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Well... in its simplest form, mutual aid is the 
motivation at play any time two or more 
people work together to solve a problem for 
the shared benefit of everyone involved. In 
other words, it means co-operation for the 
sake of the common good.  
 
Understood in this way, mutual aid is 
obviously not a new idea, nor is it exclusive 
to anarchists. In fact, the very earliest human 
societies practised mutual aid as a matter of 
survival, and to this day there are countless 
examples of its logic found within the plant 
and animal kingdoms. 

To understand anarchists’ specific embrace of 
mutual aid, we need to go back over 100 
years, to the writings of the famous Russian 
anarchist Pyotr Kropotkin, who in addition to 
sporting one of the most prolific beards of all 
time, just so happened to also be an accom-
plished zoologist and evolutionary biologist. 

Back in Kropotkin’s day, the field of evolu-
tionary biology was heavily dominated by the 
ideas of Social Darwinists such as Thomas H. 
Huxley. By ruthlessly applying Charles 
Darwin’s famous dictum “survival of the 
fittest” to human societies, Huxley and his 
peers had concluded that existing social 
hierarchies were the result of natural 
selection, or competition between free sover-
eign individuals, and were thus an important 
and inevitable factor in human evolution. 

Not too surprisingly, these ideas were 

Do you ever spend time thinking about 
where the food you eat, or the clothes you 
wear come from? What about the labour and 
materials that went into building your house, 
or your car? Left to fend for ourselves 
without the comforts of civilization, few 
among us would survive a week, let alone be 
able to produce a fraction of the myriad 
commodities we consume every day. 

From the great pyramids commissioned by 
the Pharaohs of ancient Egypt, to today’s 
globe-spanning production and supply 
chains, the primary function of the ruling 
class has always been to organize human 
activity. And everywhere that they have done 
so, they have relied on coercion. Under 
capitalism, this activity is organized through 
either direct violence, or the internalized 
threat of starvation created by a system 
based on private ownership of wealth and 
property. 

Capitalism can inspire people to do many 
amazing things, as long as there is a profit to 
be made. But in the absence of a profit 
motive, there are many important tasks that 
it will not and cannot ever accomplish, from 
eradicating global poverty and preventable 
diseases, to removing toxic plastics from the 
oceans. In order to carry out these monu-
mental tasks, we require a change in the 
ethos that connects us to one another, and to 
the world that sustains us. A shift away from 
capitalism... towards mutual aid. 

Glimpses of the Anarchist ideal of mutual aid 
can be seen today in communities of open 
source software developers, and in program-
mers coming up with new forms of encryp-
tion to thwart NSA surveillance. They can be 
seen in neighbours coming together to 
organize a daycare collective, and in the 
aftermath of disasters such as Hurricanes 
Katrina and Sandy, when in the absence of 
state institutions, perfect strangers rush to 
one another’s aid. It can be seen in the 
bravery of the white helmets of Aleppo, who 
risk their lives to pull children from the 
collapsed ruins of buildings hit by Assad’s 
barrel bombs. 

Imagine a world in which human activity was 
not organized on the basis of ceaseless 
competition over artificially scarce resources, 
but the pursuit of the satisfaction of human 
needs… and you will understand a vision of 
the world that anarchists seek to create. 

What is Mutual Aid reprinted from Sub.media,    
The Anarchist Library

Mutual Aid is a guiding factor behind anarchist 
practice, and an essential framework for understanding 
anarchist views on social organization more broadly. 
So... what is it, exactly?  

WHAT IS MUTUAL AID?
 [ AN ANARCHIST PERSPECTIVE ]

particularly popular among rich and politi-
cally powerful white men, as it offered them 
a pseudo-scientific justification for their 
privileged positions in society, in addition to 
providing a racist rationalization of the 
European colonization of Asia, Africa and the 
Americas. 

Kropotkin attacked this conventional 
wisdom, when in 1902 he published a book 
called Mutual Aid: A Factor in Evolution, in 
which he proved that there was something 
beyond blind, individual competition at work 
in evolution. 

Kropotkin demonstrated that species that 
were able to work together, or who formed 
symbiotic arrangements with other species 
based on mutual benefit, were able to better 
adapt to their environment, and were 
granted a competitive edge over those 
species who didn’t, or couldn’t. 

In today’s metropolitan societies, people are 
socialized to see themselves as independent, 
self-sufficient individuals, equipped with our 
own condos, bank accounts, smartphones 
and facebook profiles. However, this notion 
of human independence is a myth, promoted 
by corporations and states seeking to mould 
us into atomized, and easily controlled 
consumers, concerned primarily with our 
own short-term well-being. The truth is that 
human beings are incredibly interdependent. 
In fact, that’s the key to our success as a 
species. 

Capitalism Is a 
Pyramid   Scheme
The labor of those lower on 
the pyramid enriches the ones 
towards the top. To stay stable, 
the economy has to draw in more 
and more resources—colonizing 
new continents, workforces, and 
aspects of daily life. The resulting 
inequalities can only be maintained 
by ever-escalating force.

We’re encouraged to compete 
against each other to improve our 
positions on an individual basis. 
But there’s not enough space at 
the top for all of us, no matter how 
hard we work—and no pyramid 
scheme can go on expanding 
forever. Sooner or later it’s bound 
to crash: global warming and 
recession are just the first warning 
signs. Instead of going down with 
the Pharaohs, let’s join forces to 
establish another way of life.

crimethinc.com
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Nine-tenths of the whole population of 
grain-exporting countries like Russia, 
one-half of it in countries like France which 
live on home grown food, work upon the 
land - most of them in the same way as the 
slaves of antiquity did, only to obtain a 
meagre crop from a soil, and with a 
machinery which they cannot improve, 
because taxation, rent and usury keep them 
always as near as possible to the margin of 
starvation (Kropotkin 1912, 412).

in the animal kingdom. Horses and deer 
unite to protect each from their foe, wolves 
and lions gather to hunt, while bees and ants 
work together in many different ways. 
Kropotkin said that mutual support is an 
established fact within the feathered world, 
with eagles, pelicans, vultures, sparrows, and 
other fowl, collectively searching for and 
sharing food. Some species of birds even 
gather together at the end of the day to 
sleep.

Kropotkin also believed that we have a 
predisposition to help one another, and we 
do so without governmental coercion. A 
centralized government is not necessarily 
needed to set an example or to make people 
do the right thing. People were doing so 
before the rise of the State. In fact, Kropotkin 
maintained that it is government that 
represses our natural tendency for coopera-
tion. He accused historians of giving little 
attention to the lives of the masses and their 
inclination to help each other, offering up 
instead, a distorted view of civilization 
through a series of “epic poems, the inscrip-
tions on monuments, the treaties of peace - 
nearly all historical documents bear the same 
character; they deal with breaches of peace, 
not with peace itself” (Kropotkin 1989, 117).

