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Abstract

At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the United States witnessed an explosion of
mutual aid networks of an unprecedented magnitude. These networks came together in efforts to
mitigate widespread inequality exacerbated by the pandemic. This surge suggests that mutual aid
organizing is an emergent form of political action that warrants the attention of scholars. I aim to
contribute to this gap in knowledge by providing an empirical analysis of mutual aid organizing
and situating it within social movement theory. Social movement literature identifies elements of
organizational identities, particularly distinctions between inclusive and exclusive identity
frames, that impact collective action outcomes. In this thesis, | argue that the Mutual Aid
Medford and Somerville (MAMAS) network has not explicitly clarified its identity, and this has
implications for the group’s ability to address structural, material, social, and political inequality
on a local level. I assess the internal tensions that arise as a result of the organization’s disparate
identities as both an inclusive network of neighbors and an ideologically exclusive group of
political actors. Ultimately, I assert that mutual aid organizing is a form of political participation
that has the potential to mitigate local inequality by relieving urgent material needs, cultivating
safe spaces for marginalized groups, and creating new channels for political engagement.
Nonetheless, internal tensions prevent the group from enacting structural changes, posing
challenges for the sustainability of impact.
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INTRODUCTION

“Hey neighbor! We got this,” reads the headline of the Mutual Aid Medford and
Somerville (MAMAS) website. In the midst of simultaneous public health and economic crises,
the MAMAS network offers critical support to the local community. The COVID-19 virus first
reached the Boston area in March 2020, after spreading from Wuhan, China (CDC 2021). In
response, state and local governments declared a state of emergency and issued stay-at-home
orders (Baker 2020). Schools, businesses, and restaurants closed, and normal life came to a
grinding halt (Lopez 2021). In addition to the disruption of daily routines, more permeative
threats like job loss, serious illness, and death felt imminent. Uncertainty mounted, not only
regarding material needs like food and rent, but also about the general state of the future.
Questions formed with few answers, and the government, media, and health agencies offered
little guidance (Lopez 2021).

In response to the need and anxiety generated by the pandemic, more than 800 new
mutual aid networks — with over 30 in the Greater Boston area alone — emerged across the
United States to provide rapid material relief to people in need (Fernando 2021; Massachusetts
Jobs with Justice 2020). This tremendous increase took place just in the first two months of the
pandemic, as only 50 mutual aid networks were recognized before March 2020 (Fernando 2021).
Scholars, journalists, and activists broadly define mutual aid networks as localized, grassroots
efforts to build connections, redistribute resources, and provide support within a community
experiencing a crisis (Maddox; McMenanin 2020; Spade 2020; Tolentino 2020). Organizers
often demonstrate political intentions, presenting mutual aid as an alternative to state services
and policy that neglect marginalized groups facing hostile conditions (Spade 2019). Since the

first Black mutual aid network in 1793 — the Free African Society — networks have formed



sporadically during moments of instability and inequality, like the civil rights movement, the
AIDS crisis, and Hurricane Katrina (Aberg-Riger 2020). Yet the United States has never before
witnessed an upsurge of mutual aid networks of this current magnitude, suggesting that this form
of political organizing has resurfaced and warrants our attention.

When COVID-19 took hold in March 2020, many Americans were not familiar with
mutual aid and its history, and the general public paid little attention to the explosion of
networks. The media coverage was largely explanatory, indicating a lack of collective
knowledge about the phenomenon. Several articles asking, “What is Mutual Aid?” popped up
across news sources to provide readers with clarity and inspiration to start new networks (Arnold
2020; McMenanin 2020; Tolentino 2020). On March 18", U.S. Representative Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez co-hosted a conference call with prison-abolitionist organizer Mariame Kaba
introducing mutual aid organizing and a toolkit to build a network (Aberg-Riger 2020). Yet
Ocasio-Cortez is one of the few political leaders to publicly acknowledge mutual aid organizing
and express support. Throughout 2020, the media focused largely on conventional political
responses to racial violence, the pandemic, and political and economic instability. Social
movements like Black Lives Matter engaged in street protests, and progressive candidates
organized campaigns to run for political office in the upcoming election (Alter 2020). At the
same time, local mutual aid networks responded to these urgent conditions with similar demands
for progressive social change but different tactics, and it remained largely unnoticed.

Within the scholarship on social movements, scholars had written very little about mutual
aid organizing as a political form. The academic literature focuses mainly on mutual aid related
to apolitical purposes, such as self-help and peer-support (Banks 1997; Nelson et al. 1998). The

recent explosion of new networks suggests that mutual aid might soon enter the mainstream of



community organizing strategies, increasing the urgency for sociological analysis about its role
in social and political change. Contemporary social movement literature —as reflected in
Donatella Porta and Mario Diani’s comprehensive, introductory text that synthesizes the work of
relevant scholars — identifies key characteristics and tensions in a social movement
organization’s identity (2009). Porta and Diani define a social movement organization as a group
that shares feelings of collective unity, a common cause, set of beliefs, or experience, and an
identified target of change. Scholars primarily focus on either professional movement
organizations, with formal structures, full-time leadership, and large membership, or
participatory organizations, that rely on grassroots efforts like marches, boycotts, or petitions
(Porta and Diani 2009). Social movement literature does not typically acknowledge mutual aid
networks, concentrating instead on established organizations that implement conventional
organizing tactics. This observation suggests that social movement literature does not adequately
account for peripheral, informal forms of community organizing like mutual aid. Nonetheless,
for the purpose of this analysis, | situate mutual aid within a social movement framework to
assess its social and political impact.

Social movement scholars elaborate how organizations negotiate a collective identity,
distinguishing between inclusive and exclusive frames. Inclusive identities appeal to diverse
political and cultural positions and adopt a broad scope in order to attract a spectrum of
experiences and perspectives (Benford and Snow 2000). For example, the women’s movement or
the environmental movement embody an inclusive identity by building a diverse coalition and by
targeting abstract goals — like women’s rights or climate justice — rather than specific actors or
policies (Gamson 1992). Conversely, organizations with exclusive identities — like Occupy Wall

Street — isolate themselves, target a particular adversary, and delegate actions to movement



actors in order to affect the desired change (Adler 2012; Gamson 1992:85). Although the authors
present distinctions between inclusive and exclusive frames as dichotomies, in practice, these
identities are shaped over time as movements position themselves externally and new ideas
emerge (Gamson 1992). The literature does not describe how these identity formation processes
manifest in mutual aid networks.

This theoretical discussion sheds light on decisions that movement actors must negotiate
in shaping their organization and raises questions about where mutual aid networks fit into these
frameworks. In contrast to the myriad of peer-reviewed, scholarly articles about social
movements in general, the existing literature that describes mutual aid as a political tool is
dominated by descriptive, primary sources written by activists immersed in networks themselves
(crow 2011; MADR; Spade 2020; Spataro 2014). These representations demonstrate how mutual
aid has enamored many activists and instilled in them hope for a more equitable future, but they
also romanticize the organizing philosophy. Although the primary sources offer valuable insight
into the philosophy and structure of groups, they do not speak very openly about challenges that
groups face. Peer-reviewed articles offer a more balanced analysis. The current selection of peer-
reviewed articles on mutual aid is limited, although it is gradually expanding as scholars seek to
document and analyze this recent resurgence of networks.

There is an urgent demand for sociological analyses of mutual aid networks to explore
this emergent political phenomenon and situate it within broader social movement theory.
Specifically, social movement literature reveals internal tensions that an organization must
negotiate in order to clarify its identity and achieve its goals. This understanding provoked my
initial questions about how these dynamics unfold in contemporary mutual aid groups and their

implications. An examination of a mutual aid network’s organizational challenges and its



political and social impact is critical to deepening our collective understanding of mutual aid as a

political form.

Purpose of Research

Captivated by the widespread resurgence of mutual aid, | joined a local network, Mutual
Aid Medford and Somerville (MAMAS), in May 2020. | began my involvement as a volunteer
on the hotline, spending several hours a week answering calls from community members
requesting support. This experience acquainted me with the group’s many functions. | also built
relationships with other members and learned about the group’s organizing philosophy and
political stances. After several months of volunteering, | partnered with a fellow MAMAS
member and Tufts University researcher by profession, Dr. Kelly Robyn Wilson, to conduct a
qualitative study of the network. As MAMAS members, we discerned a collective need for
reflection on the network’s evolution, and we believed that action-oriented research could lead to
constructive improvements in the organization as well as contribute to scholarship. Our project
adopted a participatory action research (PAR) approach, meaning that we intentionally co-
developed the study with MAMAS members to maximize utility for the community (Kemmis et
al. 2014). We based our findings primarily on data gathered from focus groups and interviews
and also incorporated our own ethnographic observations where relevant.

Through the process of data collection, I realized that members of the MAMAS network
are keenly aware of the internal tensions recognized in social movement literature. | also
identified contradictions in the unique philosophy and ambitions of mutual aid organizing that
pose challenges to decision-making and impact. Simply put, the network faces an identity crisis
between its goals of equitable resource distribution and progressive social change that influences

its ability to address local inequalities. Discursively, MAMAS frames itself as an inclusive



network of neighbors oriented around basic service provision, which attracted many participants
to the group for apolitical reasons. In practice, however, | found that a significant group of
members interpret mutual aid organizing as a channel to advance political beliefs that are
attached to tenets of socialism. This advocacy asserts a political ideology within the group that
undermines its inclusive, accessible character and complicates decision-making and action. In
this sense, the group orients itself toward both political action and basic service provision in a
discordant manner, and efforts to simultaneously achieve these goals result in ideological
contradictions with practical implications for collective action. These findings provoked the
questions, how do mutual aid networks navigate their dual identities as an inclusive network of
neighbors and an ideological group of political actors? How do these tensions impact a mutual
aid group’s ability to mitigate local inequalities?

The following chapters will explore how these tensions manifest in MAMAS and impact
the group’s ability to address material, social, political, and structural inequality on a local level.
By illuminating these challenges, | aim to offer a depiction of mutual aid organizing that captures
its valuable impacts and its limitations as a political form. Chapter 1 describes the structural
conditions that created the demand for networks today, the historical legacy of mutual aid, and
essential elements of mutual aid organizing. Chapter 2 details the methods that | have
implemented to conduct this research. The next chapters identify tensions and explore how they
impact collective efforts to alleviate inequality. Chapter 3 examines the internal culture of
MAMAS, highlighting how member motivations, group values, gate-keeping mechanisms, and
social bonds generate conflicting political and apolitical ambitions. Chapter 4 discusses how
these tensions prevent ideological consensus and hinder engagement with state and private

organizations, preventing structural change. Yet tensions also create an opportunity for
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deliberation. I found that, for many of the members that | interviewed, engagement with new
ideologies has changed their perspectives and transformed them into political actors. This social
change uniquely takes place outside of conventional channels of political participation and
therefore mitigates political inequality. Through their involvement, | found that members have
cultivated a community that transcends class differences, alleviating social inequality.
Ultimately, I argue that — although internal, ideological tensions hinder the group’s ability to
enact sustainable, structural change — a mutual aid organization effectively responds to local
inequality by meeting urgent material needs, establishing alternative social networks, and

creating new channels for political engagement.
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CHAPTER I

Background & Literature Review

The onset of the pandemic transformed daily life, the economy, and social relations,
immediately driving people across the world into a state of uncertainty and fear. These sudden
changes disproportionately affected racial minority and low-income communities, and many
Americans felt like the government failed to sufficiently provide equitable relief. Contempt for
the federal response to COVID-19 drove local groups to assume responsibility themselves. This
literature review explores structural forces that have shaped the material, social, and political
inequalities accentuated by COVID-19. After establishing these conditions, | will examine forms
of political action that have emerged to mitigate these inequalities and situate mutual aid
networks within these efforts. | then investigate how mutual aid networks have historically
supported vulnerable groups and how their philosophy and structure support political resistance.

This section emphasizes how the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated inequalities and
how Americans have organized collective efforts to improve conditions. 1 will mainly focus my
discussion on material, social, political, and structural inequalities. I have distinguished these
terms based on a synthesis of academic literature featured in this thesis (Carter and Reardon
2014; Spade 2020; Porta and Diani 2009). | define material inequality as disparities in basic
resources like food, housing, and wealth. Social inequality refers to stigmas and barriers to
opportunities based on one’s social or economic position. Political inequality concerns
differences in access to political participation and unequal decision-making power. Structural
inequality encompasses how political and economic institutions sustain material, social, and
political inequality by systematically neglecting minority groups. These definitions will remain

consistent throughout my literature review and empirical analysis of mutual aid organizing.
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Pandemic Politics

As the COVID-19 pandemic has progressed, it has become increasingly clear that
response interventions and health risks impose disproportionate consequences across the general
population. When stay-at-home orders forced people into lockdown, some people simply
transitioned to working remotely while others faced sudden job loss or continued to work in
unsafe conditions (Baker 2020; Rothwell and Reeves 2020). State orders differentiated between
“essential” and “non-essential” businesses, pushing those deemed essential into harm’s way to
continue working in industries that remained “critical functions” in American society (CDC
2021). These positions include healthcare workers, caregivers, and grocery store clerks, among
other “essential” positions (CDC 2021). People of color primarily occupy these positions and
therefore disproportionately assumed the burden of essential work, increasing the risk of
infection in communities of color (Thorbecke 2020). Consequently, Black and Latinx people are
three times more likely to contract COVID-19 than white people and two times more likely to
die from the virus (Arnold 2020). Moreover, many businesses designated as “non-essential”
announced layoffs, causing unemployment rates to soar and exacerbating financial insecurity
(Mutikani 2020). Millions of people across the nation struggled to pay for rent, groceries, or
other basic necessities (Arnold 2020).

As crisis ensued, political leaders at the federal level abdicated responsibility instead of
addressing the visible inequalities. Former-President Donald Trump and several Republican
Congressmen refused to acknowledge the severity of the pandemic and to implement necessary
economic relief and safety measures to prevent the spread of the virus (Lopez 2021). Rather than
collaborate with federal agencies, like the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),

Trump undermined the CDC’s guidance and continued to deny the risks (Lipton et al. 2020).
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State governments were also ill-prepared to respond to the crisis and lacked funding and
resources to provide testing, contact tracing, and healthcare resources to manage the virus (Lopez
2021). Although Congress passed a $2 trillion stimulus bill, the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and
Economic Security (CARES) Act in March 2020, additional relief legislation was blocked by
partisan gridlock (LaBrecque 2020). The failure of the government to unite and provide critical
relief generated distrust and dismay among Americans in need of relief (Schmitt 2020).

In many ways, the government’s insufficient response to the pandemic was the pinnacle
of an extremely tense political moment that has divided people across the United States. Since
his presidential campaign in 2016, Donald Trump has relentlessly disseminated hateful rhetoric
towards communities of color and immigrants, emboldening white supremacist groups who feel
racial and economic anxiety to mobilize (Cineas 2021). For example, in response to police
brutality and the inhumane murder of George Floyd by police officers in May 2020, the Black
Lives Matter movement, civil rights groups, and thousands of supporters took to the streets in
protest (Bump 2020). Trump villainized these democratic efforts, framing them as violent riots
conducted by “thugs,” and refused to express sympathy (Bump 2020). Not only did Trump
neglect vulnerable groups in the wake of the pandemic, but he has also projected severe
rhetorical harm towards Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) and undocumented
immigrants over the course of his presidency (Vesoulis 2020). Collectively, these actions and
attitudes heightened racial tension and caused many people of color and immigrants to feel
unwelcomed and unsafe in their own communities (Vesoulis 2020).

In addition to amplifying racist attitudes, Trump championed a neoliberal economic
agenda that prioritized financial gains for private corporations over equitable social services.

Scholars define neoliberalism as an ideology and a political tool that aims to enhance and

14



institutionalize free-market capitalism through state power (Cozzolino 2018; Lamont et al.
2016). Since the 1970s, the United States has led the way in deregulating corporations,
reconfiguring the welfare state, and privatizing public services, like healthcare, education, and
water (Boyle et al. 2013). Framed as an effort to decrease government intervention, these
policies shift control of essential services from the public to private sector, which in turn
transfers the responsibility to navigate these programs from the government to the individual
(Cozzolino 2018). These policies exacerbate wealth inequality by increasing profits for the ultra-
rich and decreasing government spending on public services (Boyle et al. 2013). Trump has
promoted neoliberalism by increasing investment in law enforcement and defense and stripping
resources away from social services (Cozzolino 2018). Furthermore, many protections for
marginalized groups, like the inclusion of transgender Americans in the military, were gradually
reversed throughout presidency (Vesoulis 2020).

Trump has faced extreme opposition to his actions over the course of his presidency, yet
his base has remained steadfast. This political tension ultimately culminated in Trump’s
undermining of the integrity of the 2020 election and a riot of white supremacist groups storming
the U.S. Capitol on January 6™, 2021 (Goldman and Dewan 2021). These events substantiate
scholars’ and analysts’ claims that polarization in the United States is now at its worst since the
Civil War (Paisley 2016). As | focus this thesis on examining responses to inequality, it is critical
to understand the social and political forces that generate the need for relief efforts and
grassroots resistance. The prejudice and indifference to inequality that the Trump administration

propagated has shaped the divisive conditions under which mutual aid networks emerged.
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Disaster Capitalism

Trump’s efforts to advance neoliberal economic policies reflect a long-standing
conservative political agenda to promote free-market capitalism that has generated significant
consequences (Cozzolino 2018). This section will explore how increasingly globalized, complex
economic and political structures have amplified modern society’s susceptibility to large-scale
catastrophes. Furthermore, state-led responses to these crises have historically reflected harmful
neoliberal ambitions. | will describe how these responses prioritize economic stability over
collective wellbeing, often neglecting to account for marginalized groups. The literature that |
reference on the sociological analysis of disaster centers largely on natural disasters, such as
hurricanes or earthquakes, and not pandemics. Nonetheless, the analytical framework offered by
sociological discussions of disaster explain many of the social, economic, and political
consequences of the government response to COVID-19. This analysis is critical to
understanding the unequal conditions that contemporary mutual aid networks seek to address.

Over the past several decades, scholars have noted the increasing frequency of
catastrophic events, such as hurricanes or pandemics, and attribute this trend to the rise of
neoliberal economic structures. Notably, sociologist Ulrich Beck offers his theory of risk society.
A “risk society” is a world dominated by natural disasters, terrorism, and environmental hazards
(Beck 1992). Beck’s theory is based on reflexive modernization, the concept that contemporary
society creates the globalized, stratified conditions for these risks and therefore must confront the
man-made side-effects (Beck 1992). Although the crises are predictable, the severity of the
impacts cannot be calculated and often scale beyond institutional control (Beck 1992). The
consequences also manifest disparately across society, resulting in inequality. The creation,

navigation, and normalization of such risk characterizes Beck’s perception of the modern world.
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Beck’s theory provides a framework to understand the COVID-19 pandemic as a consequence of
man-made forces, such as globalization and neoliberal economics.

The potential for neoliberal ideology to shape political and economic responses to crises
has also captured the attention of scholars over the past several decades. Notably, activist and
journalist Naomi Klein analyzes how crises have enabled the implementation of detrimental
economic and political changes without public consent (Klein 2007). She argues that the
widespread chaos and uncertainty generated by a state of emergency “shocks” people into
obedience to authority. Leaders exploit this disorientation and approach it as an opportunity to
enact new neoliberal policies without the restraints of democratic processes. In this sense, crisis
presents a market opportunity for the government to replace public services with private
contracts that prioritize the economy and neglect the needs of vulnerable groups. Klein defines
this practice as “disaster capitalism.” This trend has transpired repeatedly since the late 1990s
(Klein 2007). For example, terrorist attacks on 9/11 led to the War on Terror, which created
economic opportunities for the arms industry, privatized healthcare for soldiers, and
implemented surveillance efforts that stripped Americans of their civil liberties (Klein
2007:380). Klein also cites the Dirty War in Argentina, General Augusto Pinochet’s military
dictatorship in Chile, and the war in Iraq as manifestations of disaster capitalism (Klein 2007).

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Trump administration has exploited
the state of emergency to advance economic and political aims. Recently, Klein has applied her
framework of disaster capitalism to the current crisis and provided specific examples of
neoliberal economic policies enacted by the executive branch. She highlights that President
Donald Trump locked down borders, encouraged the suspension of payroll taxes — which fund

Social Security — and bailed out the cruise, airline, hotel, and fracking industries (Klein 2020).
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Despite extreme COVID-19 outbreaks at meat-packing plants and slaughterhouses, Trump eased
restrictions on line-speed and worker capacity at the cost of the health of primarily low-income
and immigrant workers (Mayer 2020). Executive orders encouraged federal agencies to ignore
regulations that threatened the prosperity of the economy, such as environmental and worker
protections (Mayer 2020). Many of these actions escaped the awareness of the public since the
media focused its attention so heavily on the pandemic. These actions resonate with his
neoliberal ideology and his propensity to ingratiate corporate allies and campaign donors (Mayer
2020). In the meantime, essential workers contracted the virus, causing outbreaks in low-income
and minority communities, while other Americans sheltered at home in desperate need of
financial assistance to pay their bills. The federal government consistently prioritized economic
interests and neglected critical, material relief for vulnerable Americans.

Where institutions fail to provide for vulnerable groups in times of crisis, at times,
communities have filled in the gaps and organized resistance to disaster capitalism. Author and
activist Rebecca Solnit examines these community efforts in her book A Paradise Built in Hell:
The Extraordinary Communities That Arise in Disaster (2010). In particular, Solnit explores
collective responses to catastrophe, discussing events such as the earthquake of San Francisco in
1906, the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001, and Hurricane Katrina in 2005 (Solnit 2010). The
suspension of normative civil society in the wake of a disaster presents humans with a choice to
resort to self-interest or solidarity. In contrast to theories that argue that humans naturally act to
maximize self-interest, Solnit finds that humans instinctively adopt altruistic behavior and foster
a “social utopia,” leaning on and helping one another (Solnit 2010:108). According to Solnit,
disaster unleashes this selflessness in part because systems — such as the government and

capitalist economy — that typically suppress the “natural goodness” of humans have weakened
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(Solnit 2010:7). While disasters certainly inflict trauma and chaos on communities, they also
lead people to rely on their social networks in constructive ways that persist after the crisis
subsides (Kreps 1984). This raises the possibility that local groups that emerge in response to
disaster, like mutual aid networks, might leave a lasting impact on their communities.

