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Abstract

COVID-19 elicited a rapid emergence of new mutual aid networks in the US, but the practices

of these networks are understudied. Using qualitative methods, we explored the empirical ethics
guiding US-based mutual aid networks’ activities, and assessed the alignment between principles
and practices as networks mobilized to meet community needs during 2020-21. We conducted
in-depth interviews with 15 mutual aid group organizers and supplemented these with secondary
source materials on mutual aid activities and participant observation of mutual aid organizing
efforts. We analyzed participants’ practices in relation to key mutual aid principles as defined in
the literature: 1) solidarity not charity; 2) non-hierarchical organizational structures; 3) equity in
decision-making; and 4) political engagement. Our data also yielded a fifth principle, “mutuality,”
essential to networks’ approaches but distinct from anarchist conceptions of mutualism. While
mutual aid networks were heavily invested in these ethical principles, they struggled to achieve
them in practice. These findings underscore the importance of mutual aid praxis as an intersection
between ethical principles and practices, and the challenges that contemporary, and often new,
mutual aid networks responding to COVID-19 face in developing praxis during a period of
prolonged crisis. We develop a theory-of-change model that illuminates both the opportunities and
the potential pitfalls of mutual aid work in the context of structural inequities, and shows how
communities can achieve justice-oriented mutual aid praxis in current and future crises.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the inadequacies and inequities of frayed US formal
social safety nets, as government and non-profits failed to fully meet basic needs for

food, shelter, sanitation, safety, and health care—especially for marginalized populations. In
response, mutual aid networks quickly formed or expanded to take on the responsibility of
caring for their own members, responding to job losses, housing instability, food insecurity,
and unmet medical needs in the absence of government support. These mutual aid networks
established themselves through a variety of online platforms and mobilized grassroots efforts
to support the basic needs of neighbors, friends, and fellow community members. Mutual
aid organizations boomed around the world, including in India, Mexico, China, the United
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Kingdom, and the United States (Cornish and Gent 2020; Jun and Lance 2020; Littman et al.
2022; Mak and Fancourt 2020; Montesi 2020; O’Dweyer 2020; Parvez 2020; Béhague and
Ortega 2021; Tolentino 2020; de Loggans 2021; Natural Hazards Center 2020).

The rapid uptake and expansion of mutual aid activities in communities during the early
period of the COVID-19 pandemic in the US presented an opportunity to observe how
mutual aid praxis was adapting and evolving during this crisis. While considerable scholarly
attention has been attuned to the principles and political theories that undergird mutual

aid, less research, particularly in the US, has focused on how mutual aid groups attempt

to achieve these principles in practice (Bell 2021; Ferrari 2022; Kropotkin 1902; Littman
et al. 2022; Mould et al. 2022; Spade 2020; Town Hall Hub 2020). Consequently, this
study uses a framework of mutual aid praxis to examine the relations and frictions between
mutual aid principles and practices. We draw on the concept of praxis from Freire (1972),
who described it as a cyclical process of translating theories or principles into action and
reflecting on those actions and theories to refine them toward justice. Our use of praxis as a
way of analyzing mutual aid efforts emerges from the expertise and perspectives of mutual
aid organizers themselves, who often invoke the term (and its theoretical underpinnings) as
central to their efforts.

Mutual aid is not a new phenomenon: indeed, the term “mutual aid” was used by

Peter Kropotkin in 1902 to describe “mutually-beneficial cooperation and reciprocity.”
Subsequent research has contributed considerable evidence to support his idea that

mutual aid is inherent to the human experience (Springer 2020; Brand and Wissen

2018; Kropotkin 1902). Scholars have more recently refuted claims by evolutionary
biologists and anthropologists that human beings are wired for aggression, violence, and
self-interest (Graeber and Wengrow 2021; Fuentes 2020; Rifkin 2009). Instead, they insist
attachment, affection, and companionship are basic motivators, because humans want

to belong, cooperate, and navigate life’s challenges together to create new community-
oriented solutions. Thus, despite its newfound popularity, mutual aid has been an essential
component of human existence and has been a named phenomenon in many cultures for far
more than a hundred years.

Mutual aid also has roots in anarchist political theory (Kinna 1995; Proudhon 1989;

Shantz 2001). Kropotkin himself was an anarchist, and a number of anarchist thinkers have
developed the concepts of mutual aid and mutualism as a means of illustrating how anarchist
politics can be put into practice (Kinna 1995; Kropotkin 1902). Proudhon (1989) was central
to the development of an anarchist vision of mutual aid, and envisioned mutualism as a
centerpiece of a “radically decentralized and pluralistic social order” where individuals and
small groups, by forming collectives, possess capital and share credit (Ostergaard 1991,
400). Mutual aid within anarchist traditions is primarily aimed at creating opportunities for
overturning government intrusion and achieving mutual liberation; Sakolsky (2012) notes
that mutual aid is “concerned with providing the cooperative means for vaulting” what he
calls the “wall of domination” (1).

More broadly, mutual aid has been a central component of political left-wing movements
and efforts for survival, especially among BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color)
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communities, people with disabilities, the LGBTQ+ community, and migrants (Bahn,
Cohen, and Meulen Rodgers 2020; Jun and Lance 2020; Loadenthal 2020; Nelson

2013). Political movements incorporating mutual aid have included the Black Panther
Party, Fraternal and African American Mutual Aid Societies, Sociedades Mutualistas, the
Young Lords Party, and United Farmworkers (Adereth 2020; Emmad and Pefia 2020;
Hinojosa 2020; Nelson 2013; Pycior 2020; Schupak 2020; Sherman 2020; Spade 2020;
National Humanities Center 2007; Foundation Beyond Belief 2020; Wesley 1933; Orange
County Congregation Community Organization [OCCCO] 2020). Mutual aid has been a
phenomenon in previous pandemics and natural disasters, including the bubonic plague, the
1918 flu, and the HIVV/AIDS pandemic; mutual aid organizers during COVID-19 built on the
wisdom gained from these earlier efforts (Adereth 2020; Bonilla 2020; Foundation Beyond
Belief 2020; Garcia-L6pez 2018; Garriga-Lopez 2019; Lifelong 2020; Lisi 2020; Preston
and Firth 2020; Rodriguez, Trainor, and Quarantelli 2006; Solnit 2010; Zaki 2020; Feuer
2012).