Kropotkin strongly objected to the 
Hobbesian notion that defined humanity as 
no more than an indifferent alliance of 
individuals who prefer to battle with one 
another rather than make peace, only 
prevented from doing so by some outside 
authoritarian force. He said:

The leaders of contempo-
rary thought are still 
inclined to maintain that 
the masses had little 
concern in the evolution of 
the sociable institutions of 
man, and that all the prog-
ress made in this direction 
was due to the intellectual, 
political, and military 
leaders of the inert masses 
(Kropotkin 1989, preface).

Peter Kropotkin (1842-1921) was a Russian prince, 
geographer, and self-proclaimed anarchist, who gave 
up wealth and a privileged lifestyle in exchange for one 
of scientific discovery and political activism. It was his 
desire to help emancipate his fellow Russians from 
economic and political exploitation, and did so by 
writing propagandistic pamphlets, books, and essays. 
If they could shed off their hopelessness, Kropotkin 
believed it would bring about a rejuvenation of the 
human spirit. He wrote that:

Nine-tenths of the whole population of grain-exporting 
countries like Russia, one-half of it in countries like 
France which live on home grown food, work upon the 
land - most of them in the same way as the slaves of 
antiquity did, only to obtain a meagre crop from a soil, 
and with a machinery which they cannot improve, 
because taxation, rent and usury keep them always as 
near as possible to the margin of starvation (Kropotkin 
1912, 412). 

KROPOTKIN AND HIS  
THEORY OF MUTUAL AID

Kropotkin’s most famous book, Mutual Aid, 
maintains that cooperation within a species 
has been an historical factor in the develop-
ment of social institutions, and in fact, that 
the avoidance of competition greatly 
increases the chances of survival and raises 
the quality of life. He contended that mutual 
aid is a factor that is both biological and 
voluntary in nature, and is an enabler of 
progressive evolution. Without it, life as we 
know it could not exist. This can be also seen 

BY MOYA K .  M A SON
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The naturalist, Thomas H. Huxley, champi-
oned the philosophy of Hobbes in Kropotkin’s 
day, particularly in his 1888 essay, The 
Struggle for Existence, which promoted an 
ideology that saw struggle, fighting, and 
competition as the most important tenets in 
the survival and evolution of human society. 
Kropotkin asserted that Huxley’s interpreta-
tion of Darwinian theory was misconstrued 
and inaccurate, and viewed Huxley’s school 
of Hobbesian arguments as “taking posses-
sion of Darwin’s terminology rather than his 
leading ideas” (Kropotkin 1989, 78). The 
publication of Huxley’s essay was the 
impetus for Kropotkin to begin writing 
Mutual Aid as a reply to Huxley, and the 
subsequent series of articles that eventually 
made up the book were originally published 
in the same journal, Nineteenth Century.

An interesting point that Kropotkin makes in 
the book concerns the guilds of the Middle 
Ages. He discusses temporary guilds of coop-
erative, just in time groups, formed by the 
union of like-minded individuals, who shared 
a common goal and space. These groups 
could be found aboard ships, at the building 
sites of large-scale public projects, such as 
cathedrals, and anywhere where “fishermen, 
hunters, travelling merchants, builders, or 
settled craftsmen came together for a 
common pursuit” (Kropotkin 1989, 171). 
These examples of temporary guilds can be 
seen as Smart Mobs, where cooperative 
groups are spontaneously formed in order to 
fulfill a common goal, the only difference 
being the loss of distance due to the rise of 
mobile communications. The formation of 
temporary guilds on board ships is a good 
example of dynamic cooperation in a mobile 
situation. After leaving port, the captain 
would gather the crew and passengers on 
deck, telling them they were all in this 
together, and that the success of the voyage 
was dependent upon all of them working as 
one. Everyone on board would then elect a 
“governor” and “enforcers,” who would 
gather “taxes” from those who broke the 
rules. At the end of the voyage, the levies 
would be given to the poor in the port city 
(Kropotkin 1989, 170).

The emergence of these types of collabora-
tive techniques made possible new forms of 
cooperation, and therefore, expanded the 
ways in which people could succeed and 
survive more efficiently and effectively. 
Self-sacrifice and loyalty to a common cause 
and concern for the well being of the whole, 

were the norm within these on the fly 
cooperative communities. This could be seen 
not only in associations, societies, brother-
hoods, and guilds, but also in neighborhoods, 
towns, villages, and cities, with mutual aid 
being a prerequisite for survival among the 
working classes throughout the evolution of 
civilization. Solidarity is central to mutual aid 
and remains strong, even when government 
control, power, and bureaucracy seem 
destined to pit one against the other with the 
hope that it can suppress initiative. Instead, 
strangers are seen helping each other. 
Peasant women of Russia gave bread and 
apples to German and Austrian prisoners of 
war during WWI, and tended to the 
wounded, regardless of their nationality 
(Kropotkin 1989, preface).

In Fields, Factories and Workshops, Kropotkin 
talked about his vision of a technological and 
scientific utopia, where people would be 
freed from toil, poverty, and struggle by the 
development of machinery and tools that 
would do at least some of the work for them, 
and cut down on the time it takes to do the 
work. For Kropotkin, tools and techniques 
were a means to an end. He would probably 
view the emergence of mobile cooperation as 
a natural extension of the evolution of 
mutual aid - just another technology allowing 
us to come together for common causes in 
an independent and dynamic fashion to aid 
each other. Cooperation has always been at 
the heart of the creation of human society. 
As technology progresses, so do the ways 
and means that people have to help others 
for the well being of the species. Kropotkin 
would say that nothing has changed.  

Bibliography
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Reprinted from www.moyak.com

It is not love to my neighbour — whom I often do not know at all — which induces me 
to seize a pail of water and to rush towards his house when I see it on fire; it is a far 
wider, even though more vague feeling or instinct of human solidarity and sociability 
which moves me. So it is also with animals. It is not love, and not even sympathy 
(understood in its proper sense) which induces a herd of ruminants or of horses to 
form a ring in order to resist an attack of wolves; not love which induces wolves to 
form a pack for hunting; not love which induces kittens or lambs to play, or a dozen of 
species of young birds to spend their days together in the winter; not love which 
induces life-bearing ants to share their food with those of their comrades which are 
hungry. The feeling of love, sympathy and like impulses evidently play an immense part 
in the development of sociable customs and social instincts; but it is not love which 
induces us to work for others; it is not even sympathy in its wide sense; it is a feeling 
infinitely wider than love or personal sympathy — an instinct that has been slowly 
developed among animals and men in the course of an extremely long evolution, and 
which has taught animals and men alike the force they can borrow from the practice of 
mutual aid and support, and the joys they can find in social life.  
 