Although Solnit remains sensitive to the real consequences and pain introduced by
disaster, her interpretation fringes on romanticizing catastrophe. In discussions of potential
benefits of moments of such widespread pain, it is critical to direct attention to how power and
privilege shield elite social groups and project greater harm onto minority groups. Sociologist
Rachel E. Luft advocates for an intersectional analysis of the causes of disaster and subsequent
recovery (Luft 2016). Explorations of how race, gender, and class manifest in disaster response
are largely missing from Klein and Solnit’s discussions. According to Luft, the oppressive
structures that produce and exacerbate the crisis are inherently ingrained in the response (Luft
2016:3). As a result, recovery efforts often place the burden to provide care onto women — and
women of color in particular. Borrowing Klein’s concept of “disaster capitalism,” Luft names
this concept “racialized disaster patriarchy” (Luft 2016:3). Although many norms dissolve during
crisis, Luft highlights that structures of oppression — specifically patriarchy and white supremacy
— persist and result in the disproportionate distribution of trauma across race, gender, and class
(Luft 2016:3). To mitigate this harm, relief efforts must actively embody anti-racist and anti-
patriarchy ideologies and approaches to not perpetuate these systems of oppression (Luft
2016:19). This insight has turned my attention to how local organizations embed resistance to
structural inequalities into their mission, tactics, which I will explore in the following chapters.

This section has demonstrated how political and economic structures have systematically

neglected marginalized groups before COVID-19 and immediately after crises. | have included
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such critical analyses of government action because it aligns with the perspectives that many
progressive activists, many of whom were drawn to mutual aid organizing, have adopted. Over
the past year, progressive activists have channeled this criticism into various forms of political
action. The following section will examine emergent social movement organizations in order to

situate mutual aid networks in the current social and political climate.

Grassroots Political Responses

In response to widespread inequalities, Americans of progressive and liberal political
orientations have organized several channels of political responses. | define a political response
as an effort to mobilize people and issue demands of power structures to change social, political,
or economic conditions. These efforts exert pressure against structural barriers but demonstrate
varying degrees of interaction within systems. Recently, we have witnessed a revival of social
mobilizations like mass protests and progressive grassroots activism (Buchanan et al. 2020;
Meyerson 2020). After a white police officer horrifically murdered George Floyd, a young Black
man from Minneapolis, several social movements for racial justice in the United States took to
the streets, engaging in mass protests consistently over the course of the summer of 2020 (Alter
2020). In addition to these mass movements, grassroots campaigns formed to elect new
progressive leaders to office in the 2020 presidential, congressional, state, and local elections
(Lawrence 2020).

The recent spotlight on the dysfunctionality of American capitalism and neoliberal
ideology has also galvanized thousands of Americans to join leftist activist efforts. Organizations
like the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) have led community-based campaigns to
promote progressive policies, like Medicare for All, affordable housing, a $15 minimum wage,

and environmental justice, through both direct and legislative actions (Freeman 2019). This
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thesis will emphasize political and activist efforts of leftist groups, and it is important to assert
ideological distinctions. Broadly, | will adopt a definition of leftist or progressive ideology as
political support for equitable social welfare, civil rights, and egalitarian structures and either
skepticism or firm opposition to capitalism (Jost et al. 2009). Within this set of beliefs, socialists
and anarchists adopt discrete interpretations of the role of the state (Vincent 2009). Socialism
advocates for a state that owns and regulates the distribution and exchange of property, goods,
and services — ranging from food to healthcare — with an emphasis on equity (Vincent 2009). In
contrast, anarchism demands to abolish the state and other forms of hierarchy and rebuild a
cooperative social order (Kropotkin 1902). Although variation indisputably exist within these
ideologies, this thesis only necessitates a broad understanding of conceptual distinctions.

In the midst of widespread activist efforts, the number of mutual aid networks has
exploded, but this political form has largely escaped the attention of scholars and the media.
Although mutual aid networks are much less well-known than the mass protests and electoral
campaigns, they seek to address the same structural inequalities. This section will reflect briefly
on current social movement organizations and then turn to relevant components of social
movement literature. Although some electoral campaigns classify themselves as grassroots
movements, | am excluding them from my analysis because of their immersion within partisan
political institutions. It is important to recognize the recent prevalence of electoral campaigns as
a political form. Yet, to narrow the scope to organizations that resemble mutual aid in their
collective action approaches, my review will focus primarily on political efforts to apply pressure
on systems rather than work within them. This discussion is critical to situating mutual aid

organizing within current political and social efforts.
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Social Movement Organizations

The election of Donald Trump served as a political awakening for many Americans. Polls
have demonstrated that, since his election in 2016, one in five Americans has attended a protest
or a rally (Jordan and Clement 2018). Over 70 percent of these recently motivated activists have
mobilized in opposition to the Trump administration (Jordan and Clement 2018). The abundance
of active protest efforts over the summer of 2020 further contributed to these high levels of
participation. In the wake of the murder of George Floyd, Black Lives Matter and other racial
justice organizations led mass protests in opposition to systemic police violence and government
neglect of Black Americans. Recent polls reveal that up to 26 million people turned out to
protests over the summer (Buchanan et al. 2020). As millions of Americans become engaged in
political action for the first time, it is important to understand the types of social movement
organizations and how they attract membership and motivate participation. This section also
illuminates how social movement organizations appeal to distinct social, political, and cultural
contexts through identity frames. In the following paragraphs, | will refer to social movement
organizations (SMOs), which are singular and specific organizations. In contrast, | define a
social movement as a network of SMOs interacting with one another, and these organizations
take diverse forms.

Social movement literature and organizational theory center primarily on organizations
that implement a similar repertoire of conventional movement tactics. Scholars distinguish
between professional or participatory movement organizations (Porta and Diani 2009). The
former refers to organizations with full-time leadership, public subsidies, formal structures, and a
small membership, like the Sierra Club or the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) (Porta

and Diani 2009). These groups offer technical expertise, rapid decision-making, and institutional
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resources like stable sources of funding (Porta and Diani 2009). Participatory SMOs include
mass protest organizations and other grassroots efforts that incorporate marches, boycotts,
petitions, or public meetings (Porta and Diani 2009). Black Lives Matter or the Democratic
Socialists of America are participatory organizations because of their decentralized leadership
structures and large membership. Both approaches clearly identify a target with political or
economic power, implement a repertoire of tactics, and take action to advance particular goals
(Porta and Diani 2009). My analysis will center largely on participatory movement organizations
that adopt informal, grassroots efforts.

Rather than exploring other elements of SMOs mentioned above, such as tactics or
targets, this literature review focuses on how SMOs cultivate and maintain a group identity and
how this identity influences a group’s capacity for action. Collective identities form as a result of
“shared orientations, values, attitudes, worldviews, and lifestyles, as well as shared experiences
of action” (Porta and Diani 2009: 92). Scholars primarily distinguish between inclusive and
exclusive movement identities. SMOs with inclusive identities embrace several types of these
collectivities simultaneously, whereas SMOs with exclusive identities recruit members on the
basis of particular identifications, like race or religion (Porta and Diani 2009: 92).

These identities shape how a SMO approaches collective action. In the case of inclusive
SMOs, a call to action is widely relatable and more abstract than adversarial, like hunger,
pollution, war, or poverty (Gamson 1992:85). The movement is not associated with a particular
social group, ideology, or lifestyle, which deems it accessible to people from diverse cultural,
social, and political contexts (Porta and Diani 2009). This broader approach enhances a SMO’s
capacity to mobilize financial and organizational resources as it appeals more broadly to the

general public. Conversely, organizations with exclusive identities often clarify boundaries
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between movement actors and adversaries (Friedman and McAdam 1992). Scholars claim that
group membership in exclusive identity movements offers more notable incentives for action and
fosters unity among a particular social group, motivating direct participation (Friedman and
McAdam 1992; Polletta and Jasper 2001). For example, the 1960s civil rights movement was so
linked to the Black church that membership in civil rights activities affirmed one’s status as a
Christian (Friedman and McAdam 1992). Likewise, studies demonstrate that queer activists join
LGBTQ+ movements to find community with other individuals with a similar lived experience
(Polletta and Jasper 2001). The same logic applies for political identity, as individuals might join
political groups to mobilize collectively with people of similar ideological affinities.

Although this discussion is useful for understanding distinctions in SMOs, the inclusive
and exclusive framework simplifies movement identities by characterizing them as a dichotomy.
In practice, multiple identities might exist simultaneously, and different movement actors might
hold diverse interpretations of a collective identity depending on their personal social and
ideological positions (Porta and Dianni 2009). Yet inclusive and exclusive identity frames
illuminate how intergroup relations vary among SMOs and how this dynamic affects collective
action. This discussion provides a critical framework for understanding how internal tensions in
a SMO influence its capacity to mobilize resources and organize direct action, which I will apply
to my qualitative analysis.

Recently, social movements themselves have reframed the spectrum between inclusive
and exclusive identities by identifying explicitly as “big tent” virus “little tent” organizations.
Participants in my study referred to this terminology in interviews, and further research reveals
that it is more relevant in activist and political spheres than in academic discussions. Literature

does not sufficiently explain these concepts, but journalists provide some clarification. | found

24



that the distinction between “big tent” and “small tent” organizations is typically discussed in the
context of political parties. Commentators describe the Democratic party as “big tent” because it
encourages members to adopt a broad spectrum of views, whereas Republicans have enforced an
ideologically, racially, and religiously unified closed circle (Dionne 2020). In this sense,
distinctions between big tent and small tent organizations refer to the width and depth of a
party’s beliefs and appeal. Whereas big tent organizations are more accessible for a variety of
political ideologies, small tents establish a common set of values and ideological positions to
which members must agree.

Over the past decade, we have witnessed a revival of big tent leftist organizations, as
demonstrated by the substantial growth of DSA (Meyerson 2020). Big-tent organizations like
DSA attempt to unite leftists of diverse affiliations, including communists, socialists, anarchists,
and abolitionists, in a single coalition (Schlesinger 2019). Members of DSA speak to how this
organizing model allows them to engage in a variety of organizing efforts with diverse people
who share similar values but different approaches (Schlesinger 2019). They describe the
organization as open and inclusive and appreciate the lack of vetting interviews or loyalty tests
(Schlesinger 2019). Nonetheless, DSA members also indicate that the ideological diversity
within the group prevents the formation of a core organizational mission, which often hinders
decision-making (Abbott 2018). This reflection on a big tent SMO reveals how too broad of an
organizational identity poses practical challenges for collective action. Although pluralism
promotes diverse approaches to a variety of issues within a singular SMO, it also prevents the
formation of clear boundaries and generates ambiguity.

This section has briefly identified prevalent political responses to structural, political, and

material inequalities and applied organizational theory to understand how internal dynamics
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affect collective action. | have focused on tensions that arise as SMOs negotiate a collective
identity. Specifically, as SMOs determine how inclusive or exclusive they will be, they must
strike a delicate balance between pluralism, inclusion, and ideological consensus that facilitates
coordinated action. This analysis will be critical to understanding internal tensions within mutual

aid organizations and how they shape a network’s capacity to mitigate local inequalities.

Local Impacts of Social Movement Efforts

Despite internal tensions, leading sociological theorists speak highly of the capacity for
local social movement organizations to galvanize small-scale civic and political action (Beck
2006; Putnam 2000). Capitalism has generated deeply rooted, structural inequalities that present
a daunting reality for Americans to resist. Power is concentrated in institutions that exacerbate
material, social, and political conditions for vulnerable communities, and frequent disasters
reinforce inequality. Yet scholars interpret community-level SMOs as a potential tool to mitgate
localized manifestations of these structural conflicts and restore democratic relations. This
section concludes my theoretical discussion of SMOs, ultimately framing local SMOs like
mutual aid networks as a political space that warrants my analysis.

The scholar credited for the risk society theory, Ulrich Beck, elaborated the complex
ways in which globalization and capitalism generate self-enforcing, consequential side effects
(Beck 1992). Yet he later advocates that local social movement organizations are a viable
channel for mitigating risk and harm. In an interview discussing the risk society in contemporary
context, Beck agrees with Naomi Klein and Rebecca Solnit that federal institutions fail to solve
large-scale problems because they tailor their response to maximize elite, national interests rather
than the needs of citizens and communities (Beck 2006). Although Beck suggests that society

should encourage the formation of transnational alliances to address these conflicts, he also finds
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hope on a local scale (Beck 2006). “In global conflicts,” he states, “social movements might be
the best public actors, better than the governments, since they ask questions that go beyond the
level of the nation state” (Beck 2006:339). To Beck, scaling structural resistance to a local level
is most effective because community organizers are closest to the daily realities and challenges
of ordinary people and not caught in political negotiations (Beck 2006). Beck calls for a
reinvestment in civic life to strengthen networks that think critically about dominance and power
structures (Beck 2006). If civic actors cannot rely on institutions to dismantle the modern risk
society, they must create local spaces to build resistance themselves.

This drive for civic engagement echoes sociological findings about social capital and
participatory democracy. Robert Putnam’s theory that the cultivation of social capital precedes a
healthy, functional democracy is particularly relevant. In his book Bowling Alone: The Collapse
and Revival of American Community, Putnam claims that social capital — the social networks and
norms of reciprocity and trust that facilitate collective cooperation — is declining throughout the
United States despite the country’s historic reputation as an active civic society (2000). This
trend occurs because joining community organizations, such as bowling leagues, labor unions,
and school groups, is becoming less common (Putnam 2000). He describes that social movement
organizations provide an important space for community members to form relationships,
collaborate with one another, and practice democratic ideals of fairness and due process (Putnam
2000). Engaging with other civic actors circulates ideas, encourages community involvement,
and inspires collective action on behalf of community needs (Putnam 2000). These norms
establish a foundation for a representative and responsive democratic system. Putnam analyzes
communities with active civic groups and found that they experience improved community

outcomes, such as educational attainment, crime rates, and civic engagement (Putnam 2000).
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These theories promote local, grassroots organizations as spaces to deliberate about social
and political issues and foster civic habits to address them. The proximity of community
organizations to authentic representations of daily inequalities and structural barriers enables
them to advocate for effective changes. This exploration of the political strengths of local efforts
concludes my discussion about broader social movement theory. I will now turn directly to
mutual aid networks, elaborating on the history of these groups, central elements of the
organizing philosophy and structure, and potential challenges. The relevance of SMOs in the
current political moment and the potential for local organizing efforts to incite change drives us

to cultivate a more comprehensive understanding of mutual aid as a political form.

What Is Mutual Aid?

Academic literature represents mutual aid as an organizing philosophy that assumes
diverse forms and has been adopted for a variety of purposes. Self-help, peer-support, resource
distribution, and disaster relief efforts are all examples of groups that scholars or organizers
themselves have labeled mutual aid. Despite its various forms, | found that several underlying
principles are central to each group. This section will describe the theoretical underpinnings of
mutual aid philosophy and then analyze how the organizing model has been applied in both
political and apolitical contexts in the United States since the late 1700s. | point out similarities
between these historical groups, indicating the essential elements of a mutual aid organizing
style. Although both apolitical and political mutual aid organizations operate under the same
philosophy and principles, I argue that fundamental elements of mutual aid organizing are
designed to subvert capitalist and white supremacist tendencies. From this understanding, |

ultimately assert that mutual aid is predominantly a form of organizing for political resistance.
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To conduct this section of the literature review, | consulted both primary sources
produced by mutual aid networks, contemporary editorials, and academic, peer-reviewed articles.
The first set of sources take the form of manifestos, toolkits of best practices, zines, and mission
statements of mutual aid networks. I also included insight from editorials written to describe the
emergence of mutual aid networks and the organizing model’s history. I found that, although
these articles are informal, they are often the most comprehensive, and this is indicative of the
lack of knowledge about mutual aid and the media’s intention to provide explanations. The
selection of peer-reviewed articles about mutual aid are limited, but it examines a wider range of
groups that align themselves with mutual aid principles than the primary sources represent.
Namely, it expands definition of mutual aid networks to include groups that organize for the
purposes of self-help and trauma survivor solidarity, demonstrating that scholars have called a
variety of groups a form of “mutual aid.” | found that both sets of resources demonstrate that

diverse mutual aid networks adopt a similar approach, structure, and set of principles.

Theoretical Underpinnings

Peter Kropotkin, a Russian anarchist and political scientist laid the groundwork for
mutual aid with his pioneering book Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution (1902). At its date of
publication in 1902, social Darwinism — the belief that the elite class succeeds because of innate
superiority rather than inherited or socially constructed privilege — was the leading ideology to
describe economic, social, and political conditions (Dennis 1996). White Americans had applied
the theory to justify slavery, imperialism, unregulated capitalism, and the necessity of state
control, inflicting irreversible harm by legitimizing violence against vulnerable groups (Dennis
1996). As an anarcho-communist activist who advocated for a stateless society free from

hierarchy and social classes, Kropotkin rejects the principles of social Darwinism and advocates
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instead for mutual aid as a moral, survival instinct. His explorations of the human and animal
worlds in Siberia and Northeast Asia, regions with limited resources and harsh climates,
informed his argument that humans are not self-interested by nature (Kropotkin 1902). Unless a
society faces a dearth of resources, he argues, groups resort to cooperation instead of competition
to maximize gain (Kropotkin 1902). Kropotkin claims that the collective struggle for resources
even presents an opportunity to foster group solidarity (Kropotkin 1902). In this sense, his theory
of mutual aid poses a stark contrast to neoliberal ideology, which perceives competition as the
central characteristic governing human relations rather than collaboration (Spade 2020).

This theory reveals how mutual aid philosophy is rooted in anti-state, anti-capitalist, anti-
neoliberal ideology and intends to level power relations constructed by economic and political
systems. Nonetheless, | do not center Kropotkin in my analysis because his theory is outdated
and ridden with racial prejudice. Namely, he adopts derogatory, racialized language that frames
non-white ethnic groups as “savages” or “barbarians” (Kropotkin 1902:76,115). As I will
describe in the following section, mutual aid as a form of political organizing is rooted in the
efforts of marginalized groups and BIPOC communities. Although these groups and Kropotkin
share the title of mutual aid and similar perspectives of community solidarity, his theory does not
represent how mutual aid networks have strived to deconstruct structural racism. The following
account of historical mutual aid networks more authentically depicts the ideological ambitions

that dozens of groups have consistently embodied over the past several centuries.

Mutual Aid Across Time and Space
Mobilizing a group for collective action is a central goal of mutual aid networks. Yet
literature reveals that different groups have adopted mutual aid organizing for diverse goals. My

analysis reveals that scholars have labeled a variety of groups as “mutual aid.” History reveals,
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however, that mutual aid was originally a political practice utilized by minority groups and
activists to build cooperation and collectively change their conditions (Aberg-Riger 2020). While
on their surface, these mutual aid groups provide basic material needs, their efforts advance a
politicized, secondary goal of compensating for government neglect and promoting more
equitable power relations and social services. More recently, however, psychologists have
implemented mutual aid for apolitical purposes, such as self-help and trauma recovery for
patients (Levy et al. 2005; Michael et al. 1985). In this section, | will examine these different
forms that scholars and activists have called “mutual aid.” This discussion is important before |
later determine the structural elements and values that they hold in common, ultimately asserting
my own interpretation of the essential tenets of mutual aid organizing.

Throughout history, marginalized groups have implemented mutual aid organizing as a
survival tool. In moments when systems of power have neglected or harmed vulnerable groups,
communities have come together to fulfill material inequalities and offer protection. The
following historical account of mutual aid examines how minority-led networks have formed in
response to hostile and discriminatory conditions, illuminating the capacity for activists to adopt
mutual aid as a form of political resistance to power structures. Primarily, | examine how groups
have adopted mutual aid to respond to epidemics, slavery, anti-immigrant discrimination,
structural racism, neglect from government services, the AIDS epidemic, police violence, and
natural disasters that disproportionately affect minority communities (Aberg-Riger 2020. |
assembled this historical account by following sources offered by recent media representations
and informal academic presentations about mutual aid, as peer-reviewed journals lacked

comprehensive histories of mutual aid organizing (Aberg-Riger 2020; Maddox; Tolentino 2020).
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This observation implies that the historical roots of politized mutual aid efforts was a fringe
inquiry before the explosion of COVID-19 networks.

My literature review designates the Free African Society as the first mutual aid network
in the United States. In 1793, Philadelphia faced a brutal yellow fever epidemic that caused
many people to flee (Jones 1794). Local political elites incorrectly declared Black people
immune to the disease and encouraged them to attend to the remaining people in need (Jones
1794). Black organizers formed the Free African Society and coordinated medical care for the
sick, shelter for orphans, and services to transport and bury the dead left behind (Jones 1794).
The tradition of Black mutual aid organizing persisted as Black people continued to house, feed,
and protect one another from violence, especially to resist slavery and structural racism (Aberg-
Riger 2020). In 1835, the New York Committee of Vigilance formed to confront slave catchers,
defend freed and formerly enslaved Black people in court, and provide material relief and
education (Nembhard 2014). Later, Black workers organized the Ex-Slave Mutual Relief Bounty
and Pension Association to provide compensation for Black workers facing discrimination
(Nembhard 2014). Black women led these efforts, offering caregiving, healthcare, and education
services that presented an alternative to the insufficient support of racist state institutions
(Nembhard 2014). By the end of the 19" Century, hundreds of Black mutual aid networks had
emerged along the East Coast of the U.S. (Aberg-Riger 2020).

Beginning in the early 1900s, immigrant groups established mutual aid organizations to
protect one another from state institutions that sought to expel them from the country and deny
them social services (Aberg-Riger 2020). Sociedades Mutualistas developed among Mexican
immigrants in the American Southwest, Jewish immigrants organized networks on the East

Coast, and Chinese immigrants formed collectives on the West Coast (Pycior; Soyer 1997; Wang
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2020). These groups coordinated employment opportunities, social networks, legal defense,
medical care, English lessons, and financial loans, offering critical services that the government
failed to provide (Aberg-Riger 2020). The Great Depression significantly diminished the
presence of mutual aid networks, but the Black Panthers revived the organizing practice during
the civil rights movement to combat structural racism (Aberg-Riger 2020). One of the most
notable mutual aid efforts throughout history, the Black Panthers’ Free Breakfast (BPFB)
program offered breakfast to kids in Oakland (Blakemore 2018). Black Panther organizers
expanded the program around the country, before the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
eliminated the program in congruence with other efforts to eradicate the Black Panther Party
(Blakemore 2018). It is important to recognize that, soon after the BPFB program was
dismantled, the United States Department of Agriculture authorized the country’s first school
breakfast program (Blakemore 2018). This instance demonstrates the potential for mutual aid
networks to issue large-scale structural demands.

