finder surveys were repeated in 2021 and 2023, and the headline of the latter indicated seventy-four million people were preparing for a small-scale emergency but not “doomsday prepping” as the company’s site would suggest.57

And yet the Finder surveys are a good source of descriptive information regarding the makeup of its paid survey volunteers. The top items Americans were buying were (a) food and water and (b) toilet paper. By dollar amount, the lead item was “investment into savings account” at an average of $1,057 per person. Men indicated higher preparedness actions than women and younger generations more than older. Finder also included a regional component, with residents living in the West preparing at higher levels (32 percent) than the lowest region of the Northeast (24 percent). Overall, the Finder surveys do provide value for generalized emergency actions conducted by Americans but not in counts of preppers.

On the lower side of prepper prevalence are estimates by Jon C. Ogg in 2013. His report, published on the online financial site 24/7 Wall St., indicated there were 3.7 million preppers.58, 59 Yet Ogg lists no methodology or source for how he arrived at that number. In the same year, Dr. Mills, whom you read about earlier in this chapter, put the number at 5 million.60

More recent work from 2020 found 24 percent of respondents self-identified as either preppers or survivalists, which would equate to sixty-two million Americans. According to this data, statistically significant indicators of prepper self-identification were race and level of education. Age, gender, income, and political affiliation had no statistical impact.61 However, the author noted the limitations and potential flaws of the study. First, the term survivalist was not defined; the survey population was free to interpret the question as they saw fit. Perhaps participants considered a week of emergency supplies as adequate, or owning a gun, or being the survivor of a previous crime or the victim of racism.62 Second, it was noted that the sample is not nationally representative, so it is not possible to draw general conclusions from its results.

A survey from December 2023 of three thousand Americans and two thousand Canadians had mixed results. It reported 9 percent of Americans and 7 percent of Canadians (about 2.5 million Canadians, extrapolated) self-identified as preppers and broke down which states or provinces had the highest percentages.63 The article showed the top four fears of Americans and Canadians were identical: natural disasters, economic collapse, pandemics, and then nuclear war. So far, so good.

But then, the article lumped in Canadian preppers with flat-earth believers.

The Dominant narrative strikes again.

The studies that do give clear annotations on the descriptive statistics of their population also suffer from selection bias and a lack of generalizability to the country as a whole. For example, with a sample size of just 248 people, one national survey from more than twenty years ago found survivalists were 89 percent male and 96.8 percent White. They were also educated, as 52.4 percent had a bachelor’s degree or higher.64

With classification and quantification such a jumble, what is needed is both a defensible definition of extreme preparedness and then a random, large-scale sampling of a population to ascertain the prominence. If upper-end prepping is logical and confers an advantage, and if there is a general feeling of unease in the world that is also increasing, the occurrence of enhanced preparedness should be spreading beyond small microniches. I found such a large-scale national survey, one that was repeated annually, and discovered that prepping in America has exploded across a wide swath of people.








CHAPTER 3 THE PROMINENCE OF PREPAREDNESS
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I wouldn’t mind if the consumer culture went poof! overnight because then we’d all be in the same boat and life wouldn’t be so bad, mucking about with the chickens and feudalism and the like. But you know what would be absolutely horrible. The worst?… If, as we were all down on earth wearing rags and husbanding pigs inside abandoned Baskin-Robbins franchises, I were to look up in the sky and see a jet—with just one person inside even—I’d go berserk. I’d go crazy. Either everyone slides back into the Dark Ages or no one does.

—DOUGLAS COUPLAND, Shampoo Planet

Survivalists do not accommodate themselves readily to favored methods of social science research—surveys, systematic standardized interviewing, and subsequent enumeration. Those who have sought to impose these approaches onto survivalism have been disappointed.

—RICHARD MITCHELL
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This chapter is about solving the first problem common both to Dominants and Challengers: counting, with a clear and defensible metric, the number of people who prepare at enhanced levels. I pulled information from seven years of data collection, querying more than thirty thousand Americans from Guam and Puerto Rico to Maine and Arizona. This has never been done before at this scale. Since the dataset used contains demographic information, we will see a true portrayal of what Resilient Citizens look like collectively.

