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Towards a non-elitist understanding of
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mages of Sudanese people toiling over

food preparations for their suffer-
ing communities, youngsters rushing to
warmly welcome those displaced from
neighbouring areas, and donations from
far and near to enable the provision of
basic services neglected by the authorities
were a prominent part of the Sudanese
reality over the past year and a half.

Such activities and their visual docu-
mentations are widely shared in Sudanese
social media spaces with commentary
where phrases such as “these are my peo-
ple- Ja) Js5” appear frequently. Mutual
aid has been providing localised solutions
for the needs of the vulnerable and de-
prived while also representing a beacon
of hope and a source of pride that count-
ers the despair and anger resulting from
the increasing atrocities and violence of
the war.

Communally operated service provi-
sion, mutual aid and the localised solu-
tions proved essential for the resilience of
communities facing the impacts of war
and preexisting failed systems. Critically
studying these approaches while consid-
ering patterns and lessons learnt from
similar activities around the world is,
therefore, crucial for understanding and
enhancing their potential and capacity.

In early response to the break of the
war between the Rapid Support Forces
(RSF) and the Sudanese Armed Forces
(SAF), the people of Sudan utilised the
grassroot organising capacities accumu-
lated over the recent years as well as the
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Mutual aid actions carried out by
members of the community and for
members of the community. In the
current Sudanese reality it included
operating community kitchens, run-
ning health service facilities and pre-
paring and maintaining shelters for
the displaced among other types of
communally operated service provi-
sion activities. The relations of support
within mutual aid are horizontal, link-
ing groups and individuals within the
same community via the provision of
material and human resources (cur-
rently in the forms of donations and
volunteering, but not limited to those
forms) where the different actors have
no authority over each other.

These relations are very different
from the hierarchical relations of hu-
manitarian aid whether between in-
ternational donors and local actors,
or between the local systems and the
beneficiaries. The hierarchical relations
of humanitarian aid are rather clear in
how spending priorities are defined by
the donors to the local actors leaving
no space for the agency of the impacted
community to play a role in decision
making. It can be argued that this top-
down set up and its disconnect from
communities is a factor in the failure
of these systems, clearly observed in
Sudan. &
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collective self image and ethos
of generosity and collaboration
to mobilise and organise. The
networks recently built by the
resistance committees were used
to operate health care facilities,
arrange electricity repairs and
provide water and shelter as early
as the first day of the war.
Cultural
proverbs praising generosity, charity and

heritage, narratives and
collaboration were brought forward to
advocate and celebrate ethical values that
support engagement in mutual aid.

Similar images and narratives ap-
peared in September of this year in Leba-
non, facing the latest Israeli attacks on the
country which caused mass displacement
of the population in the south. Scrolling
through the Lebanese hashtag #_L3q3
Wu>gs (our unity our strength) one
could see a documentation of mutual aid
activities which are very similar to those
previously observed in Sudan. These in-
cluded families in safe areas opening
their homes for the displaced, groups
organising blood donation campaigns
for the injured, distribution of food and
clothing and other similar initiatives. The
Lebanese also drew from the heritage and
modern history of collective action and
communal solidarity during the country’s
several wars in the past century.

Mutual aid initiatives in both Sudan
and Lebanon had a significant impact
in easing the suffering of the people as
well as strengthening the community’s

Mutual aid initiatives in both
Sudan and Lebanon had a
significant impact in easing the
suffering of the people as well
as strengthening the commu-
nity’s sense of urgency.

sense of urgency. There are also several
other similarities worthy of highlighting
between those two realities which bene-
fits the analysis with the aim of securing
and developing the potentials of people
power.

Contextual similarities can be seen
in the pre-existing reality of state failure
to provide basic services, and a sense of
urgency and emergency which triggered
actions of collective power.

Organising the community to oper-
ate health facilities, some of which were
previously closed by the government in
Sudan, and taking over vacant buildings
and breaking their gates to house the
displaced in Lebanon, are examples of
actions considered outside the realm of
tools available to the masses prior to the
state of emergency.