In the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, new mutual aid networks emerged quickly
to respond to community needs alongside older and more established movements, such

as Mutual Aid Disaster Relief and disability justice mutual aid networks (Dunson 2022;
Piepzna-Samarasinha 2018). But many networks were new, particularly in the US, catalyzed
by government inaction, as well as the encouragement of high-profile activists and political
figures. In mid-March 2020, Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez hosted a call with
long-time mutual aid organizer and expert Mariame Kaba to educate the public about
mutual aid approaches. Following the call, a Mutual Aid toolkit was widely shared online
(#WeGotOurBlock 2020). Similarly, the US Town Hall Project began spreading the word
about mutual aid networks and collating information on where they were emerging across
the US (Town Hall Hub 2020). Activist experts on mutual aid, such as Dean Spade and
Mariame Kaba, hosted numerous public conversations and education sessions. Later that
year, Spade’s (2020) handbook Mutual Aid: Building Solidarity During This Crisis (and the
Next) was published to wide acclaim. As Rhiannon Firth (2020) observed several months
into the pandemic, “in the contemporary risk-addled and disaster-prone Zeitgeist, mutual aid
groups are popping up at an innumerable rate” (67).

Spade, a Seattle-based trans educator, activist, and lawyer, has helped translate theories of
mutual aid to a broad public audience. As he explains,

more and more ordinary people are feeling called to respond in their communities,
creating bold and innovative ways to share resources and support vulnerable
neighbors. This survival work, when done in conjunction with social movements
demanding transformative change, is called mutual aid. (Spade 2020, 11)

Spade characterizes mutual aid as problem-solving or survival strategies rooted in collective
action, including mobilizing people, expanding solidarity, and building movements. He
specifically rejects the idea of “waiting for saviors,” instead promoting the principle of
“solidarity not charity” by building collective political consciousness alongside providing
community support (Spade 2020, 17-21). Others have (Chatzidakis et al. 2020) critiqued
“the adoption of reactionary ... models of ‘care’ by populist leaders such as Trump,
Johnson, and Bolsonaro.” Indigenous writer Regan de Loggans (2021) differentiates mutual
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aid from these models by identifying it as explicitly anti-capitalist and rooted in BIPOC
community organizing. “Capitalists cannot practise mutual aid,” de Loggans (2021) writes;
“they can practise temporary reallocation (i.e., philanthropy) which is not the same as an
anti-capitalist commitment to community thrivance.” These principles, such authors argue,
must remain core to the conceptualization of mutual aid efforts across the United States and
the world.

These are lofty—and radical—aims, but they are central to the conceptualization and history
of mutual aid, and provide discrete praxis goals for organizers. As mutual aid has rapidly
grown in popularity, “so too [have] the definitional boundaries of the term,” Mould et al.
(2022, 3) note. Similarly, Firth (2020) observes of COVID-19 mutual aid networks,0

while some of these mutual aid groups arose from pre-existing anarchist networks,
others arose from non-anarchist leftist movements or from institutionalised civil
society ... Some, but not all, use the term “mutual aid,” and not all who use this
term are anarchist, and some are unaware that the concept originates in anarchist
thought. (73)

In some cases, conceptual confusion has led to outright appropriation by charities and
governments. Mould et al. (2022) propose that mutual aid now exists on a spectrum from
charitable, to contributory, to ultimately radical practices—and that achieving more radical
and mutualistic practices requires reconceptualizing what it means to be vulnerable in a time
of near perpetual crisis.

Given the rapid uptake of mutual aid among people new to such efforts, this project sought
to explore how mutual aid organizers and networks responding to COVID-19 conceptualized
and put into practice the political and ethical principles of mutual aid. Drawing on in-depth
interviews with mutual aid group organizers, we sought to understand the opportunities and
challenges they faced in interpreting, enacting, and aspiring to these principles. Against the
backdrop of the profoundly inequitable effects of the pandemic—often even within small
geographic areas—we observed how groups and organizers engaged in mutual aid praxis

in their efforts to address inequities and promote justice. This study does not purport to
evaluate the effectiveness of mutual aid as an alternative to government-run systems of
support, nor to develop or refine an overarching theory of mutual aid, but rather to examine
the unfolding practice and underlying principles of mutual aid in response to COVID-19 to
better understand the applied ethics of those practices in an ongoing public health crisis.

2. METHODS

We conducted in-depth interviews with mutual aid network participants about their
networks’ formation, efforts, principles, and organizational experiences to understand how
new networks (initiated during COVID-19) practiced mutual aid. To complement these
data, we also collected secondary data on mutual aid networks across the US, and engaged
in participant observation of mutual aid trainings, events, and gatherings. We sought to
understand to what extent these networks endorsed key principles of mutual aid, how they
mobilized these in practice, and the opportunities and challenges they faced in doing so.
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We utilized snowball sampling via personal networks, social media, search engines, and

the Town Hall Project’s Mutual Aid Hub Map to identify network participants for direct
recruitment (Town Hall Hub 2020). We provided prospective study participants with an
information sheet about the study. Our first nine participant networks over-represented
white and coastal organizers, prompting us to selectively recruit participants from additional
mutual aid networks in non-coastal regions with greater racial diversity to create a more
representative sample. Our final sample included 15 participants, all 18 years or older, and
all active participants in a mutual aid network founded between March 2020 and March
2021.

