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Solidarity in the Time of COVID-19: Refugee Experiences in
Brazil

Patrícia Nabuco Martuscelli

ABSTRACT
Refugees have adopted solidarity actions during the COVID-19 pandemic, even after being left behind during
health emergencies. This article contributes to the literature on solidarity and asylum by discussing refugees’
solidarity narratives towards vulnerable Brazilian groups, the refugee community, and the Brazilian population
in general. The author conducted 29 in-depth semi-structured interviews with refugees living in Brazil between
March 27 and April 6, 2020. Refugees’ past suffering experiences make them more empathic to other people’s
suffering due to the pandemic, which creates an inclusive victim consciousness that seems to explain their soli-
darity narratives towards different groups.
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RESUMÉ
Les réfugiés adoptentdes actionsde solidaritépendant lapandémiedeCOVID-19,mêmeenétant laissés derrière
en situation d’urgence sanitaire. Cet article contribue à la littérature sur la solidarité et l’asile en abordant les
récits de solidarité des réfugiés envers les groupes vulnérables du Brésil, la communauté des réfugiés et la pop-
ulation brésilienne en général. J’ai mené 29 entrevues approfondies semi-structurées avec des réfugiés vivant
au Brésil entre le 27 mars et le 6 avril 2020. Les expériences de souffrance passées des réfugiés les rendent plus
empathiques envers la souffrance vécue par d’autres en raison de la pandémie, ce qui crée une conscience de
victime inclusive (Vollhardt, 2015) qui semble expliquer leurs récits de solidarité envers différents groupes.

HISTORY Published 28 April 2022

INTRODUCTION

In April 2020, Brazilian newspapers shared
the story of Talal, a Syrian refugee distribut-
ing food during the lockdown in the city of
São Paulo. Talal came to Brazil with his family
fleeing the war in Syria in 2013. After arriv-

ing in São Paulo, where he had his refugee

status declared by the Brazilian government

according to national and international law,

he could not continue working as an engi-

neer. Then, Talal’s family started to sell Syr-

ian food, and themoney theymade from this

became their only source of income. With
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the outbreak of COVID-19 in Brazil, Talal’s
family’s business was deeply affected by can-
celled fairs, events, and parties they would
have catered. The city of São Paulo ini-
tially adopted the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO)–recommendedmeasures of clos-
ing all non-essential businesses and enforc-
ing social distancing. However, instead of
just staying at home, since his business was
closed, Talal started to deliver one thousand
meals to elderly people and homeless people
in São Paulo. Talal and his family decided to
“give back” to Brazil. He explained,

I stayed in Syriaduring thewar, and I knowwhathap-

pens when a person needs to stay at home because

of the war, the bombs. It is very difficult. During the

quarantine in Brazil, I thought about doing some-

thing for the elderly.

(Cavicchioli, 2020, para. 3)

This article focuses on such narratives of
solidarity by refugees, an excluded group,
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Martuscelli,
2021), considering refugees’ motivations
and interpretations of their own actions.
Refugees are understood here as people
forcibly displaced from their countries due
to a fear of persecution because of their
race, nationality, religion, political opinion,
or membership in a particular social group,
or because of a situation of a grave and gen-
eralized violation of human rights. TheWHO
formally declared the pandemic on March
11, 2020, given the severity and extent of
the new coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19) caused by the severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2). Prac-
tically all human beings on the globe were
directly or indirectly affected by this dis-
ease or the measures to fight it, including
more than 239 million people infected and

4,871,841 people killed as of October 15,
2021 (WHO, 2021).

Refugees tend to be among those
excluded during health emergencies (Raju
& Ayeb-Karlsson, 2020; Ventura, 2015), and
many experts have reflected on the nega-
tive consequences of this pandemic towards
this population (especially for those in camps
and detention centres) (Hargreaves et al.,
2020; Keller & Wagner, 2020; Kluge et al.,
2020; Riggirozzi et al., 2020; Vince, 2020). At
the same time, refugees on practically every
continent have responded to the pandemic
with solidarity (ACNUR, 2020; Bentley et al.,
2020; UN Women, 2020; United Nations
Regional Information Centre [UNRIC], 2020).
This article focuses on Brazil, which regis-
tered the third-highest number of confirmed
COVID-19 cases in the world on October 15,
2021 (21,590,097) and the second-highest
number of deaths (601,398) (WHO, 2021).
I reflect on the solidarity narratives of 29
refugees living through the first two weeks
of the pandemic in Brazil in the states of São
Paulo and Rio de Janeiro,1 where the gover-
nors adoptedWHO-recommended measures
to avoid the spread of the virus (Martuscelli,
2021).

