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Preface

As we endure the most extreme era of inequality in modern history—perhaps even in all of human existence—each day brings us closer to the imminent collapse of our unsustainable civilization. In this context, our political leaders resist the very changes that could save us. Meanwhile a handful of billionaires monopolize humanity’s latest technological breakthroughs—artificial intelligence, quantum computing, advanced robotics, synthetic biology, and more—granting them an unprecedented capacity for mass surveillance, influence, and control, eclipsing even the authority of governments. In an age where information is abundant but wisdom scarce, ahead of us may be the most complex and perilous decades any generation has ever faced.

The responsibility now falls upon Millennials and Gen Z, born between 1981 and 2012—to confront these challenges through a revolution both global in scope and civilizational xin depth, if we are to avert collapse and create a future worthy of the generations to come. The question remains: how?

In October 2016, I traveled to Cambridge, Massachusetts, to meet Noam Chomsky. We convened in his office at MIT, where he had been teaching for decades. I was twenty-eight years old at the time and very excited, having admired his work for many years. In a long exchange of emails before our meeting, we discussed activism, in particular my involvement—inspired by Julian Assange, cyberactivist and founder of WikiLeaks—in Yo Soy 132, a student movement in Mexico that started in the midst of the presidential campaigns of May 2012. Following the Occupy movement and the Arab Spring protests, Yo Soy 132 stood out for its radical method of organizing: a horizontal structure and no leadership hierarchy. It stretched across hundreds of thousands of students, public and private institutions, through social media and local assemblies, reaching the whole country and beyond. Yo Soy 132 denounced the corrupt collusion between the mainstream media and Mexico’s historically conservative ruling regime, identifying as its main adversaries the media giant Televisa and then presidential candidate Enrique Peña Nieto—who, as governor, had already amassed a long record of corruption allegations and incidents of brutal police repression.

During our meeting I focused on what I had been working on since Yo Soy 132, something I call “articulative communications”: decentralized digital platforms—co-owned and cogoverned by its users—designed to allow any community to become informed, make decisions and act collaboratively in real time. It was an interesting discussion, and I was surprised by the humility with which xiChomsky approached the conversation and his efforts to understand the ideas I was trying to share. My English wasn’t the best, yet he worked hard to make me feel comfortable.

I knew that Chomsky has an extraordinary mind and an incredible breadth of knowledge, but in conversation he was kind and warm and spoke simply. In his office there were piles of books, a small Mexican Zapatista doll (surely a gift from EZLN, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation, which Chomsky has long supported), and a large photograph of the philosopher and mathematician Bertrand Russell accompanied by a quote:


Three passions, simple but overwhelmingly strong, have governed my life: the longing for love, the search for knowledge, and unbearable pity for the suffering of mankind.



At the end of the conversation, I told Chomsky that I had long connected his thinking about politics to the Uruguayan politician José “Pepe” Mujica, who served as president of Uruguay from 2010 to 2015. Mujica was a beloved figure of Latin American politics. Starting in the 1960s, he was involved in guerrilla activities with the Tupamaros movement, which sought to establish a revolutionary state in Uruguay through armed struggle, taking inspiration from the Cuban Revolution. At the same time it was critical of the USSR bureaucracy and authoritarianism, which led him to distance himself from the Communist Party.

In 1970 Mujica was arrested for his revolutionary activities and imprisoned for fourteen years, during which time he was physically and psychologically tortured. In 1985, at the xiiend of the Uruguayan dictatorship, he was released from prison, and he returned to politics to engage in liberal democracy, recognizing that “Uruguayan society wasn’t ready at the time for something different.”

His election to the presidency in 2010 came amid Latin America’s “pink tide,” which saw left-wing parties come to power in Brazil, Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, and elsewhere (but not in Mexico until 2018, initiating a new tide still in progress in the region). As president, Mujica became well known for his unique approach to the office. He refused to move into the presidential palace and continued to live on his humble farm on the outskirts of Montevideo, donated most of his salary to charity, and drove his old—and famous—1987 VW. The international press took to calling him the “poorest president in the world,” something that bothered him deeply. He argued that he was neither poor nor an advocate of poverty. As a self-described neostoic, he chose frugality, believing with Seneca that true wealth belongs to those who require the least.