The parental feelings, with the aid of foresight, have developed into a feeling of 
solidarity with the offspring for life; and when we see how much the sociable animals 
are helped in their struggle for life by their being sociable, how often they escape 
dangers, and get food, just because they mutually aid each other — we certainly must 
recognize that the sociable feeling has been strengthened by natural selection. It is a 
feeling which is so deeply enrooted in animal life, especially in the life of the mammalia, 
and it has developed so much under the influence of natural selection, that it has 
become one of the chief features of animal life, one of the chief factors of further 
evolution. In the animal world we have seen that the vast majority of species live in 
societies, and that they find in association the best arms for the struggle for life: 
understood, of course, in its wide Darwinian sense — not as a struggle for the sheer 
means of existence, but as a struggle against all natural conditions unfavourable to the 
species. The animal species, in which individual struggle has been reduced to its 
narrowest limits, and the practice of mutual aid has attained the greatest development, 
are invariably the most numerous, the most prosperous, and the most open to further 
progress. The mutual protection which is obtained in this case, the possibility of 
attaining old age and of accumulating experience, the higher intellectual development, 
and the further growth of sociable habits, secure the maintenance of the species, its 
extension, and its further progressive evolution. The unsociable species, on the 
contrary, are doomed to decay.

From:  “Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution”
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Tens of thousands of mutual aid networks and projects 
emerged around the world in 2020. They have long 
been a tool for marginalized groups.

 

 2020 was a year of crisis. A year of 

isolation. A year of protest. And, a year of 

mutual aid.

From meal deliveries to sewing squads, 

childcare collectives to legal aid, neighbors 

and strangers opened their wallets, offered 

their skills, volunteered their time and joined 

together in solidarity to support one another.

Tens of thousands of mutual aid networks 

and projects have emerged around the world 

since the Covid-19 pandemic began, accord-

ing to Mariame Kaba, an educator, abolition-

ist and organizer. During the first week of the 

U.S. lockdown in March 2020, Kaba joined 

with Congresswoman Alexandria Oca-

sio-Cortez to create Mutual Aid 101, an online 

toolkit that educates and empowers people 

to build their own mutual aid networks 

throughout their buildings, blocks, neighbor-

hoods and cities. Emphasizing a focus on 

“solidarity, not charity,” mutual aid is all 

about cooperation because, as the toolkit 

puts it, “we recognize that our well-being, 

health and dignity are all bound up in each 

other.”

“Mutual aid projects are a form of political 

participation in which people take responsi-

bility for caring for one another and changing 

political conditions,” says Dean Spade, a 

trans activist, writer, and speaker. “Not 

through symbolic acts or putting pressure on 

representatives, but by actually building new 

social relations that are more survivable.”

While many are engaging with mutual aid for 

the first time this year, there is a rich history 

and legacy of communities — especially 

those failed by our systems of power — com-

ing together to help each other survive, and 

thrive. Here are nine examples from history. 

 

 

 

 

Ariel Aberg-Riger is a visual storyteller who 

writes about everything from affordable 

housing to domestic violence for places like 

The Guardian, Teen Vogue, and CityLab. Her 

first book America Redux: Visual Stories 

From Our Dynamic History is out now! 

 

‘Solidarity, Not Charity’: A 
Visual History of Mutual 

Aid
 
 
 

A R IEL A BERG -R IGER

 The Free African Society (FAS), founded 
in 1787, was a benevolent organization that 
held religious services and provided mutual 
aid for “free Africans and their descendants” 
in Philadelphia. The Society was founded by 
Richard Allen and Absalom Jones. It was the 
first Black religious institution in the city and 
led to the establishment of the first indepen-
dent Black churches in the United States. 
 
 
Founding members, all free Black men, 
included Samuel Baston, Joseph Johnson, 
Cato Freedman, Caesar Cranchell, James 
Potter and William White. Notable members 
included African-American abolitionists such 
as Cyrus Bustill, James Forten, and William 
Gray.  
 
- Wikipedia
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 The Free African Society (FAS) developed 
as part of the rise in civic organizing follow-
ing American independence in the 1776 to 
1783 Revolutionary War; it was the first black 
mutual aid society in Philadelphia. The city 
was a growing center of free blacks, 
attracted to its jobs and other opportunities. 
By 1790, the city had 2,000 free black 
residents, a number that continued to 
increase.In the first two decades after the 
war, inspired by revolutionary ideals, many 
slaveholders freed their slaves, especially in 
the Upper South. Northern states largely 
abolished slavery. Numerous freedmen 
migrated to Philadelphia from rural areas of 
Pennsylvania and the South; it was a growing 
center of free black society. In addition, their 
number was increased by free people of color 
who were refugees from the Haitian Revolu-
tion in Saint-Domingue, as well as fugitive 
slaves escaping from the South. - Wikipedia

 During the antebellum era, New York City 
became an even more dangerous place for 
African Americans. Slave hunters scoured 
northern cities in search of black men, 
women and children who could be trapped 
and sold into slavery.

In New York, the common black citizenry 
sustained The New York Committee of 
Vigilance (NYCV). This group of poor 
laborers could be called upon to support the 
formal organization, but also acted infor-
mally, sometimes mobilizing to rescue blacks 
from authorities, often to the displeasure of 
black leadership. While the New York 
communities offered some sanctuary, a great 
element of danger existed, as those who 
made fugitive slave catching and kidnapping 
their business understood the city to be ripe 
with possibilities.
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David Ruggles, Secretary of the New York 
Committee of Vigilance organization, made 
it clear to readers of The Liberator that the 
time had come for the African American 
community to take their problems into their 
own hands. Ruggles wrote, “We must no 
longer depend on the interposition of 
Manumission or Anti-Slavery Societies, in the 
hope of peaceable and just protection; where 
such outrages are committed, peace and 
justice cannot dwell.” 

 The Combahee River Colony was located 
in a remote area where African Americans 
established their own settlements and 
remained relatively Self-Sufficient and 
semiautonomous: The Gullah/Geechee 
communities in South Carolina and Georgia 
Sea islands. The Combahee River Colony in 
South Carolina consisted of several hundred 
African American women during the Civil 
War who men had gone to join the Union 
Army. The occupied abandoned farmland 
where they grew crops and cared for one 
another. 

The refused to work for Whites and were 
proud of their handicrafts and cotton crop, as 
well as their independence. The community 
became relatively well known as an example 
of Black women’s independence and collec-
tive spirit.  
 
- Collective Courage: A History of African 
American Cooperative EconomicThought 

 The Raid on Combahee Ferry ( also 
known as the Combahee River Raid) was a 
military operation during the American Civil 
War conducted on June 1 and June 2, 1863, 
by elements of the Union Army along the 
Combahee River in Beaufort and Colleton 
counties in the South Carolina Lowcountry.

