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Situating Mutual Aid in
Lebanon

BETWEEN STRONG FAMILY TIES, ENTRENCHED POLITICAL SECTARIANISM, AND
DIVERSE (BUT FRAGMENTED) CIVIL SOCIETY NETWORKS

Mutual aid is an ancient concept, intrinsic to human interaction and continuity. At its core, it is a form of
reciprocal and collective support within communities. A reliance, if you will, on one another to mutually
benefit from the exchange of skills, goods, and services. This dynamic particularly stands true during moments
of crisis (Solnit, 2009) and among communities who have been excluded or marginalized by societal norms
and centralized institutions (Gitterman & Schulman, 2005; Spade, 2020). However, the term mutual aid
remains slightly contested. For some, it is simply a way to give back to one’s community—a sustainable, more
horizontal process of support. Others, however, understand it as a radical form of politics: a commitment
to transformative justice, solidarity, and liberation, generated within communities themselves. For the latter,
mutual aid is not just a practice but a principle, one that defies authorities and creates a collective network of
solidarity and resistance. Members within such self-defined mutual aid collectives may choose to mobilize and
strategize horizontally outside the formal structures of governmental institutions, charities, or NGOs.

“We don’t want to recreate a charity structure where we are helping
those who are poor and in need. This has been the case in Lebanon for
decades. Our aim is to work together, to cooperate together—but as
equals. [...]- Because we live in a country where no one will take care of

those left behind, so we have to do it on our own.
Ahmad*, community organizer in Tripoli

Documenting mutual aid in Lebanon,
though, is tricky. The literature and archival

METHODOLOGY AND APPROACH

To trace the question of mutual aid and solidarity
movements, this study employed an ethnographic
and case study approach. 49 in-depth, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with activists,
community organizers, refugees, political scientists,
NGO workers, local authorities, and other relevant
stakeholders. The methodology also involved
prolonged conversations with mutual aid organizers,
attending relevant events and panels on the matter,
and observing activists operate within their specific
context. Interviewees' first name of interviewees have
been changed for the sake of confidentiality. Data
collection took place between April to September
2021; thus, information recorded at times may have
changed or may no longer be relevant/accurate.

of it is scant while the practice itself, in one
form or the other, has long been a crucial
component of everyday life.

Communal ties among families, villages,
and even within cities are embedded in
everyday life. For a significant portion of
people, the financial and emotional support
offered by these ties, particularly through
the Lebanese diaspora, is a bloodline. In
a country with a history of wars, minimal
public services, and precarious social safety
nets, mutual aid—through family and
village networks—becomes a key coping
mechanism. Sham*, an activist in Tripoli,
notes, “Growing up in Donniyeh, our
families basically relied on each other to get
by during the many years of hardship. There
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was a doctor and a midwife we all went to; there were those who traveled to Saudi or Australia and sent in
resources for others left behind; there were those who did mouneh and distributed. It was like a cycle where
everyone was needed.” While such support is crucial (and arguably under-acknowledged), it may often be
inadequate and inward-focused. Kinship-based forms of mutual aid have and may continue to fragment
communities. This is particularly the case in Lebanon because of the institutionalization and instrumentalization
of sectarian allegiances. Lebanon’s sectarian political parties have long impeded solidarity initiatives because
they create and reinforce dependency to secure loyalty, electoral support, and political continuity (for more,
see Cammett, 2015; Baumann, 2018; Traboulsi, 2007).

The country’s confessional system of power sharing, allocated on a sectarian basis, reinforces
patronage networks and loyalties and entrenches regional, sectarian, and communal fragmentation.
Lebanon’s political economy has long relied on this structure: its ruling elite garnered their legitimacy through
ongoing resource distribution via client-patron channels and monopolized major industries, sectors, and
economic positions through sectarian-based divisions (Traboulsi, 2014; Majed, 2017; Turkmani, 2018).
Sectarian parties and politicians, across the board, funnel their funding into forms of ‘welfare’ programs for
members, supporters, and community members to both buy off votes and ensure compliance. The benefits
and services they provide are often along partisan and sectarian lines through affiliated institutions and
organizations. Salloukh et al. (2015) argue that the country’s sectarian system “redirects individual loyalties
away from state institutions and symbols and towards sectarian communities, and their political and religious
elite... [This] makes it difficult for most people to even think of viable alternatives.”

A POST-WAR SYSTEM DESIGNED TO OBSTRUCT

One key example is how sectarian political parties, through formal state institutions and informal
patronage networks, sabotaged the General Confederation of Labor in Lebanon (GCL). Officially
established in 1958, the GCL was organized and strategic, mobilizing its workers across the country
on crucial socio economic issues (Salloukh & Clark, 2013; Majed, 2020). Even during the Lebanese
civil war, when the country was plagued with sectarian divisions, the GCL was capable of mobilizing
thousands of workers on a secular basis. However, the post-war sectarian system—instrumentalized by
the previously warring factions, and with the support of the Syrian regime and Rafik Hariri's economic
policies—infiltrated and controlled union organization. Important to note, however, is that the GCLs
nondemocratic internal structures were also a hindrance to its success. Regardless, unions’ attempts to
organize and strategize outside the sectarian system’s grip were often thwarted (Khater, 2019).

At the same time, the post-war landscape was marked by a rather active and extensive civil society network.
Broadly, the country’s consociational and liberal political system, coupled with its weak and fragmented public
services, was an opportunity for opposing groups to negotiate and claim their existence (Clark & Salloukh,
2013). There are also other factors: the ease of forming associations; the relatively liberal social landscape,
particularly in the capital city; the history of war and political insecurity, and the cyclical humanitarian responses
to them; and more recently, the proliferation of international funding and NGOs, particularly due to the
protracted Syrian refugee crisis.
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This so-called civil society network, however, is complex and often fragmented. It is made of many
different “categories”: international organizations, local human rights groups, trade unions, cooperatives,
political campaigns and parties, and informal youth-led movements. It has also passed through different waves,
responding to critical political and social junctures while remaining bound by the overwhelming sectarian
clench. After the withdrawal of the Syrian regime in 2005, for instance, there was a proliferation of advocacy-
based political and community engagement. NGOs that were formed during this era, marked by the March
8-14 dichotomy, were more focused on civil rights than socio economic grievances (Karam 2006; Kingston,
2013). Groups also reacted to the Arab revolutions that broke out in 2011, holding discussions and leading
protests that called for secularism and the disentanglement of the existing system. Today, in public discourse,
and particularly after their entry into the political sphere during the 2016 municipal and 2018 parliamentary
elections, civil society groups are not simply entities that operate outside the precincts of the state. They
are self-defined and often perceived as an alternative opposition to traditional, sect-based organizing. The
network itself becomes circular: members in human rights NGOs, for instance, run for elections; students
graduate from secular clubs in universities and initiate campaigns; alternative social media platforms shed light
on said campaigns.

A reiterated critique of civil society networks in Lebanon, though, is that they are homogenous, elite, and
concentrated within the capital city or particular progressive, exclusive spaces. These networks, particularly
those that register and operate as NGOs, often rely on international donor funds and end up bureaucratizing,
moving from what was perhaps conceived of as a solidarity initiative to a professionalized entity with set
requirements, funding cycles, and project-oriented tasks and services (Moughalian & Ammar, 2019). Many
civil society actors, as such, become ‘trapped’ in implementing roles, keeping them from efficiently addressing
contextual needs and issues, and reaching their targeted populations, thus undermining their potential impact”
(AbiYaghi, Yammine, & Jagarnathsingh, 2019). Other scholars take this argument even further, noting that
“alternative NGOs are both subject to sectarian elite strategies of penetration and emasculation and agents
in the maintenance of sectarian clientelist ties” (Salloukh & Clark 2013). Because NGOs are forced to work
with sectarian entities, and because the country’s economic and political reality is structured on confessional
lines, said NGOs often have to comply with the system and choose between pro-March 14 and 18 allegiances.
International funds, activists and researchers and communities argue, is a double-edged sword. On the one
hand, it is monumental for vulnerable communities, particularly refugees, especially given the government'’s
ad hoc and racist policies. At the same time, a decade of international response to the Syrian refugee crisis
in Lebanon indicates that most international organizations remain stuck in cycles of inadequate humanitarian
responses (Atrache, 2021).
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LEBANESE GOVERNMENT THREATENED BY SOLIDARITY AND
SUSTAINABLE INTERVENTIONS FOR SYRIAN REFUGEES

The sheer scale of the refugee crisis in Lebanon, coupled with the government’s ad-hoc policies and
the country’s weak infrastructure, has led to a significant dependence on international agencies,
donors, and NGOs to ‘respond’ to the influx. Today, the refugee response in Lebanon is a huge
complex network composed of multiple agencies and interagencies, governmental ministries, private
sector entities, NGOs and 10s, municipalities, and communal groups. But interviews with Syrian
refugees highlight that perhaps now, more than ever, families are forced to rely heavily on aid and
support. When asked about cases of solidarity among each other, refugees interviewed say they stray
from any forms of organization given the broader political context of discrimination and repression
they face in Lebanon. Bassem*, a Syrian agricultural worker, says, “We don‘t do any politics. We are
too scared. We are just trying to get by.” Indeed, even international organizations have to comply
with the government’s legal and political decisions for refugees to remain with a ‘displaced’ status.
This impedes on any sustainable interventions in labor laws, water and sanitation projects, shelter
rehabilitations, among others. As such, refugees have to rely heavily on their internal social and
communal networks to support one another (for more, see Mercy Corps, 202 1; Turkmani & Hamade,
2019). Interviewees note that they have social media groups, for instance, to inform each other of
new forms of aid, roadblocks and checkpoints, and particular support needed. Najah* added that her
extended family is made of four households in the Bekaa and that only two receive cash assistance
from UN agencies. However, they split the cash assistance amount among the four. Bassem* also
said that within his informal settlement, refugees often help each other find jobs, loan those in need
of dire medicine or surgery, and either collaborate with or protest certain decisions made by the
shaweesh. But the majority of the support, they say, comes from institutionalized organizations.

