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Introduction
If you’ve spent any time among people who want to better our world, 
you’ve probably heard a lot of talk about “organizing.” In the United 
States, activists use this term to describe any number of activities 
intended to oppose oppression, from planning protests, electioneer-
ing for a candidate, and feeding unhoused neighbors to building a 
new political party, writing zines, enlisting coworkers to join a union 
drive, and more. Particularly during times of rupture and precarity, 
calls to “organize” proliferate as more people become aware of and 
motivated to fi ght. Converging crises that more blatantly expose the 
state and capitalism’s chokehold on all facets of contemporary life 
have increasingly driven calls among organizers to center mutual aid. 
Although seemingly unifi ed by a focus on helping each other survive 
state abandonment and persecution, “mutual aid” encompasses such 
a wide range of activities, projects, and people that its meaning—and 
whether it is a form of organizing—has become diffi  cult to ascertain.

In the hopes of better aligning our revolutionary eff orts with their in-
tended outcomes, we attempt to clarify both organizing and mutual 
aid below. Specifi cally, we describe what organizing means to Black 
Rose/Rosa Negra (BRRN)—building popular power through social 
movements and their mass organizations—and what it looks like. 

by Alexandria H., Juan Verala Luz, and Charles W.

Black Rose / Rosa Negra Anarchist Federation (BRRN) 
identifi es mutual aid as a key principle that our members 
aim to introduce within social movements. This doesn’t 
mean that we all agree on how to do this, or even what we 
mean by “mutual aid.” We are continuing to have robust 
internal debate on the topic.

The following essay represents the views of three members 
of our organization.

Read more at www.blackrosefed.org
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We also explain how important practices like mutual aid—working 
outside of and against the state to collectively pool and redistribute 
resources, skills, and other necessities—may relate to and support 
our eff orts to build a new world in the shell of the old.1 Although 
mutual aid is an important, oft en imperative facet of revolutionary 
struggle, we argue that it is not and should not be used as a synonym 
for organizing because it does not confront—and therefore cannot 
change—unjust power structures on its own. However, by planting 
mutual aid within organizing campaigns and returning it to its mu-
tual roots, we can create conditions within mass organizations that 
prefi gure the kinds of social relationships that will truly liberate us.

What is Organizing?
Revolutionizing the world requires specifi c forms of organizing. 
Founded in anarchism’s organizational-dualist traditions of plat-
formism and especifi smo, BRRN organizes on the political and so-
cial levels. We created our federation to organize ourselves as anar-
chists, through a shared political program, a democratic structure to 
decide it, and a collective responsibility to adhere to it and carry it 
out (political organizing). We don’t believe we’re going to make any 
revolution on our own, though; for that, we need to organize broad-
based, combative social movements (social or mass organizing).

Th e latter requirement is what we mean by “organizing”: working 
with ordinary people to shape ourselves into a fi ghting force that 
is capable of standing up to and eventually dismantling capitalism, 
the state, and other structures of domination. Th is is distinct from 
a more general understanding of organizing: “an association for a 
particular purpose,” where people use whatever means are needed to 
achieve that purpose, which Errico Malatesta argues is a “fundamen-
tal prerequisite of living in society.”2 In this sense, general organizing 
might refer to organizing a dinner party, organizing groups to clean 
up a beach, organizing a free-clothing drive, or even organizing a 
protest march.

By contrast, mass organizing is a question of power: building the 
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power of our coworkers, neighbors, classmates, and other “actors of 
struggle” (i.e. people who share common problems and social loca-
tions) to dismantle the ruling class’s dominating, atomizing power 
over us.3 To do so, we build people’s confi dence to make demands 
and directly act against bosses, politicians, landlords, administra-
tors, and other class enemies in order to win specifi c goals and shift  
relations of power in our workplaces, neighborhoods, schools, and 
other arenas of social life. We encourage everyday people to run 
these struggles with formal, directly-democratic bodies—what we 
call mass organizations—that we can one day use to run all of soci-
ety. By forging mass organizations that simultaneously develop our 
capacity to eventually overthrow those who immiserate our lives 
while prefi guring the society that we can collectively self-manage, 
we work toward social revolution. Th is, for us, is “organizing” in the 
focused, militant, and necessary sense of the word, and the primary 
one we believe capable of ushering in the world we deserve.4

Mutual Aid: Revolutionary Relief?
Unfortunately, many activists substitute broader general organiz-
ing—“an association for a particular purpose”—for specifi c and 
liberatory mass organizing. Contributing to the confusion, general 
organizing and mass organizing share some similar features despite 
diff erent structures and goals. A closer look reveals that general or-
ganizing lacks the necessary elements of what we see as organizing 
proper: a clear, structural power-shift  and practical steps to get from 
here to there. Mutual aid organizations and projects that see them-
selves as operating outside the state, capital, and the non-profi t in-
dustrial complex are good examples of the tensions that exist be-
tween these diff erent conceptions of organizing. Th ey also exemplify 
ongoing arguments over how mutual aid should be defi ned.