Harriet Tubman, who had escaped from 
slavery in 1849 and guided many others to 
freedom, led an expedition of 150 African 
American soldiers of the 2nd South Carolina 
Infantry. The Union ships rescued and 
transported more than 750 former slaves 
freed five months earlier by the Emancipation 
Proclamation, many of whom joined the 
Union Army. 
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One early effort to obtain pensions for 
ex-slaves was led by white newspaper editor, 
Walter R. Vaughan of Omaha, Nebraska. He 
modeled his plan off of pensions provided by 
the Federal government to former Union 
soldiers, and he persuaded his congressman, 
William James Connell (R-NE) to introduce 
the measure to the House of Representatives 
in 1890. A native of Selma, Alabama, 
Vaughan believed that pensions to former 
slaves would provide increased economic 
vitality and stability to the New South. In 
1891 he published a pamphlet entitled 
“Freedmen’s Pension Bill: A Plea for Ameri-
can Freedmen,” and sold copies at a dollar a 
piece. A black man who worked as a distribu-
tor of Vaughan’s pamphlet was Isaiah 
Dickerson of Rutherford County, Tennessee. 
A few years later, Dickerson and Callie House 
would launch their own pension and repara-
tions movement by forming an organization 
led by and composed of African Americans. 
The 1900 Nashville City Directory lists the 
address of the National Ex-Slave Mutual 
Relief, Bounty and Pension Association as 
being located at 903 Church Street in 
Nashville. 

The first annual convention of the National 
Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension 
Association was held November 28 through 
December 1, 1898 in Nashville, Tennessee at 
Gay Street Christian Church. 
 
- Wikipedia

 Callie House (1861–1928) was a leader of 
the National Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty 
and Pension Association, one of the first 
organizations to campaign for reparations for 
slavery in the United States.

House was born enslaved in Rutherford 
County, near Nashville, Tennessee. At the 
age of 22, she married William House. They 
had six children, five of which survived. After 
William died, House supported her family by 
being a washerwoman.  At 36, she began 
organizing hundreds of thousands of people 
calling for US reparations, building a power-
ful movement for which she was unjustly 
imprisoned in 1916. 

 
- Wikipedia
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 Since its organization in the 1850s and 
formal establishment in 1882 in San Francis-
co’s Chinatown, the Chinese Consolidated 
Benevolent Association (CCBA) has received 
a diverse range of publicity from American 
media. Much of the attention often over-
looked inherent cultural differences, which 
ultimately led to misunderstanding by much 
of the American population. This factor, 
together with increasing anti-Chinese 
sentiment, hastened the need for an empow-
ered Chinese organization in the US. Thus, 
the CCBA was formed out of the need for the 
Chinese to have organized social, political, 
and economic structures

The CCBA was set up to help Chinese people 
relocate and travel to and from the US, 
including returning bodies of the deceased to 
China. With many families fragmented 
between China and across the US, the 
association also allowed for communal care 
of the sick or poor. When the association 
became more prominent and anti-Chinese 
sentiment increased, the organization also 
offered legal and physical protection. Physical 
abuse was not uncommon in Chinatown from 
racist Americans. Such incidents led to the 
rise of groups like the tongs, which were 
noted to have protected Chinese from abuse 
by white miners.

Through the 1800s, a large portion of 
Chinese immigrants to California came for 
the promise of work in the gold mines, and 
their contribution was integral to the 
economic boom the state experienced as a 
result of the discovery of gold. When this 
industry declined, the Chinese found other 
opportunities, such as fishing, food service, 
farming, and railroad building. Many in the 
mid-to-late-19th century argued that the 
influx of Chinese immigrants decreased job 
availability for American citizens. However, 
the job competition theory is disputed due to 
the strong language barrier that forced many 
Chinese to create their own jobs. 
- Wikipedia 
 

 There were different types of landsman-
shaftn, including Jewish burial societies 
known as chevra kadisha, societies associ-
ated with a particular synagogue or social 
movement, and “ladies auxiliary” societies 
for women. 

Members paid dues on a regular basis, and if 
they lost their jobs, became too sick to work, 
or died, the society paid the member or their 
family a benefit to keep them afloat during 
that time. When the funds were not needed 
to support members, landsmanshaftn 
frequently invested the money in funds that 
supported the Jewish community in others 
ways, such as Israel Bonds. Most landsman-
shaftn were based in New York City, where 
the majority of Jews settled and conditions 
were conducive to sustaining these types of 
organizations, though they sometimes 
relocated as the membership migrated to the 
suburbs. 
- Wikipedia
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 Sociedades Mutualistas for Latin Ameri-
cans flourished in the Southwestern United 
States at the turn of the 20th century, 
serving as vehicles for community self-suffi-
ciency and social support. Some societies still 
survive today, stressing their original values 
of Unity, Work, Protection, Education, Faith, 
and Brotherhood. These groups borrowed 
concepts from medieval guilds, 1900s 
friendly societies, rural cooperatives, and 
charitable lay brotherhoods of the Catholic 
Church.

Like their African American counterparts, 
duties of these societies historically included 
caring for the sick, making funeral arrange-
ments, assisting widows and orphaned 
children, and settling disputes. During the 
colonial period, they formed local ditch 
associations to take charge of developing and 
maintaining irrigation waters essential to 
agricultural villages. Work tasks were 
performed collectively by all members (a 
practice which continued into the modern 
era).

In the 19th and 20th century, sociedades 
mutualistas filled a gap left by commercial 
life insurance companies which were disinter-
ested in selling to minorities due to stereo-
types and desire to maximize profits. 
(Companies refused to sell policies to 
Mexican Americans, for example, because it 
was believed that they all had tuberculosis).

The sociedades also played a prominent role 
in labor and civil rights issues. In its first 
decade, one of the most successful of these 
organizations—The Alianza Hispano-Ameri-
cana—successfully negotiated concessions 
for higher wages on behalf of 1,200 to 1,500 
striking mine workers in Arizona.  By the 
early 1920s, Alianza chapters provided legal 
assistance through a defense fund to victims 
of injustice based on their national origin or 
economic status. Alianza fought to change 
legal procedures on behalf of the poor, and 
offered its lawyers whenever possible to any 
Mexican American without proper represen-
tation. 
- Go Humanity

 Founded in 1966 in Oakland, California, 
the Black Panther Party for Self Defense was 
the era’s most influential militant black power 
organization.

Its members confronted politicians, chal-
lenged the police, and protected black 
citizens from brutality. The party’s commu-
nity service programs - called “survival 
programs” - provided food, clothing, and 
transportation. Rather than integrating 
American society, members wanted to 
change it fundamentally. For them, black 
power was a global revolution. 
 