Marginalized groups continued to establish mutual aid networks toward the end of the
20™ Century and into the 215t Century to mitigate hostile conditions that the government failed to
address. Literature emphasizes the efforts of the Young Lords, a group of Puerto Rican boys in
East Harlem in the 1970s, to burn garbage that the city government neglected to manage (Enck-
Wanzer 2010). Across the country, the Chicken Soup Brigade formed in Seattle to provide
material and emotional support for men who contracted AIDS (Sterling 1993). After Hurricane
Katrina demolished homes, generated widespread flooding, and threatened death, the
government services collapsed, and white militias looted abandoned neighborhoods (crow 2011).
Previous Black Panther organizers formed the Common Ground Collective to mobilize

community members and address growing needs that the government ignored, including material
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relief and self-defense (crow 2011). Recently, rapid response networks have mobilized to protect
groups that law enforcement has historically abused, such as Black, Brown, and immigrant
communities. For example, activists in Massachusetts organized Sanctuary in the Streets to
protect immigrants from worker abuse, hate crimes, and violent raids or deportations by
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) (Becerra 2020). Similarly, communities have
developed cop watch programs to record police misconduct (People’s Response Team).

These networks have emerged periodically throughout history, concentrated in moments
of severe government neglect and hostile conditions that disproportionately harmed marginalized
communities. The scattered formation of these groups poses a contrast to the widespread
explosion of networks across the United States in the wake of COVID-19. Additionally, several
of these groups, including the Black Panther Party, the Common Ground Collective, and the
Young Lords, explicitly label themselves as radical leftists, embracing their association with
anarchist or socialist ideology (crow 2011). This legacy promotes mutual aid as a political tool to
coordinate collective action and address structural conditions on behalf of groups facing systemic
discrimination or harm.

Towards the end of the 215 Century, self-help groups, such as Alcoholics Anonymous,
survivor spaces, and mental health support systems, emerged that assume a mutual aid style and
ethos of organizing (Levy et al. 2005; White 2009; Nelson et al. 1998). As previously mentioned,
self-help mutual aid groups are most commonly highlighted in academic literature, perhaps
because they are administered by professional psychologists who also have the means to conduct
research on them. These groups facilitate recovery from trauma or addiction through peer
support rather than professional intervention (White 2009). Often, pursuing professional help for

mental health needs feels shameful or even coercive for many individuals (White 2009). For
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vulnerable individuals recovering from trauma or addiction, scholars have found that groups that
align with mutual aid values provide a safe space and a sense of belonging that clinical
intervention lacks (Levy et al. 2005). These groups also aim to level power relations in
psychiatric care provision by disrupting the standard that professionals exclusively hold expertise
(Nelson et al. 1998). Instead, a mutual aid approach advocates that peers can help one another by
sharing their experience and perspectives, which reverses conventional narratives of who has the
authority to offer support (Levy et al. 2005). United by a common need, these self-help groups
cultivate strong relationships that facilitate long-term healing. Scholars define this social support
as “community recovery capital,” which sustains recovery from trauma or addiction (White
2009:150). Self-help and addiction recovery mutual aid groups have proven so effective that they
even present a viable alternative to professional services (White 2009:155, Gitterman 2005).
These self-help groups differ from the previously mentioned mutual aid networks in the
sense that they seek to empower individuals rather than entire social groups, like racial or ethnic
minorities. Also, rather than addressing large-scale systems like capitalism, these groups home in
on power dynamics and stigmas within psychiatric service provision. In this sense, self-help and
peer-support groups advance social rather than political ambitions, and | deem them apolitical in
contrast to previously mentioned groups with explicitly political ideologies or motives. The
incorporation of mutual aid organizing into self-help programming illuminates the potential for
these tactics and beliefs to enhance community building and present an alternative to top-down
social services. Like the other historical mutual aid groups, these self-help groups also aim to
deconstruct structural power dynamics and empower the vulnerable. | have gathered that this is a
central mission of mutual aid groups. In the following section, | will elaborate on how groups

embody this goal through values and structure.
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Essential Tactics and Structures

Despite disparate ideologies and ambitions, both political and apolitical networks operate
under a common philosophy and structural principles in attempts to level power relations. In the
case of political groups, mutual aid efforts aim to challenge structural inequalities, whereas
apolitical applications like psychology implement mutual aid to destigmatize mental health
treatment and empower the patient. To actualize these ambitions, mutual aid groups actively
inscribe opportunities to deconstruct power dynamics into their organizing structures and
principles. | found that both apolitical and political organizations center empowerment,
supportive relationships, and social transformation. Different groups have referred to or defined
these values in a variety of ways, yet the concepts remain consistent.

First, mutual aid organizations aim to facilitate empowerment by expanding opportunities
for members to engage in decision-making efforts. Empowerment occurs on three levels:
personal, organizational, and community (Nelson et al. 1998). On a personal level, mutual aid
organizations promote self-organization by encouraging individuals to utilize the skills they have
to respond to emergent needs (MADR; Spade 2020). Many groups express the belief that all
participants have something to offer no matter their circumstances (Spade 2020). The
organizational structure promotes empowerment by minimizing hierarchies and adopting a
horizontal structure, increasing individual agency and self-determination and expanding
opportunities to engage in decision-making. Groups model horizontal structure in a variety of
ways, but a general consensus across sources describes a lack of hierarchical leadership and a
decentralized organizing structure like a spokes-council (Banks 1997; Katz 1981). This model
directly contrasts authoritarian models of leadership or conventional vertical orientations, such as

client-patron or leader-follower relationships (Nelson et al. 1998). Empowerment also occurs as
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a result of the participatory decision-making processes implemented in many groups. Mutual aid
organizations approach decisions by creating a “safe forum for exploration of popular concerns”
and then arriving at a group consensus instead of voting on majority-rule (Gitterman 2005:216;
Hammond 2015:291). Lastly, community empowerment occurs as involvement in mutual aid
organizing cultivates skills for collaboration and active civic participation (Banks 1997).

Second, participation in a mutual aid fosters supportive relationships among members
Scholars find that groups form a “closed system of ties” that cultivates strong social bonds and
trust between members, and these relationships and mutual obligations motivate participation
(Banks 1997:2). The system is “closed” as a result of mutual aid’s emphasis on reciprocity: “for
everyone who receives help there should be someone who is helped at some point by that
receiver” (Banks 1997:4). Many networks involve pooling resources for mutual benefit, which
innately encourages reciprocal relationships (Maddox). Additionally, more ideological groups
adopt explicit values stances to encourage members to treat one another with dignity and respect,
often publicizing their commitment to anti-racist efforts and protections for minority groups
(MADR; Spade 2020). In this sense, groups aim to cultivate bonds that transcend social
differences. These norms of reciprocity and mutual respect facilitate trust among members.
Mutual Aid Disaster Relief, formed in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, promoted relationship
building by encouraging its members to “Move at the speed of trust... invest in each other, be
mindful, and take the time to develop bonds that are stronger than the hurricane winds”
(MADR). Like MADR, many mutual aid networks encourage members to prioritize community
building over efficiency.

Lastly, mutual aid networks promote egalitarian social relations in efforts to transform

power dynamics and humanize needs. Proposing that everyone has something to offer, no matter
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one’s social position, is a radical intervention to conventional, one-sided narratives of charity and
social services (Spade 2020). Many mutual aid networks characterize this social transformation
as “solidarity not charity” (Spade 2020). Furthermore, some consider mutual aid a form of
prefigurative politics, a term coined by Carl Boggs that characterizes organizations that reflect
their political aims in their organizing structure (1977). The egalitarian values and structures that
mutual aid organizers adopt not only provide a mode of operation but also a vision for how they
believe society should operate (Boggs 1977; Bongar Hoban 2019). In Networking Futures: The
Movements Against Corporate Globalization, Jeffery S. Juris provides an ethnographic account
of organizing methods implemented by several contemporary, prefigurative political movements
inspired by People’s Global Action (PGA) (2008). Juris describes, "Beyond actions and
mobilizations, anti-corporate globalization activists continue to express their utopian political
imaginaries through ongoing organization and technological experimentation” (Juris 2008:289).
He finds that activists form “social laboratories” that translate their bold political, social, and
economic ambitions into practice (Juris 2008). This analysis resembles how mutual aid groups
build collaborative communities that do not rely on discriminatory government services in efforts
to resist state and capitalist systems. Mutual aid organizations therefore expose inequalities in
social assistance and intentionally implement tactics to offer a more egalitarian alternative.

Organizations formed by political activists expand on mutual aid as a form of
prefigurative politics in their primary sources, shedding light on how mutual aid networks pose
political resistance. Professor Dean Spade, an activist and scholar who is a vocal advocate of
mutual aid as a political form, echoes how this organizing structure significantly departs from
societal norms:

We need ways of practicing wanting one another present and participating, not
just going along with what one charismatic or authoritative person says. Most
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people have not gotten to practice this, since the institutions that run our lives,
like schools, jobs, and governments, are hierarchical. (Spade 2020:145)

Mutual aid organizations create a space in which individuals can exert agency and have a
voice in decision-making. Even at a small scale, forming networks of social cooperation
serves as a direct counterforce to neoliberalism and capitalism. Prioritizing community
care over concern for profit and private property engrains a unique subjectivity in
participants that then translates into action. As Professor David Spataro frames it in his
dissertation of anti-authoritarian mutual aid networks in New York City, “autonomous
space is a spatial strategy for reworking the social conditions of social reproduction in
order to stop one form of reproduction (capitalist subjects) and engender another
(subjects open to alternative economies)” (Spataro 2014:214). Resistance to engrained
structures of violence like white supremacy and capitalism is daunting, so modeling a

more equitable vision on the community level proves much more feasible.

Challenges to Mutual Aid Organizing

Consensus decision-making and horizontal structure work best when people actively
participate and tend to agree with one another (Banks 1997). Without these conditions, however,
this organizing logic might hinder productive action and impact. Condemnation of power is
inspiring, but also novel and potentially uncomfortable for some participants. Restricting
involvement in mutual aid networks to individuals who align ideologically might advance a
group’s political goals. Yet obligating political alignment as an eligibility requirement would
undermine mutual aid goals of inclusion and reciprocity. These challenges are embedded in a

mutual aid approach to organizing, and groups must reflect and adapt to sustain engagement.
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Both academic and primary sources about political mutual aid efforts offer important
insight to potential challenges within this style of organizing. Mutual aid groups themselves have
produced a breadth of knowledge based on their experiences and they offer important critiques.
A network’s transparency about the issues that they have resolved is intentional. Sharing lessons
learned acknowledges that, due to limited resources, mutual aid groups cannot afford to remake
the same mistakes twice (MADR). Reflective toolkits seek to disclose one group’s mistakes and
solutions in order to build solidarity among networks and maximize success in future iterations
of mutual aid. In this discussion, | amplify the perspectives of mutual aid organizers who have
detailed the challenges they have faced, responded to external criticisms, or provided helpful
advice for future networks.

The organizational logic of mutual aid networks constructively diffuses decision-making
and equalizes power relations. Yet without broad participation and a system for delegating work,
the absence of central authority might generate practical challenges. A lack of directive
leadership could overwhelm some participants with responsibilities while others contribute less
energy, leading to burnout. An enthusiastic base of participation would minimize this risk.
Mutual aid literature, however, focuses heavily on groups with a strong base of support (MADR;
Food Not Bombs 2004). In developing their organizations, groups must determine how to
reconcile their philosophical opposition to hierarchy with a need for management.

Furthermore, in the absence of leadership, scholars indicate that natural hierarchies might
form that undermine the essential egalitarian, reciprocal character of mutual aid. To reiterate, in a
mutual aid network, relationships between givers and receivers are ideally reciprocal, forming a
closed system (Banks 1997). In his review of the Occupy Wall Street (OWS) protest, an anti-

corporate movement in 2011, sociology professor John L. Hammond describes “the management
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of money and the dilemma that mutual aid might devolve into one-sided service provision” as
internal challenges (Hammond 2015:303). For the organizers of OWS, fairly allocating money
required concentrating decision-making power in a restricted group — a system that is antithetical
to mutual aid principles (Hammond 2015). Distributing resources in this manner tilts the
organizing model towards one-sided charity. Mutual aid groups aim to meet community needs
and maximize support while striving for reciprocal relationships. Yet groups hesitate to enforce
reciprocity because, ideally, people receiving aid should not feel obligated to provide something
in return. Creating opportunities to engage individuals receiving aid in organizing responsibilities
is critical to sustaining a group and maintaining egalitarianism and reciprocity. Self-criticism of
internal hierarchies in materials written by mutual aid networks demonstrate that contemporary
groups are particularly attuned to these challenges and aim to avoid one-sided, hierarchical
relationships at all costs (crow 2011; Hammond 2015; MADR).

For individuals who do not align with leftist politics, groups that adopt anarchist or
socialist ideologies might be alienating. Food Not Bombs, a proudly anarchist group that
provides food in local areas across the world while also protesting war, poverty, the globalized
economy, borders, displacement, and climate change, deters this risk with the following:

Anyone with direct action skills stands to gain from sharing them with others.

This is the opposite of “converting” people: it means empowering people to be

themselves, not attempting to turn them into copies of oneself. The more capable

each individual and group is, the more all can offer each other, and the more all

are able to enforce their equality. (Crimethinc 2004:18)

Mutual aid groups do not strive to indoctrinate their members with a political ideology. Rather,
the space for critical discussions about political conditions opens in response to the crisis, which

may begin to cultivate a new political awareness of structural inequality for those involved.

Although mutual aid values and tactics embody certain political ideals, most groups examined in
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this literature review do not explicitly label themselves as anarchist or socialist, and this reduces
initial alienation. Even openly anarchist groups like Food Not Bombs do not advertise
themselves superfluously as such. Many political mutual aid groups strive to embody the “spirit
and sensibility” of their ideology rather than limit themselves to that identity (Hammond
2015:289). In this sense, groups claim to be inclusive of political ideologies while maintaining a
zero-tolerance policy for racism, sexism, or homophobia.

Lastly, the incorporation of anti-capitalist, anti-government ideology into mutual aid
organizing poses practical challenges for the scale and sustainability of change that a group can
enact. Many mutual aid groups promote autonomy from harmful government and economic
systems, which therefore distances them from electoral politics and other conventional methods
of changemaking (crow 2011). Organizers are confident in the social transformations they
initiate by cultivating egalitarian structural relations and empowering individuals on a small-
scale (MADR). Nonetheless, the lack of constructive collaboration with institutions might
undermine the scale and legitimacy of the social and political changes that groups can affect.
Although mutual aid groups rightfully critique political and economic institutions, government
systems wield more resources than local networks can practically offer. With this in mind,
mutual aid networks might benefit from collaborating with political leaders rather than dismiss
them completely on the basis of ideology.

This literature review has explored the history of mutual aid organizing, pointing to
distinctions in the purposes of networks and also essential elements that all mutual aid groups
hold in common. | have demonstrated that the central values and tactics of mutual aid facilitate
valuable social and political changes on a local level by empowering individuals and challenging

harmful power dynamics. Yet | also evaluated potential weaknesses of this style of organizing.
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This discussion frames my analysis of the Mutual Aid Medford and Somerville (MAMAS)
network. Before examining a model of mutual aid organizing in practice, I will introduce
MAMAS in the following section, describing how the network formed and how it has adopted

the characteristic mutual aid values in its mission and structure.

The Origin of MAMAS

Since March 2020, Middlesex County, MA, which includes both Medford and
Somerville, has witnessed over 121,000 COVID-19 cases and almost 4,000 deaths (NYT 2021).
At its peak in June 2020, the unemployment rate was 15 percent in the area (U.S. Bureau of
Labor). Before the local or federal government had formed a clear plan of action, a group of four
activists in Somerville and Medford joined together to organize a response. On March 12, 2020,
the founders set out to organize Mutual Aid Medford and Somerville (MAMAS) — a network of
community members organized around the basic goal of helping neighbors and redistributing
resources during an uncertain time. The four founding members, known informally by the
network as the “Core Team,” began to organize once the pandemic hit, relying on a previously
created contact list of community members from an organization called the Communist Snow
Shoveling Brigade that shoveled snow in exchange for conversation about leftist political
organizing. When the pandemic took hold, the Core Team expanded on this list and began to
connect people with offerings to those in need. Since then, MAMAS runs a community hotline,
offers grocery shopping, deliveries, childcare, and emotional support services, and distributes
monetary support to Somerville and Medford residents. The network has also grouped residential
blocks into “Neighborhood Pods,” creating text groups and other communication infrastructure

to form connections among neighbors and encourage mutual support.

43



This work is grounded in the belief that “Mutual aid is about showing up in our
communities and pooling our resources to make sure everyone has what they need” (MAMAS
2020). Unlike some mutual aid groups throughout history, MAMAS does not outwardly align
itself with a political ideology. The founding team all had experience in progressive activism,
working in racial justice, worker justice, housing justice, and Jewish organizing spaces. These
activist communities introduced them to the concept and political foundations of mutual aid.
Nonetheless, rather than using explicitly political language, the founders organized MAMAS
around the basic purpose of helping the local community. The network’s mission is captured in
the “MAMAS Vision + Agreements,” a guiding document that grounds the group’s action (See
Appendix A). The core beliefs expressed in this document are “Everyone has something to offer,

99 ¢¢

and everyone has things that they need,” “this is an experiment, and we are flexible,” “we have
to trust in and fight for people we don’t know,” and “mutual aid will only get us so far”
(MAMAS 2020). The structure and services of the organization are fluid, adapting to the
changing times and increasing scale of the organization. Yet, these values have remained
consistent since the beginning.

Involvement in MAMAS is flexible, with no requirements for time commitment, and
there are several different roles a member can occupy. MAMAS operates through a spokes-
council model composed of many working groups represented by coordinators (Bongar Hoban
2019). Progressive social movements, including Occupy Wall Street, the civil rights movement,
and the Zapatistas, have adopted spokes-council organizing structures to promote
nonhierarchical and consensus-based decision-making across a mass of people (Bongar Hoban

2019). Although the founding members initiated the network, it is important to note that they all

stepped back from the organization by August 2020. The network has no directive leadership,
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but rather decentralizes leadership across working groups. Prominent working groups include the
hotline, translators, groceries, money, communications, housing justice, and political education.

In this thesis, | will distinguish these different roles with the terms requester, general
member, and coordinator. | will also refer to the founding members, the core group of early
organizers that initially established MAMAS. First and foremost, requesters are community
members who reach out to MAMAS for support. Hotline volunteers typically introduce
requesters to the concept of mutual aid and invite them to participate, but MAMAS does not
obligate requesters to join or provide anything in return for aid. General members volunteer
either routinely or sporadically, working hotline shifts, delivering groceries, or executing other
daily service actions. They typically interact with requesters over the hotline or through grocery
deliveries. Finally, more involved general members can become coordinators. Coordinators
organize their working groups and meet weekly to report updates and vote on network-wide
measures. In efforts to decentralize, any coordinator can create new working groups, as long as
they have support from other members and the group’s purpose aligns with MAMAS values.
Coordinators can also access personal and potentially sensitive information from requesters, like
their address, payment information, and language preferences. To minimize potential harm,
MAMAS established a process to screen potential new coordinators. Interested individuals
participate in an informal “trust building call” with two current coordinators to discuss mutual
aid values and assess the potential for harm, which I will expand on in later chapters.

It is important to note that my analysis focuses on general members and coordinators and
not requesters because they predominantly joined the study. Nonetheless, requesters are the
largest component of the MAMAS community. Members estimate that, since March 12, over

1,600 local community members have engaged with the group (MAMAS 2021). On a daily
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basis, the number of grocery deliveries conducted by members ranges from 5-20 (MAMAS
2021). In the spirit of transparency, the MAMAS Money Team publicly tracks all money
interactions. When last consulted, the network had redistributed nearly $350,000 among
community members directly (MAMAS 2021). Hundreds of requesters regularly depend on aid
from MAMAS that they cannot acquire from public or private social services. The increasing
role of requesters is central to the exponential growth of the MAMAS network since March
2020, as the network has evolved to improve its capacity to provide support.

Although COVID-19 led to the group’s creation, the demand for the MAMAS network is
particularly significant due to historical resource imbalances, wealth inequality, and social
tensions in the greater Somerville and Medford communities. Originally an area occupied by
white working-class families, the community is now home to many wealthy, young professionals
attracted to the proximity to the Boston metro area and public transportation, in addition to other
demographics (Kesslen 2017). On average, property values in the Somerville area have increased
by 10 percent every year as developers continue to buy out multi-family units, renovate them,
and rent them for lofty prices (Kesslen 2017). The area is increasingly transient, with only 33.6
percent of housing units owned by their occupants, and 67 percent of residents are renters (U.S.
Census Bureau; SCC 2018). Signs of gentrification are particularly salient around Tufts
University, where students have infiltrated off-campus housing, and many choose to stay in the
area. Consequently, a younger generation of affluent intellectuals has gradually replaced the
working-class families in several neighborhoods of the community (Kesslen 2017). These
dynamics have resulted in the departure of families who can no longer afford rent, the
gentrification of areas such as Davis Square, animosity between neighbors, and strained

community relations (Kesslen 2017).
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A significant working-class population still exists alongside the affluent group in the
Medford and Somerville region, generating wealth inequality. In some neighborhoods like East
Somerville and South Medford, residents work primarily in service jobs that earn an average of
$33,738 in wages annually (Orchard 2013). Just down the road, residents in Davis Square, Porter
Square, and Inman Square earn $84,403 annually, on average (Orchard 2013). Recent reports
classify 43 percent of total Somerville residents as “cost burdened,” meaning that they pay more
than 35 percent of their income on housing (SCC 2018). This economic inequality maps onto
ethnic and racial lines in the area. Both Medford and Somerville are home to large immigrant
populations that speak Spanish, Portuguese, and Haitian-Kreyol as their first languages. These
populations have lower levels of educational achievement in contrast to non-foreign-born groups.
For instance, nearly four times as many immigrant residents of working age than native-born
residents in Medford dropped out of high school (27% to 7%) (U.S. Department of Housing
2015). Immigrant groups in the area also experience higher rates of unemployment (U.S.
Department of Housing 2015). In both Medford and Somerville, private organizations and public
agencies have collaborated to expand affordable housing options in the area, with Somerville
aiming to construct over 6,000 new units in the next 20 years (SCC 2018). Yet housing
inequality remains a prominent issue in the region.