To develop the proposed framework and methods for this study, we conducted ten informal
preliminary conversations with mutual aid organizers between March and August of

2020. In July 2020, we gained Institutional Review Board approval at the University

of Washington for working with human subjects, and subsequently completed 15 semi-
structured interviews with organizers across 12 geographically diverse networks, ending in
March 2021. We conducted 45-60-minute interviews via Zoom. Participants chose whether
interviews would be recorded (n = 14 agreed to recorded interviews), and how their data
would be shared (n = 11 anonymously, n = 4 publicly). Participants who opted to be
anonymous (n = 11) were given pseudonyms to ensure anonymity during the transcription
and analysis process. For the purposes of consistency in this manuscript, all participant
names remain anonymous. In addition, we identify mutual aid networks only by state (rather
than city) to obscure identity.

We transcribed all interviews and then conducted an inductive thematic qualitative

analysis using the software Dedoose. Initial analysis identified thematic codes related to
organizational structures, challenges of work, types of activities, and mutual aid principles.
Throughout the analysis we drafted analytic memos to keep track of how thematic areas
changed and refined over the course of the interviews. We analyzed how well participants’
perspectives aligned with mutual aid principles based on previous conversations with mutual
aid organizers as well as theory from Spade’s (2020) popular book on the subject. These
inquiries yielded four main ethics that characterize mutual aid: 1) solidarity, not charity; 2)
non-hierarchical organizational structure; 3) equity in decision-making; and 4) engagement
in political action and education. These ethical principles were found to be prominent in the
data; however, inductive analysis also led us to add the concept of “mutuality” to the existing
principles, as this concept emerged as a central concern in conversations with participants.
We use this term as distinct from anarchist theories of “mutualism,” and describe the reasons
for this difference below. Notably, while Spade’s (2020) work briefly discusses mutuality

as a leadership and collaboration skill, it does not identify mutuality as a key principle, nor
does it speak to issues of mutuality in terms of exchange dynamics as mutual aid organizers
predominantly discussed the concept.

To supplement qualitative findings, we developed categorical measures of organizational
characteristics for further analysis. These variables included networks’ racial make-up,
location, incorporation status, engagement in direct action and political education, and
characteristics of the mutual aid network organizers. We used Excel to compute descriptive
statistics for these variables.
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Our team of researchers comprised white cis women not personally deeply involved in
mutual aid networks. Because this limited our perspectives and contributed to potential
power hierarchies with participants, we routinely engaged with mutual aid organizers and
participants throughout the research process to shape the study, engage in dialogue about
it, and receive feedback. We invited study participants to review this manuscript before
submitting it for publication, and incorporated feedback into the manuscript.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Participants

We interviewed 15 participants representing 12 mutual aid networks from Alaska, Arkansas,
California, Illinois, Maryland, New York, Texas, Washington, and Washington, D.C. Ten
networks were in urban areas; two were in rural areas. As shown in Table 1, two organizers
self-identified as BIPOC, and the remaining 13 organizers self-identified as white or white-
passing. Thirteen of the mutual aid network organizers were women, two were men.

Three of 12 (25%) networks represented in the interviews were led primarily by BIPOC
individuals, while the remaining were primarily led by people who were white or white-
passing.

3.2. Mutual Aid Networks’ Efforts

During COVID-19, mutual aid network participants reported providing groceries, personal
protective equipment, emotional support, financial support, and creatively meeting other
needs on request to a wide variety of community members. Networks coordinated the
provision or receipt of aid via email (or other electronic message services), online forms,

or through phone numbers or hotlines. Most mutual aid networks used a listserv or weekly/
monthly newsletter, social media presence, and/or a website to deliver information and share
requests for goods, services, or money. At times they also used their online presence to
spread political education and opportunities for political action.

Digital tools were necessary, but not sufficient, to mutual aid networks” work. In-person
connection and organizing was often seen as essential, though disrupted by the pandemic.
Online tools helped make work more organized and efficient, but much work still relied on
human infrastructure and in-person distribution of resources. Organizers were also aware
that reliance on digital tools raised questions of equity in access. While it allowed those with
disabilities or health problems—as well as those who were geographically dispersed, such
as networks in the Bay Area—to connect easily, organizers were aware that technologies
could also be barriers for others. Some networks transitioned how they connected with
people by holding weekly check-ins with network participants on the phone, using paper
flyers and phone calls to reach out to participants, and hosting in-person “Community Days”
(outside while wearing masks and physically distanced, for those who felt comfortable
joining in). However, networks’ continued reliance on digital tools that required significant
digital literacies for core components of their work reflected the professional class of many
organizers. It also threatened to replicate the norms of non-profit and corporate management
practices, and raised ethical issues of privacy and data ownership that organizers worried
how to resolve.
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As shown in Table 1, three networks were affiliated with 501(c)(3) organizations and one
network was incorporated as a non-profit. Two-thirds of the networks studied engaged in
direct action and/or political education with their members. These alignments and activities
are discussed further below. As our focus was on how networks aim toward equity and
justice in their work, we display our reporting of results in alignment with five key
components of mutual aid practices and principles identified above: 1) solidarity, not charity;
2) mutuality; 3) non-hierarchical organizational structure; 4) equity in decision-making; and
5) engagement in political action and education.

3.3. Solidarity, not Charity

Like Spade (2020), our study’s mutual aid organizers all centered solidarity-building as an
essential component of mutual aid work and described it primarily in opposition to charity
practices. As a white woman network organizer in San Francisco explained, the work is

not from the perspective of giving charity, or from the perspective of the haves
helping the have-nots, but rather building relationships with the community so that
we are all caring about each other, regardless of what the need is.

Nearly all participants agreed with this concept and noted that a key difference between
mutual aid and charity is that mutual aid requires building solidarity within networks and
the community. However, language such as “building relationships with the community”
reveals how mutual aid organizers (perhaps unconsciously) viewed themselves as separate
from communities with which they were trying to build solidarity.

Those who described the difference between charity and mutual aid noted that the
“intention” behind providing support matters most. As a white woman organizer from
Maryland noted,

The first is that, you know, really breaking down those barriers between, like, a
donor and a receiver ... It’s not charitable giving. It’s just everyone taking care
of each other and building community. I think charity really creates division. And
mutual aid is all about removing that division and creating community.