AN ALTERED LANDSCAPE: BETWEEN DESPAIR, SURVIVAL, AND SOLIDARITY

What is clear, though, is that such readings of the country’s context no longer fully capture today’s landscape.
In the past two years, much has changed. A popular mass uprising that began on October 17, 2019 electrified
public discourse and, even if only briefly, carved spaces for alternative political imagination on collective care,
resistance, professional associations, and people-led demands.

These spaces moved beyond the aforementioned March 14-18 dichotomies; chanted against the NGOization
of political demands; and pushed socioeconomic grievances to the forefront. The uprising was triggered
by and confronted with a severe economic crisis. The country’s financial institutions, by then, had begun
to crumble, giving way to hyperinflation, increased unemployment, and an overall deteriorating economic
situation that plunged inhabitants into a state of panic, poverty, and uncertainty. The global COVID-19
pandemic exacerbated an already insecure health system and on August 4, when the capital city exploded,
there was a sense of near complete fragmentation and loss. The grassroots response to the August 4 massacre
was unparalleled; communities and civil society groups took on the role of rebuilding the city and organizing
the rehabilitation process. They built makeshift tents for food redistribution; planned the reconstruction of
shops and houses; formed engineering teams, medical teams, counseling teams. The months that followed,
however, were tainted by a rise in COVID-19 cases, the further plummeting Lebanese pound, and the significant
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increase in poverty and political tensions. During the summer of 2021, with the worsening economic situation,
the country experienced grave fuel shortages that jeopardized the health, safety, and sanity of many. The
shortages also threatened the capacity of key institutions to operate, affecting hospitals, public water supply,
and wastewater treatment systems. In August 2021, one year after the port explosion, a gas tanker exploded
in Tleil, an area in Akkar, a region that historically experiences neglect and systemic inequality. The explosion
killed at least 20 people and injured over 80.

Though Lebanon is a historically fragile and politically insecure country, now, perhaps more than before, there
is @ near complete absence of trust in the state and any of its institutions among the country’s inhabitants.

“"€very month, we look back and think, we didn't realize what we had
then. Last month | had electricity; this month | don't. Two months ago, |
had fuel to move from one neighborhood to the other; this month | don't.
Three months ago, | had medicine for my sister’s diabetes; this month |
don’t. Last year, | had money in the banks; this year | don't. You see what
| mean? We live with less and less as time moves forward. Does living in
Lebanon mean we have to continuously adapt to worse and worse and
worse? [...] And how do we move forward, how do we act in response to
this?”

These are the words of Mirna*, a sixty-two year old activist in Tripoli. Like many other interviewees, she's
frustrated and angry, uncertain of what comes next. Abbas*, a student organizer in Beirut, also notes, “Every
time | think I've gotten somewhere in terms of political organizing, something happens to take me a couple
steps back. Many comrades are burnt out and leaving the country; others want to give up completely on
politics because they feel as though it makes no difference. The question | ask myself, always, is: how do |
convince myself that political work can make a change?”

Despite the collective despair, or arguably because of that, what often remains consistent in interviews is this
question of solidarity. Mirna*, for instance, is involved in a soup kitchen in Tripoli, working alongside different
women who receive funds from the city’s residents to prepare hot meals for distribution. After the explosion
in Tleil, they cooked food to distribute to families and residents in Akkar. Abbas* and his friends, through
a youth political network, continue to consider economic alternatives to Lebanon’s system. They debate,
campaign, organize, and work with students across the country on student elections and gender justice.

“The collapse of the state has pushed us to capitalize; how do we secure
resources in our buildings, and within our families, neighborhoods,
villages, cities?”

- Samer*, a Saida-based activist

The cyclical calamity and sequence of events in the country over the past couple of years have radically shifted
people and their sense of politics. Yet, at the same time, tracing political and social affiliations, networks,
and perceptions is increasingly difficult because of the swift changes in the country’s economic and political
landscape. Maya, a feminist political organizer in Tripoli, summarizes the sentiment: “I feel like my mind
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changes all the time. After the explosion [of August 4, 2020], there was anger and a will to bring down the
system. But then life happens. People move, you need a job, you worry about your mother’s medications, so
on and so forth. And now | think, I'd rather focus on small-scale issues, like neighborhood volunteering, than
be involved in a political party.” Ahmad*, another activist based in Beirut, also notes, “Political organization
in Lebanon alternates through waves. \We mobilize after a certain event, and then things slow down until the
next crisis. But now it is less about responding to something and more about figuring out how to survive.”

Survival work, though, is innate to mutual aid organizing. But how do we, in such a state of precarity and
uncertainty, investigate the question of mutual aid? How can we account for the fact that some activists want
to be detached from “politics” or political organizing while striving to be committed to the community? How
do we reconcile the urgency to address the layered crises while acknowledging an overwhelming sense of
defeat and desperation? How do we study the aftereffects of an uprising with the daily reality of poverty?

This study seeks to be rooted in the country’s political reality—that is, its multi-tentacled sectarian
political system; the violent and repressive state security apparatus; the economic collapse and
its harrowing effect on residents’ everyday lives; the mass exodus; the COVID-19 pandemic; the

Beirut blast; the push and pull among activist groups and the internal rifts within the country’s
“opposition”"—while at the same time remaining open to the question of how different communities
and groups respond to disaster with courage and resilience at times and desperation at others.

Exploring mutual aid is no easy feat. This study, however, attempts to use an open-ended approach to probe
the various forms of mutual aid that have developed, waned, and/or persisted in recent years. It also maps
out contemporary and relevant debates on mutual aid within the country’s context, in hopes of reflecting on
both the opportunities and obstacles to building solidarity networks in the country and region. There are four
main sections: the first is a brief theoretical overview of mutual aid to ground ourselves in its historical and
ideological tenets. The second is a reflection on what has happened in the past two years—the October 17
uprising, COVID-19 pandemic, Beirut blast, economic crisis—and how they make both the conversation and
work on mutual aid essential. In the third part, we look closely at the radical feminist experience, drawing
from its complex reflections on intersectionality. This, combined with the overview of mutual aid initiatives that
have emerged, allows us to gauge the challenges to and potential of mutual aid organizing in the fifth section.
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Origins of the concept:
“solidarity not charity”

Despite its historical and evolutionary longevity, mutual aid as a theoretical and political concept has only
recently become popular, particularly in the context of the global COVID-19 pandemic (Solnit, 2020; Tolentino
2021; Carstensen, Mudhar, & Munksgaard, 2021). The global failure of states to adequately respond to the
needs of people amidst the pandemic pushed community members and local political groups to take matters
into their own hands—from distributing medication and caring for the elderly in under lockdown to providing
housing and financial security for those whose jobs were in jeopardy. Political Psychologist Emma O'Dwyer
relevantly argues that the pandemic conceptualized or reconceptualized a strain of political thought that
“underscores the necessity of mutually beneficial reciprocity and independence from formal structures such as
the police or local government” that “work towards the achievement of a new type of society underpinned
by collective solidarity” (O'Dwyer, 2020).

But before its entry into everyday discourse, mutual aid was mostly a term used within anarchist circles. Its
theoretical framing is often attributed to the anarchist Peter Kropotkin, whose very first article on mutual aid
was published in 1890, nearly 130 years ago. Over ten years later, he developed these ideas further in his book
Mutual Aid: A Factor Of Evolution. Kropotkin concluded that state-driven action was fruitless and unsuccessful in
the long run, and that mutual aid among communities was the basis of our struggle for existence. He would
argue that the state did not enable harmonious relations; rather, it is in its interest to eliminate communitarian
institutions.

Kropotkin's observations of natural life, particularly the Siberian atmosphere, led him to argue that living
things survived better when in a state of cooperation: mutual aid, not mutual contest. Despite developing the
concepts of mutual aid in response to Darwinism, Kropotkin points out in Mutual Aid that Charles Darwin,
in his theory of natural selection, often alluded to how, in many species, struggle is replaced by cooperation
and that “the fittest are not the physically strongest, nor the cunningest, but those who learn to combine so
as mutually to support each other, strong and weak alike, for the welfare of community.” Kropotkin saw that
Darwin’s followers, instead of widening his theory according to his allusions, narrowed it down. The concept
of mutual aid, Kropotkin notes, should push us to question assumptions that overpopulate discussions on
progress and culture, ones that explained and enabled the exponential and arguably abnormal growth of the
free market, imperialism, and poverty.

Ultimately Darwin and Kropotkin were observing and writing from vastly different political and geographic
contexts. But for Kropotkin, it was necessary to push back against social Darwinism, which used “survival of
the fittest” as a blanket term to enable and defend racism, authoritarianism, and the brutal effects of the
industrial revolution on workers (Munn-Giddings, 2001). The Hobbesian idea, as well, of humans as beastly
and primitive beings in constant fight with one another for territory and power was not just dangerous to
Kropotkin but also flawed. He argues that, on the contrary, the mutual aid tendency is part and parcel of the
evolution of human beings—the reason behind our ability to persist even during periods of calamity.

Feminist writer Rebecca Solnit spent years researching how communities respond to disasters. She writes in
her seminal book, A Paradise Built in Hell, that “in the wake of an earthquake, a bombing, or a major storm,
most people are altruistic, urgently engaged in caring for themselves and those around them, strangers and
neighbors as well as friends and loved ones. The image of the selfish, panicky, or regressively savage human
being in times of disaster has little truth to it.” Such thinking is foundational to anarchist movements and
influenced the 1960s New Left movement across the world (Munn-Giddings, 2001). Certainly, the history of
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mutual aid was often set against the backdrop of political movements rooted in communitarian action and,
as noted above, is also often more systematically employed by groups marginalized by state institutions and
excluded from welfare programs.