Like Talal’s story, refugees’ experiences of
suffering in their origin countries allowed
them to relate to other people’s suffering
during the pandemic, which motivates dif-
ferent solidarity narratives towards Brazil-
ians in general and other vulnerable popu-
lations, such as the elderly, homeless people,
the poor, and refugees living in occupations.
The analytical framework employed to inves-
tigate refugees’ solidarity narratives is inclu-
sive victim consciousness (Vollhardt, 2015).
This article also draws on the typology devel-
oped by Bauder and Juffs (2020) to analyze

1In the pandemic outbreak, São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro were initially the two states in Brazil with themost infected people and
deaths in consequence of COVID-19. However, other states also adopted theWHO-recommendedmeasures to deal with COVID-19.
For a detailed analysis, see Jubilut et al. (2020).
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the different types of solidarity in refugee
studies.

This inclusive victim consciousness
approach (Vollhardt, 2015) helps us to under-
stand the logics that motivate the solidar-
ity of refugees during the COVID-19 crisis
in different parts of the world. The Brazil-
ian case illustrates this mechanism consid-
ering the living experiences of refugees in
Brazil and how they faced the outbreak of
the COVID-19 pandemic in the country (nar-
ratives of refugees). The next section dis-
cusses the solidarity experiences of refugees
since the beginning of the pandemic. Fol-
lowing, the “Theoretical Framework” section
explains the inclusive victim consciousness
approach (Vollhardt, 2015) and the differ-
ent types of solidarity (Bauder & Juffs, 2020)
in the narratives of refugees. A brief con-
textual section presents information on the
situation of refugees living in Brazil during
the COVID-19 outbreak. The “Methodol-
ogy” section describes the choices of data
collection and analysis. It is followed by the
“Results” section, which presents indications
of inclusive victim consciousness in refugees’
narratives and the different types of solidar-
ity of refugees towards vulnerable groups,
other refugees, and the Brazilian popula-
tion in general. Finally, the conclusion high-
lights how the Brazilian case could be use-
ful to understandother solidarity expressions
of refugees in times of the pandemic in the
world.

Solidary Experiences of Refugees During
the COVID-19 Pandemic

Refugees have contributed to the fight
against COVID-19 in their host coun-
tries (Mcdonald-Gibson, 2020). They have
volunteered for social activities, such as dis-
infecting public places, providing meals for
essential workers, and sewing masks, as a

way of giving back to their host communi-
ties (Lindsay, 2020). Somali refugees pro-
vided masks, alcohol gel, and food bas-
kets to people living in informal camps in
South Africa. They aimed to support peo-
ple excluded from the government’s emer-
gency aid, such as asylum seekers, refugees
with expired documents, undocumented
migrants, and homeless people. Somali
refugees explained that their decision to sup-
port this community was because they knew
how it is to be hungry (ACNUR, 2020). In the
United Kingdom, refugees delivered emer-
gency food packages to vulnerable asylum
seekers. Oneof these volunteers explained, “I
think it ismy responsibility to stand in solidar-
ity andhelp thepeople inmy communitywho
are in need in this challenging time. Being an
asylum seeker myself, it is vital we don’t for-
get society’s most vulnerable” (UNRIC, 2020,
para. 7). In the Netherlands, asylum seek-
ers were taking part in different activities
to protect the locals from the coronavirus,
for example, cleaning train stations, shop-
ping trolleys, and baskets. When asked why
they were doing this, one asylum seeker said,
“We have a roof over our heads and food
here. I think it’s time for us to get involved
to fight the coronavirus. We want to give
something back” (UNRIC, 2020, para. 8). The
United Nations reflected:

Refugees and asylum seekers are among some of the

most vulnerable members of our societies, exposed

to many of the huge risks presented by the virus. In

light of this, the significant contribution of refugees

and asylum seekers, either as medical staff in hospi-

tals or as generous citizens in our communities, is all

the more meaningful and must be acknowledged.