Lastly, the area is extremely dense. In fact, the Somerville region ranks 16™ in the
country in population density, ranking over San Francisco, nearby Boston, and Chicago (U.S.
Census Bureau 2010). Two-thirds of Somerville’s housing units are multifamily dwellings (two-,
three- and four-family), such that neighbors are concentrated in townhouses rather than tall
apartment buildings (City of Somerville 2009). Despite this proximity, the community reflects

national data demonstrating lack of connection between neighbors (Davis and Parker 2019).
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Today, only 26 percent of Americans claim to know most of their neighbors, compared to 57
percent who know some (Davis and Parker 2019). Respondents of this national survey ages 65
and older were far more likely to know most of their neighbors than younger generations (Davis
and Parker 2019). Among respondents that know some neighbors, the majority (58%) stated that
they would never meet in person for a social event, so connection between neighbors are shallow
(Davis and Parker 2019). Although this particular data does not exist on a local level, Somerville
residents confirm these trends anecdotally (Kesslen 2017).

When the MAMAS network emerged in March 2020, it faced compounding challenges
of gentrification, economic inequality, political polarization, structural racism, and a global
health emergency. Many of these national challenges manifested locally, generating concrete
disparities in material resources across the Medford and Somerville area. This literature review
has explored those conflicts and several mainstream forms of resistance, while centering mutual
aid as a political response. | aim to uncover how MAMAS has organized to mitigate these crises,
to understand internal organizational challenges, and to assess the group’s impact. The following

section will describe the methods that | adopted to facilitate this research.
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CHAPTER II
Methodology

Research Questions
This participatory case study aims to explore the internal dynamics of an active mutual
aid network and how they influence efforts to instigate localized social and political change. This
purpose is captured by the following research questions:
1. How do mutual aid networks promote social and political changes on a local level?
a. What challenges do they face and how do they navigate them?
b. How do these challenges impact a mutual aid group’s ability to alleviate local
inequalities?

The following chapter details the methodological and analytical approaches that | adopted to

answer these questions.

Research Design

This study employs qualitative research methods to analyze Mutual Aid Medford and
Somerville (MAMAS) as a case study of mutual aid organizing in response to the COVID-19
pandemic. A case study approach examines a phenomenon in depth within a particular empirical
context (Merriam 2002). This methodology best suited my study because | aim to identify
challenges within the MAMAS network that stem from the mutual aid organizing model. |
selected MAMAS as the network for the case study because it demonstrated particular success in
recruiting and sustaining members in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. | analyzed the case
study through an interpretative qualitative approach, seeking to uncover how members of the
MAMAS network interpret their experience in the network (Merriam 2002). From this analysis, |
developed grounded theory, synthesizing concepts that emerged from the data into a substantive

conclusion (Merriam 2002). The case study approach requires that my findings operate within a
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bounded system, meaning that the findings are specific to the MAMAS network and cannot be
reliably generalized (Merriam 2002). Qualitative case studies nonetheless contribute to scholarly
discourse by uncovering new concepts and explanations for social phenomena that scholars have
not previously examined (Small 2009). I classify the resurgence of mutual aid organizing in
response to a pandemic and political conditions as a practice worth documenting and analyzing.

The research draws from interviews with founding members and focus groups with active
members. Dr. Kelly Robyn Wilson and | ultimately recruited 20 individuals. Of these
participants, we conducted three interviews with three unique founding members. The remaining
17 volunteers were divided among four focus groups with 3-6 members each. This approach
gathers data from various sources in multiple formats to form a comprehensive case study
(Creswell 2017). We decided to pursue interviews and focus groups because we had already
developed a topic of interest and could therefore direct targeted questions at participants (Taylor
2016). Rather than restrict the interviews to one-sided, rigid conversations, we opted for a semi-
structured approach (Rubin and Rubin 2012). We developed an interview guide with around 10
prompts, but | supplemented those questions with follow-up conversations to pursue the
discussion’s natural course and topics of interest (See Appendix B for interview guide). This
structure maintained an interactive conversation between the subject, Kelly, and me.

Focus groups — also known as group interviews — supplemented the few, in-depth
conversations by involving a greater number of participants, exposing me to far more
perspectives and experiences in a short amount of time (See Appendix C for focus group guide).
A group discussion highlights dynamics between individuals, such as disagreements, tension, or
consensus, that may not arise during a one-on-one conversation (Taylor 2016). Group

interactions do raise the risk of groupthink, peer pressure, or artificial consensus as individuals
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hesitate to disagree with one another (Taylor 2016). Health risks posed by COVID-19 obligated
us to conduct focus groups virtually, so we sought out and followed guidance for how to conduct
focus groups through Zoom (Turney and Pocknee 2004). The conversation did not flow as
naturally due to a lack of speaking cues, often requiring us to call on participants directly.
Nonetheless, our study exemplifies a successful instance of virtual interviews and focus groups
and contributes to the growing knowledge of best practices for conducting these conversations
over videoconferencing technology. This is important for future scholarship, as virtual methods

transcend geographical boundaries and could broaden the populations that researchers can reach.

Participatory Action Approach

Scholars of sociology take interest in social relations between individuals, groups, and
institutions, with particular attention to how these relationships produce discrepancies in power
and resources (Elias 1978). This social inequality defines the lived experiences of many minority
social groups. Similar power dynamics also manifest in social science research itself (Creswell
2017). The historical relationship between the researcher and her subjects frames participants as
passive objects to be investigated by a single bearer of knowledge, the researcher (Kemmis et al.
2014). A participatory action approach to research aims to mitigate unequal relations that might
cause harm to participants and their communities (Creswell 2017). This methodology intends to
engage the community throughout the research process and synthesize the findings to arrive at
actionable steps (Creswell 2017). Involving participants in the research process empowers them
to raise feedback for the researcher to adopt, ultimately leveling power relations (Kemmis et al.
2014). Participants are considered “co-researchers,” meaning that the research recognizes their
capacity to produce knowledge on their own situation (Kemmis et al. 2014). The researcher then

centers the needs and desires of subjects to best serve their community, reframing research as an
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endeavor that is mutually beneficial to both the researcher and the subjects. This methodology
has been adopted across fields that conduct research to improve life outcomes, such as
community development, health, and education (Keahey 2020).

In addition to rejecting hierarchies, a participatory action approach also challenges
conventional efforts to diminish a researcher’s personal bias. Traditional research in social
science adopts a positivist approach that requires rigid adherence to the scientific method and
quantifiable data to ensure objectivity (Given 2008). In the late 20™ Century, feminist scholars
challenged the validity of a universal objectivity, arguing that diverse social positions construct a
plurality of perspectives and truths (Code 2011). Participatory action research approaches
recognize how power structures in research privilege some social standpoints — namely that of
white, male scholars (Given 2008). Failing to acknowledge the variety in subjectivities
perpetuates hierarchies in research and knowledge construction (Code 2011). This methodology
therefore rejects the conjecture that a researcher can divorce herself from her biases and achieve
objectivity and encourages the researcher to preserve their unique perspective (Cahill 2007).
These efforts contribute to the creation of diverse subjectivities, deconstructing hegemonic
descriptions of social reality (Code 2011). | adopted this ethos in my study by embracing my
own standpoint. My location within spheres of power has informed my research questions,
methodology, and analysis, and denying that reflection would assert a singular perspective of
reality that does not exist. For these reasons, the research design also incorporates elements of
ethnography as | situate and supplement my primary findings within my own experience.

| also elected to pursue a participatory action approach to maximize the utility of this
research for MAMAS. As a member of the MAMAS network myself, I leaned on the

relationships that | had developed through my involvement and invited other members to
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participate in the development and analysis stages of the study. Throughout August 2020, |
engaged directly with several MAMAS members to discuss how to approach research in the
most comfortable and confidential manner for the group. At this point, I met Dr. Kelly Robyn
Wilson, an active MAMAS member since March with whom | have collaborated on the study
since. A researcher in community development at Tufts University Friedman School of Nutrition
Science and Policy by profession, Kelly had completed a pilot round of data collection earlier in
the spring. We joined efforts and began to design the research project together. To ensure
community buy-in, in October 2020, we pitched the research objectives and proposed methods at
an all-coordinators meeting. MAMAS coordinators voiced concerns about anonymity and data
security that we assuaged with strict protocols to remove identifying information from
transcripts, analysis, and follow-up discussions. The project was approved unanimously under
conditions that we maintain the confidentiality of participants.

After we collected and independently analyzed the data, we also co-hosted a “data party,”
inviting members of the MAMAS community and participants of the study to join us in
discussing the findings (Franz 2013). This additional step enhances the participatory approach by
reporting findings to community members, including them in interpretation, and collectively
workshopping action steps. 15 active MAMAS members attended, about half of whom had
participated in the study. Attendees resonated with the motivations and challenges that we
discussed and found it energizing to reflect and brainstorm together. We encouraged attendees to
share the findings and continue the discussion in their working groups in efforts to continuously

“decentralize” the findings and discussion.
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Recruitment and Sampling

Recruitment took place over a two-week period from late-October to early-November
2020. Participants were recruited for this study through convenience and purposive sampling
methods. A convenience sampling method selects participants based on access, availability, and
interest rather than a randomized strategy (Acharya 2013). We adopted this approach for focus
groups, sending an open invitation to all of MAMAS so that any member could join if interested.
Given the founding members’ expertise and unique experience with the group, we specifically
requested interviews with founders. This strategy resembles purposive sampling and enabled us
to directly reach individuals of interest (Marshall 1996). Kelly, other coordinators, and | openly
circulated advertisements for the study across the MAMAS Slack network and through MAMAS
mailing lists. Slack is the group’s primary form of communication and technological
infrastructure, and active MAMAS members engage regularly with the platform (Slack
Technologies Inc. 2021). Although unclear how many individuals actively use Slack, over 500
members have joined the MAMAS Slack network since March 2020. Interested individuals were
then accepted into the study and sent follow-up information and informed consent documents.

Any members of the MAMAS network were eligible for focus groups. We aimed to
recruit from all active working groups and reach members with various degrees of involvement.
17 individuals ultimately participated. We divided them across four focus groups, strategically
arranging groups to represent diverse points of view from different working groups, degrees of
engagement, and amount of time involved in MAMAS. Engaging participants across working
groups and commitment levels promoted active discussion by sharing a variety of experiences.
Individuals were directly recruited for interviews based on their contributions to the early

development of MAMAS. We reached out to the four founding members of MAMAS directly to
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share the purpose of the study and coordinate interviews. Only two individuals responded. We
followed-up directly with a third individual who was very involved with the initial development
of MAMAS, and we organized our final interview with that participant.

The majority of our participants (n=16) identified as female, 2 participants identified as
male, and 2 participants identified as non-binary. Although we did not ask participants to list
their racial identity explicitly, the majority of participants appeared white. Likewise, we did not
directly ask participants about their age, but almost all participants were young adults, ranging
approximately between ages 20 - 45. Participant occupations ranged from social workers,
attorneys, positions in the technology sector, employees at non-profits, government workers,
teachers, and students. All participants had actively engaged with MAMAS at some point since
the inception of the group in March 2020. The degrees of involvement varied among the
participants. Whereas some individuals had joined in March and remained actively engaged,
other members joined throughout the summer. The three individuals interviewed in founders’
interviews invested a great amount of time and energy into the initial development of the group
but stepped back sometime between May and August 2020. All interview and focus groups
participants had communicated with other MAMAS members, learned about the network, or

conducted MAMAS-related work to some capacity.

Data Collection and Analysis

We conducted four focus groups and three interviews from mid-November to early-
December 2020. Given health guidelines mandating social distancing, the conversations took
place remotely, utilizing Zoom audio and video technology (Zoom Technologies Inc. 2021).
Following recommendations for virtual data collection, we kept focus group sizes small, and we

required participants to enable the video function so that we could observe physical cues and
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body language to emulate an in-person interaction (Turney and Pocknee 2004). At the beginning
of each meeting, we reviewed the research objectives and consent form. We adopted a semi-
structured style in both the interviews and the focus-groups, guided by several questions but also
inserting follow-up questions based on interesting points that emerged (See Interview and Focus
Group guides in Appendices B & C). In focus groups, participants took turns responding, and we
actively engaged participants who fell silent at times. Kelly and | alternated taking notes and
facilitating the discussions. All of the focus groups and interviews lasted approximately one
hour. Zoom technology allowed us to easily record the video and audio of each conversation.
After we concluded the focus groups and interviews, | transcribed each conversation with
assistance from automated Zoom transcription software. Once the text of each discussion was
accurate, 1 anonymized the participants by replacing their names with distinct numerical codes,
which we kept track of in a private spreadsheet. | also redacted identifying information, such as
company names or neighborhoods, from the transcriptions.

The data were coded through an inductive approach. I had begun my research with broad
interest in what motivated members and how they interpreted mutual aid as a strategy for social
change. As | began to analyze my data, the focus of my inquiry narrowed. Rather than deciding
on themes to apply before beginning analysis, | evaluated the data in light of concepts that
emerged throughout my analysis. The data were imported into the qualitative analysis software
NVivol2 (QSR International 2021). Kelly and | first conducted independent coding and analysis.
| added codes for each new theme until trends became clear across datasets. After coding the
data separately, | worked alongside Kelly to triangulate the data, identify and refine key themes,
and corroborate the findings. Triangulation strengthens the rigor of qualitative research by

ensuring that multiple researchers deduce similar conclusions (Mathison 1988).
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Limitations

The COVID-19 pandemic introduced challenges that potentially limited the depth of
interactions and findings. Guidelines from health officials mandated social distancing efforts,
transforming virtual interactions into the normalized mode of communication. All conversations
in this study therefore took place utilizing Zoom videoconferencing technology (Zoom
Technologies Inc. 2021). To best resemble an in-person interaction, we mandated all participants
to enable video-sharing for the entirety of our conversation and disabled chat functions to
minimize distractions from conversation. Despite Zoom’s advanced ability to recreate face-to-
face interactions online, certain cues and expressions do not translate naturally into virtual
conversations. Particularly in focus groups, navigating the dynamics of a group conversation
proved challenging, as it was often difficult to enter the conversation without clear gestures that
other participants were about to speak. We mitigated this challenge through purposeful
facilitation, directing questions to quiet participants to involvement. The presence of two
facilitators — Kelly and me — also enabled us to better follow cues, shifting the conversation
when it turned redundant or engaging timid participants.

The virtual nature of the study also generated accessibility issues, excluding individuals
who do not have access to technology. Participation required access to internet and a computer
with a webcam. Although we offered participants guidance for how to navigate Zoom
technology, participation also depended on knowledge of how to utilize this technology. These
exclusion criteria limit the scope of our study to individuals with access to these resources. The
study did also did not adequately address language as a barrier to involvement. The MAMAS
network engages with many non-English speakers, including Spanish, Portuguese, and Haitian

Creole speakers. It is possible that these non-English speakers engage with the MAMAS network
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in an entirely different manner. This study did not offer any participation options for non-English
speakers, therefore limiting the scope to perspectives shared by English speakers.

Lastly, my choice to pursue focus groups and interviews presents certain methodological
limitations. | met many participants for the first time at the beginning of the interview. Several of
the participants in focus groups also disclosed that they had never before met their fellow
participants. This unfamiliarity creates an environment in which participants might not feel
comfortable or willing to voice their true opinions, leading to participants artificially agreeing or
omitting a controversial or uncommon perspective (Taylor 2016). To establish trust, the
conversations started with a disclosure of our safety and confidentiality procedures. We
promoted a comfortable interview environment by introducing ourselves and our involvement

with MAMAS at the beginning of conversations and prompting participants to do the same.

Subjectivity Statement

Although some researchers strive for objectivity, | have accepted that | cannot divorce
myself from my biases and positionality. Feminist theory advocates for this mindset,
encouraging clear disclosure of a researcher’s identities and experiences in efforts to humanize
knowledge formation (Code 2011). My gender identity as a woman has led me to adopt this
approach and voice the ways that my perspectives shape the following discussion. My
standpoints as an undergraduate student at Tufts University, an active member of MAMAS, and
a political actor shape how I interpret the data. | have implemented certain measures to minimize
the influence of my personal bias in my research, such as triangulating the data with an
additional researcher and circulating my drafts among my advising committee for review and
feedback. Nonetheless, the following subjectivity statement details the experiences that form my

perspectives and assumptions and therefore influence how | have conducted this study.
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As a senior undergraduate at Tufts University, my studies in the Sociology and Civic
Studies departments have instilled in me an awareness of power dynamics and acute inequities in
the United States. However, | have the immense privilege of learning about these inequalities
through academics rather than lived experience. | grew up in the suburbs of Seattle, WA in an
upper-class family with two working parents. The pandemic was the first time that I felt fear for
my material needs, and I only felt this anxiety about items in high demand, like toilet paper and
hand sanitizer. Our shelves remained stocked with food, and | continued my schoolwork from
the comfort of my home. My white racial identity has also shielded me from the brutalities of
structural racism, discrimination, and racialized violence and the daily manifestations of
prejudice. This was particularly clear as protests for racial justice peaked over the summer.
Before working with MAMAS, the urgent material and structural inequalities exacerbated by the
pandemic were, in many ways, an abstraction to me. Working with MAMAS increased my
proximity to economic and racial disparities, as | spoke directly with community members
experiencing hardships and often navigated social services to secure support on their behalf. My
racial and class privilege shaped my positionality in this group and this research project, moving
me to be an open listener, to leverage my institutional resources, and to conduct research that
centered the community’s interests.

My roles as a researcher and a MAMAS member are closely tied to my positionality as
an undergraduate student at Tufts University. Tufts has a significant impact on the Somerville
and Medford community. Located directly on the Medford/Somerville border, the university
overlaps and connects both cities. Over the past several decades, the influx of students living in
the surrounding community has resulted in rising housing prices, the displacement of working-

class families, and animosity among community members and neighboring college students
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(Angelakis 2017). This trend contributes to broader gentrification occurring in Somerville and
Medford. The COVID-19 pandemic also exacerbated tensions between Tufts and the community
as students posed a potential health risk to the surrounding community (Newman 2020).

Before | joined MAMAS, my interactions with the community occurred almost
exclusively within the gentrified, affluent areas of Somerville in which inequality appears less
stark. In this sense, | have largely been shielded from issues in the community by boundaries
imposed by the university. The privileges that | have accumulated through my academic
coursework and social connections at Tufts occur within the context of gentrification and
inequality in the Somerville and Medford community. Tufts provides marginal educational
opportunities about its role in the Somerville and Medford area, so much of my learning on the
topic has taken place within the context of this thesis project. In my interactions with MAMAS
members, | often felt self-conscious of my position as a Tufts student because of the university’s
complicated role in the community and felt hesitant to share my opinions.

| first learned about MAMAS in May 2020 while | was living in state-mandated
lockdown in Seattle. Several mutual aid groups had developed around Seattle at this point, but
none in my immediate community, perhaps because the economic privilege of the area
diminished the demand for aid. | soon learned about the MAMAS network, which happened to
be one of the most established COVID-response mutual aid networks in the country at that point.
Although I continued to live in Washington State, | began to volunteer remotely for the MAMAS
network and returned to the Somerville area in the summer. | reached out to the group, joined the
Slack network, and attended a hotline training. During the next three months, |1 worked the
MAMAS hotline twice a week. At the end of the summer, | increased my involvement with the

network by participating in a “trust-building call” and becoming a coordinator. The
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responsibilities of this role included attending coordinators meetings to present updates from the
teams | represented (hotline and political education) and vote on group decisions, in addition to
collaborating with other members on ongoing tasks. Without this involvement, | would not have
formed the trusting relationships that enabled me to conduct this research study.

| began my research by having conversations with coordinators who | had met throughout
my involvement in MAMAS about conducting research for the community. As a student
researcher, | had the capacity to contribute my time and effort, so it was important to me that the
project | pursued gave back to the network. Despite these relationships, my academic interests
differed from the activist ambitions of the other coordinators. As | began to learn about mutual
aid organizing from an academic standpoint, | realized the connection with progressive, socialist,
or anarchist organizing efforts. | took interest in the political legacy of mutual aid and the
capacity for contemporary mutual aid groups to induce social change. Yet | did not have the
activist experience that many other members did, so I felt like I did more learning than acting.

Lastly, my work with MAMAS was my first experience with a progressive grassroots
organization. Throughout college, | have worked on public policy in the Massachusetts State
House and Boston City Council through internship experiences. | consistently support the
Democratic party, and | had not been involved with any leftist political efforts before joining
MAMAS. | also have engaged with politics almost exclusively in the Democratic regions of
Boston and Seattle, so | am often surrounded by politicians with whom | share ideological
similarities. These positive experiences have enhanced my interest in public policy solutions to
inequality and campaign strategy to elect progressive leaders, and they have also instilled in me
an optimistic perception of local politics and elected officials. This perspective, however,

remains limited because | have experienced government from an insider position of influence
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rather than seeking government aid or assistance. When the pandemic began, I considered
government action as the primary path to solutions for community problems. These experiences
and beliefs distinguish my personal political philosophy from that of other members, as other
members have abdicated trust in government systems and often pursue alternative forms of

political participation, like mutual aid organizing.
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CHAPTER Il

Internal Tensions

Within a span of several weeks in March 2020, the sudden transition into a lockdown
state upended all sense of normalcy. In addition to the health risk, the pandemic generated social
and financial insecurity, exacerbated political divisions, and aggravated racial tension. These
consequences of the pandemic and the political climate manifest disproportionately across social
groups depending on class, race, and health. Historically, mutual aid networks have addressed
social and material inequalities by fulfilling basic needs. Groups have also adopted political
ideologies to expose structural inequalities and instigate social change.