MUTUAL AID AMONG BLACK COMMUNITIES IN RESPONSE TO SLAVERY
AND RACISM

Mutual aid among black communities in the United States dates to the days before the abolition
of slavery. During the transatlantic slave trade, many enslaved Africans who managed to escape
formed massive, underground economies. Thousands of what were called “fraternal societies”
grew between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth century, both as networks of solidarity and as
a means to expand labor movements. As more slaves self-emancipated, black communities across
the country provided support outside the dominant market economy, from shelter and food to
advice, transportation, and socialist education (Shenaz, 2018). This wide history of collective survival
undoubtedly influenced revolutionary parties such as the Black Panthers Party (BPP), which mobilized
black communities through mutual aid survival programs. These programs included sponsoring
schools, legal aid, clothes distribution, health clinics, sickle-cell testing centers, and perhaps most
popularly, the free breakfast for children program that, by the end of 1969, was serving more than
20,000 low-income school-aged kids per day. Their free breakfast for children program was rooted
in the shortcomings of the U.S.’s welfare services and the party’s radical vision in abolishing hunger
(Heynen, 2009). In tandem with its survival work, the Panthers’ had specific political demands
which included reparations, abolishing the capitalist system, health care, and radical education.

Today, many anarchist and leftist groups continue to adopt and push for mutual aid in response to the status

guo (Duncan, 2020). The idea of mutual aid, they argue, is not simply to act on compassion but to push back
against normative values of market competition, individualism, privatization, bureaucracy and red tape, short
term vulnerability criteria, and donor dependency while acknowledging the power of people to enact social
change.

What sets mutual aid apart from charity, fundamentally, is that such initiatives resist the social relations and
political systems normalized by ‘capitalism’ (Spataro, 2014). Thus, distribution and work is done with the
recognition that inequality is at the root of today’s political dynamics, including the international development
sector at large. For many mutual aid activists, it is not simply the state that is the problem, but also the
frameworks and policies propelled by international and non-governmental organizations. Such entities, they
argue, impede genuine solidarity work because they both maintain the current status-quo and depoliticize
issues of labor rights, humanitarian aid, climate change, and economic disparities (Louis & Maertens, 2021;
Jad, 2008).

Mutual aid, as such, seeks to exist as an alternative of sorts. Practically speaking, it has always existed: on a
small scale, within particular communities, in response to disaster, as a coping mechanism among marginalized
groups. Theoretically, it is foundational to anarchist movements and is also a tenet of many radical leftist
strands. And importantly, global economic precariousness has, in many ways, brought it back into everyday
language. Discussing it—understanding its different faces, potential, and consequences, particularly in the
context of a country like Lebanon—is perhaps timely.
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MUTUAL AID CHART

The below table has been adopted from Dean Spade’s mutual aid chart (2019), that differentiates between
“horizontalist and participatory” mutual aid projects and more “hierarchical, charitable non-profits and
socialism service programs”. Spade’s chart has been shortened and adapted for clarity.

MUTUAL AID/SOLIDARITY %ﬂ CHARITY

Members involved directly in decision-making Donors, often external and unaware of context, are
process, open meetings key decision-makers. Closed meetings.
Survival work that avoids professionalized and Employs staff who provide services

bureaucratic structures

Centered on power of the people, resist any forms | Abide by government rules
of government regulation or intervention in work

Rooted in anti-capitalist and justice work Project oriented, focusing on reform, disconnected
from larger political framing

Disruptive, anti-authority practices Distances itself from disruptive practices to ensure
legitimacy from government and authoritative
entities

No eligibility criteria, no expectations for those Based on conditions and particular vulnerability

who receive support to give back criteria

Ensures those harmed are at the heart of direct aid | Paternalistic, savior complex
work
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From a popular uprising to__
collapse: the emergence of
mutual aid networks?

The past two years in Lebanon have witnessed a proliferation of non-institutionalized forms of support—
volunteer work; free legal clinics; unrestricted cash inflow and crowdfunding initiatives from the Lebanese
diaspora; village-level organizing and planning; medicinal exchanges; informal building committees; online
solidarity platforms; community-based clothes and food drives; cooperative networks among farmers; and
provision of free housing for those in need. Some of these initiatives are self-defined as mutual aid and/or a
form of political mobilization, while others are either highly informal and fragmented or NGO-ized efforts led
by communities without active or deliberate politicization.

To understand many of these initiatives, a critical reading of key ‘events’ over the past two years—the October 17
uprising, the pandemic and the country’s severe economic crisis, and the Beirut blast—is necessary. These events,
in different ways, both contributed to and halted the burgeoning of a number of relevant solidarity initiatives.

The October 17 uprising was a historical juncture for Lebanon’s various communities. In its early stages, it
created a state of euphoria that led to new narratives, practices, and a discourse rooted in self-sustenance,
solidarity, de-hierarchization, and imagining alternative political realities to the country’s status quo. The
economic crisis, coupled with the spread of the pandemic and the clampdown on protesters by security forces
and political parties, halted or shifted the trajectory of the October uprising. Simultaneously, the acute effects
of the economic crisis and the pandemic pushed groups, many of which were mobilized during the uprising,
to address the crisis’ effects. Groups and activists in Lebanon shifted toward survival work: how can we, they
guestion, respond to the urgent needs of medicine, food, and hygiene products?

Meanwhile, the Beirut blast initiated and re-mobilized communities across the country. While communities
continued to focus on the much-needed aid provision and rehabilitation, the work once again took on a
politicized nature. For people across the country, the blast was a consequence of the government’s decades-
long incompetence and even criminality. The sheer scale of the disaster mobilized thousands of people and aid
poured from across the world. However, the longevity of the collapse and the country’s worsening situation
simultaneously recreated the cycle of despair, exodus, and dependency on both international aid and traditional
political parties.

Sections below zoom into these specific moments in Lebanon’s recent history and pull out specific examples
that responded to them.
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OCTOBER 17

Civil protests unexpectedly broke out in mid October of 2019. The spark was triggered by forest fires that
were badly managed by the government as well as imposed taxes on gasoline, tobacco, and WhatsApp. In
actuality, however, the protests were in response to thirty years of rampant economic inequalities and political
turmoil upheld and protected by the sectarian regime. The protests were connected, in one way or another,
to previous (albeit significantly smaller and centralized) protest movements in the country such as the 2015
garbage crisis and the 2016 municipality elections. The slogans, narrative, and ideals were also inspired by and
linked to the Arab uprisings that erupted in 2011. The Arab uprisings led to new forms of mobilization across
the region that were cross-sectarian and overwhelmingly anti-establishment in character, rejecting the notions
of political elite and traditional leadership.

“What [October 17] did, more than anything, was that it brought us out of
our homes towards one another. We faced each other; we found new
languages and changed rotten discourses; we broke out of the post-civil
war passivity and the outdated March 8-March 14 dichotomy.”

Zeina*, grassroots activist in Beirut

In Lebanon, the way the protests evolved, within the first two months, was unprecedented; soon, they turned
into a mass mobilization across the country, erupting not just in Beirut's squares but also in Tripoli, Tyre,
Sidon, Aley, Jal el-Dib, Baalbeck, Halba, Nabatieh. This fervor created conditions ripe for initiatives intimately
connected to the idea of transformative justice and grassroots change. Though there were many varying
groups with different political leanings and visions, there was a collectivist arc in the movement: a desire to
recreate a new social contract beyond the politics of sectarianism and cantonization. Students, unionists,
families, diaspora, former political party members, disenfranchised groups, and feminists all participated, their
voices creating and navigating rooms in spaces that once excluded them.

“The mass protests did something very powerful. It brought us together
and allowed us to imagine an alternative world; a world of togetherness,

one not destined to doom and sectarianism.”
Hiba*, activist in Saida

Early on in the uprising, the Lebanese Association of Professionals was formed, taking inspiration from the
Sudanese and Tunisian union movements (El-Kak, 2021; Majed, 2020). The association was not a union per
se, but an umbrella group that loosely combined other interest-groups from various other sectors: health,
engineering, art, law, journalism, and medicine. Members of the association say forming such entities was
dire, given the country’s history and the need for interest-based groups to mobilize and strategize. There were
other associations that formed in different sectors such as the Alternative Press Syndicate (Nakaba Badila),
the Association of Health Professionals, the AUB Women Faculty Alliance, and even an informal network of
people working in NGOs. Opposition groups and political parties, such as Li Haqqi, also mobilized on the issue
of unions and associations. Li Haqqi, a left-leaning political party, has its vision rooted in economic democracy
and social justice and many of its members are themselves involved in mutual aid initiatives that can eventually
counter clientelism. LiHaqgi shares the vision of building a social base through labor and student unions with
other parties, such as the Citizens In A State (MMFD).
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In the early phases, the movement was creative and resourceful. Protesters used humor and dance and chants
to reject authority, tapping into their collective power as community members. Previously deserted spaces,
both privatized and public ones, were turned into sites for political discussions, cinema screenings, soup
kitchens, and lecture halls. From across all backgrounds, communities came into contact with their individual
and collective power, and their own capacity to push for what they deserve. Bergman and Montgomery
(2017), in their book Joyful Militancy, call such emergent powers “common notions”. That is, they write, “to
have a common notion is to be able to participate more fully in the web of relations and affections in which
we are enmeshed.”

SOUP KITCHENS: ‘HUNGER IS POLITICAL

Several volunteer-run soup kitchens emerged across the country during the uprising. Located in
the middle of the squares, the kitchens became places not only to provide food but to also create
linkages between different types of activists and community building initiatives. Serine*, who
volunteered in the kitchens, says, "It felt like we created a little community of sorts. Some would be
holding talks; others would be cooking; others would be outside politicians’ houses. Everyone had
a role to play in those days.”

Ahmad*, a member in a cooperative, says the uprising pushed forth important discussions on food
sovereignty. “In this country,” he says, “we have very few active cooperatives and food security

initiatives because of how unproductive our economy is. [...]. Many of us talked in the squares
about how we can start growing our own food, sharing products with each other.”

