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Anathema

January 21, 2021

Ever since the start of the pandemic I've seen a lot of projects pop up that claim to be mutual
aid projects. They do all kinds of nice things like give out food, provide masks and gloves, or
give away warm clothes, These are really helpful, especially since corona has messed a bunch of
people up financially. Most of them aren’t mutual aid though. h .

‘When I think of mutual aid 1 try to keep it real simple; I think "is it mutual?” and is it aid?", 24
Giving useful stuff away during a crisis is definitely aid but most of the stuff calling itself mutual
aid isn’t mutual. The people giving stuff away don't get stuff back; who is the giver and receiver
doesn’t change. The project just gives and the people it provides to just take. It's nice but it's not
mutual,

1 feel like we've taken the term mutual aid and made it into something it's not. It seems like it's
been blown up into this word that means some high visibility showing up to give things away. P
Not everything needs to be mutual aid. There are lots of reasons to just give stufl away - for §
propag to start co ions, to lessen suffering, because stuff should be free, the list goes
on. An anarchist project that gives things away can achieve a lot, and just because something
isn't mutual aid doesn't mean it's not worth doing. :

So what does doing mutual aid mean then? I think a good start is to think of mutual aid less
as a thing you do and more as a way you have relationships. Imagine helping and sharing with
someone and them also sharing with and helping you. How does it look to have that kind of
relationship with someone? Can you imagine scaling it up to a group? There's no set formula for
a mutual aid relationship, it will look different with each person you relate to because the aid we 1
can give and receive from each person is different.

For me mutual aid is helping each other. It's more about living in a way where I help people
and they also help me. It doesn’t need to be flashy. I help a friend with their event and they give
me a ride a week later; we aid each other, mutually. I'm not keeping track of how many favors |
I'm owed or anything but if things are onc-sided then I want to be real and it's not mutual aid.

As anarchists, a goal is to get away from hierarchies. Relying on our horizontal relationships 1%
toco-create the lives we need and want, instead of the powers that be, is a way to move away R4
from those hierarchies. )
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Al the conference, the reeeption ol the panel presentations evidenced un
unwillingness by the (privileged) mudicnee 1o camine e reality of Sovial dewh
Discussions on activism snd on the useé of technotogy reyealed a stong desire (o
be "constructive,” but there was general dputhy oreven resistance oesamining the
depths of the destruetion we face or the things we st dedtroy (e, the repression
detaited by Molima. The liberal tendency o portay one ¢xtreme of this dialectic
(comtruction/destruction) as mutially exclusive severely debilitates our vapacity
to collectively theorize wnd act upon onr struggles, As dong as elite sudiences
sustain this fevel of denial, we will lack e eritical tools needed (o interpret the
political messages of captured individuals such as David Gilbert,

Iis exciting. encouraging, and a fonmative step forwird to develop new wiys
o add materiality tihe disappeared. hoth in the form of people nnd ideas. The
Freedom Archives ind the Prison Activist Resouree Centar have done so, bi inging
mueh to oue struggles to be free, They have recorded rdical history and ereated
new avenues throngh which prisoners may be present on the oulside with us. A
serious contradiction, however, is that discussion sl interpretation of this new
materialiny reninn at, or e restonted 1o, absiraet Tovel,

One way this is manifesied, as Marks noles, ix in the identization and
objectification of (politicaly prisones (see also Liz Appel's commentary), Given
this tendeney, it is no wonder that iedia technology creates stars or celebrities (o
in the absence of deilication, ghosts or fictions), Commodificd iconization results
in silence in the Tace of opportunities to relate or respond wowhat has been
communicined to us.

AU the heart of these problematic tensions is the praclical crasure of the
lunchunental context of this discussion. [Uis ironic that we would disetss commu-
nication inrekuion tothe prison-industeial complex and limit this diseussion to the
uses ol the highest forms of technology, therehy overlooking the most elementary
issues of communication it ereates, That is. the most basic weality of the prison-
industrinl complex is marked by its goal to destroy communication il commu-
nity. down to the most fundamental seale of the by, The sficéess of sich
normalization is perbaps indicated by the fact that we allow the most obvious
wtrocities of the prison-industrial complex to remain decontextualized. Under

these circumstanees, it becomes more difficalt o think about communication,
with aeoreept ol a multi-layered “digital divide™ acting as our main or only point
of relerence,

This tension spenks to the laeger question of reformist versis abolitionist
politics. Mainstream leftist sudiences are generally comfartable with *construc-
tive" discourses on prisoner rights regarding Internet and technology access, oron
new and ereative ways o use our aceess, muking it easior o widen support for
cyber activisim. However, how can we build on this issue while stistaining u larper
vision of dismantling the prison-industrial complex? What do we do with
supporters who say prisoners ive the right to use the Internet, but sor to be present
with their people and communities (i.e., prisoners do not have the right 1o be free)?

