
Pandemic Solidarity

‘Just what we need so desperately in this moment. How we come 
out of this pandemic will shape the future of humanity. Now, 
as never before, we have to break the deadly logic of capital. A 
beautiful and important book.’
John Holloway, author of Change the World Without Taking Power

‘In the midst of a global crisis, we must listen, learn, and build 
with people from around the world – the essays and insights 
collected here help us do just that. A crisis is a turning point, and 
this valuable book can serve as a guide to a better future.’
Astra Taylor, director of What Is Democracy?

‘Our better angels live just around the block, everywhere. These 
stories teach us of the enormous potential for love and resistance 
in a world threatened by apocalyptic capitalism.’
Mike Davis, author of City of Quartz

‘Mutual aid, solidarity and commoning become most visible 
during periods of deep crisis. This is when the structures of the 
state and of capitalist markets not only fail to address the emer-
gency situation, but they often show their complicity in making it 
worse. When solidarity is revealed to the majority as the practice 
that makes a difference, it is as if society en masse were to whisper 
in our ear its desire to evolve: “I want to evolve, I want to evolve, 
but my evolution depends on you,” says society. And again: “Make 
this relational care embedded in solidarity the new gravitational 
point around which a new world is built.” This book listens to this 
whisper and inspires us all along the path to social change.’
Massimo De Angelis, author of Omnia Sunt Communia: On the 
Commons and the Transformation to Postcapitalism
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Introduction 
Marina Sitrin

Fear. Grief. Pain. Vulnerability. Compassion. Opening. 
Togetherness. Hope. Transformation …

To write or talk about this historical moment is to hold a 
lot of things together at once. There is a constant overarch-
ing fear, a fear that is collective and something we, people 
living today, have not experienced at this level of collec-
tivity. And, while yes, we are all in the same terrible storm 
that is Covid-19, we are not all in the same boat. Structural 
inequality shows itself in crisis and disaster, and this one 
is revealing all the ugliness and systemic oppressions and 
inequalities most of our societies were built upon, and that 
privilege the very few, and try and pit the rest of us against 
one another.

How, then, do we function with this different individ-
ual fear and danger, and collective overarching danger? In 
many parts of the world we are told to fear one another, 
that some anonymous person is going to take our food, 
toilet paper or bleach. And in many cases people who 
could did big grocery shops, took home months’ supplies 
of toilet paper. Why is that? Is it that we are only out for 
ourselves, hoarding toilet paper? Or, could it be that our 
fear is that the institutions of power in our societies are 
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such that we do not believe they will take care of us – not 
even at the basest level – of bathroom hygiene.

There is something deep here connected to what is the 
real truth about who we really are, not what we are told 
about ourselves. Yes, we are afraid. Yes, we feel pain and 
vulnerability, and what we do with that, again and again, 
throughout history and now more than ever, is to reach 
out to one another and find ways to care for each other. 
We feel all of these things, and it is an and. We do not need 
to either fear or help, be vulnerable or open, protective or 
protecting, we can and are doing all of these things, and 
that is what makes this moment both horrific and trans-
formative in a deeply hopeful way.

This book is a collection of narratives from around the 
world, based on interviews that took place in April of 
2020. Together they give a glimpse of who we really are 
– the open, vulnerable, caring, brave, dedicated, compas-
sionate and socially responsible people we are – acting 
with and through our collective fear. This book shines a 
light on aspects of our better selves, not to romanticize 
us, to ground us in the very real, day-to-day, ways people 
survive, have survived, and will continue to survive, if we 
listen and follow our own collective paths. 

THE BOOK BECOMING

The process of this book becoming is prefigurative in 
many ways, as are the experiences within the chapters. 
Prefigurative in that it models the relationships we desire 
in our very acts and relationships. It began with a conver-
sation, and then another, and another, and these expanded 
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globally, got recorded, transcribed, translated, and within 
two months from inception, on Mother’s Day, we collec-
tively birthed this book. Birthing is an appropriate word 
here as we are mostly women, some of us already mothers. 

I teach a graduate seminar on ethnography. Once the 
pandemic was globally apparent to us, it dominated, or 
was at least present, in all of our discussions. In one such 
conversation, in March, Seyma shared her frustration that 
the official government narrative in Turkey was nothing 
like the reality. In that case it was about people getting 
sick and dying, the government knowing why, yet insist-
ing there was no virus. From there the idea germinated to 
look into how people around the world have been coming 
together in times of crisis and disaster – and find the real 
narrative. A small group self-selected to work on this, not 
as an assignment, but a labor of investigative solidarity. 
Seyma, Ariella, Debarati, Emre and I began.

