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tentacles in immigration patterns (meth is moving 
along the same invisible conduits as illegal immi-
grant workers, as Mexican cartels take over the 
trade from homegrown meth mixologists); the con-
solidation of agribusiness that rendered small 
farmers nearly extinct; the powerful lobbying 
efforts of pharmaceutical giants that don’t want 
restrictions on the sales of cold medicine, a primary 
meth ingredient; and the forces of globalization 
that send manufacturing jobs out of the country or 
simply shrink wages—say, from $18 an hour to 
$6.20, as happened at Oelwein’s meat processing 
plant when it was bought by Gillette in 1992. 

Meth helps people work harder and longer at 
demanding jobs—on slaughterhouse floors and in 
long-haul truck cabs—and thus escapes the stigma 
of being a “recreational” drug in the minds of many 
users. It also fills the void of low morale in places 
where good work—and the good life that results— 
is in short supply. As local storefronts darken and 
sheriffs learn to dismantle hazardous meth labs, 
rural populations are withering. In the mince-no-
words view of Clay Hallberg, Oelwein’s general 
practitioner, “How ’bout the first people to leave are 
of course the smart ones, and the people with 
enough money to get out. What you’re left with— 
and I’m sorry, okay?—doesn’t qualify Oelwein High 
as a feeder school for Harvard, okay?” 

Carr and Kefalas make much of the fact that 
adults, particularly teachers, in small towns curry 
high-achieving students to leave while ignoring the 
“Stayers.” That may be so, but even the authors con-
cede that the “careful cultivation of the ‘cream of 
the crop’ ” is unlikely to change—and probably 
shouldn’t. Still, more technical training for Stayers, 
as Carr and Kefalas advocate, is certainly in order. 
Green energy and sustainable agriculture initiatives 
that can reinvigorate local economies are also part 
of the solution, as are policies that will assimilate 
immigrants who may be the best hope for towns 
that would otherwise shrivel into nothing. But it’s 
difficult to read these earnest prescriptions without 
a sinking feeling. 

What Reding describes in Methland is a sea 
change in American life that wind turbines and 
community colleges can’t reverse. Among Reding’s 

bleak statistics and grim anecdotes, the only real 
cause for hope is the efforts of individuals—particu-
larly Oelwein’s mayor, Larry Murphy, whom Red-
ing calls a hero—who dig in their heels and stick 
around to make a difference. They’re bucking a 
stacked deck, and we need to deal them any cards 
we can. Reding himself moved back to the Midwest 
(he was born in Missouri) while writing his book, 
for which I admire him. That doesn’t mean I plan 
to return to Jewell anytime soon. 

Sarah L. Courteau is literary editor of The Wilson Quarterly. 
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Between the terrorist 

attacks of 2001 and the near 
destruction of New Orleans four 
years later, the 21st century’s first 
decade has given Americans 
ample opportunity to reflect on 
disaster. But, argues Rebecca 
Solnit in A Paradise Built in Hell, we have yet to 
learn the crucial lessons that such calamities ought 
to teach us. 
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A PARADISE BUILT 

The Extraordinary 

Arise in Disaster. 

Solnit—the author of an impressively eclectic 
series of books on subjects ranging from political 
activism to the English photographer Eadweard 
Muybridge—surveys several disasters over roughly 
the last century, including the 1906 San Francisco 
earthquake, the Mexico City earthquake of 1985, 
and, of course, 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina. She 
contends that “disaster throws us into the tem-
porary utopia of a transformed human nature and 
society, one that is bolder, freer, less attached and 
divided than in ordinary times.” 

The example that most clearly illustrates Solnit’s 
contention is the San Francisco earthquake, which 
transformed the cityscape into a patchwork quilt of 
“spontaneously launched community centers and 
relief projects.” People opened their homes to 
strangers or simply gathered in the streets to create 
improvised rooming houses and cafés. What many 
written reports emphasize is not the hardship but 
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the almost partylike atmosphere that came with 
having survived and then rediscovered a place in 
the community. The joyful aftermath of a disaster, 
Solnit writes, “is by its very nature unsustainable 
and evanescent, but like a lightning flash it illumi-
nates ordinary life, and like lightning it sometimes 
shatters the old forms.” 

These ephemeral utopias raise radical possibili-
ties for social rearrangement. But they go largely 
unappreciated, due in large part to the mainstream 
media’s adherence to preconceived narratives that 
have more to do with Hollywood disaster films, Sol-
nit claims, than with actual events. At best, ordin-
ary citizens are depicted as passive victims who 
linger in the disaster area until they are rescued by 
the authorities. At worst, they are seen as dangers 
to themselves and to each other, prone to panic, 
looting, and violence. Only one thing can head off 
chaos: swift and decisive action by the police, the 
military, and other authorities. 

In fact, Solnit argues, the evidence does not sup-
port this anti-democratic paternalism. The public 
almost never panics en masse, let alone runs wild: 
People tend instead to be calm, clearheaded, com-
petent, and surprisingly altruistic. Indeed, ordinary 
citizens are not only the first but quite frequently 
the best responders to disaster. Official efforts can 
go wrong precisely because they are excessively 
paternalistic, militaristic, and authoritarian. 

What elites tend to fear more than the dis-
aster—given their power and wealth, they are prob-
ably well prepared to ride out an earthquake, fire, 
or flood—is the social destabilization that they 
believe will follow. It is not the image of rising 
water, but of looters at the door, that haunts the 
nightmares of the bourgeoisie. After the San Fran-
cisco earthquake, Brigadier General Frederick Fun-
ston sanctioned his soldiers’ use of deadly force 
against looters—an action typical of the official 
response to disasters, and one that makes little 
sense, considering that most “looters” are not 
thieves, but victims scavenging for food, clothing, 
and other necessities. 

Officials aren’t the only ones who resort to vio-
lence in the defense of status quo property arrange-
ments. By far, Solnit’s most depressing chapter 

describes the killing of black men by white vigi-
lantes in New Orleans following Katrina. A virulent 
mixture of racism and fear—spurred by wildly 
exaggerated news reports suggesting that the entire 
area had been plunged into anarchy—led middle-
aged white men to slaughter innocent people 
whom they saw as potential thieves and killers. The 
murders are an open secret in the communities in 
which they occurred: One of the vigilantes was 
filmed bragging, “It was like pheasant season in 
South Dakota. If it moved, you shot it.” But neither 
the police nor the media have shown much interest 
in the story. As Solnit writes, “If the facts don’t fit 
the beliefs, murders in plain view can go largely 
unnoticed.” 

The Katrina murders are meant to reinforce 
Solnit’s claim that during disasters the underclass 
has reason to fear privileged elites, rather than the 
other way around. But the crimes also undermine 
her thesis that human nature, as revealed in 
moments of crisis, should lead us to prefer anarchic 
over authoritarian political structures. Despite its 
subtitle, Solnit’s book has less to say about post-
disaster utopias than about the forces that prevent 
such communities from enduring, or even from 
arising at all. Readers of A Paradise Built in Hell 
may find themselves on the same page with many 
readers of Dante: It is hell, not paradise, that makes 
the more vivid and lasting impression. 

Troy Jollimore is an associate professor of philosophy at Cali-
fornia State University, Chico. His book Tom Thomson in Purga-
tory won the 2006 National Book Critics Circle Award for poetry. 
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The Middle-Class 
Ghetto 
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Every Sunday, The New 

York Times reviews serious, intelli-
gent books no student of literature 
will read 50 years from now. Or so 
Gordon Hutner believes—and his-
torically, he’s got a point. 
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