His administration was hailed as a major success, with Mujica transforming his small nation, with a population of just 3.3 million, into one of the world’s healthiest and most socially liberal democracies. Nevertheless, he remained firmly committed to a more radical left-wing ideology. Perhaps a sign of his trademark honesty, he maintained that he achieved very little of what he would have liked to accomplish and that a president holds far less power than most people imagine. “True power is elsewhere,” he said.

For some years, as I told Professor Chomsky, I had been fascinated by similarities between his approach to politics xiiiand philosophy and Mujica’s. During a rocky period in my life, I focused intensely on the work and life of both—Chomsky’s books and Mujica’s presidency and speeches. I began a mental dialogue with the two men that has proved inspirational ever since. Both Chomsky and Mujica agree on something that, it seems to me, nearly no one in mainstream politics has stated clearly: that, in opposition to the individualist and competitive culture of capitalism, which is antisocial in nature—dividing us and making us easy to control—we urgently need to develop a more collective, collaborative cultural logic to our politics.

They both understand, as we navigate the immense challenges of our time, that democracy must urgently become more participatory and committed to the transfer of decision-making power to the citizens themselves. By gradually transitioning away from representative democracy through institutional innovation, participatory democracy not only opens the possibility for people to have a say in the structures that determine their lives but also allows people to exercise critical judgment of their governments and become politicized.

Furthermore, I believe this will be vital in the years ahead. Because overcoming the challenges before us will necessitate nothing less than a new kind of citizen, one who meets the Athenian requirement to become involved in public life. To be otherwise was seen as a violation of duty, since for the founders of democracy, passive ignorance in the face of public affairs and permitting power to be delegated without question were contemptible traits.

Chomsky’s and Mujica’s vision of the world not only led me to revisit classical Athenian democracy but also opened xivmy eyes to an entire current and history within the left I had never known before. In particular, there were the critics of classical Marxism—the left of the left—such as Mikhail Bakunin, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Emma Goldman, and Peter Kropotkin. From these, I migrated to other brilliant anarchist thinkers, such as the German writer and activist Rudolf Rocker, Spanish revolutionary Buenaventura Durruti, and Mexican revolutionary Ricardo Flores Magón. I studied libertarian movements, from the Zapatista Army of National Liberation and the rebel community of Cherán, to the remarkable Kurdish movement in Rojava, Syria, that drew on important principles of the libertarian municipalism proposed by Murray Bookchin. I was learning about self-management models, not only in governance but also when competing with private enterprise—the very institutional genesis of capitalism—such as cooperative enterprises and their most recent evolution: platform cooperativism, a movement that uses digital platforms to create cooperatively owned and democratically governed businesses. Within cooperativism lies another key to surviving the twenty-first century.

I was discovering branches of left ideology I had not known before: the anarchist tradition and libertarian socialism. With this framework in mind, the idea of replacing Marx’s revolutionary subject (historically embodied by the nineteenth- and mid-twentieth-century factory worker) with the digital user felt intuitively compelling to me. Likewise, the notion of collectively taking control of the means of communication (data and digital infrastructure) as the heart of the twenty-first-century revolution was equally compelling.

xvThis does not mean that technology alone will solve all our problems, but it is precisely where a new kind of power—far greater than any before—is now being concentrated and transforming even the very structure of capitalism. And I believe that the digital arena must be collectivized with extreme urgency. Moreover, this digital infrastructure is far more than an advanced means of production. Data and digital infrastructure hold the potential to become the very foundation for a new generation of public institutions emerging around the world as civic operative systems, enabling direct citizen participation and redefining modern democracy.

But for this Users’ Revolution to succeed, we must first raise awareness of our oppressed class condition, as both the source of value and the target of surveillance and control on the digital platforms that use us every day—not the other way around—to empower the Techbros, the world’s wealthiest oligarchs. But if, in this peaceful revolution, users become radical enough to seek to govern the system themselves—as they rightfully should—we will also need to confront the entire political class, both left and right. Because in liberal democracies both currents share the same paradigm: ruling over others rather than enabling people to rule themselves. That is why I believe the problem is not our political class per se but the fact politicians constitute a class. It is one in which citizens are only invited to participate every few years by voting for who will decide everything else; paradoxically this is today known as democracy. And choosing who decides has proven as good as deciding nothing at all. One need only look at the democratic deficit—the gap between the popular will and the public policies of its government—in any place xviwhere this model of representative government has been established.