CONTRIBUTORS AND ORGANIZATION OF THE 
BOOK

The contributors for this book came through friend-
ship and political, that is, movement, networks. Ariella, 
Emre, Seyma and Debarati were the base from our class, 
then Debarati suggested Midya in Kurdistan, Northern 
Iraq and Chia-Hsu. Vanessa, in Brazil, who I know from 
Occupy Wall Street days, when she was in New York, 
suggested Lais, who then invited Raquel, who in turn sug-
gested Boaventura in Mozambique. Emre, having spent 
time in Rojava, invited Khabat, who is based there. magalí 
had spoken in our class a few weeks earlier on her work 
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in Latin America, and suggested Nancy, from Argentina. 
I know Liz and Eleanor from movement work over the 
years, EP and TP are close friends and movement partici-
pants in Greece. Neil was suggested by Ana, an Argentine 
in the UK. Carla, who lives on Tsleil-Waututh, Squamish, 
and Musqueam Lands (Vancouver, BC), I have never 
met in person, though we have collaborated in different 
movement/writing ways. Ji Young, from South Korea, was 
recommended by Byeong-Gwon, who in turn was sug-
gested by Sabu, both of whom I know from anti-G8 work 
in Japan. This beautiful fabric of collaborators is woven of 
friendship and movement, the base of which guided the 
creation of this book.

The regions of the world discussed in this book were 
intentionally selected, and the countries more or less so. 
It was in part based on who knew someone who might 
want to do this, and could, in such a short time. Decisions 
were never based on where there was known solidarity 
groups and networks, as I assumed they are everywhere. 
And they are. There has not been a proper study yet, but 
from those who work in this area, the sense is that this is 
the largest, most diverse, mobilization of people – regular 
people – helping one another, under capitalism, that has 
ever happened.

There is a lot of privilege tied into this process, includ-
ing those of us who had that bit of extra time to work on 
it, something many if not most people do not have – and 
here I am talking about clock time, as well as emotional 
time. The sort of privilege that allows time out to inter-
view people, transcribe and translate those interviews, 
and then painfully edit the total to 3,400 words, all within 
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a month or two, is huge. Regions of the world with intense 
and ongoing histories of colonialism and inequality, such 
as Africa, Central America and northern South America, 
made it harder for participants to collaborate. I want to 
recognize those people who wanted to participate and 
then, due to the violence of capitalism and the pandemic, 
were unable. 

BORDERS AND VIOLENCE

We had a number of conversations about borders and 
countries, and the violence implicit in both. Had there 
been more time we might have organized the book 
thematically, to include the many areas interviewees 
covered, such as: prisoners’ self-activity and solidarity; 
food production and distribution; disability self-organ-
ization and solidarity; art, music and poetry; public 
displays of care; mask and protection making; healthcare 
and self-organized health; First Nations and Indigenous 
organizing; education, students and teachers; pet care 
and animals. However, we decided that it was best to get 
the book in people’s hands as quickly as possible, so it is 
organized by artificial separations, made by the dominant 
countries of the time for reasons of power. None of us 
are comfortable with this. To that end, we decided to 
decenter the dominating countries and, thus, Europe and 
North America are close to the end. Turtle Island is the 
landmass we have been told is North America, and that 
regional chapter explains the reasons, through interviews 
with First Nation communities and networks. It is only 
for reasons of space that I am not listing every group 
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or individual interviewed in this book here, as there are 
close to 100. It also would not facilitate your hearing 
them, so please, as you read, listen carefully to the vast 
diversity of voices and experiences, as well as feel the 
commonalities. 

The book begins with Rojava. I had thought to end with 
it, as it is the only region in this book, and with the excep-
tion of the Zapatistas in Chiapas Mexico, of the world, 
that is actually self-determined, self-organized and auton-
omous. It is not perfect, as nothing is, and really, what 
would that even mean if one views everything as a process 
and transformation? It is, however, the closest thing to 
a democracy in the book, a real democracy, where the 
people collectively make decisions about their day-to-day 
lives, and women are structurally as well as relationally 
not only equal, but have more say over things related to 
women. The chapter speaks for itself. The reason it is first 
is to begin with what is possible, on a larger scale, so that 
as we read all the inspiring accounts in these pages, we 
hold in our imaginations a possibility that is concrete and 
existing. It is grounding us in the possible transformation 
of the world, bit by bit, step by step.