A white male organizer from Arkansas said that moving away from charitable practices
required departing from the capitalistic mindsets that undergird them. “We see mutual aid
as this parallel economy to the current capitalist economy rather than just as a fix or a, you
know, just to try to patch what doesn’t work with capitalism.” He explained that in practice
this often looked like a lot of educational work and engagement for “unlearning internalized
capitalism.” For example:

in our groups we’ll have people come on and be, like, “I hate that | have to ask,”
and it’s like, “no, don’t, don’t say that” ... “we’re all here to help one another and,
don’t be ashamed.” Like, “it’s okay, you know your current need [isn’t] any sort
of sign of your value or your worth.” So, we always emphasize that. And so, when
people come in to post ... in our group that they need something usually one of us
will jJump in and say, “you know, I hate that our current economic system has put
you in this position.”
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This organizer went furthest in describing how his network differentiated their work from
charity compared with others we interviewed. Many others struggled to further articulate
how they and their networks created practices that ensured mutual aid was distinct from
charity, even as they recognized this as a central tenant of mutual aid.

Organizers were aware of the importance of adhering to physical distancing guidance

to prevent the spread of COVID-19, but found social separation created a challenge in
connecting and building relationships, a key first step to building solidarity. A white woman
network organizer in Washington State explained that she had to drop off supplies, knock on
the door, and walk away so “no one is exposed to SARS-CoV-2.” She would exchange
“hello’s” and “how are you’s,” but “that’s about it,” and noted that social distancing
guidelines, particularly during the early months of the pandemic, “[limited] the ability to
build relationships.”

While organizers were not explicit in naming the practice, it seemed clear that none of
the mutual aid organizations we spoke with were using screening tools to determine the
“deservingness” or eligibility of individuals to participate in the network. By contrast, in
typical charity programs, paid staff are employed to ensure those on the receiving end of
aid are sufficiently in need (deserving), and often impose further criteria that reinforces
capitalist conceptions of deservingness, such as requiring recipients to show evidence of
“hard work” or “productivity” (INCITE! 2017).

3.4. *“Mutuality” of Mutual Aid

Many interviewees emphasized the importance of mutuality as a key principle of mutual
aid. Organizers defined this as the idea that everyone has something to give as well as

needs to be met, and emphasized a mutuality of giving as core to solidarity-building work.
Organizers worried that persistent patterns of one group giving to another could create
hierarchical social dynamics that would replicate other forms of charity and undermine
efforts at building solidarity. In practice, however, organizers acknowledged one-way aid
patterns were a persistent phenomenon among their mutual aid groups, and difficult to
escape, particularly given the socio-economic gaps between those who had more capacity to
give and those making requests in local networks.

Many network organizers decried what they saw as a “division within mutual aid ... between
people who provide things ... and people who receive things,” because it is “of course
against the entire point.” A white woman organizer in Texas articulated the damage this
divide creates, saying

it can be very disempowering to just, um, be the recipient of aid all the time, and it
sends the message ... you know, it essentially sends the message, “I’m needy, I’'m
on the receiving end, | don’t have anything to give, I’m the unlucky one,” and |
think that’s dangerous and powerfully toxic to everyone.

Some network organizers pointed to wealth inequities as inhibiting the possibilities for
mutuality. A white woman organizer in Alaska noted, “we’ve found that the people that are
asking [for support], they just don’t have the capacity to feel like they can give anything.”
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Network organizers reported they actively discussed these challenges within their networks,
and some reported they changed their organizational structures to elicit more mutuality.

Three network organizers said the first step they took to encourage a truly mutual exchange
within network participants was to reframe what it means to give and receive beyond
material goods. For example, two organizers said they encouraged participants to consider
the value of exchanging knowledge of how to navigate federal or state resources or
providing social support and advice. Participants provided three examples of ways in which
they restructured their network to encourage true mutuality and exchange:

1. Within each interaction of “giving,” the individual was asked if there is any
support they would like to “receive” and vice versa;

2. Each person who signs up to participate in the network online was asked to fill
out both what they can give and the support they need. Then, network organizers
matched people based upon “needs” and “gives”;

3. Network participants were encouraged to provide skill-shares or teachins.
Network organizers said skill-sharing included graphic design, bike care, art
therapy, protection/self-defense during protests, and de-escalation training.

Organizers noted skills-sharing acts of giving still required resources of time and space

that may have been particularly limited for low-income and frontline worker populations
who were facing care burdens. It is notable that these alternatives were still premised on

a politics of equal exchange, rather than a politics rooted in equity, where people’s needs

are met without expectations of reciprocity. While some organizers said they aimed for
greater practices of equity and anti-capitalist work, they were a minority (and primarily from
BIPOC- and women-led organizations).

Concerns with mutuality as described by organizers contrasted with anarchist theories of
mutualism, which more directly aim to subvert capitalist and government structures. For the
most part, they did not recognize, or articulate, mutualism as connected to anarchist thought.
Most applied a “big tent” approach to organizing:

some of us believe in anarchy and you know are against the government at all.
Some of us are socialists, um the thing about mutual aid is that it’s not hierarchical
and so there’s no one telling us what to believe. We believe in different things just
like we believe in different religions, but we all believe in doing this work.

Only two organizers self-identified as anarchist or articulated anarchist political goals as an
outcome of mutual aid. While others articulated the need to be self-organized, decentralized,
and mutually accountable to each other, their work was often described as a necessary
adaptation to late capitalist economic and social systems, rather than a means of overturning
these systems and radically replacing them.

3.5. Non-Hierarchical Organizational Structures

Organizational structures frame how power and responsibility are organized within a group.
Within US business culture, employees are usually organized hierarchically, while mutual
aid and other left-leaning politically oriented groups are typically more “flat” or egalitarian
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in their structures (Spade 2020). Ideally, flat organizational structures decentralize power;
therefore, oppression is less ingrained in the structure of the organization. We asked mutual
aid groups about both their formal power arrangements (through organization charts and
incorporation, for example) and their informal relationships.