This chapter describes how the MAMAS network navigates its dual motives of resource
distribution and political action in its internal organizing functions. I demonstrate how member
motivations, group values, gate-keeping efforts, and social bonds have formed and maintained
ideological networks within the group. First, I explain how structural conditions shape individual
motivations and mobilize a particular group of community-minded and civically active
individuals to action. For many participants, the group’s mission of providing local aid attracts
them for apolitical reasons. Yet at the same time, a distinct group of MAMAS members that |
interviewed express shared political ambitions. Second, | describe how the group’s language use,
group values, organizing structure, and gate-keeping efforts informally construct a group
ideology and prevent pluralism. Lastly, I conclude by examining how social bonds reproduce
and maintain ideology. I argue that the organization’s political consciousness contradicts its self-
described identity as a local network of neighbors that includes all residents. In each section, |

evaluate how this internal tension has created ambiguity, complicated decision-making, and
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constructed power dynamics, while also promoting flexibility, creating safe spaces, and

establishing new networks in the community.

Motivations, Expectations, and Ambitions

Exploring individual motivations sheds light on the experiences, ambitions, and
expectations that members bring to the group. The following section reveals how MAMAS
attracted community-minded, civically active individuals seeking to build relationships and
improve local inequality. Within this group, participants interpreted their involvement on a
spectrum between a personal responsibility or a political endeavor, and these distinct aspirations
signal ideological differences among members. Whereas some participants considered providing
aid as a moral obligation to the community, others perceived the decision to engage in mutual aid
instead of other forms of community action as a political choice. In this section, | demonstrate
that mutual aid provides channels to respond to structural inequities that fulfill both personal and
political ambitions. Although this broad appeal fosters diverse community and exposes members
to new ideas, the coexistence of apolitical and political aspirations generates inconsistencies in
group ideology. To be clear, identification with the community or political orientation of
MAMAS are not mutually exclusive; but the examination of member motivations reveals the

construction of dual ambitions that the group must negotiate.

Responding to Material and Structural Inequalities

Of the reasons for participating in mutual aid, the stark scarcity of material needs due to
the pandemic generated a moral imperative to take action. | found that feelings of personal
responsibility and the tangible opportunity to support the local community largely motivated

member engagement. Participants clearly demonstrated a commitment to civic engagement,
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characterizing themselves as “freakishly civically active” and very involved in their
communities, but shared varying degrees of political ambitions (FG 2). Many focus group
participants discussed their previous involvement in volunteer or political opportunities, ranging
from climate resiliency, human rights campaigns, and labor organizing, but only one individual
(in addition to the founders) had engaged in mutual aid before MAMAS. Occupations varied
among participants, but many worked in the public sector — a city government employee, a social
worker, and a public-school teacher — or nonprofit organizations. These backgrounds reveal that
MAMAS attracts people that care deeply about their community and have developed an
awareness of inequalities through previous experiences.

The purpose of organizing aid for the local community therefore attracted many
individuals who felt personal and social responsibility to take action and give back. First, many
participants described the desire to help alleviate the impacts of the pandemic on their
community as “wanting to be a good neighbor.” This phrase frames supporting the local
community as a basic obligation of a decent person. For some people who shared this belief,
involvement is not politically motivated. A participant who identified religiously as Christian
described, “We could be in a totally different political system. For me, it's faith based” (FG 1).
The moral imperative to “help one’s neighbor” was entirely separate from political action,
suggesting that some members engage with the group to give back to the community in a
separate channel than conventional politics. It is important to consider that many members were
drawn to the group’s discursive focus on giving back, and some even appreciated the group’s
separation from politics.

Second, the pandemic cast a spotlight on privilege, and many participants who found

themselves in comfortable socioeconomic conditions felt compelled to act. As some individuals
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transitioned to working from home, lower-income, mostly minority groups remained on the front
lines of pandemic response (Thorbecke 2020). People in service and caretaking positions were
deemed “‘essential workers,” and they sacrificed the health of themselves and their families to
keep society functioning (Thorbecke 2020). No participants in the study self-identified as
essential workers, but many described benefitting from extra time not spent commuting into the
office and feeling relatively secure and happy. For this segment of society, structural privilege
enabled them to dedicate time and energy to mutual aid, and personal awareness of inequity in
the community inspired them to act. One focus groups participant describes,

| realized that | was like in this really nice home, with my partner, and we were safe and

healthy and pretty happy. And I just felt like so extraordinarily lucky. And that made me

feel kind of uncomfortable. And so, I figured, if I don't have like enough material,

whatever, to kind of try and balance some of that, at least | can give my time. (FG 2)
The intent to redistribute this privilege demonstrates a notable degree of social responsibility.
Although this attitude indicates an awareness of inequality, many participants did not classify
their feelings of responsibility to act as political. For these people, distributing resources to meet
basic human needs emerged more as an obligation to benefit the common good than advance a
political agenda. The MAMAS network created a space for them to translate these personal
aspirations to redistribute their privilege into action.

For individuals seeking to help the community, the “tangible” and local impact of mutual
aid drew them to MAMAS. As MAMAS volunteers, individuals directly interact with
community members by delivering groceries or speaking to neighbors on the phone. Through
these direct actions, volunteers could gauge their personal impact. In response to a landslide of
need, measuring impact empowered members. As one participant described, by directly

transferring money or talking with someone over the hotline, “you knew you were making a

difference” (FG 3). To many members, “MAMAS was a really great example of, hey, we can do
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something meaningful and positive, not necessarily on a national scale, but at least on a local
scale” (FG 3). Direct action fulfilled their feelings of personal responsibility, motivating
involvement for participants who sought to simply help their community during a difficult time.

In contrast to members who joined simply out of generosity, many their involvement to
leftist, political ambitions. These motives suggest an organizational identity of which other
participants were not aware. Participants that interpreted their involvement with MAMAS as
political described it as “supplementing or trying to address a failure in policy,” alluding to how
the social safety net did not provide sufficient support for people who lost their jobs or homes in
the wake of the pandemic (FG 2). The sentiment that MAMAS “fill[s] in gaps” in Structures was
shared by several participants, many of whom self-identified as socialists (FG 2, 4). These
members expressed antagonism toward government systems for “failing” to provide for basic
human needs. One woman with an extensive background in leftist activism and community
organizing described, “Every decision we make in our society tends to be political, and our
decision to do mutual aid as opposed to any other kind of form of activism... | mean this
anarchist practice of mutual aid is political” (FG 2). These individuals were drawn to mutual aid
because they interpreted it as an alternative to working within systems that exacerbate inequality,
and this reveals their distinct ideological interpretation of government and social services.

Other participants characterized mutual aid as a form of political resistance because it
disrupts neoliberal dynamics of giving and receiving aid present in state and private service
networks. As neoliberal policies have dismantled public welfare programs in favor of
privatization, the onus to seek help has shifted onto the individual (Lamont et al. 2016). In
response to reduced federal support, government social services have tightened eligibility

requirements to moderate how many individuals can receive aid, and private charity
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organizations have filled in the gaps (Bullock et al. 2019; Lamont et al. 2016). Prominent mutual
aid organizers portray charity as a unilateral dynamic that frames givers as praiseworthy, self-
sufficient agents and receivers as weak, passive victims of need (Spade 2020). Participants noted
how mutual aid philosophy aims to deconstruct power structures inherent to private and public
services by discursively encouraging individuals who request support to also join organizing
efforts, for which several participants expressed appreciation. One participant described how she
received financial support and later helped the organization deliver groceries (FG 4). MAMAS
provided another participant with rental assistance, and she decided to contribute “her time” by
translating documents for the group into Spanish and Portuguese (FG 2). Even an individual who
did not have access to the internet, a computer, or a car coordinated directly with volunteers to
deliver grocery gift cards on his bike (FG 4). Many participants recognized how this culture of
dignifying requesters differs from conventional dynamics of providing or receiving support. |
found that participants that understood this perspective therefore interpret mutual aid organizing

as a form of political resistance to state and private services.

Building Community to Alleviate Social Inequality

In addition to exacerbating material inequalities, the pandemic transformed the social
order by confining people to their homes through statewide lockdowns (Baker 2020). Stay-at-
home decrees forced people to withdraw from social interaction, causing mental distress and
social isolation especially for individuals living separated from their families and social networks
(Sweet 2020). In response to these conditions, many participants joined MAMAS as an
opportunity to build connection with their community and alleviate social isolation for neighbors
in need of support. In contrast, other participants situated the significance of community-building

within political context. The participants that interpreted community-building efforts as political
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argued that establishing collaborative social relations challenges how capitalism and
neoliberalism promotes individualism and stokes competition. The discrepancy between
participants seeking community and participants intending to reestablish a new social order
illuminates how mutual aid elicits both an inclusive and a subversive identity.

For people seeking community at a time when social interaction was limited, MAMAS
presented an invaluable opportunity to cultivate connections with other organizers and
community members. Through collaborative projects, direct actions like deliveries and hotline
conversations, and Neighborhood Pods, MAMAS facilitates networking in immediate
neighborhoods and across the Medford and Somerville areas. Several participants mentioned that
they had just moved to the area, and MAMAS provided an opportunity to meet people when the
pandemic limited other social interactions (FG 1, FG 3). One member spoke to feeling deeply
isolated at the beginning of the pandemic and expressed appreciation for the community she has
found through MAMAS (FG 3). The social opportunities that MAMAS cultivated distinguished
the group from other service efforts in which many participants had engaged:

MAMAS has cultivated this like neighbor-to-neighbor connection, which is so different.

When you volunteer at an organization that's a lot bigger it is removed from people.

[MAMAS is] just so unique and so very direct. So, anytime that | can help with deliveries

and texting or calling the person directly, like, ‘Hey, here's your stuff like, you know, stay

safe and all that.” And they're just grateful, but also, you've made this connection. So, you

know, it’s very people-centered, which | appreciate. (FG 4)

Direct service provision created an opportunity to not only interact across the community but
also to build connections across social positions. For many people who felt fixed in their social
groups, participation in MAMAS established new networks. Even one-off interactions that might
occur between community members over the hotline or during a grocery delivery assumed a new

significance given the isolating circumstances (FG 4). The group’s emphasis on relationship-

building formed connections across class positions through service provision and coordination.
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These efforts mitigate social inequality by reconfiguring social networks that transcends
socioeconomic differences.

For other members, their new social networks assume a political significance. These
members interpret MAMAS as a form of prefigurative politics that disrupts social isolationism.
At the beginning of the pandemic, many people in positions of privilege responded by hoarding
supplies like toilet paper, hand sanitizer, and canned food (Oosterhoff and Palmer 2020). Fear
and anxiety led people to resort to individualist tendencies that exacerbated material inequalities,
amassing excess supplies when their neighbors lacked basic resources. One participant with a
background in political organizing noted how MAMAS subverts toxic attitudes that individual
well-being matters more than the common good:

I think one thing about this neighborhood pod system that | absolutely love and want to

see flourish is questioning and changing the system where we are all alone in our little

homes. Where we have too much of everything. And we don't know people we live next to.

(FG 2)

Participants also related the importance of this community solidarity to how the Trump
administration has eroded social trust. At a time of political polarization, fake news, and racial
hostility, recent polls reveal that 75% of Americans describe declining trust in the federal
government, and 64% report declining trust in each other (Rainie and Perrin 2019). Mutual aid,
in their perspective, serves to promote the idea that “we all succeed when everyone succeeds”
instead of centering on personal gain (FG 4). Situated in political context, this philosophy
challenges neoliberal values of competition and individualism that stigmatize vulnerability and
exacerbate social inequality (Lamont et al. 2016). In this sense, trust and relationship-building is
a political act.

Nonetheless, it was clear in focus groups that many participants had not interpreted

MAMAS in this political sense. | decided to ask participants whether or not MAMAS was a form
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of political involvement to clearly assess the extent that politics shaped member engagement.
Some members clearly affirmed yes, echoing previously described attitudes that “it’s all
political” or describing it as a socialist effort to build cooperation (FG 2, 4). Yet | was surprised
by how many members hesitated or refrained from asserting their involvement as driven by
political motives. One general member claimed, “I definitely wouldn't have described it as
political when | started out... it's become more political as I’ve done it” (FG 1). She continued, “I
wish it wasn’t political, I’ll put it that way” (FG 1). This participant was one of the least involved
members in the focus group, compared to some very commitment coordinators who clearly
understood the political implications. Her resistance to political interpretations of MAMAS
generated tension in the focus group, revealing how not all members are comfortable with the
group’s developing leftist ambitions.

Motivations reveal the expectations and drives of MAMAS members, illuminating how
members understand the network and their involvement. Although resource distribution is a
primary goal of the group, focus groups demonstrated that many members join MAMAS because
they perceive it as an ideological movement greater than individual service provision. This
implies the formation of a political consciousness within the group. As a result, two MAMAS
identities have formed: a group of community members focused on basic service provision and a
group of political organizers. The network must collectively negotiate these different ambitions
in order to cultivate a common identity, articulate its goals, and mobilize collective action. The
following section details how the organization embodies political ambitions in its mission and

format, further complicating the identity rift.
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Cultural and Structural Production of Ideology

The previous section described that MAMAS attracts members for both political and
apolitical reasons. | now turn to discussion of how those attitudes shape the group’s culture and
structure. Literature about social movement organizations illuminates that, through involvement,
individuals build solidarity around shared purposes and develop new attitudes about their action
such that “vocabularies of motive become part of the everyday discourse of movement actors and
thus an aspect of the movement's culture” (Benford 1993:200). Motivations therefore facilitate
the construction of shared definitions and collective identities in a social group (Benford 1992).

In this section, I will examine how MAMAS organizers negotiate between inclusive and
political ambitions in shaping the organization’s culture and structure. | demonstrate how many
of the efforts to implement mutual aid values and promote inclusion advance political ideology
and exclude apolitical people in practice. First, | discuss how group values and language use
form leftist ideological goals. Specifically, the organization advances a particular narrative of
how to help the community that frames the state and charity organizations as sources of
dysfunction and inequality rather than support. These efforts foster safe spaces for marginalized
groups, but also develop ideological boundaries within the group as members must adopt a
progressive social and political awareness and vocabulary to integrate. Second, MAMAS utilizes
a horizontal and decentralized structure in efforts to mitigate conventional power dynamics. In
practice, however, | describe how efforts to build trust among coordinators serve as a form of
ideology screening and gatekeeping, undermining attempts for pluralism in decision-making.
Despite intentions for the group to remain inclusive and open, these mechanisms ultimately

concentrate particular political beliefs in leadership. As a result, the MAMAS network
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approaches local inequality from an ideological position, weakening attempts to include a broad

spectrum of perspectives in organizing efforts.

Cultural Production of Ideology
When | first learned about mutual aid soon after the start of the pandemic, | conducted a
quick search online that brought me to the MAMAS website. Not knowing much about the group
or its philosophy, | browsed the website and landed on a document titled “MAMAS Vision +
Agreements” (See Appendix A). This document lists central tenets of the organization that
comprise its mission statement, including:
“In these fast moving and uncertain times, it’s important that we show up for each
other and remember that we are not alone.
— Everyone has something to offer, and everyone has things that they need.
— We have to trust in and fight for people we don’t know.
— Mutual aid will only get us so far- we are in solidarity with organizers making large-
scale demands of our community and our politicians for an equitable world.
— We follow these values by: Keeping it safe[...] Working towards language justice
[and] Centering racial justice” (Appendix A).
Upon first glance, these values welcome and express empathy toward a range of social identities
by uniting a diverse community under the same crisis. Even though the majority of organizers
that | have interacted with are white, the organization promotes inclusion by explicitly centering
its commitment to racial justice and the safety of groups that are vulnerable to state violence. Yet
this philosophy strikes me as socially liberal and not particularly radical. Accordingly, my initial
impression would not have made me aware of mutual aid’s origins in socialism or anarchism.
The use of language like “solidarity” and “language justice” discreetly alludes to tenets of
socialism but does not explicitly alienate people who do not ascribe to those beliefs.

As | continued to work with MAMAS, however, | became aware that these values

advance a leftist ideology without explicitly aligning with a political agenda or party. In this
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section, | demonstrate how the group discursively promotes inclusion and pluralism by avoiding
political labels and framing itself as an accessible, and safe space for community members.
Nonetheless, the network actualizes these goals through tone-setting efforts, specifically through
language use and group norms, which require that members possess knowledge of how power
and privilege shapes social realities and exercise political correctness. In this sense, | found that
the group constructs a particular discourse and political viewpoint to which members must
adhere, undermining ideological diversity.

First, MAMAS discursively frames itself as inclusive by not labeling its ideology or
aligning with political parties. Interviews with founding members revealed that refraining from
explicitly identifying with a political ideology was intentional. The founding members feared
that affiliating with anarchist, socialist, or other leftist ideology, as several past mutual aid
networks have done, might “turn people off” (Interview 2). Since the end of the Cold War,
political conservatives have propagated stigmas around leftist politics as communist evils that
undermine the American Dream by handing poor and minority groups an unfair advantage
(Meyerson 2016). Recently, then-President Trump exacerbated stigmas around these political
ideologies, constructing rumors of how “the radical left” committed voter fraud and sparked riots
(Wise 2020). Founding members refrained from explicitly aligning with socialism or anarchism
to avoid stigmas and increase accessibility for people who do not endorse these ideologies
(Interview 1).

The decision to include members based on their values rather than ideology asserts a
broader definition of politics not limited to partisan distinctions that has the potential to foster
ideological diversity within the group. One founder even stated, “it doesn't really matter to me if

the person [who's giving or taking resources] is neoliberal or conservative because this is a really
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massive step forward in terms of organizing,” qualifying their statement with “as long as they are
genuine in their solidarity” (Interview 2). Ideology divides conservatives and progressives based
on rigid, preconceived notions of political differences, fear of out-group members, and specific
conceptions about the role of the government (Pacilli et al. 2016). This founder proposes values,
like trust and empathy, as an alternative standard because they denote more basic, ingrained
principles that transcend partisan or political labels. At a time when polarization hinders
conversations and relationship-building across ideological lines, framing the organization in
terms of basic human values could potentially minimize alienation and attract an ideologically
diverse group of members. This comment clarifies the group’s discursive aim to include all
community members willing to care for others, regardless of their political affiliation.

Second, MAMAS aims to include a diverse group of residents through its commitment to
accessibility. Although some volunteer activities, like grocery shopping and deliveries, do not
rely on internet access, the majority of internal communications, meetings, and decision-making
processes take place on Slack and Zoom virtual technologies (Slack Technologies, Inc.; Zoom
Video Communications, Inc.). To minimize these structural constraints, the organization has
developed institutional channels for vulnerable community members to join. The Values +
Vision Agreement describes this aim as “Keeping it simple. We use low-tech tools that keep the
barrier to entry low and our resources accessible to all” (MAMAS 2020). MAMAS ensures that
all online software and communication technologies are free to use. Additionally, a Language
Justice working group has recruited community members that speak Spanish, Portuguese, and
Haitain-Kreyole to translate documents and respond to non-English calls on the hotline,
increasing language accessibility. These efforts intend to encourage marginalized groups to

participate, enabling them to engage in the group’s reciprocal organizing efforts. Although focus
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groups revealed some evidence of people who received relief and also gave back, efforts to
include marginalized people in organizing might not be sufficient to completely deconstruct
structural barriers. Despite intentions to enhance diversity and accessibility, the resulting group
of organizers is majority white people and English speakers. Nonetheless, the intention to expand
opportunities for marginalized groups represents a deliberate effort to alleviate material and
structural inequality by offering a more approachable, equitable form of social support.

Third, organizers have implemented additional processes to protect requesters that are
vulnerable to harm by the state to encourage their involvement. The Values + Vision Agreement
describes this commitment simply as “Keeping it safe” (MAMAS 2020). Specifically, Black,
Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC), LGBTQ+, and undocumented community members
interact with MAMAS as coordinators, general members, or requesters. Requesters must disclose
sensitive information such as Venmo accounts, phone numbers, names of family members, and
addresses to MAMAS coordinators to facilitate deliveries or financial redistribution. To ensure
their safety, MAMAS has established protective norms and processes, particularly to safeguard
their personal information. Specifically, MAMAS requires coordinators that will handle
confidential information to participate in a “trust-building call.” I will later describe the function
and implications of trust-building calls in more detail, but they generally serve to shield people
of color and undocumented immigrants from harm from law enforcement officials. The
organization’s intentions to implement additional protections to accommodate all social positions
and identities reveals the organizers’ acute awareness of how power operates and the potential
for state officials to inflict violence on minority groups. These efforts seek to establish MAMAS
as an inclusive counterspace to state institutions, creating a channel for undocumented

immigrants and people of color to safely engage with their community.
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MAMAS embeds these commitments to accessibility and inclusion into its culture
through shared language and collective norms that are sensitive to vulnerable groups and
maintain boundaries. Specifically, the network achieves a compassionate tone by adopting
language and establishing norms that maintain an inclusive space for all social identities. Several
participants acknowledged how language holds people accountable to the group’s values on a
daily basis. In introductory discussions, sharing one’s gender pronouns has become the norm to
welcome gender non-binary members to do the same. A participant from the communications
working group discussed how her team has added ALT text to Instagram captions and the
MAMAS newsletter, a technology service that enables blind users with screen readers to read or
view the post (FG 1). The organization has established an appropriate vocabulary that is
reinforced in meetings and other collective conversations.

This attitude to include and dignify all members regardless of social identity also
permeates discussions of distributing aid in the community. A Groceries and Deliveries regular
discussed how her group uses intentional language when fulfilling requests, describing how they
say, ""We're supporting these folks that are reaching out,” rather than ‘this needy person asked
for this’” (FG 1). The use of “folks” or “neighbors” instead of “people” is also common in the
group. These terms carry personal, humanizing, and inclusive connotations and are also gender
neutral. In particular, “folks” has grown in popularity in left-leaning or social justice circles in
attempts to level power relations between the speaker and listener (Lindsay 2020). These efforts
demonstrate organizers’ awareness that language is imbued with power and that adopting more
inclusive, sensitive, and egalitarian terminology will minimize harm in MAMAS spaces. Yet the
meaning behind these shifts in language is not intuitive, as describing people as “in-need” is

common in social services or nonprofit work that propagates a savior complex (Jefferess 2021).
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Members that are not aware of the group’s ideological opposition to state and nonprofit
organizations might not understand how they perpetuate stigma and power dynamics with their
language.