One of the soup kitchens in Tripoli was dubbed “the revolutionaries’ kitchen.” Volunteers from
across the city flooded to the kitchen in the early months of the uprising, cooking and distributing
food in the square. Interviewees say the soup kitchen was providing warm meals to thousands of
protesters a day, as well as organizing clothes and medicine for distribution. What set this kitchen
apart from others is that it was very connected to the idea of the revolution and linked the notion of
food insecurity to the larger political struggle. They received donations from community members
and were open to volunteers from across the city. Serine* notes, “It was clear from the way the
kitchen was organized that this wasn't just about cooking food for the poor. We were angry that
the state had made so many of us poor, and we were cooking to sustain revolutionary work. "

The sense of unification fizzled out in the months that followed. There are many reasons for this: the violent
crackdown by security forces and political parties; internal rifts and differences among protesters and opposition
groups with different priorities; and, perhaps most crucially, the worsening economic situation that severely
affected communities across the country. The protests themselves were also criticized for being shapeless
and lacking an organized strategy. The pandemic would soon force many to retreat inwards and prioritize
their communities’ well-being. In short, the face of the October uprising naturally changed and shifted in the
months that followed, but activists continue to argue that the uprising cannot be viewed as one event, but
rather as a continuous process.
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ZOOMING INTO SAIDA’S REVOLUTIONARY ELIA SQUARE: HOW PROTESTS CREATED
MUTUAL AID NETWORKS WITHIN THE CITY

Like most regions in Lebanon, Saida, the country’s third largest city, is dominated by local allegiances and family
politics. Hamza, an interviewee from Saida, notes, “To understand Saida, you need to know that families here
are very connected on an almost tribal level and that political parties, mainly the Future Movement, dominate
financial donations and even the city’s main NGOs. "

DURING THE OCTOBER UPRISING, MANY SOLIDARITY INITIATIVES EMERGED ORGANICALLY IN THE SQUARES. THE
INITIATIVES WERE DIVERSE—SOME FOCUSED ON WOMEN'S ECONOMIC AUTONOMY, OTHERS ON CREATING
PUBLIC SPACES FOR COLLECTIVE WORK AND WORKING TOWARD FOOD SOVEREIGNTY.

Early on in the uprising, for instance, a group of activists in Elia Square, the city’s main public square, started an
informal campaign: “Woslet La Shi Rahib” or “It Has Arrived Towards Something Great”. These activists asked
people in the city itself to donate to their initiative. Within twenty days, the money enabled the activists to
open three volunteer-run bakeries and distribute between 2,000 and 3,000 mana’eesh in three impoverished
neighborhoods: Taamir, Villat, and Nazlet Sidon.

Another group of women came together in Elia Square, as well, to reflect on their economic situation. Soon,
they mobilized into an initiative under the name “Ayloul”. Their aim was to establish a cooperative with an
internal democratic structure. Together, they prepared organic and traditional mouneh to both combat food
insecurity and create working opportunities for women in Saida who otherwise depended on charity and
clientelist networks. “Mutual aid is a practice historically rooted in the south,” Maya*, one of the founders,
says. “The population of a village used to help cultivate crops such as tobacco and wheat to ensure the
village's needs are met,” she explains. Members of the initiative also express that they want to collaborate with
people from other areas to exchange goods, such as honey from mountainous areas, olive oil from Akkar, salt
from Anfeh, and produce from the South.

Youth in Saida were also inspired by the
revolutionary fervor. “Ni7na la Ba3d” or
“We Are For Each Other”, for instance, is
a youth-led network that also emerged in

Elia Square. Their main goal until today )

has been to provide people with their \(

basic needs without humiliating or asking ; 0
) D

them for anything in return. One of its
founders, Samer*, believes that people in
Saida who do not follow traditional political \
parties are often marginalized with little \

access to necessary services from the city’s \
municipality. Similarly, another youth group \
informally called the “7 Girls Group”, also

began two months after the October 17 b

uprising. Funded by individual donors from

the city, this group started a soup kitchen

at Elia Square during the revolution and
distributed food both in the square and to
people in the nearby Ain el Hilwe refugee
camp. While they were initially focused on
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distributing food, they shifted to medical support during the pandemic because they saw this as a core
gap. The "7 Girls Group” also made agreements with three pharmacies in Saida for medicinal distribution
support.

There were initiatives, such as Sikka, that sought to create or make use of space. The politicization and
reclamation of spaces was a crucial element of the October 17 uprising; this was apparent in the squares across
the country, in the way makeshift areas were made for people to sleep, and parking lots occupied for talks,
and certain buildings used for food distribution. Asma*, the woman who set up Sikka Initiative, notes that
she was very inspired by her experience in Mansion, a similar initiative in Beirut, as well as the discussions on
public space generated during the uprising. Today, Sikka is a safe community space/house whereby members
from different backgrounds can access and use it for social, political, or communal activities. Asma* adds that
it was also conceived as a central hub for mutual aid and cooperative initiatives, from agricultural to social
and economic ones. The house operates with the aim of ensuring a democratic and communal framework
whereby members and residents are involved in mutual decision making, respect, sharing, and aid. “The
house and space was proof that people could do something,” she says. “This is crucial in Saida, where you
always need the blessings of politicians.” During the October 17 uprising, the space became a free and safe
space to meet, hang out, and work. It also operated as a hub for food distribution to vulnerable groups.

Another relevant initiative is “Lil Madina” or “For the City”, which works on issues of food sovereignty
in Saida. Members came to an agreement with a landowner to work on environmental and agricultural
work through creating a public space for the neighborhood to cultivate and prepare shared food. As of the
time of the interview, there were slightly over ten people benefiting from the land. Lil Madina is working in
partnership with two other initiatives: the previously aforementioned Sikka and Tourab. Tourab provides Lil
Madina with training sessions on agricultural practices, while Sikka provides the group with space. Sami*, one
of the core members, says, “Lil Madina is not merely an agricultural initiative; it is an initiative that connects us
to the land, to one another, and to alternative economic models.” Sami* adds that his preferred model is that
of cooperatives. “We envision,” he notes, “that the cooperative model will allow us to continue connecting
with other cooperatives in the country. We are working towards creating aid networks where we are sharing
knowledge and supporting each other.”

Interestingly, when probed about how and why the project came to be, Sami* notes that it was created in
response to sectarian clientelism. “Mutual work, outside of such local sectarian issues, is a way to break
the cycle; we need to prove our strength by gathering people locally around common interests and issues.”
Sami* adds that many of those showing interest in this project are secular youth but also former employees,
members, or those who once depended economically on the Future Movement.

THE BEIRUT PORT BLAST MASSACRE: “IT'S EITHER US OR THEM"”

An unprecedented explosion rocked Beirut on August 4, 2020. The blast, caused by the ignition of highly
explosive stockpiles of ammonium nitrate, was one of the largest, non-nuclear explosions in the world. It killed
220 people, displaced over 300,000, and left thousands wounded in a city that was nearly half destroyed.
Over 163 schools were affected; half of Beirut’s healthcare centers were inoperational; and over 50% of small
businesses were affected (HRW, 2021). In a country already reeling from an economic crisis and a pandemic,
the blast was an existential, economic, and psychological hit.
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The first day after the August 4 blast in Beirut, thousands took to the streets with oversized plastic bags,
shovels, gloves, and whatever they thought would be needed. In the immediate aftermath of the blast,
it was, naturally, community members who could immediately respond. Strangers opened their homes to
one another; thousands from across the country flooded to the capital city to donate blood and volunteer
at hospitals and adhoc medical centers. The neighborhoods surrounding the blast—particularly those of
Gemmayze, Mar Mikhael, and Karantina—were deluged by both the ruins and the people trying to get rid of
the ruins. Everywhere you looked, someone was extending a hand to the other. The city became an endless,
startling mural of solidarity. The blast was nothing short of apocalyptic and devastating, but Beirut's mourning
was mitigated by how relentless its communities were.

On August 8, protesters marched towards the Martyrs’ Square. Across the country, local groups decried the
government’s role in the explosion, arguing that its negligence and criminality were the reason it happened.
The thousands of people gathered in the square reiterated the narrative that it was either us, the people, or
them, the government.

And indeed in the first month after the blast, it was ad-hoc and informal local groups who were quick on their
feet (Sewell & Chehab, 2021; Mercy Corps, 2021). Some of these groups were made up of volunteers who
simply could not sit by idly and watch the colossal effects of the blast. Families, neighbors, shop owners, and
friends supported each other. But the level of organization and dedication was also fueled by a politicized
sense of grave injustice and anger at the government. Many of the groups that mobilized in response to
the blast have a history of political organization and were active during the October 17 uprising. Others had
been formed months before, in response to the country’s economic crisis instigated by the government’s
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incompetence. Crucially, families of the blast’s victims, also mobilized to form the Beirut Port Explosion Victims'
Families Association, which continues to lead protests that push for lifting immunities, holding state officials
accountable, and pressuring for legal recourse. Since the explosion, the association has organized social
media campaigns; protested the meager and politically corrupt state-led investigation; held protests outside
politicians’ homes, asking for immunity to be lifted; and worked with various NGOs and associations on draft
statements.

In this sense, the ad-hoc and informal response to the August 4 blast was not merely a humanitarian or
community-based one but a movement cloaked in nation-wide anger. A significant number of people did not
trust state-sanctioned entities to lead in rebuilding the city and, instead, took matters into their own hands—
they were organized on the ground, focused, and capable of mobilizing a lot of the rebuilding, fundraising,
and coordinating process.

After August 4, | realized for the first time what the power of the people
means, outside of theory, outside of sectarian fragmentation. [...]. And
even more than the uprising, it was this sense that if we put our anger
together, we can shift our reality. We don't need a state; we saw how
they did not even look at us, how their consequences led to our death. We

were the ones to care for each other.
Taymour*, activist in Beirut

The “power of the people”, to build on Taymour's* reflection, manifested in multiple ways. The government
resigned soon after the protests but not before declaring a state of emergency that gave the Lebanese army
sweeping powers. The military had the power to enforce curfews, censor media, refer civilians to military
tribunals, and obstruct public gatherings. On the one hand, the Lebanese army is entrusted by many
communities as the sole independent entity in the country. But for many others—as expressed by the Alternative
Press Syndicate—such a move signaled further clampdown on inhabitants in the country and the silencing of
the growing dissent at all state institutions. The army required all NGOs, volunteers, and campaigns working
on the reconstruction process to officially register on their platform. A number of said NGOs, volunteers, and
campaigns refused to register, however, noting that in the aftermath of the blast, they did not consider any
state institution to be a legitimate actor. There was also a heavy push for international aid to go directly into
people-led initiatives and not through any state institutions, a demand that many states and entities actually
complied with.