A large majority of organizers (n = 13, 87%) described their network as non-hierarchical,
where roles are task-oriented with no formal leadership titles. One Black woman network
organizer in Illinois described her organization’s structure as spokes on a wheel and

referred to their network organizers as “spokespeople.” She explained, “we have an outreach
spokesperson ... [a] mental health spokesperson ... and a general spokesperson who runs the
meetings.”

Many network organizers said their hierarchical structure was “as flat as possible,” but
elsewhere in the interview described people within their organization as network leaders in
practice if not in name. A white woman network organizer in Maryland explained, “I would
say ‘lda’ is really like the leader, even though it’s non-hierarchical.” Network founders were
most likely to be identified as leaders, and some founders acknowledged that tension: as one
participant from Arkansas put it,

my role is a white cis heterosexual man. I’m typically the one who’s doing the
dominating and leading and so I’m trying to encourage leadership among other
people. But | don’t think people are used to that. And so, getting in the vibe of
shared leadership, | think, has been a big challenge.

One major organizational issue facing mutual aid networks is the choice of becoming
incorporated or becoming officially recognized by the US government. Most organizers
opposed becoming incorporated for two reasons: first, they viewed mutual aid as inherently
non-governmental and believed working with the government to any degree went against
their core values; second, not being incorporated distinguished networks from charities,
emphasizing the grassroots nature of their identities. However, in practice, mutual aid groups
struggled with unlearning and interrupting non-profit model dynamics. In fact, 40% of
network organizers we interviewed were currently employed or previously employed by
non-profit organizations. This was evident in participants’ language, peppered with terms
like “donor,” “fundraising,” and “volunteer.”

Incorporation can provide a useful financial and legal infrastructure for mutual aid networks,
so many groups wrestled with the incorporation decision. Twenty-five percent (n = 3) of

the networks in this study were directly affiliated with a non-profit for purposes of financial
reporting accountability. Most organizers whose networks were fiscally sponsored by a
non-profit organization explained they valued the legal protections, as they were receiving
and distributing tens of thousands of dollars. One network decided to become incorporated
(as a501(c)(4)), but our interviewee, a white male organizer from Arkansas, looked back on
this decision with regret because, after learning, reading, and reflecting more about mutual
aid, he came to believe being incorporated (even as an advocacy non-profit) went “against
the philosophy of mutual aid.”
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3.6. Equity in Decision-Making

Another key principle that organizers identified in their work was equity in decision-
making processes. Organizers used this to differentiate their work from charitable and
non-profit organizations, which were described as places where decisions are typically
made by financially comfortable and otherwise privileged people who may not be directly
experiencing the inequities they are addressing (Ojeda and Wall 2021; INCITE! 2017). By
contrast, mutual aid was recognized as organizing itself around equity while working toward
mutual liberation.

While network organizers often focused on how to center people experiencing intersecting
inequities within their own network decision-making processes, they also conceded that
decisions were primarily made by core network organizers. Only 27% of participants in
the networks reported plans or attempts to include historically excluded populations in
decision-making processes. One reflected that decision-making was “kind of in a closed box
which none of us are honestly comfortable with” (white/white-passing woman, Maryland).
When asked about equity concerns, organizers most often focused on racial equity in
representation. Despite this attention, less than 10% of networks with primarily white/
white-passing organizers said they were making efforts to include historically marginalized
populations in the decision-making process. Organizers in primarily white/white-passing
networks noted the racial make-up of the network did not sit well with them. A white
woman participant from California commented,

I would like the group to be led by someone other than me. | would like the
decision-makers to be people of color and non-cis gendered. It is important for
non-white people to be leading organizations like this. That said, I’m not going to
ask anybody to do free work.

By contrast, within the two organizations primarily led by BIPOC, both planned or
attempted to include historically marginalized populations in the decision-making process.
One Black woman organizer from DC explained:

Our org does really well by letting Black women lead. To be very honest, | feel like
Black women speak up and come up with ideas and want to make changes ... it’s
obviously important because we know that unfortunately Black women are severely
marginalized in a lot of areas, so we don’t want that power to be unbalanced ... the
power should be with the community that it resembles.

Organizers in primarily white-led networks acknowledged that there had been instances
where they harmed fellow BIPOC organizers with their internalized white supremacy. For
example, a participant from Texas said she

made a member of our team feel like her identity was not being seen ... by
emphasizing how much growth | wanted us to do in engaging people of color,
specifically the Black community and the Hispanic community ... | managed to
invalidate the diversity that was [already] there.

Participants highlighted incidents like these as reasons for BIPOC members leaving
networks.
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Networks also struggled with language and technological inequities. About half of the
participants noted they reached out only to people who spoke English and Spanish, despite
additional languages spoken in their area, while the other half reached out only to people
who spoke English. For all networks, decision-making during meetings took place entirely
in English. One participant explained, “we’ve had so many conversations about, ‘how

do we host a town hall in multiple languages without it being a complete disaster?””
(white/white-passing woman, Maryland). Additionally, uneven access to technological
resources exacerbated inequities at a time when networks were particularly reliant on remote
connections for their work. Participants expressed concerns about differential access to
technology as a barrier for those reaching out for support, but not necessarily for those in
decision-making roles.

In our interviews, organizers envisioned, but had not yet implemented, strategies for more
equitable decision-making. One network suggested using bi/multilingual facilitators to get
input from all participants in the organization within each interaction. Other networks
discussed wanting to decentralize decision-making from “organizers” to all people who
interacted with their organizations through town halls, newsletters, and outreach events.
Another organization suggested its group hold meetings in multiple languages, not just
during outreach days or on helplines, but in all gatherings.