_ National Museum of African American 
History and Culture

 
 The Panthers started the Free Breakfast 
Program because hunger and poverty made 
it difficult for many poor black children to 
learn in school.  In 1968, most poor children 
went to school hungry and stayed hungry.  
The national School Lunch Program provided 
reduced-price, but not free lunches for poor 
children, and the national School Breakfast 
Program was limited to a few rural schools.  
To address this need, the Panthers initiated 
the Free Breakfast Program at St. Augus-
tine’s Church in Oakland in January 1969. 

The Panthers’ Free Breakfast Program 
focused national attention on the urgent 
need to give poor children nutritious meals 
so they could be successful in school.  In 
1973, this attention helped lead to Congress’ 
dramatic increase in funding of the national 
School Lunch Program so poor children could 
get free lunches.  The Panther’s Free Break-
fast Program spotlighted the limited scope of 
the national School Breakfast Program and 
helped pressure Congress to authorize 
expansion of the program to all public 
schools in 1975.
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 The Black Panther Party first publicized its 
original “What We Want Now!” Ten-Point 
program on May 15, 1967, following the 
Sacramento action, in the second issue of 
The Black Panther newspaper.

We want freedom. We want power to 
determine the destiny of our Black Commu-
nity.

We want full employment for our people.

We want an end to the robbery by the 
Capitalists of our Black Community.

We want decent housing, fit for shelter of 
human beings. 
 
We want education for our people that 
exposes the true nature of this decadent 
American society. We want education that 
teaches us our true history and our role in 
present-day society.

We want all Black men to be exempt from 
military service.

We want an immediate end to POLICE 
BRUTALITY and MURDER of Black people.

We want freedom for all Black men held in 
federal, state, county and city prisons and 
jails.

We want all Black people when brought to 
trial to be tried in court by a jury of their peer 
group or people from their Black Communi-
ties, as defined by the Constitution of the 
United States. 
 
 We want land, bread, housing, education, 
clothing, justice and peace.

 The Young Lords started in 1960 in 
Chicago’s Lincoln Park neighborhood as a 
Puerto Rican turf gang. On Grito de Lares, 
September 23, 1968, Jose Cha Cha Jimenez 
reorganized them and formed the Young 
Lords as a national political and civil rights 
movement. The new community-wide 
movement then spread to nearly 30 cities, 
including three branches in New York, which 
at the time served as the entry point for 90% 
of Puerto Ricans. In addition, the Young 
Lords began operating free programs for the 
community. In addition to their support for 
Puerto Ricos’ independence, all Latino 
nations, and oppressed nations of the world, 
the Young Lords also supported neighbor-
hood empowerment. The radical movement 
of the Young Lords modeled themselves after 
the Black Panther Party, calling for a van-
guard of revolutionary minority parties 
coming together that felt oppressed by a 
system that wasn’t designed to be of assis-
tance to minorities.  
 
The 1968 Democratic Convention protests in 
Grant Park and the adjacent Lincoln Park 
Neighborhood, resulted in the Young Lords, 
under the leadership of founder José Cha 
Cha Jiménez, to join with others to form a 
broader civil and human rights movement.
[11] Puerto Rican self-determination and the 
displacement of Puerto Ricans and poor 
residents became the primary issues of 
organizing. The Young Lords organization 
also began to train students and youth to 
take on the leadership to organize the Latino 
community on a national level. 
 
On July 27, 1969, the chapter office in New 
York City mounted a “Garbage Offensive” to 
commemorate the 1968 Sanitation Strike and 
to protest the substandard garbage collection 
service in East Harlem. The event also 
promoted the opening of the Young Lords’ 
New York City office. The offensives targeted 
local city services and were aligned with the 
National Headquarters mission to develop 
neighborhood empowerment. In Chicago, the 
Young Lords occupied local institutions in the 
Lincoln Park neighborhood to support 
low-income housing for working families. 
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 The National Headquarters Young Lords’ 
mission called for self determination for 
Puerto Rico, all Latino nations, all oppressed 
nations of the world, and for barrio empow-
erment. The Young Lords also created a 
10-point program modeled after the Black 
Panthers 10 point program. The New York 
office created a 13-point program after they 
split from Chicago National Headquarters as 
follows:

We want self-determination for Puerto 
Ricans—Liberation on the island and inside the 
United States.

We want self-determination for all Latinos.

We want liberation for all third world people.

 We are revolutionary nationalists and oppose 
racism.

We want community control of our institutions 
and land.

We want true education of our creole culture. 
We oppose capitalists and alliances with 
traitors. 
 
We oppose the amerikkkan military. 
 
We want freedom for all political prisoners. 
 
We want equality for women. Machismo must 
be revolutionary ... not oppressive. 
 
We fight anti-Communism with international 
unity.

We believe armed self-defense and armed 
struggle are the only means to liberation. 
 
We want a socialist society.

 Chicken Soup Brigade was born out of the 
Seattle Gay Clinic in 1983 as a way to help 
people living with any disabling illness to get 
to doctor’s appointments, to provide com-
panionship, and to deliver groceries to them. 
By 1984, the focus shifted to serving people 
with AIDS.  
 
As the volunteer effort grew, the focus 
shifted to food. In 1987, CSB hired its first 
paid staff member, Carol Sterling, who has 
been credited with creating a period of 
immense growth. She hired new staff and 
grew the budget and volunteer base. Sterling 
reached the position of executive director in 
1990 but stepped down to focus on fund 
development. A co-executive director model 
was then adopted. 

By 1991, CSB had approximately 400 volun-
teers — most providing four hours a week. 
CSB then opened a thrift store at 207 
Harvard Ave. In 1994, it hired a dietician. In 
1996, it expanded its services to include 
anyone who was HIV-positive. Its client base 
expanded from 187 (or 350, depending on 
which historical document you read) in 1990 
to over 900 by 1997.

In June 2000, Chicken Soup Brigade and the 
Northwest AIDS Foundation announced their 
intention to merge to form the Lifelong AIDS 
Alliance in 2001. Today, the organization is 
named, simply, Lifelong, to bitter fit its 
changing client base and shifting mission. 
- SGN

maireadcase
Line

maireadcase
Line



28 LUMPEN, ISSUE #141, VOL. 32 THE MUTUAL AID ISSUEFall 2023 29

 Dean Spade’s seminal work, Mutual Aid: 
Building Solidarity During this Crisis (And 
the Next), defines mutual aid as “survival 
work,” done by ordinary people in extraordi-
nary circumstances where government 
policies inadequately address crisis situations 
and even exacerbate structural inequities. 
When community care work is done in 
conjunction with ongoing social justice 
movements, this in Spade’s mind is mutual 
aid.1 Ride shares, free food and other 
survival items, community fundraising, 
prison letter-writing campaigns, and more 
can all fall under the umbrella of mutual aid. 
But more than this, mutual aid is about 
mobilizing communities to address a shared 
injustice and working together to collectively 
find solutions that don’t rely on any one 
person, corporation, or government entity. 