There was indeed an outpouring of funds: from various states across the world, internationally-led campaigns,
and the Lebanese diaspora, among others. A lot of these funds were funneled into established international
and local NGOs. But groups outside the formal NGO structure also received unparalleled financial support,
which gave them room to coordinate and lead on multiple campaigns. Some were short-term and focused
on providing immediate needs; soon after the explosion, these groups dissipated. Others sought to create
a unified and coordinated platform that would not only provide short-term needs but also have a say in
more long-term, political, and strategic decisions in the city’s rebuilding process. Interestingly, some of these
campaigns evolved into an NGO to facilitate the process of receiving funds. Others worked alongside more
established NGOs but refused to become registered.
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Base Camp, for instance, is self-defined as being “born from under the rubble as a grassroots, youth led
movement that decided to take matters into their own hands as a result of government absence and failure
in a time of crisis.” It was formed quickly and organically after the blast by a group of political activists and
NGO members, many of whom had met and worked together during the October 17 uprising. In the first
couple of months after the blast, it brought thousands of volunteers, well-established local NGOs, and existing
social movements such as Minteshreen. Their work was efficient and fast-paced: they organized engineers,
construction workers, and health and food providers into different teams and led on the reconstruction of
hundreds of shops and homes. One of their main slogans was: “Together we are stronger; we are the real
government,” an indication of their shared sense of political responsibility. A year later, Bassem*, one of
its members, notes that Base Camp continues to collaborate with multiple NGOs and organizations with
the aim of mitigating the continuous and perpetual effects of the country’s economic collapse. Alongside
other NGOs, they continue to work on the distribution of medicine and funds to impoverished areas. Today,
however, it mainly operates as a communications platform that coordinates work on-the-ground for relief and
humanitarian support.

Another solidarity initiative that officially kickstarted in response to the Beirut blast was a Queer Mutual Aid
initiative in Beirut. The idea, though, began before the blast; amid the economic crisis and pandemic, a group
of friends began to have discussions around developing spaces of solidarity, particularly for communities, such
as queer and refugee ones, made invisible by structural factors. One of its founders, Rayan*, notes, “Many
of us have leftist and anarchist backgrounds; and before the blast, we were thinking and reflecting together
in a horizontal manner. Such things though, they take a lot of time—meetings, agreeing on very specific
things. But it was important for us to do it right.” But after the explosion, there was a need to act quickly and
to reach out to and support queer communities affected. They launched a fundraising campaign online and
many friends and acquaintances from abroad supported them. “Internally,” Sima*, another member, notes,
“We wanted to think of the best way for the money to be funneled out. We started to meet more regularly;
we read up on mutual aid. It was important for us that support not be provided in the typical NGOized or
institutionalized manner that hurts people.” Rayan* and Sima* both note that they wanted to do away with
the notion of “vulnerability” criteria; their approach seeks to be rooted in generosity and organization, as
opposed to hierarchy. Today, they have built a very rudimental set of tools online and distribute cash to people
personally or through wire transfers. At the time of the interview, they note that they were able to provide
support to 15-16 in a constant or consistent way from the funds they have been accumulating. Currently,
though, their structure operates in a more scattered and needs-based way. Rayan* notes, “What we want to
provide and what we are providing | think is not just financial support, in necessary times, but also emotional
support. A lot of these people just need someone to talk to, a lot of these people just need someone there.”
However, after over a year, the team is still quite small and they continue to struggle with the issue of
resources, commitment, and consistency. “The severity of the financial situation and the fact that so many
in this country are just trying to secure their basics makes moving forward from financial provision towards a
community and network difficult,” Sima* says.

Daleel Tadamon is another people-led initiative that, similarly to Base Camp, is a platform that connects
and brings together different initiatives and entities within the country. However, unlike Base Camp, it has a
more clear-cut political and economic vision in that it particularly focuses on economic and solidarity projects,
such as cooperatives and small businesses. Another similar one is Tadamon el-Ness, which was formed in
response to the 2019 forest fires, slightly prior to the October 17 uprising. Across affected areas, Tadamon
el-Ness coordinated support for those in need of homes to sleep at or those in need of food and medicine. It
continued to grow, forming “solidarity cells” across the country during the uprising and expanding later on
to respond to the economic crises, the COVID19 pandemic, and the August 4 Beirut blast. Their structure is
as such: they are solidarity cells, which are divided into groups across the country. They also have a general
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assembly with volunteers across the country operating in a decentralized manner. It particularly seeks to work
on supporting mutual aid initiatives instead of already established NGOs, with the overall aim of working
towards economic democracy. Today, they have a cell working specifically on Solidarity Economy, whereby
they think of alternatives to the existing political economy; draft new ideas and ideas, such as the need for an
aluminum and Glass workers cooperatives; and host events. Though their approach is rooted in locally led and
sustainable solutions to the layers of crisis, its main funding partner is OXFAM, an international organization,
due to the crisis in funding and resources.

Nation Station is also an interesting example to look into, as it combines the sense of neighborhood-level
solidarity and grassroots organizing with the desire to further institutionalize. Like many initiatives, it started
small. After the explosion, a group of friends living in Geitawi rallied at an abandoned gas station to set up
a base, simply to coordinate how they would provide support and help out families and businesses in their
neighborhood. One of its founders, Ayman*, notes, “The base was set up to think collectively; how can we,
as a group of survivors belonging to this neighborhood, help our community?” For Nation Station, the form
of solidarity they wanted to provide was collective.

We knew For a Fact that we wanted this to be For and by our community; that
we didn’t want this to be a typical beneficiary-recipient dynamic. [...]. Our
neighborhood was destroyed, and we knew no one—not the state, not political
parties—was going to come and save us. Friends, neighbors, community
members: as soon as they saw that there was a base, they poured their time,
money, and physical strength to be there. [...]. People want to help. We just
need to be organized, and this is what Nation Station did.”

Ayman*, co-founder and member of Nation Station

At the beginning, Nation Station mostly relied on financial contributions from friends and family. As time
passed—and funding from international organizations, diaspora platforms, and local NGOs increased—they
began to apply for and receive significant funds from international organizations and large scale diaspora
platforms. These funds enabled them to expand their activities to include an ongoing soup kitchen, a medical
center, social activities including dinners and exercise sessions, and an organic vegetable garden.
Interestingly, while members of the Queer Mutual Aid, for instance, frame their work in accordance with
leftist and anarchist frameworks, Nation Station prefer to be simply referred to as a communal, neighborhood
initiative. Also unlike many mutual aid initiatives, Nation Station sees international aid as necessary for them
to kickstart toward financial independence. Today, they have an auditing team that overlooks the funds and a
data entry team that conducts needs mapping.

The examples discussed elucidate the complexities of mutual aid during moments of crisis. On the one hand,
there were many people-led initiatives supported by crowdfunding platforms that ultimately led the recovery
process. Our interviews indicate that a lot of these initiatives, however, became fragmented. People got
tired, members traveled, funding decreased. Other initiatives, such as Base Camp, persist today. But whereas
they previously had thousands of volunteers and were engaged on a daily basis in community support and
rehabilitation, today they’'ve become professionalized and are more of a coordinating platform than an
everyday political resistance. Nation Station, on the other hand, chose to institutionalize through registering
as an NGO, hiring previous volunteers, and systematizing their work through needs mapping and auditing. A
choice that mutual aid activists may deem as problematic and a process that will eventually lead to the groups’
“NGOization” (Jad, 2008).
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NGOIZATION: DEPOLITICIZING RESISTANCE

Adopted by academics and activists, NGOization is a term that refers to the process whereby
grassroots movements and political initiatives become institutionalized (Choudry and Kapour, 2013).
The term itself is critical of the process. With NGOization comes the de-politicization of radical

causes and practices to fit or comply with a particular governmental or international framework
and agenda. Islah Jad, who has written about NGOization in the context of feminist movements
in the Arab world, argues that the proliferation of NGOs meant that decision-making was often
professionalized and hierarchical, focused on appeasing to Western donors.

Certainly, the line remains blurry between activism and professionalization of the struggle. A lawyer, Rima*,
who worked with the Beirut Blast's Victims' Association through Legal Agenda, reflects on how NGO work
is often important but blindsided. Legal Agenda worked alongside Public Works, a multidisciplinary urban
planning research and design studio and the Physically Handicapped Union on an initiative that aimed to
bring together lawyers, neighborhood committees, and families of victims together. The aim was to formalize
associations on a neighborhood-level. However, Rima* notes, “A lot of neighborhoods didn't want to be
involved and we were forced to ask ourselves, to what extent can you force people to build an organization?
What does it mean for an NGO to force its involvement if neighbors aren’t interested?” The core take away
for her from this experience has been that it was not their role to form an association, but rather that of the
victims’ family members as they knew best what their priorities and process ought to be.

"Our Fake civil society effort to unify them, it didn't work because that’s
not how movements are built. Movements are built organically. You can
try and build an organic relationship but if two groups are fundamentally
opposed, then they won’t work together; these are people who have lost
the most valuable thing, a human life. They won’t accept civil society

organizations telling them what to do.”
Rima*, lawyer in Beirut
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A PAINFUL ECONOMIC COLLAPSE

There is no escape from the country’s economic crisis. It has infiltrated all homes, sectors, businesses, and
social relations. Historically, economic crises in countries and within communities are one form of emergency
situations that highlight communal links and lead to an immediate reliance on mutual aid networks. While they
emerge because of the urgency of the situation, the literature from Greece, another country that experienced
a severe financial crisis, indicates that these networks grow into a form of long-term resistance to the very
structures that enabled these crises in the first place (Arampatzi, 2018; Malamides, 2021). Greece is a country
where hundreds of social solidarity movements were initiated to provide welfare to those affected by austerity.
Indeed, in the introduction to “Social Movements and Solidarity Structures in Crisis-Ridden Greece”, Malamides
(2021) argues that protest actions against austerity and service-oriented organizations developed in response
to the Greek crisis are “two sides of the same coin’ as “the crisis and austerity accelerated the outburst of
a process through which previously fixed boundaries of [social movement organizations] are transformed,
enlarged and acquire new shapes” (pg.15).
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Food insecurity and the need for agricultural sovereignty is a particular issue that has catapulted the rise
of solidarity networks. In Baysour, a small village above Aley, the local population have undertaken a series
of solidarity-based initiatives to tackle food insecurity. Interviews indicate that households are planting more
fruits and vegetables, preparing mouneh collectively, and sharing food. Similar to the example of the bakery
opened in Saida during the revolution to distribute bread for free, a volunteer-led bakery in Baysour provides
bread to communities surrounding it. Diaspora and residents from the village donate money and bread to the
bakery while youth volunteers prepare and distribute food.