3.7. Political Action and Education

Political action and education were identified as key principles of mutual aid, as these efforts
provide an opportunity to reflect on and change the conditions that create inequities and

to work toward mutual liberation. Eight of fifteen participants (67%) said their networks
engaged in political action and education, and networks had varying views on the degree

to which mutual aid should be political. The majority of interviewees noted mutual aid at

its core is inherently political. One network organizer described “[baking] our [political]
analysis into everything that we do” (white/white-passing woman, Washington). Two mutual
aid networks, however, noted they were apolitical.

Another network reported that, as members learned more about the tenets of mutual aid,
their network shifted from being apolitical to overtly political. Located in conservative
Arkansas, this organization nonetheless chose to camouflage its politics to avoid pushing
people away. The (white male) organizer said they don’t want to be perceived as “a bunch

of communists,” so they “ease” people into conversations and educate people about concepts
from anarchism and socialism without the “scary labels.” Other organizers explained

that most of their network participants could be classified as anarchists, socialists, or
communists. However, one organizer noted,

I think, 1 never asked people their parties, but I think we could have had, you know,
some Republicans as leaders and some of the places that we were doing this work,
we definitely (also) had more conservative people. (white/white-passing woman,
New York)

Networks that engaged in political education tended to share written materials on root
causes of inequities, the principles of mutual aid, mutual aid movements throughout history,
current events, and/or instances of mutual aid. Some mutual aid networks held book clubs
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on abolition and justice and had regular discussions about mutual aid, anti-capitalism, and
anti-racism. When asked about their approach and why political engagement is important,
a participant described the goal of her mutual aid work was to provide more tools and
knowledge for people “to empower themselves” (Black woman, 111inois).

Mutual aid networks shared opportunities for political action through newsletters, weekly
emails, and social media. This boosted attendance at Black Lives Matter protests, rent
strikes, and pickets at elected officials” homes and offices. It also resulted in mutual

aid network participants joining larger political movements to which they may not have
otherwise been exposed. A California network engaged in the 2020 general election process
by holding events to discuss ballot measures and hand-delivering ballots. Networks in

this sample also prioritized the problem of housing injustice. Several networks directly
intervened in evictions and encampment sweeps, provided legal support for wrongfully
evicted residents, and supported legislation developed by tenant’s rights unions to expand
renters’ rights.

4. DISCUSSION

Mutual aid organizers in the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic mobilized their
communities to support one another in settings where government or charitable services
were insufficient or were offered in a way that undermined the agency and dignity of aid
recipients. The organizers we spoke with were fully cognizant of the principles underpinning
collective action, and worked to ensure broad support for these values, contrasting them
with harmful features of charitable giving. However, mobilizing these principles in practice
proved complex and challenging, particularly in the context of pernicious and worsening
inequities during the pandemic. Mutual aid groups might benefit from more collective work
to align principles with practices in an ongoing manner through critical mutual aid praxis,
especially as their work continues in the context of a prolonged pandemic and ongoing
retrenchment of social support in the US. Within the literature, and among organizers,

there is strong cohesion and agreement regarding core principles of mutual aid: solidarity
not charity, decentralized organizational structures, equity in decision-making, and political
action and education (Figure 1).

However, our research shows that mutual aid groups and organizers struggled to develop
mutual aid practices that always aligned with these values, in large part because of structural
constraints they faced in their work. For example, the phrase “solidarity not charity” was
commonly invoked to describe mutual aid efforts (Spade 2020). Within our sample, while
many respondents described the importance of solidarity as an intention, most struggled to
describe how they were implementing it. While mutual aid networks aimed to differentiate
their work from that of non-profits and charities, many were not able to explain how the core
functions of their efforts were substantively different from those involved in charity. As the
intention of mutual aid is to divest from the non-profit industrial complex to meet the real
needs of people and work toward mutual liberation, this is concerning.

This project uncovers a critical new dimension of mutual aid praxis—mutuality—that is a
particular point of friction for many groups. Although the concept of mutualism s central to
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anarchist approaches to mutual aid, organizers described a different set of concerns related
to reciprocity that have not been adequately described or unpacked in the existing literature.
As Mould (2021) has recently argued, mutualism—*"a radical connectivity with each other
as mutuals” (35)—is a key ethic of a post-capitalist or anti-capitalist society, and it is
certainly a cornerstone of mutual aid praxis. Only a small minority of participants made
connections between their mutual aid work and explicitly anarchist goals; while many spoke
about working toward political change, such efforts often took a backseat to more pragmatic
challenges of distributing resources to meet immediate needs. It’s not surprising that in this
context mutuality takes precedent over mutualism.

In discussing mutuality, participants in this study pointed to something more specific
about how resources of all kinds are shared and exchanged, and in direct opposition to

the giver—receiver dynamics of traditional charity. The absence of consensus about how
mutuality should be realized in practice was a frequent struggle for organizers in our
study, who recognized its importance but had difficulties defining or operationalizing it.
While some groups emphasized reciprocity, many struggled to identify how reciprocity
(of both material and non-material resources) could be enacted and encouraged, especially
given the extraordinary inequities in resources of all types exacerbated by the pandemic.
Some emerging literature on mutual aid describes practices of “aid-giving,” “charity,”
“contributions,” and “volunteerism” as common; however, organizers in this study were very
clear that mutual aid should not be defined through these largely unidirectional activities
(Mould et al. 2022; Wakefield, Bowe, and Kellezi 2022). Defining, operationalizing, and
strategizing what mutuality can look like in the context of steep social and economic
inequities, systematic marginalization, and prolonged crisis is a key hurdle for mutual aid.

Similarly, given that the pandemic coincided with the eruption of protests against police
violence aimed at BIPOC communities, mutual aid organizations we spoke with were
acutely conscious of injustices in the decision-making processes for community care (Morris
2000; Sullivan and Tifft 2008; brown and Cyril 2020). However, more than 90% of the
organizations led by white organizers in our sample did not report creating mechanisms

to intentionally include historically marginalized populations in their decision-making
processes. Mutual aid groups appeared to struggle with some of the same challenges

of racially equitable leadership that are seen in the non-profit sector (Kastelle 2013).
Marginalized people face significant barriers to leadership, including time, resources, and
capacity to take on leadership positions. Many of these barriers were exacerbated by a
pandemic that disproportionately harmed already marginalized communities. Historical or
contemporary exclusions create momentum, and white organizers reported a reluctance to
invite BIPOC organizers to spend the time required to take on leadership responsibilities.