You too would also successfully land a wallride
if you were in a Quimby’s t-shirt.

Quimby’s Bookstore
1854 W North Ave
Chicago
quimbys.com
@quimbysbookstore

photo of Jon Resh by Jacob Ware
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 Could you describe what Grocery Run 
Club is and how it was founded? 

Grocery Run Club is a 501(c)3 non-profit that 
focuses on providing fresh food and everyday 
necessities to underserved communities 
throughout Chicago. My co-founder Jorge 
Saldarriaga and I started Grocery Run Club in 
June of 2020 as our way of helping to bring 
needed supplies to communities that were in 
need during the pandemic, however, we 
know this issue of equity is something that 
has existed long before the pandemic and 
continues to post pandemic.

How many people have benefited from this 
program?

 
At this point coming to our third year in 
operation we’ve been able to service tens of 
thousands Chicago residents.

This program was a direct response to the 
pandemic, how has it changed since then or 
adapted  to today’s times?

 
When we first started GRC we were 
operating as a mutual aid and within the first 
year we saw the need for us to become a 
non-profit to better be able to fund our 
operation. At the start, our main priority was 
getting people supplies as fast as we could. 
We would literally do grocery runs for people 
and communities to get them food, cleaning 
supplies, health essentials, etc. Although 
that’s still a big core of what we do under our 
pillar of “Immediate Impact”, we added 
additional pillars (Education and Community 
Development) to our work that focus on 
longer lasting solutions to these equity 
problems. 

 

Why is it important or necessary that this 
work is done via strategies of mutual aid? 
Would you rather the government or a 
charity filled this need? How would it be 
different if they did?

Our strategy today is still that of when we 
started, our funding has just changed. As a 
non-profit we are able to receive larger grant 
support from organizations and companies 
that help us expand our offerings and reach. 
We love that we are able to be a part of the 
conversation to the different avenues of 
support whether they are coming from 
government, charities or mutual aid. We 
believe the unique offering we provide is that 
we bring exact necessary needs to 
communities in partnership with other 
non-profits and mutual aids. Since Grocery 
Run Club services the entire Chicago area, it’s 
important for us to work with organizations 
that are on the ground of their communities to 
let us know what their communities need. 
This allows us to be very thoughtful and 
custom in how we support which we feel is an 
advantage we have over larger entities that 
require lots of approval processes  
 
Can you share a story of how positively it 
has impacted the Little Village community? 
 
Grocery Run Club services all of Chicago, not 
just solely one community but one of our first 
larger projects was in Little Village. Together 
with The Love Fridge, we placed a community 
fridge outside of Moreno’s Liquors and had 
our friend and artist Esperanza Rosas paint 
the fridge in a way that brought joy to the 
community. The fridge was in that location for 
many months and we filled it fully 1 - 2 times a 
week. Since then we’ve worked with a number 
of community groups in Little Village to help 
supply their one off distributions to 
community members. 

WEBSITE W W W.GROCERYRUNCLUB.COM

SOCIA L S @GROCERYRUNCLUB @GRCRUNCLUB

What is the GRC Run Club? 
 
GRC Run Club is our physical run club that 
was born a year after our non-profit was 
founded, in July of 2021. Our name naturally 
gave way to it and we found it to be an 
amazing opportunity to be able to gather the 
BIPOC community under a health and 
wellness initiative while also running around 
our favorite city. We wanted to create a free 
space to be able to empower people to 
prioritize their health and wellness to live 
better lives. We host 2, 5k runs each month 
open to all faces, all paces and also host 1 
workout class each month to encourage folks 
to try something new, whether boxing, yoga, 
etc.  

 

How can people get involved or support 
with any of these initiatives?  
 
If you’d like to support our non-profit 
Grocery Run Club, you can visit us at 
groceryrunclub.com to sign up to be a donor. 
We also post on our Instagram when we 
have volunteer opportunities that include 
activities like packing our produce boxes or 
delivering to families. As the growing season 
gets nearer in these months, we also love 
volunteers to come support our community 
garden in North Lawndale. If you’re 
interested in joining us for a run or workout 
under GRC Run Club, follow us on Instagram 
to see when and where our next run is. 

Last but not least, what else can we do to 
develop thriving communities in our BIPOC 
neighborhoods? 
 
Something I’ve learned deeply in this work 
both through our non-profit and our run club 
is that we are all humans and neighbors. We 
are all residents of this beautiful city and we 
each have unique life circumstances. It goes a 
long way to think about how we can support 
our neighbors to live a better and more 
equitable life and that can happen quicker 
through community care. If we all took time 
to think about our neighbor, our block and 
our community we would be able to mobilize 
for us to have the basic things that we need 
to live the lives we deserve. 

Grocery Run Club 
Interview with Lucy Angel 

Camarena & Jorge Saldarriaga
BY S TEPH A NIE M A NR IQUEZ

Lumpen Magazine interviewed Lucy Angel Camarena 
& Jorge Saldarriaga about the impact of Grocery Run 
Club within the Little Village community, how a 
service program to run groceries for people that 
started during the pandemia has flourished to an 
educative and wellness initiative. Affirming healthy 
ways of living through their community garden, run 
club, workout classes and more. 
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When you discovered a person broke into 
your truck and took a blanket you decided 
you had to figure out a way to help the 
homeless. I imagine it was an epiphany for 
you. Can you describe what the first steps 
were to engage in providing help and aid to 
others? 

The first step, honestly, was to stop. That 
sounds counterintuitive, but I mean that I 
had to physically stop and talk to people on 
the street that I had previously passed by. 
Feeding People Through Plants takes a 
relationship-led, people-first approach to 
ending the cycle of homelessness by really 
building trust and rapport with our neighbors 
experiencing homelessness, and the only way 
to achieve that is to stop and have a conver-
sation.

Can you describe the current mission of 
Orange Tent Project? And do you consider 
the work of the group a mutual aid project 
or charity?