The purpose is to provide a powerful rebuttal against several Dominant myths. Furthermore, it gives Challengers a firm foundation for future research. Although this is the most statistically dense chapter, it is intended to be accessible to a wide audience.65 If the numbers get to be too much, you can skip to the end of this chapter for a summary. And while Resilient Citizens have other traits besides physical supplies, I created a formal definition for numerical quantification and demographic observation.

Heavy statistical analysis was performed using four years of data (2017–2020) from the annual National Household Survey (NHS) from the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). A separate and less detailed analysis of the 2021–2023 data was performed due to numerous changes in the survey’s structure. I argue that there were just under ten million Resilient Citizens in the United States in 2017, approximately fifteen million in 2020, and twenty-three million in 2023. Individuals are compared across a broad range of metrics. Demographically speaking, they are far closer to everyday Americans than typically portrayed. A resounding takeaway lesson is this: Enhanced preparedness in the US is far more common than predominantly believed.


HOW MANY PEOPLE ARE PREPARING AND TO WHAT EXTENT?

I’ve mentioned my preferred term, Resilient Citizens, several times already. Now I want to define it for you as clearly as possible:


A Resilient Citizen is a private actor who can survive for thirty-one days or more at home without publicly provided power, water, or transportation.

This gives a falsifiable marker, meaning an individual either meets the criteria or does not. Additionally, it is transferable, allowing researchers to count the number of Resilient Citizens in Singapore, Algeria, or Paraguay.



To count the number of Resilient Citizens in the US, I used the annual FEMA National Household Survey (NHS). FEMA asked interviewees, “How many days do you think you could last in your home without power, running water, or transportation?”66 In 2018, 4.5 percent of survey respondents said they could last thirty-one days or more.67 This extrapolates to 11.4 million Resilient Citizens in the US for that year.68 This result is well below the high-end estimates in the previous chapter but two to three times greater than the lower estimates cited for preppers.69 It is potentially an underestimation because the survey interviewed just one person from each household, and the average Resilient Citizen indicated 2.24 adults present in the household for 2018. Often, spouses and older children of Resilient Citizens engage in enhanced preparedness themselves, so this number could be twice as large as I indicate. However, to be conservative and consistent, I will stick with the 11.4 million Resilient Citizens in 2018.

As depicted in Figure 3.1, the distribution of individuals preparing is skewed heavily to the left, indicating the bulk of the population has less than two weeks of supplies. I can, therefore, classify those individuals with more than thirty-one days of preparedness as “extreme” in a statistical sense. This allows me to cleave Resilient Citizens into their own group. All others are considered “normal” based on commonly accepted statistical practices. For comparison, I use the term Regular for those with fewer than thirty-one days of supplies.


[image: A bar chart showing the number of respondents over a range of days, with most responses concentrated near the beginning.]
Figure 3.1: How Many Days Total Could Respondents Last at Home Without Power, Water, or Transportation? All Respondents in 2018. Description 2



But perhaps thirty-one days is not extreme enough. After all, some individuals are preparing for large-scale economic collapse, nuclear war, and pandemics. Does the composition of Resilient Citizens change if I include only those individuals who could last at home for ninety days or more? With the 2018 FEMA sample population, only 110 people out of roughly 5,000 surveyed met this cutoff. This amounts to 2.3 percent or roughly 5.8 million Americans. I call these Highly Resilient Citizens, or HRCs. Finally, there is the select group that indicated 97 days of preparedness or more. FEMA capped and coded all responses of 97 days or greater (e.g., 120 days, 365 days, and so forth) at 97. Therefore, some respondents may have indicated higher levels, but this information was not captured. In 2018, just 48 people told FEMA they could survive at this extended duration. This implies a little over 2.5 million people in the US are gearing up for disasters of epic proportions. I labeled those at 97 days as Ultra-Highly Resilient Citizens, or UHRCs.70 Perhaps it is these latter two groups that come closer to the popular demographic portrayal of preppers?

With terms and time cutoffs thus explained, I can now show changes, year to year, from 2017 to 2020. Figure 3.2 depicts percentages in America, and Figure 3.3 shows the total number of Americans (in millions) for the same time frame.