Mutual aid networks in this study also struggled to put principles into practice in

their organizational structures and activities. Research shows decentralized organizational
structures are adept at responding to crises (Hughes et al. 2021). Additionally, mutual aid
theorists claim mutual aid networks provide advantages over other kinds of crisis-response
actors by “[abstaining] from power dynamics, hierarchical structures and gatekeeping”
(Parker 2020). While the networks we studied claimed to be organized in flat structures,
many also identified social hierarchies that seeped into their work. Networks that actively
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worked to interrupt these dynamics reported they were successful in doing so, but the
majority of organizers acknowledged leadership hierarchies.

Many of the organizers within our sample were not affiliated with governmental
organizations and some even said they would not work with governments, noting that
institutional abandonment was why networks were needed (Cutuli 2021). As many mutual
aid scholars note, mutual aid does not need to be legitimized by a government to be valuable,
and in fact, Spade highlights the government’s historic and current role in interrupting,
coopting, and harming grassroots movements (Spade 2020; INCITE! 2017; Spence 2021).
Grassroots mutual aid organizations can be useful in mobilizing quickly to advance policy
change because of their local knowledge, informal nature, and adaptability, especially
compared to government or large bureaucratic organizations (Carstensen, Mudhar, and
Munksgaard 2021; Chevee 2022). Therefore, mutual aid networks have the potential to

be powerful agents of change, specifically by combining community support with political
mobilization. Unfortunately, nearly half the groups in this study were not engaging in
political action or education because they were afraid of losing members, shied away from
difficult conversations, or were overburdened and struggling to stay afloat, which sidelined
political work. Since mutual aid often achieves its broader goals through political action,
networks responding to short-term COVID-19 needs may have missed crucial opportunities
to engage in upstream political mobilization (Spade 2020).

To address these challenges, and based on data gathered from participants, we developed

a theory-of-change model for mutual aid organizing during a crisis like the pandemic. A
theory of change articulates “the central processes or drivers by which change comes about
for individuals, groups or communities” (Funnel and Rogers 2011, xix). In this case, our
model shows how focusing on aligning practices with principles in mutual aid work leads to
a mutual aid praxis that allows for mutual liberation and transformation. To our knowledge,
this is the first theory of change published that focuses on mutual aid networks.

Our theory of change acknowledges the precipitating role of a disaster or crisis—combined
with governmental and economic failures that produce structural violence, organized
abandonment, and systematic marginality—in prompting grassroots networks to mobilize
collective care through mutual aid. Drawing on the work of Paolo Freire (1972) as well

as insights gained from discussions with mutual aid organizers, we identify mutual aid
praxis as an interchange between principles and actions, and continual reflection on both.
Based on the results of this study, a common challenge in contemporary mutual aid praxis

is achieving alignment between principles and actions. When principles and actions are
misaligned, there is a danger for hierarchical, apolitical, and reciprocal charity practices to
reproduce vulnerabilities and inequitable susceptibility to future crises. As this model shows,
such a process can contribute to further harms among marginalized communities from future
crises, as well as more need for mutual aid intervention, potentially leading to burnout
among networks, particularly during prolonged crises like COVID-19. Conversely, if the
principles and actions of mutual aid are aligned with one another through constant reflection
and praxis, there is a strong possibility for more transformational change, contributing to
liberation and dismantling of capitalist power arrangements. In the face of nearly inevitable
future crises, such transformational change creates the possibilities for crisis resilience and
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adaptation, as well as political advocacy to decrease the likelihood, severity, and threat

of such crises. Ultimately, such transformative change dampens the acute needs to which
mutual aid networks must respond, and equips them with greater resources to further pursue
structural and political change.

Understanding and identifying the degree to which mutual aid principles and actions

are aligned within a mutual aid network is a key first step to transformational change

and liberation. Organizers were typically aware of the ideological origins of mutual aid
principles and were conscious of the philosophy of Dean Spade (2020) and like-minded
theorists, though less aware of mutual aid’s roots in anarchist theory. They were self-
conscious about the importance of fidelity to key mutual aid principles, but struggled to
implement them in practice, particularly under the economic and social constraints imposed
by the pandemic. We encourage activists and scholars to engage mutual aid networks in
creative strategies for better aligning principles and practices. Manuals like Spade’s (2020)
provide some practical advice on how to overcome dilemmas commonly faced by networks.
To generate creative solutions aimed at more transformational change, mutual aid organizers
may want to intentionally schedule critical, open-ended reflection in the tradition of Freire
(1972).

The prolonged acuity of the pandemic, combined with the naive engagement of mutual aid
participants new to this work, challenged the capacity of organizers to engage in political
reflection and action. But without attention to these broader goals, mutual aid loses its
ability to enact long-term change and achieve its mission. Participants’ preoccupation with
mutuality instead of broader goals of mutualism indicates ways that attending to immediate
(and often overwhelming) needs may limit networks’ capacity for political work, and also
demonstrates the struggles networks faced in challenging capitalist frameworks of charity,
reciprocity, and deservingness. It may also be reflective of sometimes depoliticized ways
that mutual aid was introduced to Americans at the beginning of the pandemic. For example,
a popular guide to mutual aid put out by the mutual aid crowdfunding platform loby
explained, “Remember that mutual aid is mutual. So don’t forget to ask yourself—what kind
of support would I like?” (Lumbantobing 2020, emphasis in original). Such explanations,
particularly in the absence of explicit discussions about the political goals of mutual aid,
reinforce what we have described above as a cycle of reproduced vulnerabilities. Indeed, as
Rhiannon Firth (2020) cautions,

we have seen a growing trend for the state to rely on spontaneous community
responses to compensate for its growing incapacity and indifference ... state-
centred discourse tends to treat people cooperating for mutual aid as a convenient
source of energy to marshal temporarily for community relief action, in the
interests of returning to the more ‘normal’ state of competitive individualism and
the functioning circulation of capital. (64)

4.1. Limitations

Given the challenges of studying a rapidly unfolding social phenomenon during a pandemic,
this study does have several limitations. First, there is limited diversity in the sample
of participants in terms of race and gender, despite targeted snowball sampling methods
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and extensive time spent reaching out to diverse networks. This may in part reflect the
positionality of the researchers, as well as negative perceptions of white-led research among
historically marginalized communities. Therefore, our results may not reflect the full range
of experiences or expertise of US mutual aid networks or participants. Time and the
limitations of largely online research may have constrained opportunities to build trust.