Generally speaking, mutual aid projects attempt to sustain and save 
the lives of those who have been left  behind or targeted by the state. 
As a whole, mutual aid projects oft en position themselves as “sol-
idarity, not charity,” uniting community-based service and/or re-
source distribution with attempts to “build shared understanding 
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about why people do not have what they need.”5 Th ese projects en-
courage participants to “cultivate a shared analysis of the root causes 
of the problem.”6 To do that, many mutual aid projects pair political 
education with service provision to cultivate “space[s] for inspiring 
discussion and action.”7 Th is education intends to help those who 
engage in mutual aid avoid the errors of charity: doling out relief 
based on hierarchies of deservingness and supporting their recip-
ients as paternalistic saviors.8 Disaster Anarchy author Rhiannon 
Firth punctuates the diff erences: “mutual aid,” in contrast to char-
ity, “presumes an equal footing” between all community members, 
regardless of who is receiving or off ering services, support, and/or 
resources.9

Notably, mutual aid projects oft en emerge to meet crucial needs in 
times of acute crises. Recent interest in mutual aid eff orts surged 
shortly aft er 2005 when anarchist-led projects like Common Ground 
Collective outshined Federal Emergency Management Agency’s and 
large nonprofi ts’ pitiful Hurricane Katrina relief eff orts in New Or-
leans.10 Inspired by these successes, activists formed Mutual Aid Di-
saster Relief (MADR) to coordinate communal medical services and 
get food and other supplies to people devastated by Hurricanes San-
dy, Irma, and Maria.11 Similarly, activists launched local networks 
and resource hubs for communities to support one another during 
the COVID-19 lockdowns by volunteering to grocery shop for one 
another, picking up prescriptions from pharmacies for neighbors, 
collaboratively running learning pods for each other’s children, and 
more.12

Other projects aim to address ongoing crises like houselessness, 
hunger, police brutality, migrant safety, and unsafe drug use. For ex-
ample, needle exchanges aim to slow the spread of AIDS and other 
bloodborne diseases by providing people who use intravenous drugs 
with new hypodermic needles and safely disposing of used ones.13 
Similarly, activists strategically place water, food, blankets, and other 
supplies to help migrants safely cross the southern border.14 Oth-
ers have replicated this strategy and deployed similar ones, such as 
Food Not Bombs (FNB) chapters that collectively cook and serve 
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free meals to people who are homeless to expose the state’s funding 
of war over social welfare and illustrate our capacity to provide for 
one another.15 Members of Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) 
fi x broken tail lights on community members’ cars for free with the 
hopes of eliminating a primary justifi cation for police stopping, ha-
rassing, and potentially brutalizing particularly Black and Brown 
drivers.16

Clearly, FNB, MADR, and similar mutual aid projects involve general 
organizing: people working together to arrange social life.17 A group 
that pulls off  a weekly meal for the unhoused probably requires re-
cruitment and outreach, perhaps even direct action to commandeer 
public space.18 Participants may learn important self-management 
skills, like how to make, adopt, and implement collective decisions.19

Th eir accessible “onramps” may even nurture networks of activists to 
experiment in other “transformative social action.”

However, despite bringing people together, generating dialogue 
about political problems, and providing opportunities to build var-
ious skills, mutual aid on its own is not an example of the type of 
organizing that is necessary to bring about social revolution. For all 
the real benefi ts of mutual aid projects, they rarely build power ex-
cept in the most abstract or technical sense among small groups of 
well-meaning activists; they do not undermine ruling power; and 
they rarely situate these relief eff orts within an overarching revo-
lutionary strategy.20 Divorcing mutual aid projects from concrete 
power-oriented objectives leaves the “revolution” part of the Black 
Panther Party’s slogan “Survival Pending Revolution”—a frequent 
reference for today’s mutual aid projects—vague and abstract, un-
tethered to any strategic program, revolutionary or otherwise. Th e 
result—whether a needle exchange, producing and distributing do-
it-yourself air purifi ers, a “really free store,” water drops for crossing 
migrants—is survival pending…more survival.