There are also a number of land-based initiatives. Harakit Haba’, for instance, was initiated as a radical
agricultural alternative by a group of activists in Tripoli during the October 17 uprisings. It focuses on reclaiming
agricultural lands, starting with one plot in Ras Maska, and sharing it with community members to grow
vegetables together. In an interview about this movement, one of its founders, Shady*, says, “We don't
want to depend on the state for issues related to food sovereignty; we also don’t want to have to navigate
monopolist policies.” Harakit Haba' is a people-centered network that wants to protect farmers and consumers
and become independent from seed companies. The Agricultural Movement is a similar initiative. According to
Hana*, one of its founders, the aim is to not depend on the state or donors. “We focus on community-based
solidarity and are both self-managed and decentralized,” she says. The Agricultural Movement began with
collecting heirloom and local seeds to save them. They have also established local seed libraries, recovered
agricultural land, and exchanged seeds with farmers. The Agricultural Movement based a lot of their work on
the seed saver community work in Palestine and the Food Sovereignty network, which indicates the potential
of mutual aid initiatives to spill regionally.

Buzuruna Juzuruna is also quite similar. However, unlike the other two, it was initiated prior to the economic
crisis and officially registered in 2018. One of its founders, Houssam*, describes it as an active, sustainable,
and constantly growing network of engineers, farmers, activists, and community groups, with the aim of
promoting agriculture in Lebanon through the transferral of skills, knowledge, and the means of production.
Also unlike the other two, Buzuruna Juzuruna relies on international and donor funds. Yet, it prioritizes self-
sustainability and the Lebanese and Syrians farmers are included in decision-making, sales, and strategy.
Today it has a farm-school in Saadnayel, where farmers experiment with local varieties of seeds which are then
distributed to other farmers, refugee-led gardens in informal tented settlements, and urban gardens.

Agricultural initiatives such as those mentioned above say they are trying to change this and are instead
pushing for cooperatives becoming engines for more democratic economies.
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STATE WITHIN A STATE: HEZBOLLAH’S WELFARE PROVISION

Despite the party's regional alliances and entrenchment in the political system, Hezbollah's
conception and expansion is often described locally as “a grassroots popular movement in the
south of Lebanon”, and a lot of the community work the party does is embedded within these
grassroots networks. In many ways, Hezbollah has been more responsive to socioeconomic status
than other sectarian political parties in Lebanon, focusing their resources on the lowest income
areas and groups.

In April of 2021, Hezbollah announced the opening of a cooperative supermarket chain called
Makhazen Nour in Beirut's southern suburbs, the Bekaa, and the South of Lebanon. The stores
are only accessible to people holding the “Al-Sajjad” cards issued by the party to the low-income
families of Lebanon who earn less than 1,500,000 LBP per month. The cooperatives sell furniture,
food, and other household items at discounted or minimal prices. The reduced prices are mainly due
to the fact that the fully stocked shelves are filled with Iranian or Lebanese products, thus avoiding
the hefty price of the rising exchange rate.

Several charity-like initiatives have sprung up around Hezbollah's institutions that focus on the
concepts of mutual aid and solidarity. An article published in Al-Ahed News, a news site owned by
Hezbollah, stated that these initiatives are “based on the importance of solidarity and cooperation
in society and on a purely humanitarian and religious moral foundation” (Saleh, 2021). The article
discusses a mutual aid initiative run by Afif Shouman called “Wa Ta'awanu”, launched after a
speech by Hezbollah's Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah in which he urged people to organize
and take care of the needs of their communities. The organization accepts donations of all forms
from people, from food to carpets and fuel for the colder months. They connect with people mainly
through a Facebook page where people can message the members about their specific needs. To tie
it together, the campaign opened an account in al-Qard al-Hassan, the party’s financial arm/bank,
for people who want to get involved financially.

Hezbollah continues to utilize the failure of the state to address the needs of the party’s constituents
as well as widening its scope to all of Lebanon recently. By acting as service providers outside the
state’s mechanisms, the party further solidifies the “state within a state” narrative and continue to
ensure families and communities are dependent on it. Through this dependence, Hezbollah ensures
its legitimacy, survival, and control.

One interviewee, Maha*, founded a consumer cooperative grocery store in Beirut called the “Dikkeneh Co-
op.” The aim, for her, is that it eventually becomes a political project. At the time of the interview, it operates
on a small-scale level with over 100 members. Maha notes that it needs time for the business to align with the
political values of mutual aid needs. But this happens organically, she argues, through a sense of ownership
within the neighborhood. Currently, the cooperative is still based on donations but aims to expand enough
that it no longer relies on contributions.
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The country’s healthcare sector has also been deeply affected by the economic crisis.
supplies are no longer available in the country, including crucial ones needed to treat chronic diseases, because
of the lira-dollar fluctuations (MSF, 2021). The blast led to the destruction of multiple hospitals in the capital

gl EGNA LEGNA: A MUTUAL AID NETWORK RUN BY MIGRANT WORKERS

Egna Legna, Amharic for “from us to us”, is a feminist mutual aid group run by Ethiopian migrant
workers in Lebanon. Egna Legna has done crucial social, economic, cultural, and political work
over the past couple of years. They work on shelter provision, legal assistance for migrant workers,
soap and accessory making classes for income provision, food and medical distributions, and
raising funds for migrant workers in dire need of support. They also have a history of mobilizing
against the Kafala system—a violent form of sponsorship that exploits migrant workers in Lebanon
and the region. Egna Legna’s care and solidarity work within the migrant community was essential
over the past two years in light of the blast, pandemic, and crisis that exacerbated an already very
vulnerable population.

There is a lot to learn from Egna Legna. Their systemic and shared vulnerability as a community
made to feel “foreign” means that, in many ways, they alone can understand the dynamics and
language of their particular struggle. They resist the Kafala system, while also working on a daily
basis to support each other. Support, however, is not simply about providing food and mattresses
(though that plays a huge role). It is also about finding alternative ways to make a living, working
with legal aid providers to quicken repatriation processes, and hosting events, such as dance parties,
to bring joy into each other’s lives. They receive funds through crowdfunding initiatives and a range
of international donors. They also work in partnership with the Anti-Racism Movement NGO, which
has a number of Migrant Community Centers across Lebanon. Egna Legna coordinates protests,
events, and initiatives with a number of feminist organizations across the country.

city, while the pandemic led to the overburdening of ICUs, doctors, and clinics.
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ol KETFE B KETFAK: PANDEMIC BEGETS MUTUAL AID NETWORKS = JEEEKEE "

Ketfe b Ketfak or “Shoulder on Shoulder” started in March 2020, one month after the virus
began to spread in Lebanon. Its members knew each other from MADA, the youth political
network, and wanted to create a solidarity network between students to coordinate volunteering,
food and medical delivery, shelter provision, and mental and social health support. Jana*, one of
its founders, says, “We wanted it to be people-led, not a typical NGO with specific guidelines for
support, and we wanted solidarity and mutual support to be at the center of it.” They created
a Facebook group and soon enough people posted about emerging needs: diapers, menstrual
pads, increased rent, eviction threats. Those who could support responded. The initiative took
on a different direction after the blast, focusing on rehabilitation and rebuilding. But a couple
of months after the blast, members took a step back due to the issue of resources, time, and
emotional exhaustion. Today, Jana* says they are relaunching but this time they will target
student’s needs more specifically with an openness to evolving in different directions.
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The fuel crisis threatens the operation of hospitals and key equipment. Large numbers of key medical
professionals, as well, continue to migrate in search of better opportunities. In August 2021, the Health
Minister uncovered illegal hoarding of medicine: warehouses across the country stored a variety of key
medicine needed, including baby formula, to sell after government subsidies were lifted.

Today, it has become common practice for travelers coming and leaving Lebanon to pack suitcases with baby
formula, medicine, oxygen machines, etc. Friends and families coordinate among one another to collect funds
for and distribute medicine in neighborhoods, camps, and settlements. In villages and cities, there are youth
and women-only groups that work independently or in tandem with NGOs, pharmacies, and municipalities to
address the shortage of medicine. In Batroun, for instance, community members launched the $100 campaign
to support vulnerable residents. Financially capable individuals were targeted in the fund collection process,
with 100USD being paid per family. Batroun’s diaspora soon participated by sending in donations: 38 Oxygen
Concentrators, 700 Oximeters, and medicine packs (Zinc, Vitamin C & D, Panadol) were all procured and
distributed to people in need during COVID. A Field Hospital for COVID vaccination was built with the funds
collected during that campaign and 1285 families were on the receiving end of the food supply box donations,
through multiple rounds. The municipality handled the distribution of the vouchers and the beneficiaries
included all residents of Batroun, mainly Lebanese laborers and workers. Some immigrants and refugees were
also included in this intervention, but Samer notes that priority was given to Batroun locals.

Initiatives that emerged during October 17 and after the blast also dedicate a significant amount of their funds
specifically for health-related issues. Base Camp, for instance, continues to coordinate the provision of medical
supplies from countries with large numbers of Lebanese diaspora. Nation Station hosts physical well-being
sessions and is working on a medical clinic. Daleel Tadamon, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic in Aley,
for instance, used an old hotel as a space for aid to be collected and then redistributed. Donations poured in
through social media from aley’s diaspora families. Volunteers from Daleel Tadamon also prepared food kits
for daily workers during the lockdown from the beginning of COVID in collaboration with the municipality.
Baytna Baytak (“Our House is Your House") is also another civil initiative launched by a community of activists
during the earlier phases of the pandemic to secure free housing for healthcare professionals combating the
COVID-19 pandemic. At the time, many doctors and nurses were forced to sleep in their cars or in hospitals.
Activists from Baytna Baytak connected medical staff with owners/tenants in hotels, apartments, and unused
Airbnbs across the country. They also launched crowdfunding to provide and install hundreds of oxygen
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machines for families in need of them. Today, they are registered as an NGO and work on a range of other
activities that respond to the economic crisis: solar panels to replace generators and livelihood support for
families in Akkar affected by the blast, as well as small producers and farmers.