PREFIGURATIVE COLLECTIVE

I don’t know if it was the stories that we were facilitating, 
the crisis opening our hearts to more compassion, our 
urgent desire for a new world, that we are mostly women 
or/and some combination of all of these, but the result has 
been the most beautiful and supportive collaboration I 
could have imagined. Nancy wrote at one point that this 
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project was like a life vest, and many echoed the senti-
ment. People volunteered to read and edit one another’s 
chapters, countless conversations took place outside of 
our weekly face-to-face (computer mitigated) discussions, 
with those with more experience conducting interviews 
guiding those who had not. Writing sessions happened 
via computer in vastly different time zones, chapters were 
co-authored by people who had never collaborated and, 
in one case, who never had met. And the result is friend-
ships, deep care and support, and a powerful collection of 
stories of solidarity and mutual aid. In two months, from 
beginning to end, the project was completed. This includes 
people working in their second and third languages. 

Authorship is complicated, and often not honest in that 
it never fully acknowledges all the people behind a given 
thought, process or theory. This book is no different. As 
our group quickly became a collective, in many more 
ways than expressed above, it became clear that the book 
itself is a collective project. I still take responsibility for 
mistakes and errors, but cannot take credit for this book. 
We began a version of this conversation with the group, 
and ultimately decided to give ourselves a collective name 
to recognize the deeply respectful collective process. We 
did not have much time, and not everyone was thrilled, 
but we all felt good enough that we are able – and I include 
myself, Colectiva Sembrar – to sow seeds as a collective 
(in the feminine in Spanish). Had we decided to delay the 
book further, I would hope that these words I am writing 
now would have been a collective process of writing and 
would look different. 
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LANGUAGE AND POWER

On language and translation. Chia-Hsu and Nancy opened 
an important conversation on the power of language, and 
in particular dominant languages, and what is then lost 
in translation – not only that concepts and words are 
translated – but translated into dominant languages that 
are often those of the oppressor. As Nancy, a professional 
translator from Argentina, and movement participant 
reflected, 

Our mother tongue is, as the Russians call it, our Dearest 
Tongue. We know that translation, inextricably tied 
to geopolitical power relations, can be a double-edged 
sword – a tool for counter-hegemonic practices of com-
munication and a tool of oppression, always giving 
minority languages a modicum of “value” in the market 
of linguistic exchanges.

But perhaps it is key to remember here that we do not 
translate words. We translate ideas. And because ideas 
and praxes of resistance are translatable, we blandish 
this sword, as imperfect as our world, to cut through 
and reach out to those who are already building now, in 
their dearest tongues, a more livable world, the future 
we seek to imagine: precisely for that reason, their 
words are our words. 

Please hold this in your heart and mind as you read. Some 
of the translations are intentionally left at what would 
appear, at first glance, slightly imperfect. However, listen 
more closely with your whole body and you can then 
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better hear the person and place from which the author 
is speaking. 

THE OUTWARD SPIRAL 

The stories in this collection, in different ways, manifest 
the sort of society we could have and, in fact, already 
have. Our invitation with these pages is for you, our dear 
readers, to garner some inspiration together with concrete 
ideas for how to engage and expand the project that exists. 
This pandemic is creating small and large fissures, what 
we do with these openings is up to us. The new world is 
already being created, it is up to us to expand this creation, 
continuing to spiral outwards until … and then more.



About Colectiva Sembrar

What began as a conversation amongst a few people 
rapidly became a larger conversation, then a project, and 
naturally and beautifully a full collaboration, and birthing 
of a book. We, Colectiva Sembrar, are now a collective of 
almost all women, from around the world, dedicated to 
facilitating voices of those less heard who are themselves 
collectively creating a new society in their actions of sol-
idarity, care, love and mutual aid. In helping to raise up 
these voices, we also raise our own, and yours. We see this 
as a very small part of many large and small projects, all 
acts of sowing seeds. It is up to all of us to nurture them 
as they grow. We, Colectiva Sembrar, are continuing this 
project with a website, bringing more attention to the 
voices in these pages, while also increasing it to include 
many more, in an expanding spiral of care and solidarity 
that we hope will reflect, suggest and transform. 