Individuals who identify with marginalized groups have noticed how the tone and
attitudes of MAMAS members eases prevalent social and racial inequalities. A Black female
participant alluded to the uncertainty of navigating discussions with other community members
or colleagues following the Black Lives Matter protests over the summer:

We've been in such an environment right now where people don't talk because they're

scared to talk to someone because like, oh my god, is this person racist, sexist? Like, you

don't know what you're going to hear having a conversation with someone. (FG 3)

She later followed up by mentioning how other organizers consistently treat her with dignity and

respect. As a majority white space, people of color might feel unwelcome in MAMAS (Anderson
2015). Yet this comment highlights the real impacts of MAMAS’ good intentions, revealing how
the culture and discourse promotes equitable and respectful interactions in practice.

For some members who were not as aware of power dynamics and structural inequality,
exposure to MAMAS has served as a learning opportunity. Participants in focus groups claimed
that the group’s inclusive ideology has impacted their political education, personal experience,
and political views. One focus group participant — who had clarified that her motives for
involvement were apolitical — later revealed that MAMAS’ culture of promoting accessibility has
led her “to interact with her community in a more inclusive way” by increasing her
consciousness of language as a barrier to social services (FG 1). Another participant reflected on
how providing translating services enables non-English speakers to receive support, in contrast
to how many government programs require speaking English as an eligibility requirement (FG

2). These efforts promote diversity and inclusion in community spaces, alleviating inequalities
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posed by physical disabilities or language barriers. Yet they also frame MAMAS as an equitable
alternative to government and nonprofit organizations that do not adopt these same efforts, which
further deepens an ideological stance that the state is flawed. In this sense, MAMAS has
developed language use, norms, and values that assert a particular narrative of how to mitigate
structural power dynamics, implicitly teaching members new politics. | will expand on how
involvement with MAMAS has changed members’ political views in the following chapter.
Although some members welcome new politics, adherence to a common language and
attitude also constructs a barrier to entry and integration into the network. | found that these
norms can exclude individuals who do not hold progressive ideological views, who are not as
aware of their power and privilege, and who do not thoughtfully articulate these attitudes. One
focus group discussed how the enforcement of a certain common language can be alienating:
There's something I've noticed, which is how MAMAS talks about our values and stuff.
And sometimes there's this linguist usage of certain language that feels very academic to
me. I'm not trying to disparage that at all, but I do think that can present a barrier to
some people who are from parts of the country or from areas where academics is not a
positive thing. (FG 1)
The same participant voiced that she struggled to find a niche in the group and was not very
involved, as if she might experience this barrier herself. MAMAS members have adopted a
specific lexicon that situates its daily actions within power structures, which relies on an acute
awareness of political systems and social hierarchies. A lack of this knowledge therefore poses a
barrier to group integration. Another participant voices her discomfort sharing the MAMAS
philosophy with people in her social circles due to the ideological language:
[MAMAS] always talks about this kind of radical language, like this is a revolution. I'm
at a point in my life where, I'm like, oh, yeah, okay. | agree with that. But I couldn't send
that to someone else and be like, this is something you should do, you know? It makes it a

little bit hard to convey to people that you know that it's not scary, which sounds so
stupid, but yeah. (FG 1)
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Although MAMAS does not explicitly describe its work as a revolution on public platforms like
its website, her comment indicates that she has heard this language elsewhere in the organization.
This observation implies that members use language that associates the network with alienating
political ideologies, despite intentions to remain separate. The hesitation in her voice as she says
her comment “sounds so stupid” demonstrates discomfort sharing this honest reflection with the
focus group.

This reality that members must adhere to certain discourse and political values to
integrate into the network undermines claims that MAMAS is ideologically inclusive. Perhaps
the political or academic language that members allude to is more palatable in the MAMAS
community than in the other parts of the country, due to Somerville’s record of supporting
progressive political candidates and the high concentration of college-educated residents (U.S.
Census 2019). At the same time, Somerville and Medford are home to white working class and
immigrant populations that might hold more conservative politics. By intentionally
deconstructing power dynamics, MAMAS advances a perspective that structural conditions have
caused individual troubles, which counters narratives of rugged individualism and self-reliance
that accompany the American Dream (Bazzi et al. 2020). The ideological diversity of the
surrounding community is therefore not reflected within the group, contradicting its identity as
an inclusive network of neighbors.

To conclude this section, the MAMAS network has prioritized the security and comfort
of marginalized groups by adopting cultural mechanisms, such as egalitarian values and
discourse, that level structural power dynamics. These efforts create ideological boundaries and
cultivate an environment in which members must share terminology and beliefs to integrate into

the group and support the cause. In this sense, discourse reinforces and reproduces group
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ideology as members learn to adhere to the culture. This ideology has formed despite initial
efforts to avoid explicitly affiliating with political parties or ideologies. The following section

explores structural mechanisms that the group has adopted to enforce this ideology.

Structural Production of Ideology

The previous section detailed how cultural mechanisms maintain an exclusive political
ideology within the MAMAS network. In this section, I will argue that the organization’s
structure results in the same effects. Literature reveals how organizers often inscribe their
political philosophy into the format and tactics of a movement, embodying a vision of the world
for which that organization is fighting (Juris 2008). Similarly, mutual aid networks seek to
represent collaborative and egalitarian social relations in their organizing structure. The
MAMAS organization is structured through a decentralized spokes-council approach composed
of more than 30 working groups (Bongar Hoban 2019). In each working group, several
coordinators serve as leaders and represent the group at weekly coordinators meetings. Although
the decentralized nature of the organization seeks to deconstruct power dynamics, promote
flexibility, and empower member action, internal hierarchies have formed. | found that structural
and gate-keeping mechanisms concentrate the political members in leadership positions and
relegate others to direct service provision. As a result, decision-makers are enmeshed in political
networks, constructing divisions of power based on adherence to ideological beliefs.

The flexible structure of MAMAS intends to enable participation from a wide variety of
people. Involvement with MAMAS varies greatly among members and is determined by the
individual’s aspirations and capacity. Whereas this flexibility might come off as flakiness to
other organizations, the adaptable attitudes of MAMAS members have proved essential to

organizing in a pandemic. For many participants, the pandemic brought on a series of
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unpredictable events, such as sudden illness, job loss, school closure, and mental distress.
Additionally, the volunteer-only nature of MAMAS requires that members work extensively
without compensation, often on top of a full-time position, childcare, or attending college classes
(FGs 1, 2, 3, 4). Many volunteers that | interviewed spoke fondly of how MAMAS fosters a
culture of grace in recognition that navigating a pandemic carries daily challenges and
encourages members to contribute what they can (FG 1, 4).

The decentralized and horizontal structure of the organization intends to deconstruct
power dynamics common to nonprofit organizations or traditional workplaces and empower
members. A lack of central authority enables members to create new projects, which has resulted
in the diverse spectrum of working groups (Interview 3). Choosing from this menu of ways to
participate, members can engage with the group however best suits their needs and interests. One
female participant compared her experience organizing with MAMAS to her workplace,
describing how in MAMAS she can exercise her skillset and collaborate with others in an
empowering way that she does not experience at work (FG 3). Members that | interviewed
appreciate how the structure promotes agency, innovation, and flexibility. Rather than participate
according to a top-down authority, members are agents of their own involvement.

Despite intentions to promote egalitarianism, internal hierarchies have formed between
coordinators and general members. The volunteer nature of the organization has led to
hierarchies based on commitment. Compared to general members, coordinators often have
greater responsibilities, dedicate more time to the group, and are more involved in decision-
making. The coordinator role requires attendance at weekly meetings and regular engagement
with the Slack network to participate in deliberation and decision-making processes. Access to

information is stratified, as only coordinators can view the database of requests and the
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organization’s email. In my experience, coordinators also experience the pressure of managing
several urgent requests for material or financial aid at once, which imposes an emotional burden.
These increased responsibilities exacerbate feelings of burnout among coordinators. Whereas
several general members mentioned that coordinators encouraged them to take breaks when they
felt burnt out, | found that coordinators struggle to draw these boundaries (FG 1, interview 3).
The virtual nature of organizing has made it particularly difficult for many coordinators that |
interviewed to balance their time and prevent burnout because they feel “constantly plugged in”
(Interview 3, focus FG 1, 2). Consequently, several general members separately shared gratitude
that they are not coordinators, demonstrating awareness that a core group of members hold the
majority of responsibilities, conduct the most work, and commit the most time (FG 1, 4). Itis
clear that a distinction in engagement and responsibility exists between coordinators and general
members, which undermines intentions to minimize hierarchies within the group.

Furthermore, these hierarchies reflect the group’s ideological goals because gate-keeping
efforts concentrate politically conforming members of the network in leadership positions. To
become a coordinator, members must participate in a “trust-building conversation, which serve
as the only process of applying or screening. These calls include two current coordinators and the
prospective coordinator. Trust-building conversations are meant to be casual discussions about
intentions for joining MAMAS, relevant skills, past organizing experience, and general
assessments of political ideology through questions about disparities stemming from COVID-19.
Prospective coordinators receive the questions beforehand in order to deconstruct formalities and
power relations. The founders developed trust-building processes to enhance security and
evaluate who could access the sensitive information that MAMAS coordinators manage

(Interview 3). Questions asked in the calls intend to assess the potential for an individual to
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undermine mutual aid values or propagate harm toward people with marginalized identities or
requesters for support. According to one founder that | interviewed, the guidelines are simple:
“We're just making sure you're not ICE [U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement] and you're
not the police, and everything else is, are you a nice human?” (Interview 3).

The most explicit exclusion criteria prohibit people from becoming coordinators based on
their occupation. As the founder mentioned above, the network does not allow police or ICE
officers to become coordinators. The housing justice working group specifically does not allow
landlords. To be clear, law enforcement members and landlords can still participate in service as
MAMAS volunteers, yet they cannot transition into a coordinator role. As administrators of the
network’s operations, coordinators have access to confidential information relating to requests
for aid from community members. The decision to exclude law enforcement officials intends to
protect people of color, particularly Black and undocumented members, from state violence or
surveillance. Consequently, adopting exclusion criteria upholds a narrative that loyalty to
vulnerable communities requires distance from state officials. Prohibiting law enforcement
officials from becoming coordinators reveals how MAMAS integrates resistance to state
structures into the fabric of the organization. Trust-building calls also illuminate how MAMAS’
discursive inclusion of all identities is enabled by the exclusion of people who might threaten the
group’s values or beliefs.

The housing justice group’s decision to bar landlords from coordinator positions is based
more on ideological differences than security threats. A housing justice coordinator described
that they exclude landlords because they interfere with the group’s political ambitions: “we've
made it our goal to keep people in their homes, and it is very hard to do that when [landlords]

want to solicit payment from other people for their mortgages” (FG 2). In this sense, a landlord’s
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commitment to his financial interests prevents the housing justice group from advancing
progressive policies like rent and mortgage cancellation and tenant unions (FG 2). The group has
therefore adopted gate-keeping mechanisms to preserve its political beliefs. Although support for
progressive housing policies is critical to advancing just and equitable housing in the local area,
the group alienates a significant group of community members with this exclusion criteria. The
Somerville and Medford area is predominantly a rental housing economy, so landlords are
undoubtedly an important stakeholder in the community. Banning landlords from the specific
spaces in which they could learn about housing inequality prevents a valuable opportunity to
connect people with diverse beliefs and experiences. In this case, outright exclusion based on
occupation overlooks an opportunity for deliberation across economic and social interests.

In addition to occupation related questions, trust-building calls assess general political
attitudes. When | participated in a trust-building call in August, coordinators asked me the
following questions:

— Could you briefly describe your political or other motivations, for working with this
kind of project? Why are you interested in solidarity-based mutual aid rather than
more traditional nonprofit or charity-based work?

— Inyour opinion, how does COVID-response work fit into the larger movement for
collective liberation, and for a more just world?

— COVID-19 has exposed some of the most severe inequities in our society. What do
*you* think the driving forces behind these disparities are? What purpose do they
serve, if any?

(Ethnographic notes 8/11/2020).
As | prepared for this call, | could not shake the feeling that the coordinators were seeking a
particular answer to each of these questions. | felt compelled to express awareness of how
capitalism exacerbates material inequalities and cynicism about the government’s response.

Participants in focus groups and interviews did not raise any specific instances of how to

navigate a member that outwardly resisted the organization’s progressive politics. In my time
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with MAMAS, | have only heard of two conflicts in which coordinators have deemed people
“untrustworthy” and barred them from becoming coordinators. This observation suggests that
individuals drawn to become coordinators already share the appropriate vocabulary and attitudes
that qualify them to join leadership.

Trust-building calls ultimately serve as a gate-keeping mechanism to ensure that
coordinators will share similar attitudes of how to address structural inequality. Efforts to ensure
that coordinators are culturally sensitive and can be trusted with a requester’s information are
integral to protecting vulnerable groups from structural harm. Yet they undoubtedly enforce
power dynamics, prevent the group from including a broad spectrum of perspectives, and
alienate community members on the basis of occupation. The organization does not make the
same demands of requesters or general members, suggesting that coordinators apply different
principles to those in leadership than to requesters. As a result, decision-making power is
concentrated in a group of individuals with similar ideological beliefs. Coordinators will

therefore reproduce this ideology as they continue to build out the organization.

Networking Ideologies

The previous sections described how member motivations, group values, and gatekeeping
mechanisms have distinguished service-oriented members from politically oriented members. In
this section, | will examine how community-building efforts generate ambiguity about the
group’s identity and how relationships reproduce ideology by limiting exposure to other
perspectives. On one hand, MAMAS serves as a basic communication system that connects
neighbors to facilitate material support. Focus groups revealed that politics do not often factor
into interactions with requesters, as they are centered on direct service provision or exchange of

resources. In contrast, the previous discussion has revealed that coordinators are enmeshed in
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political, ideological networks. | found that these organizing relationships differ in quality and
character from service-provision relationships. Relationship-building is therefore segmented
based on one’s position in the network, undermining the network’s ability to develop meaningful
bonds across social positions and expose people to diverse perspectives.

Several tiers of relationship-building occur within the MAMAS network. First, direct
service provision facilitates new connections within the community. The Neighborhood Pod
system creates structure to develop social bonds with immediate neighbors. The ultimate goal is
for Neighborhood Pods to serve as a communication system among neighbors — whether they are
coordinators, general members, or requesters — and redistribute resources in a localized area.
Nonetheless, many participants mentioned that their Neighborhood Pods were not active,
indicating that relationship-building within Pods is not particularly common. Second, MAMAS
cultivates bonds between general members and requesters through resource distribution across
the Medford and Somerville communities. Some working groups interact directly with requesters
more often than others. The groceries team members often develop relationships as they
routinely shop and deliver groceries for the same requesters. Although hotliners might engage
with a caller repeatedly and hear their vulnerable stories, the hotline does not facilitate
relationships in the same way that routine, in-person interactions foster bonds for grocery
volunteers. In my experience, relationships between general members and requesters exist for
practical coordination of resource distribution, which is consistent with MAMAS’ identity as a
service-oriented neighborhood network rather than a political organization.

The third tier of relationship building occurs among coordinators as they regularly
communicate and collaborate on organizing projects. | found that these bonds are deeper and

more personal than Neighborhood Pod or service relationships, suggesting that community-
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building is stratified within the organization. Focus groups revealed that these relationships are
critical to a coordinator’s sustained involvement in the network. Even coordinators who did not
state their hope to build relationships as an initial motivation spoke to how new bonds have
supported them and held them accountable (FG 1, 2, 3). Coordinators that I interviewed
described other members as “energizing,” “inspiring,” and “driven” (FG 2, 3). As previously
mentioned, becoming a MAMAS coordinator requires commitment and particular political
beliefs. Likewise, integration into the community depends on adherence to group norms and
connection. | speculate that the pride that many coordinators shared in focus groups is tied to the
sense of belonging they feel in a community of likeminded people — specifically a community
that shares political attitudes. A recent Gallup poll assessing determinants of connection to
community revealed that 82% of respondents living in “politically compatible communities” feel
“very” or “somewhat” attached to their local community, compared to only 62% of individuals
who feel ideologically distinct from their communities (Ritter 2020). These statistics imply that
feelings of attachment flourish in environments of politically compatible people.

Despite the enthusiasm about MAMAS social networks from some members, other
comments during focus groups implied that the tight-knit MAMAS coordinator community
might be difficult to permeate. This insight suggests that feelings of community are stronger for
coordinators than for general members or requesters. Several less-involved general members
noted that participating in focus groups was the first opportunity they had to directly meet other
MAMAS members (FG 1, 3). One woman had formed connections with requesters to whom she
delivered groceries but had not really interacted with other members (FG 1). Even though she
had joined the Slack group several months before, another general member described that she

was uncertain how to begin her involvement (FG 1). These insights imply that general members
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involved in service provision rather than more ideologically motivated organizing efforts do not
experience the strong sense of community felt by coordinators.

As indicated by participant motivations, many participants joined MAMAS to build
community. For people seeking connection, a local neighborhood network represented a valuable
opportunity to connect with people in close proximity. Nonetheless, findings demonstrated that
relationship-building depends on one’s position in the network. Whereas some people are
enmeshed in political ideological networks, others are relegated to direct and often impersonal
service provision. Community-building therefore is segmented, and coordinators in leadership
positions largely reap the benefits. Consequently, coordinators are embedded in ideological
networks with limited exposure to other perspectives and experiences held by other community
members. If integration into MAMAS depends on time commitment and common political
beliefs, the group’s intention to foster unity across difference is contradicted in practice. In this
sense, the formation of social bonds informally cements MAMAS’ ideology.

This chapter has primarily examined action occurring within the structure and culture of
the MAMAS network. My findings illuminate qualities of the organization and its members that
have caused internal tension and complicated cohesive identity formation within the network.
Despite these challenges, the MAMAS network effectively redistributes resources in the
community. Furthermore, engagement with the organization has also exposed many members
that | interviewed to new politics that alleviate social inequalities. Yet there exists a section of
MAMAS members that want to do more. In the following chapter, I will assess how these
internal challenges have influenced the network’s ability to organize collective action in the

community and affect structural change.
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CHAPTER IV

Collective Action and Structural Change

Although MAMAS began as a COVID-19 relief effort, the group has continued to grow
and demonstrated remarkable success, raising questions about if MAMAS should become a more
permanent organization. Ideally, government institutions would sufficiently provide for the
community given their resource capacity, eliminating a need for the informal MAMAS network.
Yet in the meantime, community members have developed a dependence on MAMAS, and there
is a lack of consensus about what role MAMAS should play in political efforts for more
equitable social services. The Vision + Agreements document states, “we are in solidarity with
organizers making large-scale demands of our community and our politicians for an equitable
world,” indicating the organization’s intention to direct its influence toward political systems
(MAMAS 2020). Findings demonstrate that involvement with the group raises participants’
political consciousness and energizes them to take action. The combination of education and
empowerment cultivates political actors primed to address local issues.

Despite the potential for the MAMAS network to mobilize for structural changes,
fundamental challenges hinder the formation of ideological consensus conducive to collective
action. Whereas political action incites more sustainable change, issuing large-scale demands
requires an ideological consensus that would come at the cost of pluralism and inclusion.
Nonetheless, findings reveal that the MAMAS network interprets its role in addressing local
material, social, and political inequality as distinct from conventional structural change at the
government level, putting forth an alternative definition of political participation. Rather than
engaging with established systems or social movements, MAMAS advances social and political

change by changing perspectives, promoting trust and relationship-building, and cultivating new
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political actors within the community, repairing a critical foundation for democracy at a time of

polarization and division.

“Mutual aid will only get us so far:” The Argument for Political Action

This section proposes the argument for why MAMAS should organize for structural
political change. When I mention structural political change, | refer to conventional forms of
political action that target state systems, such as endorsing candidates, signing petitions,
attending public meetings, organizing marches or boycotts, or affecting public policy. First,
many participants are aware of how MAMAS often runs into systemic barriers in its organizing,
and large-scale mitigation of material inequalities depends on state institutions leveraging
resources. Furthermore, MAMAS claims to align itself with “a long history of mutual aid
committed to collective surviving and thriving,” and this legacy is dominated by groups that
promote political ambitions (MAMAS 2020). Founding members of MAMAS that | interviewed
feel obligated to emulate these political aspirations in contemporary work. Lastly, engagement
with the network has empowered many members that | interviewed by increasing their
awareness of structural inequality. | found that a segment of the MAMAS network believes that

these elements indicate that the group should engage in efforts for structural political change.

Individual vs. Systemic Change

Despite MAMAS volunteers’ tireless efforts to deliver groceries, fulfill money requests,
and organize against evictions, need persists in the community. A network of neighbors can only
provide so much to alleviate structural inequalities, and participants demonstrated recognition of
the limitations of mutual aid organizing. Without institutions to systematically alleviate need,

MAMAS offers temporary relief to entrenched societal vulnerabilities. In light of this challenge,
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several members that | interviewed advocated that MAMAS should increase political organizing
efforts to make demands of state systems. Additionally, the group could collaborate with local
government to better inform elected officials of needs on the ground. Existing reliance on
external organizations, volunteer burnout, the decentralized nature of the network, and the local
government’s willingness to collaborate indicate that MAMAS should increase partnership with
institutions to sustainably mitigate local material and structural inequality. Nonetheless, I will
demonstrate that the potential for affecting structural change is hindered by ideological tension
that treats outside organizations with skepticism.

The network already relies on government and nonprofit institutions, but my findings
demonstrated that members have conflicting opinions about increasing collaboration. When a
requester calls into the hotline, hotline volunteers are told to first refer the caller to
institutionalized resources, such as the Somerville Office of Housing Stability or local food
banks. Requesters are instructed to call back if state or nonprofit organizations do not
successfully provide aid. This strategy alleviates some pressure from MAMAS and allows the
network to distribute its limited resources in times of urgency. However, it demonstrates that
MAMAS already depends on external organizations. This poses a contrast to how explicitly
anarchist mutual aid groups throughout history have absolutely refused to cooperate with
government entities and other organizations to further ideological goals that resist the state
(Interview 1). MAMAS clearly is not as ideologically extreme as these previous groups because
it regularly refers requesters to institutional resources. At one point, a partnership working group
formed of volunteers and coordinators with relationships to local organizations, but my

experience demonstrates that the group has fizzled, and partnerships remain weak. Yet the fact
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that MAMAS does not outrightly reject institutional social services exposes potential for the
network to further establish collaborative relations.