We will need a new kind of politician, not one who still believes in taking the power in order to distribute it, but one who distributes power without taking it. I believe that surviving this century depends precisely on that political paradigm, and all politicians should be working toward this goal with urgency, exploring different approaches and pursuing institutional innovation to boost citizen participation in public affairs with boldness before it is too late. What is really not sustainable anymore is domination—over fellow humans and over nature.

In that first encounter with Chomsky, I had time only to touch on articulative communications, but I made sure to close by presenting my proposal. I wanted to bring Chomsky and Mujica together to make a documentary, a film about the two fighters I admire the most. The film would give Chomsky and Mujica an opportunity to speak to young people searching for a sustainable path for the future.

That day in Cambridge, Chomsky gladly accepted the invitation. Chomsky and Mujica had never met, but I am a witness to the fact that even before they did, they already had a deep respect and admiration for each other. I was excited about bringing them together. I thought, “A world-renowned intellectual who champions anarchism from the classrooms of MIT, and a former guerrilla fighter who championed stoicism from a presidential office, together to reflect on how to govern ourselves in the twenty-first century? This will be amazing!”

This unprecedented fusion, anarcho-stoicism, which I am still exploring in order to describe more fully, rests on one xviiessential principle: governing ourselves, both as individuals and as a society, addressing two fundamental dimensions of the human experience—the inner and the social life. To me, it seemed like an optimal response, one not yet realized in actuality, to the political and philosophical obstacles that twenty-first-century capitalism raises for young people.

You’ll see it throughout this book, but it’s worth noting here that the anarchism Chomsky speaks of has nothing to do with chaos, violence, and disorder, as many of us have been led to believe. And it has even less in common with so-called anarcho-capitalism—right-wing libertarianism, an unregulated market, which is essentially the tyranny of the wealthiest—promoted by the chainsaw-wielding guys: Argentine President Javier Milei and the billionaire Elon Musk.

Likewise, Mujica’s stoicism has nothing to do with the brand of stoicism currently trending on social media, one that is hyper-individualistic and particularly complacent toward capitalism. This modern distortion, superficial and consumerist, ignores the empathy and sense of civic duty that defined classical stoicism—an ethos rooted in one of its four cardinal virtues: justice (alongside wisdom, courage, and temperance). And, in the name of self-control, the degraded philosophy covertly calls for mass passivity, as if each of us should simply suppress our frustrations with the system. This immobilizing, capitalism-serving stoicism is a fraud.

But perhaps the most bizarre twist is now unfolding on TikTok, where stoicism is being repackaged as “new age” machismo and pushed as viral content in the so-called manosphere. Here, radical individualism is blended with an xviiiemotionally numb nihilism, all absurdly framed as a noble defense against the ultimate enemy: the so-called hypergamous woman, a caricatured notion of women as statusseeking predators.

The manipulation of these concepts is, without doubt, deeply perverse. Yet this brand of anarcho-capitalism and this macho stoicism for entrepreneurs are rapidly gaining ground among young people, particularly young heterosexual men. This is a demographic the left has abandoned in recent decades, leaving these men without a political project in an era dominated by identity politics. The interest the reactionary right has shown in this overlooked population was yet another reason to bring together this pair of true libertarians.

[image: ]

This book is not just about politics. It is also about philosophy, an interest that grew in me during a journey in South America in which I felt very lost, confused, purposeless and lonely—until Chomsky and Mujica rescued me. Studying their work profoundly shaped my political and philosophical outlook. But I believe it was Noam who helped me understand what needed to be done out there in the world, and Pepe who led me to discover what I had to work on within myself. As I said, since then I’ve been studying and trying to figure out what anarcho-stoicism means as a political-philosophical approach for the twenty-first century, because very little, if anything, has been done to bring these two traditions together.

In South America—particularly during the two years I spent in rural Ecuador, living in a tiny Andean village called Urcuquí—I went through long stretches of profound solitude, xixsometimes going many weeks without speaking to another person. Had it not been for Zeus, my dog, who had traveled with me all the way from Mexico—and is still right here with me while I type—I’m not sure I would have made it.