(UNRIC, 2020, para. 9)

Refugees have also been making a differ-
ence in their own communities in the fight
against COVID-19. Hakiza et al. (2020) rec-
ognize their importance in the responses to

©Martuscelli, P. 2022
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the pandemic. Refugees distribute food and
non-food items, provide information, serve
the community as health workers, partici-
pate in contagion monitoring and screening
initiatives, and influence behavioural norms.
Refugee women have offered solutions to
protect their communities from the virus in
Bangladesh, Ukraine, Jordan, and Kenya (UN
Women, 2020). Fiddian-Qasmiyeh and Qas-
miyeh (2020) reflect on the “long-standing
traditions of mutual aid and solidarity” of
refugees in Lebanon “to protect themselves
and others from the pandemic” (p. 351). The
authors explain that these initiatives existed
even before the COVID-19 outbreak, and the
refugees would provide support to differ-
ent nationalities within and outside refugee
camps. Bentley et al. (2020) show that Somali
communities in the United States mobilized
and prioritized support for elders, individu-
als with chronic health conditions, and peo-
ple with low socio-economic backgrounds
(including providing them with food) dur-
ing the pandemic. According to one Somali
refugee, “What gives me strength or mean-
ing at this time is giving back to my commu-
nity” (Bentley et al., 2020, p. S262).

In Brazil, refugees and other migrants
started sewing masks to donate to public
shelters and low-income populations in a
project in partnership with the Public Min-
istry of Labour (MPT) and the University of
Campinas (Unicamp) and supported by the
UN Population Fund (UNFPA) and the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR). The collective movement Desloca-
mento Criativo was coordinating this action
with refugees and other migrants. A Syr-
ian refugee involved in the project reflected:
“I think it is important to contribute at this
moment to ensure thewell-beingof refugees
and migrants living in public shelters, with-
out having the possibility of getting a job”
(Pachioni, 2020, para 8).

Delfim (2020a) highlights that since mid-
March 2020, at least 50 actions—especially in
the state of São Paulo—were carried out by
or had the active participation of migrants.
The migrant-led organization África do
Coração distributed hundreds of food pack-
ages to refugees andothermigrants in differ-
ent states of Brazil (Delfim, 2020b). Refugee
led-organizations provide answers in five
areas in the context of COVID-19: (a) ensur-
ing public information, (b) acting as commu-
nityhealthworkers, (c) assisting in the screen-
ing and monitoring of contagions, (d) filling
gaps in the provision of services and policies,
and (e) influencing social norms (Alio et al.,
2020; Betts et al., 2020).

All cases presented in this section show
diverse solidarity acts performed by refugees
in different contexts and parts of the globe,
even if they tend to be a group left behind
during sanitary emergencies. However, it is
not clear what motivates refugees to be sol-
idary during the pandemic. By analyzing the
case of Brazil, this paper shows that refugees,
despite their exclusion during the COVID-19
pandemic, feel empathy towards vulnerable
groups’ suffering in their host countries and
adopt solidarity narratives regarding them.

Theoretical Framework

Wilde (2013, p. 1) defines solidarity as “a
feelingof sympathy sharedby subjectswithin
and between groups, impelling supportive
action and pursuing social inclusion.” Soli-
darity among people is essential in the fight
against COVID-19 through the adoption of
measures that prevent the spread of the
virus, such as staying at home, maintaining
social distance, and wearing a mask to pro-
tect oneself and others (Libal & Kashwan,
2020).

There were many experiences of solidar-
ity acts during the COVID-19 pandemic out-
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break (beyond adopting the recommended
protection measures), including communi-
ties going shopping for the elderly, individ-
uals volunteering, and other manifestations
of love and empathy being shown towards
neighbours. A shared sense of vulnerability
during a crisis can spur solidarity. Elcheroth
and Drury (2020) explain that “the feeling
of all being ‘in the same boat’ gives rise to
a sense of common identity, which moti-
vates and makes possible mutual support
during the crisis” (p. 707). However, it is not
expected that solidarity will automatically
develop during a moment of crisis (Prain-
sack, 2020), mainly because, following their
survival instincts, people may adopt selfish
actions.