This capacity for MAMAS to meet community needs currently depends on voluntary
goodwill to continue, and many participants question the sustainability of this volunteer-based
model without structural changes that systematically minimize need. One member who regularly
delivers groceries noted that, in times of despair or lack of motivation, she feels that “The need is
endless and growing and we're not really changing things. We're spending a lot of energy, a lot
of systems, a lot of people’s time and work just basically providing grocery [support]” (FG 2).
Witnessing an increasing breadth of need despite constant volunteering discourages members
and contributes to burnout. Participants echo how it feels demoralizing to not be able to help
neighbors to a full, necessary, and sustainable extent. The strength and success of the MAMAS
network continuously inspires the vast majority of focus group participants (FG 1, 2, 3, 4). Yet |
found that the reality that volunteers are not contributing to lasting, structural change by
temporarily filling needs through mutual aid organizing often causes discouragement.

Focus groups revealed that MAMAS has increased member awareness of local issues,
and the group should direct this knowledge toward systems. Engagement with the MAMAS
network exposes members directly to inequalities in the immediate community. From
experience, MAMAS members understand how structural issues have impacted lived
experiences in the community, and these anecdotes are powerful. Creating channels to share this
knowledge with local leaders has the potential to promote positive changes in government and
institutions that reflect community-felt needs. Several participants argued that MAMAS should
serve as an “ears-to-the-ground” conduit for local political bodies like Somerville and Medford

city council (FG 2, 3, 4). The spokes-council structure and Neighborhood Pods model establishes
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a decentralized, local communication system that could theoretically facilitate deliberation and
civic engagement on localized issues. Relaying the network’s hyperawareness of community
needs to local government would enhance elected officials’ ability to represent constituents and
govern effectively. Ideally, collaboration with government systems would advance structural
reforms that sustainably address material needs.

Local government has already expressed willingness to collaborate with MAMAS,
indicating the potential for a positive partnership between local government and mutual aid. The
City of Somerville formally directs community members to MAMAS on their government
website, and the City of Medford sent a pamphlet of housing resources in March 2021 that
encouraged residents to reach out to MAMAS (City of Somerville) The city councils of both
Medford and Somerville understand the instrumental role that MAMAS assumes in the
community as a grassroots system that distributes aid and understands local issues (Interview 1,
2). In fact, soon after the creation of MAMAS, the City of Medford called the Core Team of
members into a Zoom meeting seeking their advice to structure the local government’s pandemic
response (Interview 1). The founding members describe responding to that request with panic,
terrified that the government did not know how to effectively apportion its mountain of resources
and tax dollars to service vulnerable constituents (Interview 2). In a separate interview, another
founder reflects on this moment as a lost opportunity to maintain dialogue with the city and insist
that the government direct more resources toward community-felt needs (Interview 1).

Despite the city council’s appreciation and willingness to partner with MAMAS, the
network lacks consensus about how to establish a relationship with state organizations and has
delayed productive action. In the few conversations about partnerships that | have witnessed,

MAMAS members have addressed state organizations with skepticism and dismay, associating
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them with eligibility requirements and bureaucratic barriers to support. Likewise, in response to
a gquestion about increasing collaboration with local nonprofits, another founding member asked,
“what does it mean to partner? What does it mean to send people there? Do we know them? Do
we feel like we're friends with them?” (Interview 3). To skeptical founders and members, trust
poses a barrier to new relationships with other groups. Several participants claimed that the
government failed to provide for vulnerable people and does not share MAMAS values
(Interview 1, 2; FG 2). Namely, state organizations reproduce hierarchical charity structures and
place the onus to prove need on the individual rather than acknowledging structural failures. |
gathered that many members fear that government institutions will not advance MAMAS’ values
and model of care, so they advocate to withhold partnerships altogether on this ideological basis.
Other members expressed beliefs that associating with government organizations would
only legitimize services that the community can offer themselves through the MAMAS network.
Considering the great scale and resource capacity of government services as compared to the
MAMAS network, | believe that this argument is based on ideology and not pragmatism. One
focus group member involved in housing justice told the story of how the MAMAS community
mobilized to prevent a community member’s eviction when the government had failed to provide
support (FG 4). The community member had called the hotline, sharing that her landlord would
evict her if she did not acquire rental assistance as soon as possible. After receiving this call,
MAMAS members called an ““all hands-on deck,” mobilizing to connect with contacts at the
Office of Housing Stability, organize a legal strategy with the landlord, and ultimately involve
the city council. Through the network of housing experts, lawyers, hotline volunteers, and other
community connections, the network organized a response and takes credit for the success. The

government intervened at the end of the process, but the network itself initiated the urgency and
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leveraged their networks. The response relied heavily on government services, as members
achieved this feat through the help of government agencies that should be responsible for dealing
with these cases anyways. The reality that government should manage these situations does not
detract from MAMAS’ remarkable ability to take action and meet material needs. Yet it
highlights how government institutions ultimately possess resources beyond the capacity of a
local, volunteer-based network, and sustainable changes should be structural.

Both proponents and opponents of increasing partnerships with state and private services
exist within the MAMAS network. On one hand, some participants believed that working closely
with state and private service providers represents an opportunity to streamline and expand local
resource distribution. The pragmatic benefits of partnerships appeal to these members more than
the risks of institutions abusing trust and sensitive information from vulnerable community
members. Conversely, other members understand how systems have propagated harm and failed
to support community members, so autonomy preserves the ideologically genuine support that
MAMAS can provide. The network nonetheless connects requesters to institutional resources
before providing aid itself, demonstrating a preexisting reliance on these systems that could

potentially be expanded.

Historical Legacy

In addition to these practical considerations, the politicized history of mutual aid
organizing motivates some MAMAS members to mobilize for structural political action. As
previously discussed, mutual aid originates from a legacy of marginalized groups that have
historically relied on community when systems failed to support them. Political resistance has
manifested in free services, such as healthcare screenings or meals, community-sourced

insurance, legal defense, pensions for the formally enslaved, shelters, and support for immigrants
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denied by the state (Aberg-Riger 2020). Groups have constructed local, collaborative social
relations that are subversive in the sense that they expose failures of the state and enable
vulnerable communities to self-sustain (Aberg-Riger 2020). This legacy reveals the political
nature of mutual aid organizing and demonstrates the potential for collective action.

In particular, the founding members that I interviewed expressed their obligation to honor
this history of mutual aid organizing. To the founders, failing to explicitly adopt political goals
and structural demands imbues mutual aid with white racial privilege. In separate interviews, two
founders described not openly identifying as a politically radical group as “whitewashing” or
“gentrifying” mutual aid, relating to how privileged groups tend to appropriate or displace the
culture of people of color (Interview 1, 2). A white founding member speaks to how the racial
identities of the founders contributed to feelings of appropriating mutual aid organizing:

Especially for white people who were not living paycheck to paycheck before, the

pandemic was the first time that | felt fear around my material needs. And so, | was

feeling way more urgent around meeting other people's material needs, when the reality
of the situation is that we have been living in a crisis for hundreds of years and that many
people live with that urgency every single day. Shit is always urgent, and that's why

politics can never take a back burner. (Interview 2)

White privilege and socioeconomic status have shielded her from the reality that government
systematically neglects and harms vulnerable groups. In her opinion, white leaders are thus more
likely to focus on fulfilling material needs without organizing for long-term solutions because
they overlook how structures will continue to abandon marginalized groups after the urgent crisis
subsides. Conversely, the direct experience of BIPOC organizers has informed their awareness
that community service provision must be accompanied by systemic action. In an interview, one
founder questioned whether the organization should remove its commitment to “large-scale

demands of our community and our politicians” from the vision document altogether if the group

does not reliably embody it (Interview 3). MAMAS undeniably has eased consequences of the
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pandemic in the community through its distribution of aid, and I believe that the white racial
identity of the organizers does not subtract from the value of that material impact. Nonetheless,
these conversations illuminate that a more racially equitable embodiment of mutual aid

organizing might involve collective action to demand structural changes.

Consciousness Raising & Empowerment

Lastly, focus groups revealed that involvement with MAMAS has increased the political
consciousness of many participants and empowered them to take large-scale action. Observing
the pandemic from the standpoint of a mutual aid network has brought about a “societal
reawakening” for many members by increasing their proximity to inequality (Interview 3).
Participants spoke to how MAMAS deepened their understandings of democracy, civic action,
the adverse impacts of capitalism on communities, and racial justice (FG 3). Progressive policies,
like the abolition of rent or defunding the police, also emerged as topics that participants had
learned about through their involvement (FG 2, 3). One member, who clarified that she is
involved with groceries and deliveries and not political action, stated:

I think MAMAS ... has been extraordinarily helpful in understanding how political some

of these things are...there is something very empowering in that level of knowledge and

having that granular level has helped me be a more informed voter and activist. (FG 2)
Involvement in MAMAS has facilitated a political consciousness raising as members encounter
systemic barriers to providing aid, discuss mutual aid as an alternative to state and private
services, and learn more about inequality in their community. This quote resembles earlier
statements by some members that “everything is political,” representing how participation in

mutual aid has instilled in members a deeper understanding of how political systems exacerbate

material inequality.
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MAMAS members that embrace this new knowledge feel empowered to turn their efforts
outwards and affect structural change. A very involved member asked, “Is there a space for
MAMAS to say, look, we now have laid bare all of this, and now what do we want to do about
it?” (Interview 3). This question was common in focus groups, as many participants felt as
though MAMAS has taught many members new information that has changed their politics.
They have formed new opinions yet feel as though MAMAS has not yet developed a channel for
action. Participants understand that systemic changes much larger than mutual aid must take
place to truly improve material conditions. The group is eager to take action, advocating that
MAMAS should harness the potential of these new political actors to influence local institutions.

Essential elements of mutual aid organizing, including the hyperlocal structure, the
dependence on volunteers, its political history, and the political consciousness assert that the
organization should affect systemic change. Mutual aid groups throughout history have set a
precedent that contemporary networks should direct their collective influence towards
institutions shaping the community from the top-down. The sheer number of members and the
norms for consensus-building frame MAMAS as an ideal conduit to transmit information from
the grassroots to people in power. However, as alluded to above, internal conflicts hinder the
network’s ability to fully form ideological consensus and mobilize for action. The next section

unpacks these tensions in detail.

Ideological Barriers to Structural Change

Despite compelling reasons for the group to engage in further political action, the group
has withheld from efforts to enact sustainable, systemic changes. In this section, I will attribute
the group’s reluctance to mobilize large-scale political action to its lack of ideological consensus.

As | have previously described, MAMAS leaders have struggled to build consensus about its
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political identity since the group’s inception. The group simultaneously resembles an inclusive
neighborhood network and a political organization, and its ideological ambitions are not explicit.
I will now examine how this identity ambiguity has posed challenges for the group in practice.
This discussion illuminates inherent tensions in mutual aid philosophy that hinder the MAMAS

network’s capacity to affect structural change.

Who Do We Represent?

The practical implications of the group’s mixed identity were illuminated over the
summer, when protests against racialized police violence emerged across the country. The
movement to Defund the Police gained momentum, asserting that communities can better
achieve collective public safety by reallocating funds from police forces to public services
(McDowell and Fernandez 2018). Support for the Defund and police abolition movements is
common to left-leaning ideologies and social movements (McDowell and Fernandez 2018). Over
the summer, a petition to Defund the Somerville Police began to circulate around the community
(Taliesin 2020). Based on how mutual aid networks have historically protected vulnerable,
minority groups from unjust violence, many MAMAS members felt inclined to support the
petition as an organization (Interview 2, FG 2). The network also opposes policing through its
exclusion of ICE and law enforcement officials, suggesting that they would stand in solidarity
with the movement to Defund the Police. These attitudes indicate that the network — or at least
the team of coordinators — would be supportive of the petition.

Without knowledge of the requesters’ opinions on law enforcement, however, MAMAS
coordinators were hesitant to firmly take a stance. In focus groups and interviews, coordinators
expressed that it was unclear if the network needed the entire neighborhood’s consensus to sign

on or if a majority vote within MAMAS coordinators would suffice. A decision to sign onto the
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petition would represent the political attitudes of the limited group of coordinators that attend
leadership meetings and potentially alienate community members who do not agree with the
anti-police ideology. Caught between their ideological aspirations and pressure to represent an
entire community, the coordinators ultimately signed the petition as “MAMAS Coordinators”
(Interview 2). A founding member speaks to this decision:

It brought up a big conversation for us because we were like, what the fuck kind of

mutual aid group would we be if we didn't agree that we need to defund the police and

refund all of these social systems that we need? That’s not the kind of mutual aid

group that any of us wanted to be involved in. So, where can we just decide this is where

we are? (Interview 2)

This founder expresses an urge to explicitly embrace the group’s political identity to stay true to
mutual aid philosophy. Yet there is ambiguity about whether the group of coordinators should
authentically advance their political beliefs or attempt to represent the pluralistic community of
requesters.

Founding members elaborated on this tension by speaking to the need for MAMAS to
determine the organization’s “tent,” which would help clarify the organization’s identity as
inclusive or exclusive. Whereas a “big tent” organization is accessible to diverse political
ideologies, a “small tent” organization asserts a specific set of beliefs that members must agree to
before joining (Interview 1). A larger tent invites more people into the network, creating
opportunities to educate or radicalize a larger group, and small tents establish ideological
consensus from the start (Interview 1). | would argue that the MAMAS strives to build a big tent
organization that will include all community members. Focus groups revealed that many

MAMAS members are attracted to “big tent” qualities of the organization that promote

pluralism, inclusion, and community-building. However, the organization establishes values and
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beliefs that members must adopt to advance into leadership positions and participate in decision-
making, raising questions about the extent of the network’s inclusion.

To engage in outward political action like Defund the Police, the network must determine
its “tent,” which means deciding who it represents, the boundaries of its ideology, and which
issues it prioritizes. Coordinators that | interviewed are very aware of this challenge and
hesitated to vocally assume political positions without broader consensus (FG 2). A founding
member explains that, if it wants to mobilize for collective action, “we would start to have some
experience of talking through conflict or disagreement with our neighbors. And some experience
trying to define like what the "big tent" that we are all under like is and looks like” (Interview 1).
The goal for the group to broadly represent the community and discursively include all local
residents still remains the priority for this founder and other participants. Another member asked,

How can we build mechanisms where we feel accountable to our neighbors? So that we

are not a predominantly white group of activists in Somerville, which tends to be very

affluent in some places, making decisions for our neighbors? (FG 2)

The group is mindful of how they project political attitudes that undermine inclusive community-
building. As this quote describes, certain privileged identities of the most vocal MAMAS
coordinators shape their decision-making in ways that limit their perspectives. Participants
understand how these dynamics counter the group’s goal to advocate for social changes that
promote minority groups rather than the interests of a select group of organizers. Although
commitment to neighbors remains a priority, this aim prevents the group from acting on their
political ambitions. Engaging in collective action would therefore require a time intensive
process of collecting the political beliefs of requesters to clarify the broader group’s ideology,
interests, and identity. Achieving this clarity could occur through an open community dialogue

as the founder referenced above or by explicitly adopting a political identity.
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Pragmatism vs. ldeology

I just described how the organization’s lack of consensus about identity and ideology
inhibits political action to address structural inequality. This section will explore how this
ambiguity also undermines the group’s ability to sustainably address material inequality through
resource distribution. | found that ideological attitudes block decisions that might potentially
benefit the group’s ability to provide services to the community. Specifically, the network
maintains distinctions from nonprofit organizations to preserve its identity as a neighborhood
organization rather than a charity and to discretely resist power dynamics in state and private
service organizations. Yet focus groups revealed support for characteristics of nonprofit
organizations that would enhance the support that MAMAS can provide for the community.
Adopting these characteristics would formalize and institutionalize MAMAS, perhaps enabling
its sustainability. This discrepancy between ideological beliefs and practical advantages
demonstrates an additional case of how internal contradictions of mutual aid organizing
complicate collective decision-making.

Like the decision to refrain from collaboration with city council members, MAMAS has
made an ideological decision to preserve its status as an informal network instead of adopting
certain characteristics of nonprofit organization with practical benefits. The discussion of
whether MAMAS should ultimately acquire nonprofit status emerged during data collection and
revealed that the group lacks consensus on the topic. Logistically, designation of nonprofit status
allows an organization to apply for tax exemption, but it also embeds an organization in
government bureaucracy. Likewise, focus group members spoke to how MAMAS could
dramatically increase its financial capacity by formalizing its fundraising processes (FG 4).

Currently, the network’s reliance on Cash App, Venmo, and PayPal payment services enables
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easy transfers of money for people who have accounts and does not require additional fees;
however, these services limit the organization’s fundraising efforts to informal, interpersonal
transfers of funds. One participant discussed how she once received a call on the hotline from a
well-resourced, prospective donor who asked for the network’s “nonprofit number,” and she had
to turn down his donation simply because he lacked familiarity with the group’s technology (FG
4). Services like Venmo and Cash App are relatively new technologies that may not be as
intuitive to all community members. In contrast, formal nonprofit organizations implement
formal tools that are easier to navigate: “if you go to ACLU, there's just a form that is familiar”
(FG 4). The current fundraising processes create barriers for some potential donors, hindering the
network’s capacity to provide financial support to requesters.

This reluctance to institutionalize donation processes stems from the network’s
ideological aspiration to distinguish itself from a nonprofit or charity organization. Namely,
focus group and interview participants demonstrated opposition to how charities offer tax
deductible donations that incentivize philanthropy and enable the giver to benefit (Interview 1,
FG 1, 4). Tax deductions on donations reinforce the power dynamics in philanthropy that mutual
aid seeks to dismantle. Some members that | interviewed fear that acquiring nonprofit status and
implementing tax deductions might set MAMAS on a course of action that betrays its values:

It starts adapting this vertical leadership system that is like institutionalized and becomes

inflexible, and no one can support a political party because then you'd get your tax-

exempt status taken away and... as soon as it starts becoming formal like that the

accessibility becomes harder for people to navigate. (Interview 1)

This same founder, who is no longer an active member of the network, later described MAMAS
turning into a nonprofit as their “worst nightmare” (Interview 1). Active members that I

interviewed also expressed skepticism about how nonprofit status might undermine the mutual

aid organizing model yet remained more open to consideration than the founding members.
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In addition to challenging the flexible, horizontal structure of MAMAS, members that |
interviewed expressed fear that becoming a nonprofit might undermine the group’s ideological
approach to providing community support. Unlike conventional social services, MAMAS does
not require requesters to provide indicators of their need, like income level or number of
household members. Typically, requesters only provide their name, if they live in Medford or
Somerville, and other relevant information like their PayPal or Venmo accounts. A hotline
volunteer explained, “We do have people who call who have a [sob] story prepared because that
is what they're used to get help and that is not our requirement and that is amazing” (FG 2).
Rather, the money and deliveries teams promote “the understanding that if people say they need
$1,000, they need $1,000” (FG 3). This approach assumes good intentions from requesters. A
coordinator from the grocery and deliveries team vaguely alluded to previous situations that
raised concern that a requester was scamming the network (FG 3). Yet trust continues to ground
these uncertain situations, the deliveries coordinator explains:

We have to try and trust people, whether that be the people who are calling in aren't

lying to us, whether the volunteers will materialize, the money will materialize. It is a

radical leap of faith and like a collective trust fall. (FG 3)

Many participants feel proud of how MAMAS centers trust and believe that this approach
dignifies requesters in a distinct way from state and private services. Preserving values that
maintain distinctions between mutual aid and other social services was a priority for many
participants.

These decisions are critical to aligning with mutual aid ideology, which advocates for
maintaining autonomy from hierarchical organizations that frame need as pitiful and belittling.
Nonetheless, partnering with these organizations or implementing some of their features could

extend MAMAS’ capacity to provide resources to the community, although it might require
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conceding to structural norms of charities, government, and capitalism. It is important to
consider how mutual aid ideology hinders the network’s practical goals and understand who
benefits from these decisions — the community members that are desperate for support or the
organizers who feel committed to preserving an ideologically pure version of mutual aid. This
section has demonstrated the group’s simultaneous commitments to service provision and
ideological aspirations complicate decision-making and collective action. Ultimately, the tension
between implementing practical, sustainable changes and preserving ideology is an inherent

challenge that the group cannot overcome without sacrificing one goal or the other.

Politics by Another Means

The previous sections have examined tensions in mutual aid philosophy that hinder the
MAMAS network’s ability to mobilize collective action and advance its goals. I conclude this
empirical analysis by revealing how the MAMAS network promotes alternative forms of
political action that are compatible with group ideology. The network has largely refrained from
conventional collective action efforts that work within political systems and apply direct pressure
to a targeted institution. Yet | found that MAMAS has galvanized profound political
transformations in the community, nonetheless. The group has adopted a progressive definition
of political participation that facilitates social change outside of conventional channels. Focus
groups revealed that this form of political involvement has reframed the roles of government and
community, empowered members to take action, and dramatically changed how they perceive
need and inequality. Most importantly, MAMAS has become a counterspace to conventional
political arenas by offering a more localized and informal channel of political engagement.
Immersion in this alternative political space has transformed MAMAS members into civic actors

and revitalized interest in local politics.
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An Alternative Definition of Political Action

The forms of collective action that | have referred to in the previous section are
conventional forms of political participation, like signing a petition, putting pressure on
government systems, supporting candidates, protesting, or forming an interest group. These acts
often direct influence toward elected leaders and work with political structures. | found that
many founding members — all of whom come from activist backgrounds — have unique
conceptions of politics that transcend constraints imposed by systemic political channels. In this
section, | will elaborate on this alternative definition of politics and explore how the network
embodies it and effectively facilitates politics by another means. This political form resonated
with many MAMAS members that | interviewed because it offers an empowering vision for
civic action at an overwhelming moment of disillusionment with federal partisan politics.