[image: A bar chart comparing percentages of three categories, Resilient Citizens, HRCs, and UHRCs, over four years from 2017 to 2020.]
Figure 3.2: Percent of Americans Who Are Resilient Citizens by Category and Year (2017–2020) Description 3




[image: A bar chart showing the total number of UHRCs, HRCs, and Resilient Citizens from 2017 to 2020, measured in millions.]
Figure 3.3: Resilient Citizen Population Growth (2017–2020) Description 4



The number of Resilient Citizens in America increased every year from 2017 to 2020. By 2020, Resilient Citizens increased approximately 50 percent from 9.6 million to 14.9 million Americans. Ultra-Highly Resilient Citizens (97 days or more of preparedness) jumped from 4 million people in 2017 to 6.7 million in 2020. While these are notable jumps, higher-level prepping was not “mainstream” during this period.


[image: A bar chart comparing total days of preparedness for the US population and regulars only from 2017 to 2020.]
Figure 3.4: Preparedness Levels by Year and Category Description 5



As Figure 3.4 shows, Americans have collectively increased their levels of disaster preparedness from 2017 to 2020. For Regulars, the effect was small but measurable—an average of seven days in 2017 to just over eight days in 2020. For this group, each year saw a slight increase. When including Resilient Citizens and averaging all Americans, the mean jumped from just under 10 days of resilience in 2017 to 12.4 days in 2020.




THE COMPOSITION AND CHARACTERISTICS OF RESILIENT CITIZENS

How do Resilient Citizens compare to Regulars? Dominants declare that preppers are a monolith of White men living in the boonies. The facts show something quite different. Let me paint a more accurate picture of Resilient Citizens by analyzing eight metrics: gender, age, race, education, disability, neighborliness, finances, and where they live.71


Gender and Age

The speculation by both Dominants and many Challengers is that more men than women prepare at extreme levels. I found this to be true in all years of analysis. In 2017, of the Resilient Citizens who gave a binary gender response, 74 percent were men. By 2020, this ratio had steadily dropped to 69 percent male. However, both genders saw growth in their overall numbers, with men increasing by 35 percent and women by 75 percent. Ultra-Highly Resilient Citizens also saw overall growth in men and women when comparing 2017 to 2020, but there were down years in 2018 and 2019.

Age is an interesting variable that may impact other demographics such as income, disability, and location. The data indicate the average age of Resilient Citizens to be about fifty-three years old, just a year older than Regulars. Contrary to other reports, the young were not increasingly demonstrating enhanced preparedness. In fact, Resilient Citizens under thirty-five years old dropped from 20.6 percent in 2017 to 14.4 percent in 2020. Comparatively, growth in those aged thirty-six to forty-nine was flat and those fifty-plus saw a modest jump.

This is likely due to the expensive nature of American-style prepping. Older individuals have higher aggregate net worth and disposable income; therefore, they have the means to purchase more items for increased resilience.


[image: A bar chart comparing resilient citizens by age groups 35 and under, 36 to 49, 50 plus, from 2017 to 2020, 50 plus highest, 35 and under lowest.]

Figure 3.5: Proportion of Resilient Citizens by Age Cohort

*Note: Yearly percentages do not add up to 100 percent due to rounding and some missing data.

Description 6








Race72


Race is far more complex. Both Dominants and Challengers believe Whites comprise the bulk of preppers but to differing degrees. Dominants see preppers as nearly exclusively White, while many Challengers have a more diverse picture in mind. Both the US Census data and the FEMA survey use six categories for race, but each survey also includes mixed-race responses. Unfortunately, the FEMA survey split Hispanics into a separate question, and they were the only group by FEMA’s methodology to include mixed race. This makes accurate tabulation difficult for Hispanics and generally leads to severe undercounting of that group. Because of this, racial totals will not sum to 100 percent.

Isolating a single year gives an illustration of the racial diversity among Resilient Citizens compared with the racial diversity of America writ large. As Figure 3.6 shows, Resilient Citizens are not a White monolith. Several interesting findings are notable.