Good question. OTP is showing up for our 
neighbors experiencing homelessness with 
hope, human connection, and empowerment 
–  one tent, meal, and person at a time. We 
envision a world in which the services we 
provide are no longer necessary — that is, a 
world with affordable and accessible housing, 
food security for all, universal health care 
and rehabilitation services; a world in which 
we care for one another as neighbors. As for 
the Mutual Aid vs charity question: in a 2020 
article on the subject, Nonprofit Quarterly 
defines Mutual Aid as “Mutual Aid roots 
itself in the notion that if we all contribute, 
we come closer to making sure that every-

The Orange Tent 
Project 
 
An Interview with 
Andy Robledo 
 
BY EDM A R

You have seen the orange tents around the city, usually 
beneath viaducts and in lots by highways. These tents 
are provided to the houseless for free by a group of 
Chicagoans led by the The Orange Tent Project 
(formerly known as Plants for People).  The Mission of 
the The Orange Tent Project is pretty simple. They are 
basically “showing up for our neighbors experiencing 
homelessness with hope, human connection, and 
empowerment – one tent, meal, and person at a time.”  

one’s needs are met. Mutual aid, in compari-
son to charity, is not just a transactional 
exchange, but also a much-needed exercise 
in being in community with one another.” 
Orange Tent Project is a registered 501(c)(3) 
not-for-profit organization and we are 
entirely donor-funded; that is, we do not 
receive grants or government funding. Our 
approach, as previously mentioned, is 
relationship-based as opposed to a top-down 
dictative method. In that sense, I suppose I’d 
classify our work as mutual aid.

The Orange Tents that you have chosen as a 
stop gap housing solution are visible all 
over Chicago. Why these tents? And how do 
you decide who to help and when? 

Ice fishing tents are designed to hold in heat 
and withstand high winds, but which also 
provide much-needed shade in the summer. 
They’re also more spacious and sturdy, 
compared to summer tents. The orange tents 
are not a permanent solution; they were 
never meant to be. Rather, the purpose of 
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During the pandemic you were delivering 
plants through your project Plants 
Delivered Chicago. Can you tell why you 
started that gig? 

I started his business, Plants Delivered 
Chicago, after I found myself disenchanted 
with the corporate world. I’d always had a 
knack for and love of plants, and  decided to 
take a chance -- what began as a part-time 
“passion project” became my full-time 
livelihood. The flexibility that working for 
myself provided allowed me to spend more 

time and energy building my “pla(n)tform” 
and giving back to the community, which is 
where the nonprofit came in! Feeding People 
Through Plants started as a Plants Delivered 
Chicago initiative in which I donated part of 
the revenue from plant sales to organizations 
fighting homelessness in the city, and with 
the support of community members and 
donors, it grew into the organization it is 
today. 
 

“Ice fishing tents are designed to hold in heat and 
withstand high winds, but which also provide much-
needed shade in the summer. They’re also more  
spacious and sturdy, compared to summer tents. “
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the insulated structures is to meet one of the 
most basic needs of Maslow’s Hierarchy 
while individuals experiencing homelessness 
await housing placement. We believe, in 
accordance with research on Social Determi-
nants of Health, that shelter, sustenance, and 
physical safety are vital first steps to address-
ing larger obstacles such as drug addiction 
and mental illness. Due to the high demand 
and strain upon housing programs, the 
reality is that many of our neighbors experi-
encing homelessness face several weeks on 
waitlists for placement in a housing program. 
Through our relationship-led tent building 
and meal distribution initiatives, our team is 
able to not only connect individuals to 
housing programs, but also bridge the gap 
between the street and their new home by 
providing a warmer place to stay while they 
wait. Our expansive network of partner 
organizations allows us to continue introduc-
ing neighbors to additional resources that 
may help get them back on their feet, 
including legal assistance, public benefits 
access, additional housing opportunities, 
emergency services, and more. A tent isn’t 
necessarily a good fit for everyone. If an 
individual experiencing homelessness 
reaches out to us to request a tent, or if we 
hear from another neighbor that someone is 
looking for a tent, we do our best to get in 
contact with that individual and find a stable 
place to build. We do have a waitlist for tents 
because we can only build when we have the 
money for a tent -- a single tent, plus labor 
cost, is roughly $600. Once we have the 
money for it, we build! For folks who might 

move around more frequently, a tent may not 
be the best option for them and we try to get 
them connected to other resources.

How has the City of Chicago responded to 
providing new tents to those who want 
them? 
 
While we are perhaps best known for our 
2022 clash with the city regarding the 
removal of the ice fishing tents, we are 
grateful to report that we are actively 
cooperating and collaborating with the city to 
address our shared goal of ending the cycle of 
homelessness. To date, we have built more 
than 200 insulated shelters, distributed over 
10,500 hot meals, transitioned seven neigh-
bors into housing, and connected with 
countless other nonprofit partners to expand 
our reach across Chicago. The city has agreed 
not to remove tents if they are occupied, so 
we do our best to move someone into a tent 
after it is vacated.  

 
 

I have heard from City of Chicago employees 
working on the Homeless crisis applaud 
your efforts in providing tents to the 
homeless, while there are others in the same 
department who claim that by providing 
tents to the houseless that you are enabling 
their continuing to live on the streets. How 
do you address these claims? 

Another great question, and I’m going to 
refer back to question #4. The tents are not 
-- and were never meant to be -- a perma-
nent solution to the homelessness crisis. The 
cycle of homelessness is a complicated one, 
and I’m really not an expert, but I can say that 
many of the folks we’ve encountered are 
struggling with mental illness and/or addic-
tion. Oftentimes, we have found, seeking 
medical and rehabilitative services requires a 
certain amount of stability, and the tents 
provide that for some folks as they await 
housing placement or connection to other 
services. As I said in question 4: We believe, 
in accordance with research on Social 
Determinants of Health, that shelter, suste-
nance, and physical safety are vital first steps 
to addressing larger obstacles such as drug 
addiction and mental illness. Due to the high 
demand and strain upon housing programs, 
the reality is that many of our neighbors 
experiencing homelessness face several 
weeks on waitlists for placement in a housing 
program. This can be really dangerous in 
extreme weather; people have frozen to 
death waiting for housing, and people have 
suffered heat strokes in the summertime.

Housing is a basic human right. What have 
you learned through your research are some 
of the best practices at providing ongoing 
shelter and housing to those who need it? 
Where is it done well? How do we address 
this crisis here in the US? And what would 
you set up in Chicago if you had the 
resources? 

We have found that housing is the most 
viable when people are given the opportunity 
to receive therapy, substance abuse rehabili-
tation, legal aid, access to employment, and 
mental health treatment. Living in an 
encampment often provides a sense of 
community -- for better or for worse -- that 
disappears when an individual moves into 
housing and is suddenly alone. Providing 
shelter can’t just be a “one and done” solution 
with no treatment follow-up. Our neighbors 
living on the streets often require more 
assistance, wraparound services, than just an 
apartment in order for it to be a sustainable 

solution. There are plenty of organizations 
providing housing services to the community 
experiencing homelessness, including 
Thresholds, Above and Beyond Family 
Recovery Center, and The Night Ministry, but 
to my knowledge providing wrap-around 
services to newly housed neighbors isn’t 
something being done on a large scale. I 
would love to see Chicago allocate the 
necessary funding and resources to create 
employment opportunities, provide treat-
ment, and provide resources to people who 
have been recently housed rather than 
leaving them to fend for themselves and 
navigate the system on their own. 