In contrast to popular associations of politics with government, elected officials, and
partisanship, the founding members expressed a belief that “politics are like values” (Interview
2). | connect this philosophy to what activists and scholars have recently coined “a politics of
care” (Boston Review 2020). A politics of care approach centers basic needs, collective
wellbeing, and community connection (Boston Review 2020). This differs from “the politics of
death,” stemming from the brutal combination of neoliberal ideology, structural racism, and the
dismantling of the welfare state (Boston Review 2020). In the same way, the MAMAS founders
believe that politics represent a civic philosophy determined by one’s values and that people who
center care and justice share compatible politics. Founders believe that promoting these values
assert an expansive and fundamental definition of democratic participation that transcend
political parties, which sheds light on their decision to not associate MAMAS with partisan

labels. One founder described, “I believe that democracy is awesome but takes more work than
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just voting for like 15 minutes once every four years” (Interview 2). Rather, she and other
members center commitment to community, personal and civic responsibility to mitigating local
inequality, and empathy for people with different lived experiences (Interview 1, 2; FG 2, 3).
This political philosophy was reflected in the network’s decision to promote voting in the 2020
election but not endorse particular candidates (FG 3). Trust-building calls also embody this
approach, as coordinators ask broad ideological questions rather than explicitly requiring
disclosure of political affiliation.

Focus groups revealed that many MAMAS members endorse this philosophy, either
because they had initially believed it or because they have developed it through their engagement
with the network. One very active coordinator from the deliveries working group described:

I think so often it's easy to conflate politics and democracy with voting and elected office,

and | think that those are kind of vapid conceptions of politics... of community... of

democracy and of participation. | think of MAMAS as being a much more grounded
embodiment of politics and democracy. /t's inherently political but not in the ‘we're going
to get someone elected,’ but as in ‘a better world is possible, and we are actively striving

towards that.” (FG 3)

He followed up by describing how placing faith in the community rather than a single elected
official often decreases opportunity for disappointment. Other participants elaborated on this
definition by distinguishing small “p” vs big “P” politics (FG 2). To many MAMAS members
that | interviewed, big “P” politics advance a particular agenda through an official system, like
the Democratic or Republican party, with collaboration from elected officials (FG 2).
Conversely, little “p” politics embody more fundamental components of democracy, like civic
responsibility, community engagement, and social justice (FG 2). Participants discussed how big

“P” politics feels out of their control and polarizing, in contrast to little “p” politics, which

creates more opportunities for civic engagement without structural restraints (FG 2). Finding
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hope in local, grassroots forms of action rather than through systems enables members to be
political actors, rather than depending on power figures for progress.

MAMAS offers a space to practice small “p” politics, and this form of politics is more
egalitarian and accessible than institutional channels. Within the network, members make
decisions, deliberate their impacts, and collaboratively construct a shared organization. These
skills are integral to the everyday function of democratic society. This action occurs outside of
power systems and state institutions that systematically exclude marginalized voices from
decision-making processes (Lopez and Dubrow 2020). In this context, the protections that the
MAMAS network has implemented to foster culturally sensitive, secure spaces for marginalized
individuals are particularly influential. Although the changes that have resulted from this space
are not structural, immersion in the network still generates lasting impacts. The final section will
identify how MAMAS has affected individual outlooks and personal politics and consider

implications for the greater community.

“A Social Change That is Not Always Tangible”

As involvement has increased their proximity to local inequalities and progressive
ideologies, participants claimed that their political beliefs have changed. Although
internal tensions have impeded MAMAS from engaging in conventional forms of
structural change, the MAMAS network has facilitated social and political changes on an
individual level. My findings demonstrate that engagement with MAMAS has revitalized
members’ political agency, reframed the role of community, demystified socialist
political tenets, and created new networks that transcend social inequalities. These

personal and social changes have powerful political impacts for local civic life.
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| found that the nonconventional conception of politics that MAMAS embodies actively
empowers members and restores a sense of civic responsibility that was fleeting during the
Trump administration. The Trump presidency had caused several participants to recoil from
conventional politics after feeling defeated and disillusioned by the reversal of protections for
minority groups and social welfare (Bump 2017). One member described, “politics used to be
something | was super interested in and thought a lot about. And then 2016 happened and I just
was like, ‘No, I just want to stop thinking about this for the rest of my life”” (FG 1). As politics
has become increasingly divisive, confidence in positive changes has become elusive, and many
people avoid discussing politics altogether to prevent arguments and preserve relationships
outside of MAMAS (FG 2). The culture of the MAMAS network poses a stark contrast:

| think under the Trump administration, there has been such an erosion of trust in

institutions. I think that MAMAS does work to say to people, it is worth engaging with

your neighbors because people care about you, and you're worthy, and that is better as a

communal experience than it is on your own. (FG 4)
Reframing politics as local, civic engagement produces forms of action that members can
directly engage in and feel like they made a difference, which is particularly meaningful at a time
when progressive and liberal actors feel disempowered. For many participants, separating
tangible local action from polarized political structures has been one of the most inspiring
components of their involvement (FG 1, 3). At a particularly controversial political moment,
establishing a grassroots form of political participation like a local mutual aid network is critical
to mitigating political disillusion.

Participating in a mutual aid network that successfully mobilizes resources relying
only on the good will and the capacity of the community has reframed the role of the

government and community altogether for many participants. One member spoke to how

she used to believe that pushing the government was the dominant mode of political
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organizing (FG 2). Now, engagement with MAMAS has expanded her conception of
social change to include the community as a political actor and a space for progress (FG
2). Another participant echoed this perspective, describing, mutual aid “very
fundamentally shift[ed] how I viewed myself and the future of community and the
potentials, and it really shook my world view” (FG 2). Rather than wait on the
government to affect systemic change, many members that | interviewed now recognize
their personal and communal agency to take action themselves.

Realizing the potential for the community to affect change has caused many
participants that | interviewed to reexamine their political views and how they direct their
political action efforts. One participant from the South, with little exposure to mutual aid
and community organizing, claimed “I think I've become a little bit more radicalized, just
because having seen that a system like this can work™ (FG 1). Discussions of
“radicalization” were often followed by nervous laughter, indicating discomfort or
embarrassment with the statement. For these participants who had earlier expressed
reluctance toward leftist ideologies due to stigmas, MAMAS has demystified central
tenets of socialism like collaborative and egalitarian social relations, horizontal
ownership, and equitable distribution of goods. A participant who identified herself as
“already a socialist” before the onset of COVID-19 states,

| think that what MAMAS has done for some folks... is that, maybe for people who weren't

understanding cooperative living or the socialist agenda, it's like, oh, it's mutual aid. It's

even if you don't have money, you have something. And we all have something we can

give each other. We all have something that we need. (FG 4)

Whether or not these MAMAS members mobilize to support socialist policies and movements,

they extract ideas from these political philosophies and apply them on a daily basis through their

engagement with MAMAS. A founder described MAMAS as a “gateway drug like entrance” in
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the sense that it has created an opportunity to construct an equitable community and increased
member awareness of political issues like housing injustice and food insecurity (Interview 2). As
the founder implies, this exposure could potentially empower members to engage in future
political organizing efforts. Alternatively, some participants alluded to how they discuss mutual
aid within their social networks, implying the potential to disseminate new knowledge of
structural inequality and principles of mutual aid interpersonally.

Lastly, immersion in mutual aid has re-networked the community, demonstrating a
potential to develop a community that transcends class-based social inequalities. In addition to
disparities generated by COVID-19, the communities of Medford and Somerville both have
histories of gentrification and class inequality. It is partially these local dynamics that have
contributed to MAMAS’ impact, as the community has extensive needs to meet and many
wealthy individuals to offer resources. The MAMAS network directly mitigates these social
dynamics by fundamentally altering how many participants perceive inequality and need. A
coordinator poignantly epitomizes this social change:

It's easy to not feel like you deserve something, like need is really stigmatized. | really

think that the idea that everyone deserves dignity and the ideas that we're striving for —

even if we're imperfectly realizing them at times — is a social change that’s not always
tangible, but it is very much felt by people. I know when | talked to people, whether
people are like so angry and bitter and being able to say, ‘hey, you're doing a good job.

You're doing your best. This is not your fault. And we're here to catch you,

collectively." The sighs I've gotten, the tears, the people saying, ‘Thank you doesn't

suffice.’ | think that we're giving people something that's more than money, that's more

than food. I think it's sense of self-worth. | think it's the ability to know what they truly
deserve and aren't getting. And I think that is something that’s a social change that is not

a policy tweak, like that goes far beyond. (FG 3)
| found that engaging in mutual aid has exposed many members with socioeconomic privilege to

neighbors undergoing immense hardship just down the street. These interactions disrupt

networks of interpersonal relations by creating opportunities to build connections across social
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positions. Relationship-building humanizes need and consequently destigmatizes asking for
assistance. For community members requesting support, the existence of a mutual aid network
promotes the sentiment that their neighbors are willing to look out for them, which normalizes
mutual vulnerability and collaboration. At a time of widespread material need, social isolation,
and feelings of abandonment by the government, this social change is intrinsically valuable.

By empowering members and changing their perspectives, the MAMAS network
facilitates a social change that holds powerful potential for future democratic action. The
political progress that MAMAS advances is more abstract and foundational than support for
specific policies or elected officials. Yet it is extremely critical in this time of political division
and disillusionment when many Americans have recoiled from politics. Scholars agree that
active spaces for civic engagement are a precondition to a healthy democracy (Putnam 2000).
Furthermore, an active citizenry depends on mutual trust, mechanisms for consensus-building,
and strong social networks (Putnam 2000). The MAMAS network has established an arena for
neighbors of different backgrounds and social positions to dialogue with one another, express
concerns, and decide how to improve conditions. Although the organizing space is ideologically
exclusive, it still represents a manifestation of little ‘p” politics that cultivates valuable civic
habits and empathy.

Rather than shrink into complacency, many MAMAS members have sought out an
opportunity to engage in this active local venue, and they have invested time, effort, and thought
into their involvement. It is important to continue to recognize the structural and ideological
barriers that limit the access of some community members to this network. Nonetheless,
MAMAS organizers demonstrate a dedication to mitigating inequality by harnessing the power

of community. The network materially benefits marginalized groups and instills MAMAS

113



members with a new awareness of political, social, and structural inequalities. Even if this
change is not structural, engagement in the MAMAS network has lasting impacts on local

democratic and civic engagement.
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CONCLUSION

The COVID-19 pandemic inflicted social and public health crises that exposed gaps in
society and generated a demand for community organizing. Thousands of mutual aid networks
emerged to confront this crisis, emphasizing the need for more research on the organizing model.
The resurgence of mutual aid networks across the United States and my own involvement in a
local group raised many questions about the organizing philosophy, its historical roots, and the
viability of mutual aid to mitigate local inequality. As | delved deeper into the organization, |
became aware that a political ideology had formed within the group, although many participants
perceived their involvement with MAMAS as apolitical. This political identity formed as a result
of member motivations and backgrounds, language use, and values and was reinforced by gate-
keeping and social bonds. Yet the group continues to profess inclusion of all neighbors and does
not outwardly affiliate with a political ideology.

This tension between inclusive and exclusive identity frames poses challenges for the
inclusion, sustainability, and impact of the network. First, the political language and attitudes
that many members have adopted have the potential to alienate members joining for apolitical
reasons, undermining the network’s approachability and openness to new ideas. Second,
ideological beliefs prevent the group from collaborating with other organizations or adopting
new mechanisms to advance systemic change. Lastly, members of the network spoke to how
their involvement has changed their beliefs and empowered them to take political action. The
group’s decision to distance from government systems stifles these inspiring attitudes and limits
its action to temporarily fulfilling local gaps in resources.

For these reasons, | conclude by arguing that mutual aid networks in the future might

benefit from explicitly claiming a political identity. It seems as though the political history of
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mutual aid organizing has defined the philosophy and structure of mutual aid that distinguish it
from other forms of service or political action. These salient characteristics obstruct a network’s
ability to completely distance itself from ideology, particularly for founders of the MAMAS
network who felt compelled to honor the legacy. My findings demonstrated that members largely
supported the political ambitions of the group or felt empowered through learning about them,
even if they first reacted negatively to the idea of MAMAS as political. Claiming a cohesive
identity might minimize ambiguity in identity, decision-making, and collective action.
Nonetheless, this transition would require the group to become politically exclusionary,
which might undermine its commitment to inclusive service provision. Although the group could
still distribute resources to all community members regardless of political ideology, members
that organize and coordinate these services would need to adhere to a particular philosophy.
Recipients of aid that do not accept these ideological beliefs would be alienated from
opportunities to give back to the network. A rigid group ideology would therefore undermine the
group’s commitment to reciprocity that encourages recipients of aid to also join organizing
efforts. The balance between inclusive service provision and political action is clearly difficult to
achieve. Yet my findings demonstrate that the group already has adopted political ideology, so

they might benefit from accepting that political impulse and orienting action accordingly.

Implications

As the resurgence of mutual aid organizing has increased its visibility, it is important to
examine the goals, actions, and viability of networks to assess their role in the political and social
landscape. First, this study is valuable because it examines a unique phenomenon, the explosion
of mutual aid networks in the wake of the most momentous global crisis in recent history. At this

unprecedented moment, this exploration provides new insight to sociological conversations
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about mutual aid organizing. Second, my findings reveal how structural conditions shaped
involvement and collective action in a contemporary network. The national climate of
polarization and distrust illuminated mutual aid’s ability to foster community and empower
political actors. Lastly, the success of the MAMAS network is an inspiring story of people
realizing their own power, uniting, and building solidarity under hostile, uncertain, and unsafe
conditions. My participatory action approach has increased my proximity to this social
phenomenon and enabled me to take part in these moving efforts. For me, this project has
highlighted the power of civic engagement and community organizing and restores hope in the
power of the ordinary citizen to change the world.

In my initial research, | found that existing literature about mutual aid as a political form
is limited to mostly primary sources written by organizers themselves. Furthermore, there is
currently no account of mutual aid networks situated within a framework of social movement
literature. Scholars and organizers therefore lack a contemporary sociological analysis of mutual
aid in practice and a close look at organizational challenges. My research aimed to address these
questions in order to contribute to the collective understanding of mutual aid organizing. At a
moment when the media and social movement literature focuses on mass protests and elections
as forms of political participation, highlighting the emergence of peripheral forms of political
action is increasingly important. This study contributes to discussions of social movement theory
by introducing a new tension between service-oriented inclusion and political exclusion.

Mutual aid organizing is also unique in its historical roots. Like a tradition passed from
generation to generation, past groups have laid the groundwork for today’s networks. As |
demonstrated in Chapter 1, scholars have documented many prominent groups throughout

history, and there is continuity between values, models, and political dispositions. This study
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adds to that history, documenting another period in which mutual aid organizations have
responded to conflict. At a moment when many people have joined mutual aid networks due to
social responsibility rather than previous knowledge of mutual aid, this study reveals the limited
extent to which the legacy of mutual aid informs groups of the present. Findings demonstrated
that, although knowledge of the historical legacy was influential for some group leaders,
exposure to inequality was a more powerful force in shaping member motivations. The
emergence of mutual aid networks has ebbed and flowed across history, and future research
might track the structural conditions that predispose these grassroots organizing efforts.

Second, in the midst of a unique political climate and a pandemic, analyzing community
responses sheds light on how people interpret the role of government in mitigating crisis.
Widespread distrust in the government is warranted — particularly for people of color and other
marginalized groups — at a time when police brutality, hateful rhetoric toward immigrants, and
political leaders denying a pandemic that has cost millions of lives dominate the media. Material
inequalities and unemployment have escalated. Yet social services remain insufficient,
inaccessible, and complex due to language barriers, bureaucratic hurdles, and eligibility
requirements. These experiences shape how everyday Americans perceive the government. The
willingness of community members to organize an alternative to government assistance indicates
a collective exhaustion with disillusionment and an urge to develop an alternative. Mutual aid
networks pose a contrast to state services in the way that they offer readily available support and
intentionally respect the dignity of requesters. Organizing a system deliberately designed to
compensate for government deficiencies implies a broad lack of trust and faith in government.

Finally, the emergence of mutual aid networks in the wake of the pandemic imparts

hopeful insights on how people and communities build solidarity in times of fear and crisis.
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Chapter 1 proposed two reactions to crisis: isolationism and community. My discussions with
participants and my own experience with MAMAS have revealed how strangers came together
and demonstrated generosity rather than resorting to individualism and competition. MAMAS
provided new communication infrastructure and relationships that helped unite the fragmented
community. In addition to building solidarity, the crisis instilled in many participants a new
awareness of their collective power as a community. One MAMAS member offered the quote,

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world;
indeed, it's the only thing that ever has. — Margaret Mead

It has been inspiring to witness and learn from a group of people so committed to improving

their community and mitigating unequal conditions for their neighbors.

Reimagining Futures

The pandemic is often discussed by commentators, activists, and politicians as an
opportunity to rebuild a new normal (Powell 2020). The enduring impacts of the economic
crises, disruption in socialization, and devastating loss spurred by the pandemic are unknown
(Powell 2020). This suspension of normalcy has highlighted both weaknesses and opportunities
for innovation in society. Mutual aid organizing has positioned many people in close proximity
to these inequalities, imparting a new urgency for change. Engagement with mutual aid has
enabled many members to reimagine the future and understand that people have agency to
collectively cultivate a response. The possibility that people will resort to apathy still exists. This
research has also demonstrated challenges that might hinder mutual aid efforts to build a better
world. Yet | hope that the consciousness and sense of responsibility shared by MAMAS
participants endures and will lead to future civic engagement. The positive community changes
fostered by MAMAS generate optimism that the new normal will be oriented towards

compassion, trust, and support.
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APPENDIX

Appendix A: MAMAS Vision and Agreements

Welcome to the Mutual Aid Medford and Somerville (MAMAS) network! In these fast moving
and uncertain times, it’s important that we show up for each other and remember that we are not
alone. This mutual aid network has formed out of the COVID 19 crisis, but we come from and
honor a long history of mutual aid organizing that looks different in different places and at
different moments. We believe:

Everyone has something to offer and everyone has things that they need. No one knows
everything but together we know a lot.

o Needing things is not a personal failure - we are living in a profoundly unequal
society without safety nets. This is not our fault but we believe in taking
collective responsibility for getting everyone through times of crisis.

o Every person deserves dignity and stability in their lives. No matter why someone
is reaching out, we do our best to support them.

o All flourishing is mutual: individual well-being is collective well-being.

This is an experiment, and we are flexible: learning from our mistakes, redesigning our
systems as we go, and building our muscles of decentralized organizing. We remain
committed to each other, even when we mess up.

We have to trust in and fight for people we don’t know. This kind of work moves at the
speed of trust (a learning from the Movement for Black Lives) and we choose to slow
down, through urgency, in order to build trust and maintain accountability to each other
and our network.

Mutual aid will only get us so far- we are in solidarity with organizers making large-scale
demands of our community and our politicians for an equitable world. We are just one
community in a long history of mutual aid committed to collective surviving and thriving.

We follow these values by:

Keeping it simple. We use low-tech tools that keep the barrier to entry low and our
resources accessible to all. We prioritize accessibility, and try to make things easy to
learn and participate in.

Keeping it safe. We protect people’s information and offer community support if anyone
feels threatened.

Spreading out the work. We maintain a distributed organizing network where local levels
can operate independently and create solutions for their specific needs.

Finishing what we start. We respond to requests in a timely way and are transparent about
what we can and cannot support with.

Listening and reflecting. We ask and listen to what people need, and shift our actions in
response.

Working towards language justice. We translate everything that we can and are building a
multilingual leadership to support all of our neighbors.

Centering racial justice. We know that wealth and safety nets have been systematically taken
apart for people of color over generations, leaving people more vulnerable in crises like this. We
commit to mutual aid support as a form of resource redistribution and weaving of a new
community-held safety net for all.

(MAMAS 2020)
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Appendix B: Founder Interview Guide

1.

© oo ~No

10.

11.
12.

13.
14.

How did you first learn about mutual aid as an approach to community organizing?

a. Had you been involved in a group before?

Are there other movements or groups that you drew from when you founded MAMAS?

a. How did that inform your founding of MAMAS at the beginning?

b. How did it shape your vision for the network?

As MAMAS has evolved from that point to now, how has MAMAS surprised you or
gone against your original expectations of the project?

Do you have any examples of things that have happened that surprised you?

How would you describe your involvement with MAMAS right now?

a. (If not very involved) Approximately when did your involvement begin to

decrease with MAMAS?

b. Were there specific reasons for stepping away?

(If still involved) What motivates you to remain involved in MAMAS?

What do you think are the driving motivations for active MAMAS members?

How could MAMAS improve in sustaining volunteer involvement?

Before MAMAS, how would you describe the sense of community in Medford and
Somerville?

a. How has your experience with MAMAS changed this sense of community?
What differences do you see in organizing in these virtual spaces versus more traditional
forms of in-person organizing?

a. What advantages do you see in doing mutual aid virtually?

b. What are the disadvantages?

In your opinion, how does MAMAS work to promote social change?

Do you feel like MAMAS capacity to promote social change has changed since the
beginning? In what ways?

Do you consider MAMAS a form of political involvement? Why or why not?

Where do you see MAMAS fitting into the larger system of political participation and
organizing?

a. What steps would be needed to realize this vision?
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Appendix C: Focus Group Guide

1.

What first motivated you to get involved?

a. Potential probes: Social relations, developing new skills, political motivation
What has kept you involved? Has your reason for involvement changed?
Do you think that MAMAS is currently creating the environment to sustain these
motivations?

a. In what ways?

b. What else could be done?
Aside from personal reasons, what situations might deter you from working with
MAMAS?
How did it feel when you first joined MAMAS?

a. Probes: Decision-making processes, leadership structure, power distribution, or

task delegation.

b. Was this structure new to you?
How has MAMAS changed your sense of community in Medford and Somerville?

a. Are there differences in your sense of community since joining?
How do you feel that the activities you do as a MAMAS member and in your working
groups promotes social change?

a. Think both specifically in your working groups and generally as an organization!
Do you consider MAMAS a form of political involvement?

a. Why or why not?
Has your involvement with MAMAS changed any of your political views?

a. In what ways?

10. Where do you see MAMAS fitting into the larger system of political participation and

organizing?
a. What steps would be needed to realize political action?
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