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In June 2021, the town of Lytton, BC (a four-hour drive from my home in Vancouver) burned to 

the ground in a wildfire. This is barely an exaggeration: over 90% of the town was incinerated in 

a matter of hours (Village of Lytton 2021). Today, eight months later, the province has just 

begun the long process of removing the debris of blackened, dead trees and twisted stumps of 

buildings so that the town can be rebuilt. This delayed process of recovery invites the question: 

whose job is it to clean up the debris when disaster strikes? Who is responsible for performing 

the labour of recovery that allows life to return to normal (even if this “normal” is itself a site of 

social struggle)?

Peer Illner’s recent book Disasters and Social Reproduction: Crisis Response between 

the State and Community interrogates precisely this question. Illner seeks to recast disaster relief 

as “primarily a problem of social reproduction” (p.2). Following Marxist-feminist political 

theorists like Nancy Fraser (2017), Illner sees social reproduction as activities like raising 

children, caring for friends and family, and forming community bonds. In capitalist social 

formations, these activities – which are typically uncompensated and historically performed by 

women – create the social conditions under which the production of goods and necessities is 

possible. Because the world is increasingly rife with disasters that interrupt this normal order, 

Illner argues that disaster relief itself is a socially reproductive activity. His book stakes this 

claim through an introduction, three brief theoretical chapters, and five substantive case studies, 

including a reflection on the COVID-19 pandemic. These case studies track “disaster aid’s 

pendulum swing” (p.7) in the US from becoming a federal responsibility in the New Deal era, 

through the withdrawal of the state in the 1970s, to the rise of mutual aid relief efforts in the 
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early 21st century. Illner’s primary contention is that disaster relief is labour, specifically socially 

reproductive labour, and it therefore falls to either the state or the affected community to carry 

out this vital work.

Illner’s text hinges on the relation between the state and community (a subset of civil 

society), and a preoccupation with the political primacy of the state. He is concerned with how in

the period after the economic crisis of the 1970s “the withdrawal of the state from emergency 

relief forced communities to perform disaster aid on a voluntary basis and free of charge” (p.6). 

He argues that when disaster relief was a state responsibility, this socially reproductive labour 

was granted a wage and therefore recognised as work. With the decline of the welfare state, these

jobs disappeared, and disaster relief became uncompensated (perhaps once again uncompensated

– Illner is not concerned with the period prior to the New Deal). Illner’s tactical goal, one long 

favoured in Marxist-feminism, is to demonstrate that because disaster relief is socially necessary 

work it must be performed by someone whether it is paid or not. In this he echoes the Wages for 

Housework movement of the 1970s (Federici 2020), which argued that housework ought to be 

compensated since it is a presupposition of all “productive” labour (i.e. labour that produces 

surplus value for capital). When such socially reproductive labour is compensated by the state it 

becomes “a socially recognised form of labour, the cost of which is paid for indirectly through 

deductions from collective taxes” (p.27). Thus, for Illner, community groups that take up the 

work of disaster relief should follow in this tradition and make a claim on the state for 

compensation.

Disaster relief thus sits uncomfortably between state and civil society, falling more on 

one than the other in different conjunctures. Illner consequently explores the social movements 

that populate his book in terms of how they have (or have not) made claims on the state to 

recognise disaster relief as reproductive work. In Chapter 5, Illner analyses how the Black 

Panthers’ social programmes, which included providing meals and health care, were caught in 
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the difficult position of both demanding more substantive (and less racist!) social programmes 

from the state and aiming to overthrow this very same state. While acknowledging the “highly 

dialectical” nature of their strategy, Illner worries that this approach was doomed to fail during 

the heyday of the American welfare state (p.66). Since the state was expanding social welfare 

programmes in the 1960s, it “sucked the energy out of dual power strategies of self-organisation”

by already providing many of the programmes that the Panthers sought to provide outside of the 

state (p.67). Illner argues that the dual power strategy – essentially attempting to build power 

within formal state institutions at the same time as building power in collectivist, non-state 

organisations – was therefore blunted by the activities of a relatively robust welfare state. With 

the economic crisis of 1973 and the rising tide of neoliberalism, however, this welfare state 

began a retreat that has continued, with minor hiccups, to the present.