Refugees’ solidarity towards other groups
can be explained by “perceived similarities
between the ingroup’s and other groups’
experiences of group-based victimization”
(Vollhardt et al., 2016, p. 354). Vollhardt et al.
(2016) argue that two types of consciousness
can happen between two groups. The first
happens when a group perceives another
group as a symbolic threat when there is con-
flict over resources. In this case, the first
groupwill perceive its victimizationas unique
and distinct, forming an exclusive victim con-
sciousness towards the second group. This
group will not be solidary (or adopt posi-
tive attitudes) towards the group perceived
as competing for the same resources (Voll-
hardt, 2015).

On the other hand, “shared experiences
of disadvantage, group-based oppression or
violence can provide the basis for a common
ingroup between victimized groups” (Voll-
hardt et al., 2016, p. 355), creating an inclu-
sive victim consciousness. Vollhardt (2015)
explains that having contact with other
groups’ narratives of suffering may motivate
this inclusive victim consciousness in the first

group. However, there is no direct expecta-
tionof solidarity a priori because “thismutual
acknowledgementof sufferingand collective
victimization,” as the essence of inclusive vic-
tim consciousness, must be “thorough and
genuine”(Vollhardt, 2015, p. 115).

Vollhardt et al. (2016) show that this inclu-
sive victim consciousness can extend beyond
a specific context when a mutual acknowl-
edgement is present and the other group is
not perceived as a competitor. The authors
conclude that “general inclusive victim con-
sciousness (i.e., believing that other groups
in the world have suffered in similar ways as
the ingroup) predicted support for refugees
and immigrants among disadvantaged and
victimized minority groups” (p. 365). This
article considers refugees in Brazil as hav-
ing an in-group identity as people who suf-
fered victimizing events that forced them to
apply for asylum in Brazil. In this context,
the term victims denotes that refugees suf-
fered events that forced them to flee their
countries. However, being victims does not
mean that refugees are helpless people who
cannot act. On the contrary, victimizing
experiences motivate groups to act towards
other groups. I employ the victim terminol-
ogy of Vollhardt (2015), but I recognize the
importance of critical discussions on victim-
hood. In this article, I understand victim “not
as a passive synonym of victimization but as
a political status and potential site of agency
and power” (Krystalli, 2021, p. 126).

The inclusive victim consciousness makes
the concept of solidarity more complex
than Wilde’s (2013) definition, highlighted
at the beginning of this section. Prainsack
(2020) defines solidarity as “the practice that
expresses the willingness to support oth-
ers with whom we recognize similarity in
a relevant respect” (p. 127). Bauder & Juffs
(2020) define six types of solidarity that

©Martuscelli, P. 2022



32 REFUGE: CANADA’S JOURNAL ON REFUGEES Solidarity in the Time of COVID-19

are useful for this analysis of the Brazil-
ian case: solidarity as loyalty, Indigenous
solidarity, self-centred solidarity, emotional
reflexive solidarity, rational reflexive solidar-
ity, and recognitive solidarity.2 In my inter-
views, I could not identify Indigenous sol-
idarity because refugees in Brazil did not
refer to their solidarity acts as connected to
their ancestors and/or land. I could not per-
ceive that their solidarity narratives and acts
were calculatedwith pragmatical interests to
improve their well-being. On the contrary,
refugees were sharing food and time with
other populations. Therefore, I did not iden-
tify self-centred solidarity in the refugees’
narratives.

Refugees’ acts of solidarity can represent
solidarity as loyalty when refugees are sol-
idary with other refugees from their own
community. Solidarity acts can also high-
light emotional reflexive solidaritywhen they
are “based on sympathy, compassion, friend-
ship […] and identification with the victim”
(Bauder & Juffs, 2020, p. 48). In this sense,
emotional reflexive solidarity dialogues with
the concept of inclusive victim conscious-
ness (Vollhardt, 2015). Refugees’ solidarity
discourses can also show rational reflexive
solidarity when they express an idea of “com-
munity of us all.” Finally, it is possible to rec-
ognize the solidarity of refugees as anexpres-
sionof reciprocity towards host communities,
reflecting recognitive solidarity.