We also do not have good data on the demographic make-up of mutual aid networks to

use as a sampling frame; it is possible ours is a representative sample, and other observers
of COVID-19 mutual aid have noted its heavily white demographics (O’Dweyer 2020).

In addition, our subject interview sample size is small, with only 15 participants. Further
research would expand and deepen our understanding of mutual aid practices during the
pandemic.

5. CONCLUSION

Mutual aid in its idealized form is an effort to avoid exacerbating the inequities of disaster,
but also to lay the groundwork to create new political and social orders where crises are less
likely and less harmful. This study shows that mutual aid networks during the early part of
the US COVID-19 pandemic were striving to implement transformative, non-hierarchical,
and mutual systems of support, but struggling to align the principles of mutual aid with
their everyday practices. Participants reported a central, previously under-observed, and
challenging finding—struggling to operationalize and practice the concept of mutuality
while paying limited, if any, attention to the anarchist principles of mutualism central

to mutual aid’s theoretical and political underpinnings. Given the rapid mobilization of
new mutual aid groups as the pandemic emerged, and the additional constraints these
networks faced during a highly inequitable crisis and inept government response, it is not
surprising groups faced these dilemmas. Our findings point to the central importance of
mutual aid praxis—and, in particular, the alignment between principles and actions—as a
key dimension of mutual aid networks’ ability to achieve transformational and sustainable
change, particularly in the context of acute crises. Our research highlights the need for
more creative strategizing among organizers, scholars, and advocates to identify how

to operationalize and implement principles like mutualism, especially as inequities and
vulnerabilities continue to be exacerbated by crisis.

In addition to engaging in ongoing practices of self-reflection and accountability, newly
initiated networks could pursue other opportunities to support their growth in aligning
mutual aid principles and practices. For example, peer networks could work to connect and
share successes, struggles, and solutions to expand their capacities and resilience. Better
record keeping of, and research on, mutual aid experiences during COVID-19 would also
expand networks’ knowledge. Researchers and advocates can also facilitate learning from
mutual aid strategies that pre-date the COVID-19 era, including by conducting literature
reviews and oral histories, and providing connections between new and old networks.
Additionally, networks that existed prior to the pandemic can learn from newly initiated
networks that survived and organized during a radical shift in attitudes toward police power
and the Black Lives Matter movement, in the wake of the police murder of George Floyd in
Minneapolis, and the compounding struggles of a pandemic intensified by the necropolitical
policies of former President Trump (Vansynghel 2020). These acute struggles have further
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highlighted the urgency of addressing racial, economic, and health equity within mutual aid
networks. Recording and archiving the lived legacy of these networks’ experiences amplifies
the lessons to inform current and future mutual aid efforts. This research has been carried
out in that spirit, with the intention of contributing to the realization of mutual liberation
rather than simply documenting or critiquing networks” efforts.
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Figure 1.
Telephone Pole Flyer in Seattle, Circa 2020. Photo by Amy Hagopian.

Kennedy Inst Ethics J. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 March 11.

Page 22




1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuepy Joyiny 1duosnuepy Joyiny

1duosnuey Joyiny

Kenworthy et al.

Structural violence,
organized
abandonment, and
systemic marginality

Principles

Figure 2.

Theory of change for mutual aid during COVID-19, showing how alignment between
principles and actions in mutual aid praxis can fuel transformational change, and how

misalignment reproduces vulnerabilities

Disaster
or crisis

reflection

Crisis resilience,
political change, and
mutual liberation

Actions

Kennedy Inst Ethics J. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 March 11.

Page 23




1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuen Joyiny

Kenworthy et al.

TABLE 1.

CHARACTERISTICS OF 15 SUBJECTS INTERVIEWED FOR MUTUAL AID STUDY AND THEIR

ASSOCIATED NETWORKS, 2020-21

Characteristics of Mutual Aid Network Organizers (n = 15) n (%)
Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) 2(13.33)
Previous or current employment at a non-profit 6 (40.00)

Characteristics of Mutual Aid Networks (n = 12)

Self-described non-hierarchical organizational structure 13 (86.67)
Plans/attempts to include historically marginalized populations in the decision-making process of the network | 4 (26.67)

Primary Racial Make-Up of Mutual Aid Network Organizing Body
BIPOC 3(25.00)

Location of Mutual Aid Network
Rural 2 (16.67)

Mutual Aid Networks’ Incorporation Status
Affiliated with 501(c)(3) 3(25.00)
Incorporated as 501(c)(4) 1(8.33)

The Degree to Which the Network Engages in Politics, Including Direct Action and Political Education
Direct action 8 (66.67)
Political education 8 (66.67)

Kennedy Inst Ethics J. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 March 11.




	Abstract
	INTRODUCTION
	METHODS
	RESULTS
	Participants
	Mutual Aid Networks’ Efforts
	Solidarity, not Charity
	“Mutuality” of Mutual Aid
	Non-Hierarchical Organizational Structures
	Equity in Decision-Making
	Political Action and Education

	DISCUSSION
	Limitations

	CONCLUSION
	References
	Figure 1.
	Figure 2.
	TABLE 1.