This is true despite the fact that the
failure of the health system in Sudan was
well established and experienced prior to
the war, and so was Lebanon’s housing
crisis prior to its war. However the nor-
malisation of suffering and the depriori-
tisation of people’s needs by the authori-
ties restricted public imagination, which
was ignited by the shock of war despite
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no positive change in available normglisation of suffering and

resources, and in many cases a
decline of resources. This carries
an important lesson for grassroot
organisers on the imperative role
of public perception in mobilis-
ing existing capacity towards rev-
olutionary solutions.

Reports on the Internally
Displaced People (IDP)’s hous-
ing initiatives in Lebanon which
resorted to take overs of vacant
buildings utilised tactics previously used
in the historic mutual aid actions of the
Lebanese movement Samidoun in 2006
during another Israeli attack on the
country. The ability of Samidoun to take
such actions was attributed by activists
involved to the network and capacity
birthed from the general strike of 2004,
similar to the impact of the Resistance
Committees (RCs) networks and capac-
ities of the current mutual aid initiatives
in Sudan. The lesson to be deduced here
can be one on the impact of an organisa-
tional infrastructure on the efficiency and
success of mutual aid.

The organisational structure of the re-
sistance committees in Sudan at the time
the war broke out between the RSF and
the SAF was significantly more developed
and sophisticated than activists’ groups
in Lebanon 2006. Smaidoun on the other
hand had a clearer vision on mutual aid
as an act of resistance and a political proj-
ect in comparison to the current mutual
aid movement in Sudan. How such dif-

depirioritisation of people’s
needs by the authorities re-
stricted public imagination,
which was ignited by the shock
of war despite no positive
change in available resources,
and in many cases a decline of
resources.

ferences impact -and are impacting- the
potentials and evolution of mutual aid
in both countries will certainly produce
lessons for organisers seeking to ignite
sustainable people power, just like the
lessons explored in previous paragraphs
through the study of similarities among
the two movements.

Mutual aid provides concrete exam-
ples of collaboration being at the core
of community building and resilience
which is necessary for a revolutionary so-
cialist project. However, it is but one of
the factors necessary for developing and
implementing this project. Other factors
include a revolutionary understanding of
the state, definition of the revolutionary
subjects capable of battling existing struc-
tures, and developing the tools available
for this battle. Incorporating these factors
requires intentional focus, intellectual
labor and political awareness. Without
these factors the communities and the in-
dividuals involved in mutual aid face the
risk of being drowned by the daily tasks
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of survival while missing the

chance of utilizing them within a

project of liberation and justice.
Sudan and Lebanon are but

Exceptionalism often empha-
sises cultural heritage utilised
by each community to advo-

two examples of a rich history CAte for mutual aid presenting
of mutual aid as a revolutionary (S the dist/nguish/ng and main

tool universally utilised for sav-
ing lives and organising those
failed by the state.

The history of the Black Pan-
ther Party in America is another
informative example with so-
phisticated utilisation of mutual
aid to defend, mobilise and organise. The
scientific exploration of similarities and
differences of revolutionary movements
and organisational tactics represent the
critical study this article started by high-
lighting as crucial for understanding and
enhancing mutual aid approaches. Such
gains, on the other side, are not possible
within the frameworks of “the exception-
alism” of every movement.

Exceptionalism often emphasises cul-
tural heritage utilised by each community
to advocate for mutual aid presenting as
the distinguishing and main factor be-
hind the movement, neglecting the fact
the act of capitalising on cultural heritage
itself is one that is shared by these com-
munities as we saw in the cases of Sudan
and Lebanon. This framework is an elitist

factor behind the movement,
neglecting the fact the act of
capitalising on cultural heri-
tage itself is one that is shared
by these communities.

one, both in its focus on heroism of a spe-
cific community, as well as in its exclusion
of the said community from the collective
human experience and depriving it access
to lessons that can advance the struggle
of the masses against elitist systems.

Understanding mutual aid as the uni-
versal tool of survival and organising it
had been for many communities is, on
the other hand, the gateway to a non-elit-
ist theory of people’s power. And it is
therefore among the main tasks of a revo-
lutionary project to advance the non-elit-
ist, critical and honest understanding of
reality.
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