The question of a financial alternative also looms. The hyperinflation, and the collapse of the Lira with the
allegedly “indomitable” banking system, has birthed millions of angry depositors who have lost most of their
savings (World Bank, 2021). The banking crisis has had brutal effects on small and medium depositors. Like
most other institutions examined in this paper, banks are infamously connected to the sectarian ruling elite—the
country’s many local banks began to prop up from the mid-20th century to carry out the wishes of politicians
and post-colonial elites (Chaaban, 2016). The total fragmentation of the country’s historical banking system
has put the question of an alternative model for saving and lending at the forefront. Where do we deposit our
money? What financial system can be an alternative? Critics, activists, and political opposition groups know
how to articulate the flaws and issues with the system; some, like Li Hagqi, propose a more decentralized
economic system built on unions and social movements, with a staunch rejection of the privatization of public
services. There are also the more daily acts of ‘resistance’, ‘solidarity’, or mutually beneficial transactions.
Friends exchange money among each other to avoid banks and informal exchange offices. A number of
friends and family, and even building units, have started mutual funds whereby building members/friends/
families put in a certain amount of funds for situations of emergency.

A significant number of crowdfunding initiatives, as well, continue to be launched. Some are small-scale,
targeting a specific cause or family, while others are large-scale and redistribute money to different organizations
and campaigns.

There has also been a surge in the use of digital currencies, particularly among youth, to evade the state and
the central bank altogether. Thousands of crypto traders and miners have emerged in Lebanon over the past
two years alone. Sami*, who invests in bitcoin, says, “Cryptocurrency is super attractive to young unemployed
people. Many of my friends are learning about and focusing on Bitcoin and Ethereum. [...]. We saw the
central bank collapse, we saw our families lose their savings. We don’t want to risk this.” Ibrahim*, a miner,
says that there are hundreds of investors and miners who coordinate online to understand digital currencies
more. He adds that these networks are very supportive and that there is a collective sense among them. “We
help each other out, because we've all been affected by the crisis and want alternatives.” Salam*, another
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digital currency enthusiast, says that today there are hundreds of person-to-person cryptocurrency trading
groups on social media platforms. Mining, he adds, has also become an employment opportunity for many
unemployed middle-class youth across the country.

Indeed, many propose cryptocurrencies as an alternative financial model that, unlike commercial banks,
encourages social cohesion and sustainability for communities (Meyer & Hudson, 2019). In Venezuela, a
country that like Lebanon has a collapsed financial system, cryptocurrency fills many gaps. The Venezuelan
diaspora use it to transfer money back home to avoid informal money exchangers; many youth have become
miners to generate income; and businesses in the country use it for trading (Salvo, 2019; Ellsworth, 2021).
After the Beirut blast, a crowdfunding platform (cryptofundlebanon.com) was set up by Lebanese to evade the
local banks. Beneficiary organizations included Baytna Baytak, Embrace Lebanon, Minteshreen, and Muwatin
Lebnene.

On the other hand, some scholars argue that digital currencies without alternative support structures can
lead to wrongdoing (Vaz & Brown, 2021). And today, there are over-the-counter crypto-suppliers in Lebanon
who are arguably a part of “a legally murky ecosystem through which cryptocurrency is purchased abroad,
sent to Lebanon, and then distributed through a network of dealers to be sold to clients in exchange for hard
cash” (Russell, 2021). But the chain is dominated at the top by few sellers. An economist, Khaled*, notes that
most businesses in Lebanon still do not accept cryptocurrency and that it continues to be unreliable. Others,
meanwhile, argue that digital currencies are founded on principles of solidarity and mutual aid. Some specific
digital currencies aim to facilitate decentralized and bottom-up centered approaches. FairCoin, for instance,
seeks “to create an innovative global economic system from the bottom up in favor of an alternative and post-
capitalist model, paving the way for a collective change towards a life based on values in common.” Trustlines
Network, as well, is an open-source community-driven app project built on BlockChain. It calls itself ‘People
Powered Money’ and through ongoing research and development aims to build a transparent universally
accessible payment system for people to be able to pay without any intermediaries.

g THE DEBATE ON CRYPTOCURRENCY'S POTENTIAL STILL ONGOING piuiiii b,

1

: “The cryptocurrency is based on collaborative open source principles and peer-to-peer networks
! that suggest a commitment to social solidarity and mutual aid, but Bitcoin’s image has become
I associated with speculators, profit-driven entrepreneurs, market-fundamentalist libertarians and
: technology fetishists (Yelowitz and Wilson 2015). The “scene” or community around Bitcoin
: seemingly has little connection to the gritty social reality of many in poorer countries. The frequently
! aggressive rhetoric within the community, as well as the inequality of access and wealth within
I the system, seems—at first glance—to clash with the ideals of those in social and collaborative
: economy movements.”

Bret Scott: How Can Cryptocurrency and Blockchain Technology Play a Role in Building Social and
Solidarity Finance?

There are other initiatives in Lebanon, launched particularly to respond to the crisis, with a cooperative and
mutual aid framework at their core (Boswall & Barghouti, 2020). One example is Shreek, a civil institution run
by its partners, functioning as a democratic cooperative financial institution. A manager at Shreek, Samer*,
says it functions as a Credit Union, i.e., that depositors are members and not customers. Management is
organized through elected bodies with specific duties and functions that then report to the general assembly.
Another example is the Depositors Union, which functions more as a pressure group with five main pillars: fair
cost distribution, debt restructuring, inclusiveness, transparency, and accountability.” This union provides free
legal assistance against banks and monitors banks.
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TYPES OF MUTUAL AID IN LEBANON

CROSS CUTTING DIMENSIONS

MUTUALITY: How can we benefit from each other?

RESOURCES: Where can we get resources from?

SOCIAL: How can | emotionally support you?

INFORMATIONAL: Who doesn’t know what?

PRACTICAL: What is needed? Medicine, food, money, mental health support?

TYPES

LEGAL
Legal clinics, legal counsel, legal
services to detained protesters

FOOD AND AGRICULTURE
Cooperatives, land and seed sharing,
regional exchange of agricultural
resources, soup kitchens, volunteer-
run bakeries and restaurants

SHELTER AND PUBLIC SPACES
Alternative housing, using
abandoned spaces for shelter, cultural
activities, socializing, organizing,
shared co-owned spaces

ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL

Credit unions, peer-to-peer networks,
unconditional grant, crowdfunding
platforms

HEALTHCARE

Distribution and sharing of medicine,
makeshift medical clinics, free medical
aid, information on disease prevention

GROUP-CENTRIC

Specific focus and ownership by
vulnerable groups such as migrants,
refugees, LGBTQA, and feminists

EMERGENCY AID

Shelter rehabilitation, financial
distribution, clothes and food sharing,
blood donation

SOCIAL,PSYCHOLOGICAL & MENTAL
Free mental health services, collective
care and compassion, errands-
volunteering, open music and dance
events

NEIGHBORHOOD OR VILLAGE
LEVEL

Focus and ownership by village or
neighborhood groups depending on
needs. Communal funds, bakeries,
free clinics, diaspora donations being
used to meet particular village needs

© FRIEDRICH EBERT-STIFTUNG - 2021 H




Reflections on the feminist __
experience in solidarity
organizing

Caretaking and soldiarity is at the heart of feminist movements. Radical and leftist feminist groups in Lebanon
have long organized crucial campaigns and protests, provided relief and on-the ground support to vulnerable
groups, and built extensive networks. Some of their initiatives include rethinking alternative economic models
(for instance, Kohl's theme in 2019 on alternative economic models); cooperative models such as Dammeh,
a self-sustaining and alternative cooperative for feminists and marginalized communities; new approaches to
media and dissemination of feminist discourse; and neighborhood-level organizing during the annual women's
march. For feminists and institutionally marginalized groups in Lebanon—such as queer communities and
migrant workers—feminist radical spaces are a space of belonging. Sama, a feminist activist, says, “So much
of my understanding of hope and resistance comes from my work with the feminist movement. [...]. Forget
the political work, the social space it has created and the friends it has given me helps me feel less alienated.”
There is a lot to unpack in Lebanon’s feminist movement: it has a long and layered experience (see Moughalian
and Ammar, 2019; Hashem, 2017; Daou, 2020; Geha, 2019; Mikdashi, 2014). In the past decade, however,
radical feminist groups have sought to actively distance themselves from NGOized frameworks and shift
towards more political mobilization and grassroots organization. In 2015, amid the social mobilization in
the country responding to the garbage crisis, the Feminist Bloc was conceptualized, influenced by feminists’
political involvement and organization in the protests. The Feminist Bloc continued to organize politically,
even after the 2015 protests fizzled out. Their aim was to build a solidarity network across feminist groups in
the country, and eventually included 25 groups underneath its umbrella. These groups did different work—
advocacy, protests, yearly march organizations, coordinating with other political groups during municipal
elections, working with ministries and NGOs, etc. But they also prioritized communal activities and actively
built spaces of belonging through community events, food and music, parties, open public discussions, etc.
Two years later, after the uprising, interviews with feminists capture a sense that their attempts to achieve
nation-wide solidarity and intersectionality have been limited.

One of the main limitations, relevant to this study, that feminists express as a limitation to their movement
is the NGO/donor cycle, as well as the difficulty of long-term de-hierarchical organization with communities
from different socioeconomic backgrounds. While radical feminist groups sought to distance themselves from
the reliance on donor funds and the professionalization of their work, interviewees say that because of the
current political economy they struggle with resources, time, and support. As such, they re-enter the same
cycle they seek to undo.