Despite well-meaning initiatives and the temporary “paradises built 
in hell” they can help create, mutual aid and disaster relief eff orts 
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revolution indefi nitely, however. By distinguishing mutual aid from 
organizing and situating the former within the latter, we ensure that 
our actions are powerful enough to transform our world, perma-
nently shift ing the balance of forces in favor of the dominated class-
es. Th is is the only way to truly survive.

References
1. Although some mutual aid activists make a distinction between “direct aid” 

(decentralized charitable provisions of goods and services) and “autonomous 
mutual aid” (a supposedly more radical version that seeks to address the caus-
es that necessitate aid), we stick to the more common term “mutual aid.” As 
will become clear, we think the diff erences between the two are mimal. Th e 
term “autonomous mutual aid” was created, in part, to answer the sorts of 
reservations outlined in this essay. It is a linguistic broadening that is not ac-
companied by a corresponding practical or strategic shift . In some usages, 
“autonomous mutual aid” seems to cover any collective struggle to improve 
people’s lives, becoming synonymous with organizing, or even radical activity 
itself. In practice, though, when people actually do mutual aid—autonomous 
or not—such distinctions tend to disappear.
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Revolutionary Care in No Uncertain Terms
Language shapes how we see the world. Unclear or misused language 
can divert us from our political goals, just as precise language and 
sharp ideas can bring them closer. It is beyond the scope of this essay 
to fully catalog how the growing, oft en contradictory conceptions of 
mutual aid might obscure or illuminate a revolutionary horizon, but 
we will note that both state, as well as non-state actors on the far right 
have utilized these practices and sometimes even the terminology 
for their own ends.29 While some may suggest that this is an example 
of how mutual aid can become co-opted or appropriated, we are less 
concerned with arguing for or against any inherent or essential quality 
that mutual aid might possess. In the current sociopolitical climate, 
mutual aid, like organizing itself, is politically neutral, only rendered 
counter/revolutionary by those who use it and for what purposes.

We raise the above distinctions between mutual aid and organizing 
to speak to a vision of mutual aid that coheres with BRRN’s exist-
ing program and strategy, not to denigrate comrades and the blood, 
sweat, and tears they devote to mutual aid projects. Emergent, un-
sanctioned, activist-led relief eff orts can mitigate the worst eff ects of 
crises, especially for populations disproportionately dispossessed by 
state disinvestment. It is also inherently risky, as state agencies fre-
quently bid to regain social control by targeting those projects with 
harassment and other repressive techniques.30

Moreover, the work of caring for each other has historically been and 
still is considered a “lesser” form of supporting social transformation. 
Patriarchy’s declaration that social reproductive labor is “women’s 
work”—and thus, according to misogynist logic, both gendered and 
devalued—seeps through our social movements.31 Th ese divisions 
leave power imbalances unchallenged; they ignore the impossibility 
of struggle without robust mechanisms for sustaining movements; 
they prevent our movements from reaching their liberatory ends. 
Against this sort of essentialized compartmentalization, we must 
consciously integrate these practices of care into mass organizations 
to survive, pending revolution.

We must also be aware that survival as an end unto itself can delay 
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can never fully sow the seeds of the sorts of new social and proper-
ty relations they promise to prefi guratively root. In most instances, 
mutual aid projects remain something activists provide. Moreover, 
mutual aid activists rarely extend these eff orts and the relationships 
they create beyond the small groups of people involved while their 
eff orts fl ounder in the wider social storm of domination, capitalist 
exploitation, and state oppression.21 Neither can we assert that these 
projects fundamentally restructure how we relate to each other in 
lasting ways or on a large scale; the sheer number of people who 
remain disenfranchised and oppressed despite a notable rise in ser-
vice projects and mutual aid eff orts from 2005’s Hurricane Katrina 
to present day speak to this pressing concern. If we want a liberat-
ed world for everyone, we can’t sidestep the world we already have, 
or rely on fl eeting prefi gurative enclaves within it. We have to fi ght 
against domination, and that’s what organizing is for.