I'he tension between the question of ey her activism or technology and the more
basic human vight to communicate was never addressed at the conference. Upon
refleetion, porhaps the conceptual framework of the panel did not make it possible,
That is, discussion centering mainly on how o communicate about political
prisoners eclipsed discussion on how to communicate widh prisoners. The Tormer
provides a salety zone, allowing discourse (o remain largely focused on technol-
oy and those who use it the Tutter entails & more detailed examination of the
grounds for mutual contact, If not solidarity. The fonmer assumes a certain level
of political cohesion: the latler interrogates where that coliesion might begin,
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“Cyberspace in Prison”
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a spectrum, Alejandro Moling largely examines information technology

(IT) in its wost repressive forms, while Rob MeBride views its use as an
activist or organizing wol, Claude Murks tokes us ina slightly dilferent direetion,
valling ittention to the ways in which “voices of the disuppeared” cian be recovered
und integraded into radical history through medin,! We sre of fered several avenues
through which we ean explore the role of technology, communication, and media
in the contest of the prison-industrial complex,

Several gquestions frume our discussion. Ax McBride notes, prisoners cannot
dircetly necess the Internet themselves, and thus rely on their comrades on the
outside 1o “plug them in,” This dynamic holds the potential for oppartenism and
struggles over power that are typical of politics generally, including the Lelvand
progressives. We must examine (he subtleties of our lunguage. such as the phrase
“giving voice,” to reveal problematic power relationships, in which we are the
eivers of voice. Those on the outside doing communications work are privileged
10 chuose who speaks, when, and loward what politieal agenda, Left unchecked,
this ubility can potentially lead to tokenism or paternalism, rather than sofidarity,
ultimately reinforeing only silenee, disempowerment, and eivil death.

Equally complex is the refationship on the ouiside hetween information
producers and their aundienee. How do those of us with aceess 1o media und
information technology dictate the conditions under which information is con-
sumed, interpreted, and constructed as meaning? How do we cither maintain or
challenge the dominant frames of reference and intelligibility in the murketploce
ol ideas? For Marks and MeBride, how does commadification affeel the packig-
ing of information, and how might silence on this question ultimately reduce
information lechnology 10 a performative Tunction? How can wo approach
information (echnology in a way that serves o subslintinte visions of radical
change, rather than become merely a caleh phrase?

A more detailed interrogation of this guestion opens up the issue ol audicnce,
For Molina and MeBride, the “digital divide™ is a form ol elitism that colors who

controls and uses ditterent forms of weehinology toconsteugt or sather imtormition.
Our “eyber netivism'™ is also affected by this divide. \\’u;mnsi aeknowledpe that
this ly|‘1\.- ol tetivism (e, the Internet, digital inaging. and video) |1cu'-ss:u'il_\-
engages an mdience comprised predominantly of elites who cun :lL‘CL"i.‘&‘Il‘. Hlow
does eyber activism as pracliced overlook the engigement nt. mnnmlml‘m the
prison-industrial comples wais desipned o control, and fram whichmost prisoners
come? I we look at privilege not as o value assignmen| (i, privilege equals
corruption”y, but as i reality, how might terms of engagement. set by (hose
privileged toshape thenehange o suit anelite audience, d.g..detil eritique rather
than package revolution?

r':I I ANALYSES IN THE " CYBERSIACE IN PRISON" SECTION COVERREEY POINTS ALONG

1, Fur the purposek of this specind issae, Clnnle Marks amd Rob MeBride’s presentations were
synthesized into a co-nuthored work, Al the conference, they mide separate presentations that were
multimedia bn nutire, Zieh voried stightly Grom subseguen sevisions that appear n their joing work
her. Thus, this commentiary Includes guestious mlaod i e originnd wml the presently teawred works.
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