First, from FEMA’s survey, almost 25 percent of Resilient Citizens are not White alone, and the true figure might be higher since Whites are oversampled by 6 percent. This would extrapolate to about 2.8 million non-White or mixed-race Resilient Citizens in the United States in 2018. While Whites comprise the preponderance of the Resilient Citizen population, it is a proportional difference of only 9 percent from the FEMA baseline of Whites surveyed. Whites are more heavily represented in the HRCs and UHRCs, but in no category do they garner more than 82 percent.


[image: A bar chart showing racial demographics across six categories, with percentages for each race represented by stacked bars.]
Figure 3.6: 2018 Comparative Racial Composition of Various Groups Description 7



Second, Blacks, Asians, and Hispanics are underrepresented among Resilient Citizens, while “American Indian or Alaska Native” seem to be proportionally represented. I do not minimize the fact that Blacks, Asians, and Hispanics are less likely to be Resilient Citizens, but this could be heavily influenced by other variables, such as income or where they live. The missing mixed-race category could also contribute to the lower numbers seen for minorities.

Third, when looking at four-year aggregates for the average number of days of preparedness for all Americans, we see the category of “Alaskan or Native American” has the highest average preparedness at fourteen days (Figure 3.7). After this were Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, then White, Hispanic, Black, and Asian, in that order. Whites and Blacks saw yearly increases, while other races had fluctuations. Asians were very stable from 2017 to 2019 but saw a major jump in 2020. Several possibilities could explain this latter finding: increased discrimination, higher cultural or social transmission of preparedness, or news and information consumption patterns such as affinity to stories emanating from China and Asia at the beginning of COVID.


[image: A horizontal bar chart showing data for six racial or ethnic groups, with American Indian or Alaska Native having the highest value.]
Figure 3.7: Average Days of Preparedness by Race (2017–2020 Aggregate) Description 8



Fourth, the story solely among Resilient Citizens is slightly different. For four-year aggregates, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander topped the list at 92 days, followed by Alaskan/Native American at 79 days, then Hispanic at 77 days, White at 76 days, Black at 71 days, and Asian at 65 days. A word of caution: There were not enough respondents in these categories for me to confidently depict any racial patterns, only general observations. Relatedly, when conducting multivariate analysis and controlling for things such as income, education, and an urban versus rural home location, the variable of race was a poor indicator of being a Resilient Citizen. The maximum observed impact across numerous calculations was only 2 percent.73

For further confirmation of diversity, I looked at the number of respondents who did not speak English as their primary language at home. Using this measure, 8.8 percent of all Resilient Citizens did not speak English as their primary language as compared to 15 percent of the Regulars in 2018, the first year FEMA included US territories in its survey. These Resilient Citizens had an average of 72.5 days of preparedness.

Roughly one-third of the non-English-speaking group were from Puerto Rico. If I remove the Puerto Rican responses and extrapolate to the rest of the United States, this still infers at least 580,000 non-primary English language individuals are Resilient Citizens that year. The years of 2019 and 2020 yielded slightly lower overall percentage, with 7.2 percent of Resilient Citizen households in 2020—down from 8.8 percent in 2018—not speaking English as their primary language.




Education

Researchers, particularly Challengers, conducting in-person field observations or interviews habitually point out that the education levels of Resilient Citizens are high. While there are some accusations by Dominants that people who prepare are less educated,74 neither Challengers nor Dominants state any trend or hypothesis. The data support this ambivalence. FEMA’s National Household Survey (NHS) from 2017 to 2020 asked about education on a seven-point scale where 1 is less than a high school diploma and 7 is postgraduate work/degree. For all four years, both Regulars and Resilient Citizens hovered around 4 on the scale, indicating “some college.” Figure 3.8 shows this for 2018.


[image: A bar chart comparing the mean educational levels of four groups, Regulars, Resilient Citizen, HRC, and UHRC.]

Figure 3.8: Mean Educational Level of Groups

Note: 3 = Technical/Vocational school, 4 = Some college, 5 = College graduate

Description 9








Disability and Inclusiveness

The former head of FEMA, Craig Fugate, stated that at the time of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, 20 percent of Americans (roughly fifty-four million people) were living with some sort of disability.75 The US Census estimate for 2018 was much lower at 8.6 percent, although they only counted those sixty-five years of age or younger.