Th is assertion coheres with working-class, Black, Brown, and/or In-
digenous cultures to the extent that their community structures and 
values systems oppose (or even predate) settler colonialism, white 
supremacy, nation-states, and capitalism. Mutual aid is oft en, for in-
stance, regarded as a central characteristic of Black anarchism. Wil-
liam C. Anderson links mutual aid to a Black experience of state-
lessness, citing various approaches used to counteract state neglect.22 
At the same time, Anderson notes that “as Indigenous anarchism, 
autonomous movements, and stateless people everywhere can surely 
attest, we cannot simply turn our back on the state and hope it goes 
away; nor can we seek new, or even old, ways of living outside the 
state and assume it will ignore us.”23 Mutual aid, he says, “must be 
done to sustain ourselves as we work to dismantle and take down 
the apparatuses of power. Without clear revolutionary content, mu-
tual aid, survival programs, and even horizontalist organizing can be 
co-opted and absorbed into the state’s infrastructure.”24

To the extent that mutual aid is part of revolutionary struggle, it is 
largely found where mutual aid projects are embedded within social 
movements, from the crucial material support given to Indigenous 
anti-pipeline encampments and striking workers to the collective 
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care that sustains police/prison abolition movements and immigra-
tion struggles.. Importantly, mutual aid should be understood as one 
tactic to support a broader organizing strategy in these communi-
ties, as opposed to the sum total of organizing itself. Th is is due in 
large part to an emphasis on the “mutual” (i.e. the reciprocal) aspect 
of “mutual aid,” a key word in the term that is largely overlooked or 
misrepresented.

Putting the “Mutual” Back into Mutual Aid
To illustrate this point, let’s return to the Black Panthers’ Free Break-
fast for School Children and other “survival programs.” Th ese pro-
grams were clearly forms of mutual aid, but they did far more than 
fi ll an important community need; they allowed the BPP to build 
revolutionary Black power more eff ectively. In the case of the break-
fast program, the children being fed (and their parents) listened to 
talks about Black liberation generally and the BPP specifi cally. Th e 
survival programs generated goodwill for the BPP in the community, 
increasing their acceptance and leadership.25 Th ey were used as pro-
paganda tools to dramatize the failures of structurally racist institu-
tions. Programs drew hordes of new recruits to the Party. Th ey were 
also hubs for sharing information about Party actions and events.26 
As Chairman Huey P. Newton put it, “the survival programs are not 
answers or solutions, but they will help us to organize the commu-
nity around a true analysis and understanding of their situation.”27 
Th ey fed into an overall revolutionary strategy.

When tied to concrete political action, mutual aid practices in mass 
organizing can reinforce eff orts to build power by fostering new re-
lationships. Imagine, for instance, neighbors who host language ex-
change classes so that they can better fi ght their landlord together 
or co-workers who set up childcare networks so parents can attend 
strike preparation meetings. Th ese practices invite people to see 
“taking care of one another” more expansively than the mere provi-
sion of services. Against the ways the structures of domination chew 
us up and spit us out, we begin to build a world founded on recipro-
cal solidarity that meets all of our needs.

9

Th e operative word here is reciprocal. As opposed to “goodwill and 
generosity,” reciprocal solidarity—actually mutual mutual aid—“cre-
ate[s] an economic, moral, and political link between people… 
[that] would contribute to a collective emancipation.”28 In the nine-
teenth-century, labor unions lent each other funds—across profes-
sional and national boundaries—at zero-percent interest to support 
striking workers, print propaganda, and establish collectively owned 
and run ventures. Such practices were intended to create a pool of 
generalized credit that strengthened ties among workers, funded 
each other’s struggles, and developed a revolutionary consciousness 
of kinship. Reciprocity is an inherent feature of organizing above and 
beyond the provision of aid; against the hierarchy implied by a logic 
of service, reciprocity creates the conditions under which power can 
be built and shared among members of dominated classes, thereby 
improving the success of any given organizing campaign.

Reciprocity does not mean we keep one-to-one balance sheets about 
who contributes and receives what. Th at would ignore the deep in-
equalities capitalism cultivates within the working class. At the same 
time, developing no mechanisms to encourage recipients of support 
to contribute back to the movement defaults these practices to indi-
vidual choice and morality. Truly reciprocal solidarity is predicated 
on a radical form of social consciousness and organizational struc-
tures that the informal affi  nities of most mutual aid can’t hope to 
match.

Th is is one reason BRRN focuses on mass organizing. Th is doesn’t 
mean rejecting mutual aid—far from it. However, by centering or-
ganizing, we can approach the question of mutual aid in a more rig-
orous and intentional way. When developing our own campaigns, 
we can make sure mutual aid practices are integrated into a strategy 
designed to build enough popular power to alter the conditions that 
require aid in the fi rst place. We can foreground reciprocal solidarity 
as a way to forge new relationships premised on shared struggles and 
shared visions. We can change the world as we care for one another.