Refugees faced suffering experiences in
their origin countries, allowing them to cre-
ate an inclusive victim consciousness (Voll-
hardt, 2015) towards other groups in the
host countries also suffering because of the

pandemic. This inclusive victim conscious-
ness (Vollhardt, 2015) helps to explain why
refugees (even though they are a left-behind
group in sanitary crises) adopt different types
of solidarity narratives (solidarity as loy-
alty, emotional reflexive solidarity, rational
reflexive solidarity, and recognitive solidar-
ity; Bauder & Juffs, 2020) towards different
groups affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Refugees In Brazil During the Outbreak
of the Pandemic

Brazil is the largest country in Latin America
(considering population, territory, and econ-
omy). The country adopted a progressive asy-
lum law with its own refugee status deter-
mination mechanism based on an expanded
definition of asylum, including people flee-
ing a situation of severe and generalized vio-
lations of human rights (Jatobá&Martuscelli,
2018). Since 2019, Brazil has been recogniz-
ing Venezuelans as refugees based on this
clause (CONARE & Obmigra, 2020). Accord-
ing to Brazilian law and the Constitution,
asylum seekers and refugees have the same
rights as Brazilians, including the right to
education and work and the right to access
health care and social assistance.3 At the
end of 2019, 31,996 refugees were living
in Brazil, coming from Venezuela (20,935),
Syria (7,768), the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (DRC) (1,209), and 80 other nations.
Between 2011 and 2019, 239,706 asylum
seekers arrived in the country (CONARE &
Obmigra, 2020). In 2019, Brazil received the
sixth highest number of asylum seekers glob-
ally (UNHCR, 2020).

2According to Bauder & Juffs (2020), solidarity as loyalty can “be summarised as ‘helping your “own” people”’ (p. 49); Indigenous
solidarity “can relate to the spiritual connection between people, their ancestors, and to the land” (p. 49); self-centred solidarity “is
based on practical motivations and calculated interest in improving or preserving one’s own situation” (p. 50); emotional reflexive
solidarity is “centered on mutual understanding, sympathy, and empathy” (Kapeller &Wolkenstein, 2013, p. 482, quoted in Bauder
& Juffs, 2020, p. 50); rational reflexive solidarity “is part of an expression of a singular ‘community of us all’” (Bauder & Juffs, 2020,
p. 51); and recognitive solidarity “is framed in terms of reciprocity” (p. 52). For further discussion, see Figure 1 in Bauder & Juffs
(2020, p. 48).

3Lei No. 9.474, de 22 de Julho de 1997, Col. Leis Rep. Fed. Brasil, 189 (7, t.1): 4227, Julho 1997.
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A report from theUNHCRandCátedra Sér-
gio Vieira de Mello (2019) concluded that
refugees in Brazil face a higher risk of dis-
crimination and xenophobia when accessing
public services (including health). Besides
that, even if refugeeswere, on average, more
educated than Brazilians, they had higher
unemployment rates and lower salaries than
nationals. This situation put refugees in
a more vulnerable situation than Brazil-
ians when the pandemic started, as shown
by Martuscelli (2021). Many refugees had
small businesses producing and selling food.
They had to close due to the initial lockdowns
inmanyBrazilian states. Other refugeeswere
working in essential services, including super-
markets and cleaning companies. Finally,
unemployed refugees could not continue job
hunting due to the lockdowns (Martuscelli,
2021).

Therewasmuchuncertainty about the dis-
ease during the first two weeks of the pan-
demic outbreak inBrazil (when this studywas
conducted). The Brazilian federal govern-
ment did not adopt theWHO-recommended
measures (Jubilut et al., 2020). Refugees
and immigrants were a left-behind popula-
tion (Martuscelli, 2021). In fact, refugees
faced the same challenges as Brazilians con-
sidering their socio-economic profile and
access to protection connected towork, chal-
lenges aggravated by the pandemic (i.e., the
lack of information and fear of xenopho-
bia when accessing health care), and new
challenges created by the pandemic, includ-
ing the closures of borders and essential ser-
vices such as companies that send money
abroad (Martuscelli, 2021).