In the post-1973 period, many of the social programmes developed in the New Deal and 

postwar years were unceremoniously gutted. Illner argues that now that these programmes have 

been felled by successive rounds of neoliberalisation, it is urgently necessary to claim disaster 

relief as socially necessary reproductive labour and demand that it be compensated as such. To 

make this argument he turns to Hurricane Sandy and the subsequent Occupy Sandy movement 

that sought to supplement the anaemic federal response to the disaster. Acknowledging that 

mutual aid efforts helped many people who had been downright abandoned by FEMA, Illner is 

nonetheless worried by the unintentional effects of these efforts: “[b]y proving that people can 

survive alone and by themselves, it alleviates the charges against state-administered austerity by 

maintaining social reproduction in conditions of scarcity” (p.109). In other words, if mutual aid 

efforts like Occupy Sandy perform the socially necessary work of disaster relief without 

demanding that the state compensate these efforts, they risk contributing to the formation of a 

common sense around disaster relief as fundamentally an uncompensated, community-led 
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responsibility.1 Highlighting that disaster relief is labour, on the other hand, generates a new set 

of tactics. Groups like Occupy Sandy can threaten to go “on strike” and stop their recovery 

efforts if the state does not provide compensation to community members doing the work of 

disaster relief (p.110). Illner thus issues a call for “social movements providing disaster aid” to 

“enter into real conflict with existing capitalist relations” (p.109-110).

Resituating disaster relief as reproductive labour, Illner wants to intervene in broader 

discussions of how disaster is understood in capitalist societies. In particular, he is concerned 

with shortcomings in the vulnerability approach to disaster – which, as it happens, was primarily 

conceived by geographers (Hewitt 1983; Wisner et al. 2004), although it has been ably taken up 

by sociologists as well (Tierney 2014). Illner argues that the vulnerability approach offers a 

primarily circumstantial and contextual understandings of how power structures “expose some 

communities to disaster, while keeping other safe” (p.15). A social reproduction approach, the 

one that Illner advocates for, always locates a disaster’s “conditions of emergence in a common 

mode of production and reproduction” (ibid.). In other words, Illner wants to get beyond 

analyses of vulnerability to disaster and look at the way that the capitalist mode of production, 

and the particular functions of the state within this mode of production, engenders disasters. It is 

possible, then, to think about the recasting of disaster relief as labour as one way of intervening 

in this risk-prone mode of production, simultaneously demanding compensation for unpaid 

1 In a recent interview, Illner has elaborated on his analysis of mutual aid groups. He is “not primarily making 

normative claims about how people engaged in mutual aid should behave” but is “interested in analyzing mutual aid 

as a social fact that takes on different functions in different historical moments” (in Whitener and Illner 2021). In the

book, he notes that the Department of Defense acknowledged that Occupy Sandy was far more effective at 

responding to Hurricane Sandy than the federal government, and suggests that this led to a FEMA budget cut 

(p.103). Illner’s point, as I understand it, is not that Occupy Sandy set out to make FEMA lose funding, but that 

social movements risk being co-opted by the state if they do not directly confront it.
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disaster relief work and demanding a social transformation away from capitalist conditions of 

precarity.

I would like to end this review by posing some questions for further study that arise from 

Illner’s well-argued and provocative book.

First, Illner’s periodisation stretches, in the main, from the 1930s to the present (although 

Chapter 4 ventures a bit further in the past). It would be of interest to trace the triangulation of 

state and community disaster response in the 19th century and to provide a more thorough history 

of this relation prior to the New Deal. Why is disaster relief such a 20th century phenomenon? 

Does disaster become a problem for the state for the first time during the Great Depression/New 

Deal years, or was it understood and managed in an entirely different civil society/state 

configuration before this?

Second, and perhaps most germane to threads of posthumanism and new materialism in 

geography (McGowran and Donovan 2021), there is the question of how to think about the role 

of non-human forces in the production of disaster. Illner is emphatic that capitalist social 

relations necessitate exposure to risk – but how do these relations rely on the organisation of 

human and non-human components in particular ways? In other words, how do we think the 

social production of disaster without letting go of the fact that different disasters have very 

different socioecological underpinnings (e.g. a flood has a very different web of relations from a 

power outage)?

Third, Illner repeatedly highlights US racial formations as a constituent factor in the 

production of vulnerability, one he sees being inextricable from US capitalism itself. Can this 

analysis be extended or related to recent work on the “coloniality of disaster” (Bonilla 2020) and 

the role of racial capitalism in events like Hurricane Maria in the Caribbean? How do we think 

about disaster, race, class, and the state in an international frame?
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Fourth, and last, I am curious if Illner’s theorisation of disaster relief and vulnerability, 

which relies on an opposition between state and civil society, could be extended by the 

Gramscian understanding of the “integral state” (Gramsci 1971; Thomas 2010). In other words, 

the state is not opposed to civil society but dialectically contains it, and both are constituted by 

struggles between different social groups. Does this dialectical understanding of state and civil 

society at all complicate how disaster relief is shared between them?
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