 

It has been incredible to see the trolling and 
hate messages from random assholes. They 
have no clue how incredibly difficult it is to 
organize a project of this scale. It’s just 
difficult to organize and coordinate ongoing 
community projects like this on a volunteer 
basis. Do you have advice for those wanting 
to start or engage in creating a similar 
project? How do you deal with fundraising, 
coordinating members, storing supplies, 
managing your work and home life etc. 

My advice is really to just take it day by day. 
Listen to the voices and the needs of the 
community you’re serving before taking 
action and assuming you know what’s best. 
Always protect your energy because you can’t 
do the work if you’re not functioning. I’m 
fortunate to have a strong social media 
platform and an amazing community of 
followers, donors, volunteers, and now 
employees.  
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CARE IN CRISIS: On the pandemic 
art of Alicia Grullón  

BY DA NIEL TUCK ER

This essay is a brief excerpt of a longer chapter 
written in late 2021 for the book Lastgaspism: Art 
and Survival in The Age of Pandemic (2022 
Soberscove Press) Edited by Anthony Romero, Daniel 
Tucker and Dan S. Wang and selected by 
Hyperallergic as one of the best art books of 2022. 
Please check out the book at https://soberscove.com/
book/lastgaspism/ or purchase it at Buddy!]

One after another after another. Artist Alicia 
Grullón spent the early days of the pandemic 
in March 2020 trying to count ambulance 
sirens. She lives near a hospital in the Bronx, a 
borough of New York City, and the cases in 
her area eventually rose to over ten thousand 
by mid-April, the highest rate of 
hospitalization and death resulting from 
COVID-19 in the city. Counting became 
impossible. [1]

Grullón later reflected that “it simply got to be 
too many at a time, and I did not want to 
normalize any of it because the overall 
handling of the crisis had been abysmal. 
Another week in, I stopped looking at the 
time. COVID broke what was familiar to me . . 
. Aside from immediate family living with me, 
the only other human beings I would see were 
essential workers.” [2]

The term “essential workers” emerged as a 
part of the pandemic lexicon, but it actually 
originated during World War I. The concept 
was used to recognize the workers who 
performed duties required for basic domestic 
survival and the “all-out production” 
necessitated by the war effort. In the context 
of COVID-19, the category was expanded, 
offering an opportunity to value work that 
was historically lower paid and increasingly 
hazardous, from grocery store workers to 
health care workers. [3]

While it could be argued that “care” also 
became a key word in the pandemic lexicon, 
in my experience as an educator it had 
emerged in recent years as a framework that 
appealed to students as a way to grapple with 
and update the feminist project of exploring 
the interconnectedness of the personal and 
the political.[4] “Care” was also already on the 
tongues of a growing number of social 
theorists, artists, and community organizers, 
alike, in the language connecting the struggles 
involving health, domestic life, the 
organization of time, and the visibility of the 
marginalized workers who keep society 
functioning, which Grullón’s statement so 
elegantly captures.

And while COVID-19 touched everyone, what 
it felt like individually had everything to do 
with where one was located at the 
intersection of class, race, and geography. The 
pandemic also laid bare the contradictions of 

streets, otherwise quiet due to workplace 
closures and stay-at- home orders, have been 
abuzz with doubled-parked delivery drivers.

Numerous religious, social-service, and 
activist organizations quickly adapted to 
distribute meals and groceries. At the People’s 
Kitchen—where I worked solidarity shifts 
during the first year of the pandemic— 
unemployed chefs, workers, artists, and 
activists have committed to distributing 215 
restaurant-quality hot meals a day. Some 

groups have opted to fill public refrigerators 
with free groceries. In a particularly tech-
savvy operation that I was involved with in 
the summer of 2020, a refrigerated 
warehouse was staffed by unemployed 
workers for three shifts a day to assemble 
boxes of donated food. The group was able to 
make use of a commercial delivery app 
designed for truckers, which helped 
volunteers go to a neighborhood pickup site 
with their deliveries pre-sequenced for the 
easiest possible movement from home to 

age, disability, and even nutrition: Nursing 
homes were flooded with the virus, 
representing the largest concentration of 
death tolls at 40 percent of the nation’s total 
(for both residents and workers). [5] Disabled 
people, who had fought for generations to get 
publicly funded support for their 
independence, were now navigating new 
vulnerabilities and abandonment. Food 
workers, from farmers to delivery workers 
and grocery store cashiers, became “essential” 
overnight as food insecurity rose. People 
stranded at home felt their bodies in new 
ways after the numbing business of staying 
busy had come to a halt; some discovered 
self- care, others suffered. Kids were sent 
home from schools, leaving their parents to 
perform childcare and teaching roles, or not, 
depending on their status as workers-from-
home, essential, or unemployed. This event 
suddenly woke everyone to what the care 
work advocate Ai-Jen Poo has been calling, 
for many years, “the work that makes all other 
work possible”. [6]

It doesn’t ever feel good to feel useless. 
Philosopher Donatella Di Cesare has described 
2020 as the “anxious existence within the 
parenthesis,” pointing out that the impact it 
has had on mental health has been 
tremendous.[7] One question emerging from 
within the parenthesis is about being useful: 
about not being useful to exploitative jobs, 
about jobs that were deemed essential 
overnight, but also about being useful to the 
rising tide of justice movements, of being 
useful toward the self-care or community care.
The pandemic has generated a number of new 
texts with calls for rethinking care, including 
four from Verso Books alone with titles such 
as The Politics of Care: From COVID-19 to Black 
Lives Matter; Care Manifesto: The Politics of 
Interdependence; The Care Crisis: What Caused 
It and How Can We End It?; and Mutual Aid: 
Building Solidarity During This Crisis (and the 
Next). [8]

In this context food insecurity spiked due to 
changes in store hours and policies; episodes 
of consumer hoarding; rising food costs amid 
a massive wave of layoffs and reduced hours; 
and many populations, particularly the elderly 
and immunocompromised, simply being 
unsafe in public spaces with inconsistent 
physical distancing measures. Concurrently, 
grocery delivery services boomed in 
accordance with the parasitic nature of the gig 
economy. Since the pandemic began, the 
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Alicia Grullón, April 28, 2020: As Amazon, Walmart, and Others Profit amid Coronavirus Crisis, Their Essential Workers 
Plan Unprecedented Strike— https://theintercept. com/2020/04/28/ coronavirus-may-1-strike- sickout-amazon-tar- get-
whole-foods/, 2020. Archival color dye sublimation print on aluminum, 40 × 60 inches. Courtesy of the artist.

Cover design for Soberscove Books - design by Dorothy Lin featuring the artwork of Pato 
Hebert’s Lingering series
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