METHODOLOGY

Refugees are experts of their own experi-
ences (Hynes, 2003). Therefore, the best
way to understand how refugees have dis-
played solidarity during the COVID-19 pan-
demic involves considering their lived experi-
ences and how they reflect on them. I con-
ducted 29 semi-structured phenomenologi-
cal interviews (Høffding & Martiny, 2016)4

with refugees living in the states of São
Paulo and Rio de Janeiro between March 27,
2020, and April 6, 2020. São Paulo and Rio
de Janeiro are states where many refugees
live and where their governors adopted
WHO-recommended measures to close non-
essential businesses and schools and imple-
ment social distancing measures.

The solidarity narratives of refugees can-
not be explained by the poor Brazilian man-
agement of the pandemic since the inter-
views were conducted in the first two weeks
when nobody knew how the Brazilian gov-
ernment would perform. There were no
differences in the solidarity narratives of
interviewees considering their nationality,
age, or gender. All interviewees were
declared as refugees according to Article 1 of
the Brazilian Asylum Law (Law 9474/1997).5

I employed a snowballing strategy to recruit
the participants (Noy, 2008), contacting two
community leaders who gave me the contact
information of other refugees until the point
of saturation, when no new information was
being provided.

Most participants in this research project
were male (86.20%) and young (34.5 years;
range: 20–48 years), coming from the DRC,

4According to Høffding & Martiny (2016, p. 545), ”the phenomenological interview consists of two intricately linked tiers. The
first is the interview itself as the second person perspective described above, while the second is a phenomenological analysis of
the first tier. In the first tier, we generate descriptions of experiential content and gain intimate first-hand knowledge of the inter-
viewee’s lived experience. In the second tier, relying on the phenomenological method (Gallagher and Zahavi 2008, chap. 2), we
analyze these descriptions, in such a way that they might be generalized to say something about experiential structures and hence
subjectivity as such.”

5Lei No. 9.474, de 22 de Julho de 1997, Col. Leis Rep. Fed. Brasil, 189 (7, t.1): 4227, Julho 1997.
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Syria, Venezuela, Mali, Cameroon, Guinea-
Conakry, and Guyana. Table 1 in the online
Appendix shows the main characteristics of
the participants. The interviewees lived in
Brazil for at least three years (mean = 6.82
years; median = 7 years; max. = 12 years).
Almost 50% of refugees were employed
(14/29, including 3 in essential services and
3 working from a home office), 8 of 29 were
self-employed or freelancers (4 in the food
business), and 7 were unemployed.

This research followed the ethical recom-
mendations of the code of ethics of the
International Association for the Study of
Forced Migration (IASFM, 2019), consider-
ing the principles of doing no harm, respect-
ing refugees’ confidentiality and privacy, and
guaranteeing voluntary informed participa-
tion based on participants’ oral informed
consent (as an extrameasure to avoid privacy
and confidentiality breaches). I conducted
all the interviews using WhatsApp’s audio
call function to respect social distancingmea-
sures.6 The interviews were conducted in
Portuguese, English, or French, following
each interviewee’s preference. I transcribed
and analyzed the content of the interviews
using ATLAS.ti 8 (ATLAS.ti Scientific Software
Development GmbH, Berlin, Germany).

This article is part of a larger research
project aiming to understand how refugees
in Brazil were affected by the outbreak of
the COVID-19 pandemic. I translated all the
project documents and the refugees’ quota-
tions from Portuguese to English. The ques-
tionnaire (available in the online Appendix)
had no specific questions involving solidar-
ity or past suffering experiences of refugees
in their origin countries. However, solidar-
ity emerged as an essential topic to under-
standing the living experiences of refugees
in Brazil during the pandemic outbreak in

the country. Of 29 refugees, 23 expressed
solidarity narratives, especially when answer-
ing the following questions: “How do you
think that the Brazilian government could
help refugees during this time of COVID-19?”
and “How do you think that this pandemic
affects the life of refugees in general?” One
limitation of this study is that the solidar-
ity narratives appeared in the interviews of
refugees during the first two weeks of the
pandemic in Brazil. Therefore, it cannot infer
the long-term effects of these narratives.