During that time, while studying many things, but especially Chomsky and Mujica, I came to understand a hard truth that haunts my generation: depression is the real pandemic of our era, because capitalism not only exploits everyone, it also depresses us all. At its root lies the greatest contradiction of our time: capitalist success and human happiness are simply not compatible.

Still, that solitude taught me something vital about surviving twenty-first-century capitalism: besides studying and trying new things, when you feel cornered, the only way out is inward. That’s where you find your purpose, a reason to fight that is bigger than you. And purpose changes everything, because life has no intrinsic meaning; the meaning of life is the one you give it. And if you don’t take the time to define that meaning for yourself, the world around you will—and you can be certain it will serve the interests of someone else.

Since I had been living in various countries in South America throughout the entire six-year presidency of Peña Nieto, from Cambridge I returned to Ecuador. I had tried for months to contact Mujica without success, but when I returned, I tried again, eager to arrange the conversation I had imagined. In Quito I found a friend of Mujica’s wife, Lucía Topolansky, and told him about the proposal I made to Chomsky. (Topolansky is also a Uruguayan politician and former revolutionary who spent seven years in prison. At the time, she was a senator, and she would later serve as xxvice-president of Uruguay from September 2017 to March 2020.) My connection took out his cellphone, made a call, handed me the ringing phone, and said, “It’s Lucía, tell her.” I asked if I could visit her and her husband and extend the same proposal that Chomsky had already accepted. She agreed, and we arranged a meeting at their farm on the outskirts Montevideo.

[image: ]

I traveled to Uruguay in January 2017. I arrived in Montevideo wearing an old pair of beaten-up shoes. On the way there, I had thought nothing of my appearance, but I did not want to show up at Mujica’s home looking bedraggled. The day before my appointment I walked the streets of Montevideo in search of new shoes. I bought a pair of shining white sneakers and wore them, along with jeans and a black shirt, to visit Mujica’s farm.

When I arrived, Mujica was wearing shorts and an old shirt absent a few buttons. The shirt was dirty, as if he had just been fixing the engine of his beloved tractor (the last time I personally saw him driving it was in 2023, at eighty-eight years old). He was wearing sandals and had not shaved for a few days. He looked like a classic farmer, but with a deep and profoundly powerful gaze. As I entered the room where he was, he looked me up and down and said wryly in a low voice, “Let’s see. A new shirt and fancy sneakers?”

I felt a chill down my spine, and I spoke hurriedly, having so much to say, worried I’d make the wrong impression. I tried to share the impact his thinking and life story had on me, after enduring the complex political experience that was Yo Soy xxi132, which forced me to leave my country with a deep sense of loneliness and betrayal and with doubts that led to an existential crisis. With each passing minute, he revealed a genuine warmth, and slowly his presence enveloped me. Trump had just started his first term, and we discussed world politics. We talked about direct democracy, one of his major interests, and what could be done to help citizens become more directly involved in government. It’s a theme that Mujica references often in the pages to come, particularly the powerful example of ancient Athenian democracy.

He was sympathetic and grasped immediately the conversation I wanted to arrange. Mujica has a unique magnetism. He is authentic and passionate with a cutting sense of humor. He can say complex and profound things in a simple and beautiful way, making him, as many have commented, a contemporary philosopher-poet. He speaks with a special depth. I suspect this seriousness is not uncommon in people who have endured torture and the extremes of human suffering with nothing but the strength of their convictions to support them.

I found myself disillusioned with the mainstream left and convinced of its inability to confront the looming high-tech far right. That’s why I shared with him the idea of a Users’ Revolution, where ordinary people online could collectively fight for participation in the ownership and governance of the means of communication (data and digital infrastructure) from private social networks and service platforms. AI agents like ChatGPT would now have to be included in that list, although at the time of that meeting, they did not yet exist. This alone might be able to fund universal basic income for humanity, instead of being wasted to satisfy the unlimited greed of a handful of oligarchs.

xxiiBut this revolution should not stop there: for the users to rule the system we must also demand that our governments invest and innovate in civic digital infrastructure to facilitate a new set of blockchain-powered mechanisms for citizen participation in public interest issues, as well as public social networks, service platforms, and AI agents that are co-owned and cogoverned by their users. Those state governments that identify as democratic must urgently take a decisive stance
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