To determine how many Resilient Citizens contend with disabilities, I used the following question from the NHS: “Do you have a disability or a health condition that might affect your capacity to respond to an emergency situation?”76 Among Regulars, 17.7 percent indicated having a disability for the four years studied. Among Resilient Citizens, 17.5 percent. Oddly, HRCs and UHRCs saw even higher rates of reported disability at just above 19 percent for both.

Neither Dominants nor Challengers speak much about disability, but this finding is intriguing because it supports the notion that prepared individuals are more like a cross-section of America.

Looking at all four years, there was a curious jump in the number of Resilient Citizens with a disability. I noted a 50 percent increase from 2017 to 2020, even though the FEMA data indicated only a 3 percent rise in disabilities in the overall sample population during the same time frame. Perhaps this is merely a correlation with the higher average age of Resilient Citizens.




Neighborliness

Some Dominants claim that preppers are only out for themselves and will turn a blind eye to the suffering of others during a disaster. Others take issue with this depiction of callousness because preppers often make a distinction between those who cannot prepare and those who refuse to prepare.77 Since people are far more likely to be rescued by a neighbor after a catastrophe than by a professional crew, it would be helpful to know if prepared neighbors are dependable for aid. In some instances, neighbors are nine times more likely to rescue you than a professional crew!78

FEMA has an indirect measure to potentially answer this query. They asked if people would check on their neighbors after a disaster to “make sure they are okay.” In the four years of data, Resilient Citizens were slightly more likely to check in with their neighbor at 69 percent compared to Regulars at 66 percent.




Finances

Maybe what most separates Regulars from Resilient Citizens is how much money they make. Academic literature proves that richer countries fare far better in disasters for a multitude of reasons, such as building codes, land use, and robust response capabilities. With more money, individuals can prepare at higher levels. Several questions from FEMA queried people along these lines. Combined, they paint a picture that shows Regulars and Resilient Citizens have roughly comparable levels of income, but concerning disasters, they handle their money very differently.

FEMA queried respondents for monthly household income based on a 12-point scale.79 Over the four years of results, Resilient Citizens indicated a mean score of 7.7 and Regulars scored 7.2. This translates to an annual income of $56,400 and $50,400, respectively. For context, US Census data indicate that the average 2018 household annual income was just over $60,000. FEMA’s surveyed population of both Regulars and Resilient Citizens, then, had an average household income slightly lower than the country as a whole.

This could be due to respondents’ markedly lower feedback on this question. Nearly 30 percent of Resilient Citizens and 27 percent of Regulars failed to answer this question, which is not surprising as people often do not like talking about their income—especially for a government survey. Additionally, writings on high-net-worth individuals, especially in a prepping context, find them to be incredibly tight-lipped and clandestine.

Spending and saving patterns are interesting. In response to whether individuals have emergency savings, 79 percent of Resilient Citizens and 67 percent of Regulars said yes in 2018. In both groups there was an increase to 86 percent and 71 percent in 2020, respectively. Far more interesting, though, is the amount of money saved for emergencies. While the Regulars’ emergency savings average rose from $9,300 in 2018 to $10,800 in 2020, the Resilient Citizens’ average dropped from just over $15,000 to just over $12,000 (Figure 3.9). Why? My guess is that Resilient Citizens converted cash savings into preps. In February 2019, North Korean nuclear negotiations with the United States faltered, and COVID struck in 2020.

While this is speculation on my part, it does match some of the literature on the spending habits of preppers. They are far more likely to invest in their disaster-readiness preps than ordinary citizens.80 Taken collectively, the financial situation and choices of Resilient Citizens point to a group that considers—and then takes steps to mitigate—risk as it is related to disasters.


[image: A bar chart comparing amounts for four groups UHRC, HRCs, Resilient Citizens, and Regulars across 2018, 2019, and 2020.]
Figure 3.9: Average Emergency Savings, 2018–2020 Description 10
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