“Mutual aid is also about class struggle,” Fatme*, a feminist organizer, says, “and though this is always at the
core of our discussions, we fail to work with working class groups; we don’t know how, we end up alienating
them with our particular discussions and concerns.” Another feminist, Basma*, notes, "“After years of planning
and movement and organizing, | think now we need to reflect. We have failed at some points, succeeded at
others, but right now, we need to take a step back and think: how did we respond to and change after the
[October 17] revolution? Did we have resources to work with vulnerable groups during the pandemic? How
will we face the years of economic collapse facing us, in a rigorous and intersectional manner?”

Dammeh Cooperative, as of the writing of this report, has closed down. There is a lack of motivation; there
are financial barriers and the difficulty paying rent in today’s economy; there are internal differences on the
cooperative’s purpose and disagreements on how to move forward as a collective. The Feminist Bloc, more
generally, also appears to be inactive for similar reasons. Feminists interviewed say the reasons for the Bloc’s
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inactivity are complex and intertwined. The Bloc was often most active around the yearly annual march on
International Women'’s Day, particularly between 2017-2019. Though the march was crucial and it brought
together communities with varying struggles—from nationality rights to campaigning against the kafala
system, reproductive justice, and LGBTQ rights—its efforts were directed more toward a yearly event than
figuring out daily practices. Haya*, a feminist activist says this is because the movement was more focused on
its ‘identity’ being intersectional than actual intersectional work. “We focused too much on creating a safe
space, and using the right language and saying the ‘right’ thing, that we ended up becoming unrealistic,” she
says. “Politics is rarely safe; by becoming obsessed with safety, we end up being distant and unlikely to actually
be able to interact with or mobilize other groups. The streets aren’t safe; protests aren’t safe. And that can
be a bad thing, but also a good thing, if we believe feminism is actually intersectional and something for all.”
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Feminists say that their spaces may end up becoming exclusive, an issue that creates much debate among
themselves. For some, it is necessary to have exclusive spaces to ensure safety and protection. For others,
this ends up creating inaccessible movements. Haya* continues, “The problem is that feminists are rightfully
angry, but their anger ends up pushing those who disagree with them to the outside, and then it creates more
segmentation. [...]. We saw this during the uprising; when someone doesn’t speak their feminist language,
they don't know how to cooperate with them. They allegedly advocate for working class issues, yet they don't
know how to work with or protest with or even simply engage with working class people. [...].” Basma* has
a similar point: “The feminist movement built something very crucial and unparalleled, but they didn’t know
how to expand it because they lacked organizational experience. We were too busy obsessing over issues of
identity and language, and we didn’t really know how to expand or work with people directly, or even just do
micro, everyday types of politics.”

However, the power of these feminist movements is that they have done monumental work shifting public
discourse, disrupting imposed narratives, and working on political movements and parties. This is despite
the country’s entrenched system of clientelism and the continuous intimidation that they face. The feminist
movement continues to evolve, rethinking different organization strategies and ways of reaching out to. When
one strand dies, another emerges with new ideas and ways of preventing different approaches. Nasawiya, for
instance, led to the emergence of Dammeh and Dammeh’s political experience created a blueprint of mutual
aid cooperative structures for many other feminists.
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Conclusion: wrapping up,
looking forward

For many reasons, least of which has been the COVID-19 pandemic, there is a global re-thinking of the role
of the state, international organizations, and traditional forms of opposition. Particularly in Lebanon, over the
past two years, we have witnessed and understood and negotiated with collapse on a daily basis, from the
micro dynamics—such as having to rewire our brains to deal with a rapidly depreciating currency—to more
systemic changes—such as the infrastructural weakening of the country’s healthcare system. In a context of
severe state malfunction, mutual aid becomes one of the ways forward. It acknowledges the power in the
collective, pushes those within a community to share their skills and resources with each other. The ongoing
conversations and actions toward food sovereignty, financial alternatives, medical distributions and funds, and
free cultural spaces offer an anchor to the country’s communities.

This study has illustrated the many forms, approaches, challenges, and opportunities for mutual aid initiatives
in Lebanon. It has also traced its past, its mushrooming over the past two years, and the particular contextual
nuances. In many ways, mutual aid has been an alternative—a tool—against the sectarian clientelist models
in Lebanon; a response to the deep economic and social effects of the economic crisis and Beirut blast; and a
fruit of the October 17 uprising’s solidarity.

And yet, we are left with many questions: what is the future of mutual aid initiatives, what becomes of them?
In the years to come, can it perhaps compete with and eventually replace sectarian clientelist modes of aid?
How do we sustain ourselves economically and psychologically in a state of financial and social precarity? How
do we address the question of resources, institutionalization, and donor-funding cycles?

Certain patterns and conclusions are important to reiterate, to reflect on. As a starting point, this study shows
there is difficulty defining or deciding on the parameters of mutual aid even among those who self-
define as mutual aid. Many questions remain vague or unanswered by interviewees. For instance, is it mutual
aid if it does not have a political, anti-capitalist dimension? Is it mutual aid if it relies on donor funds? Is it
mutual aid if membership and services are restricted to a certain location or group of people—say, the village
of Baysour, queer-identifying groups, etc? Is it mutual aid if it collaborates with NGOs and/or receives funds
from donors?

There also appears to be a time-sensitive dimension to mutual aid initiatives. Many arise during periods
of acute disaster. The Beirut blast, the Akkar explosion and fires, the dire fuel crisis push many to act with
urgency and commitment, and to do away with atypical sectarian or kinship-centric forms of support. But
because a lot of effort is injected during these disaster cycles, there is quick emotional and psychological
turnover and even collapse among activists afterwards, and then a process of re-adaptation to the crisis. This
is backed by literature on disaster events, which indicate the rise of mutual aid activity after the event and then
its eventual decline (including perceptions of unity and solidarity) even when the need for mutual aid persists
(Fernandes Jesus, 2021).

But mutual aid, as many activists reflect, needs to be long-term and rooted in care and sustainability. For
it to be long-lasting, it requires a lot of energy and resources that currently do not exist in the country, which
experiences continuous cycles of large and small disasters. It also needs to be ‘mutual’; i.e. it needs to break
from the cycles of donor-dependency and financial retribution. This is perhaps why some activists note that
mutual aid is most successful when it is short-term and needs-based.
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“In a country like Lebanon, we go from one cycle of disaster to the next.
We end up becoming exhausted and drained, and unable to carry on. Then
we drift apart, build tensions because we have different visions about
what to do next, and many of us just give up.”

Mira*, Beirut-based activist

One of the major reasons for the short-term cycle of mutual aid initiatives is the question of resources. The
overarching question for mutual aid organizing in Lebanon is how to break out of a political economy that
has, for decades, functioned and depended on political sectarianism, patron-client networks, and the grip of
a violent ruling elite? Thus, in many cases, as mentioned earlier, some initiatives feel forced to NGOize, as it
may appear to be the only form of long-term organization available for resource mobilization. As Rayan*, an
activist, notes, “Mutual aid does not happen in a vacuum; it is a microcosm within a larger economic system,
in fact it is oftentimes a reaction to this economic system. So how, in a country where our money is in the
banks and you have very little economic productivity, can you move forward?” Other groups, however, do not
necessarily feel ‘forced’ to formalize but rather see it as the best way forward. Not only does it allow them to
access funds with more ease, but the professionalization, as some interviewees note, enables more organized
provision of aid.

Another point of contention among groups in Lebanon is the lack of agreement on whether or not to
cooperate with the government, whether the current one or any state bodies at all. Some groups
believe that communal efforts are key, but the state should be held responsible for providing basic goods and
services. For instance, Imad*, a political party member, notes, “The state is a key player; we cannot disregard
it if we are serious about change. [...]. Yes, civil society groups played a huge role over the past year, but this
is not sufficient if we actually want to develop financially and distribute resources on multiple levels including
a national one.” Many interviewees reiterated this; that mutual aid, especially if it is to be a project for the
long-run, needs an environment that both enables and protects it through proper legislation and policies.

Other groups no longer want to legitimize the state or its entities and institutions. Manal*, a mutual aid
organizer, says, "I believe we need to work outside of formal institutions, and detach ourselves from the old
way of playing politics. Let’s be creative and find ways to work outside the confines of the state.” Indeed for
some interviews, cooperating with the government or working within a state structure does not comply with
the anarchist stream of mutual aid.

Meanwhile, some interviews are in the middle. For them, mutual aid is a tool within a larger opposition
movement that aims at larger structural reform and moving beyond sect and class divisions. Mutual aid in
this scenario does not replace the state; rather, it creates conditions to overcome sectarian networks. Thus,
it works towards the state being the main provider of welfare services. In this sense, these groups often see
that they have a role either to play as unionists, alliances, coalitions, political parties, or as work connected to
larger political beliefs.
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“Mutual aid is not enough, it cannot answer all our issues. To move
fForward, we need to have an entire network of services and approaches,
some of which havetobeinstitutionalized.[...]. Healthcare, transportation,
education, all these sectors, you need the state or private sector initiatives
because it is large-scale.

Bahia*, academic and policy-maker

Despite the country’s altered landscape, sectarian political parties continue to reassert their dominance either
through violence, continued service provision for members and supporters, and other forms of mobilization
techniques. As this study has shown, the forces working against opposition movements are entrenched. And
although difficult to quantify, much does appear to have changed: the state is in collapse, sectarian parties are
weaker than before, and large communities of people feel left behind.

As Heller (2021) notes, ‘The implicit premise of the October 17 movement, by contrast, was the idea that the
country’s most important political cleavage was not the divide between March 14 and March 8, or between
the sectarian communities atop which party elites situated themselves. Rather, it was the rift between the
Lebanese public and the country’s “party cartel.”’ This division, between the public and the ruling elite, has
never been so stark. And the mutual aid initiatives that have sprung up to address survival needs have shown
the history and continuous desire among many to form interest groups, disrupt old narratives, centralize
economic alternatives to their work, and offer new ways of organizing and mobilizing in response to the
status-quo. They have also illustrated the importance of a social safety net, the desire to protect shared
interests, and the willingness to imagine a different system.
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