RESULTS

Inclusive Victim Consciousness of
Refugees in Brazil

The inclusive victim consciousness approach
presupposes that a group that has suffered
before it recognizes suffering in another
group (Vollhardt, 2015). During the inter-
views, refugees from Syria, Venezuela, and
the DRC reflected on how their previous
experiences during armed conflicts and
humanitarian crises prepared them for the
pandemic. One refugee from DRC explained
that staying at home was not difficult for
him:

When I lived in Africa, like when there was a war

there, I had to stay at home. Because we lived this

life. Iwasborn in1992; I started to see thewar. I lived

this for 22 years. When I arrived in Brazil, I left the

war. I lived a life like that before: today youarewalk-

ing on the street, playing ball. Tomorrow they warn

everyone on the television about going home. They

warn everyone that there is going to bewar. For me,

[staying at home] is normal.

(28-year-old interviewee, March 27, 2020)

A Congolese refugee also explained that
he knew how to behave in crisis situations,
and because of that, he decided to stock food
at home: “I will tell you something, I already

6Tools and discussions on primary data collection during the COVID-19 pandemic are available from Samuels (2020).
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participated in the war, I have been through
this when a big thing comes, I can speak,
I am the first person to be more afraid” (35-
year-old interviewee, March 28, 2020). A Syr-
ian refugee also explained he did not panic
because he already faced a similar situation
in his home country:

Actually, to be honest, I am not so much in panic.

I don’t know. Like last time I was talking to friends,

like Syrian friends and maybe because we faced

something similar like this before. It was not a virus;

itwas awar. So itwas likewehad to stay at homeand

we could not go out for some time. We know what

it means to have your food, save some food, manage

to survivewith theminimum, and not havework and

things like this. So I am not very much in shock now.

(30-year-old interviewee, March 31, 2020)

This reflection of being prepared to face a
situation of crisis also appeared in the inter-
view of a Venezuelan woman:

We have been through situations in our country

where, like, not being able to leave home, rationing

[resources], not having food [to buy] … so, at least

this makes me a little more mature. In other words,

[it helped me] accept the situation of not being able

to leave the house, of having to ration the food, of

being cautious with the expenses. […] As I said, we

already have this issue of coming from many needs,

so we always have [this mentality,] “I’ll buy some-

thing and save one here if anything [happens].” Hav-

ing food is the biggest worry always. So I said, “It’s

okay, there is food, we are getting ready, I’m doing

it. For now, there is food, so everything is fine.”

(37-year-old interviewee, April 6, 2020)

Another Congolese refugee explained
that he feared COVID-19 because he had
already experienced living through the Ebola
epidemic in his home country:

I am also afraid because […] I have already experi-

enced this in Africa. It was not with coronavirus; it

was other viruses that passed there in Africa. […]

There was Ebola in Africa. Ebola was born in my

country, right? We already had all this exposure to

take care of ourselves physically. We already know.

(28-year-old interviewee, March 27, 2020)

The preceding quotes indicate refugees’
experiences of suffering in their home coun-
tries (due to war, food shortages, and
other epidemics). Alam’s (2020) study with
refugees from Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq
living through the COVID-19 pandemic in
Frankfurt also found that “refugees showed
in conversations that they were used to daily
curfews due to armed conflicts in their native
countries” (p. 119). Refugees faced suf-
fering experiences that marked them sig-
nificantly and emerged during their reflec-
tions about living the pandemic outbreak in
Brazil. Therefore, refugees’ own suffering
seems to make them more sensitive in fac-
ing the COVID-19 responses in Brazil. This
has allowed them to develop inclusive vic-
tim consciousness (Vollhardt, 2015) towards
other groups suffering because of COVID-19.

Solidarity in Refugees’ Narratives

The interviews with refugees indicate that
they suffered in their home countries, mak-
ing them more empathic to other people’s
suffering due to the pandemic. This inclusive
victim consciousness (Vollhardt, 2015) seems
to explain participants’ different solidarity
narratives directed towards Brazilian groups
in situations of vulnerability, the refugee
community, and the Brazilian population in
general. These narratives show respectively
(a) emotional reflexive solidarity, (b) soli-
darity as loyalty combined with emotional
reflexive solidarity, and (c) rational reflexive
solidarity mixed with emotional reflexive sol-
idarity and recognitive solidarity (Bauder &
Juffs, 2020).

Emotional Reflexive Solidarity Towards
Vulnerable Brazilian Groups

When the COVID-19 pandemic started in
Brazil, many refugees were facing a difficult
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situation since theywere unemployed or pre-
vented from working as informal workers or
self-employed. They were not sure how to
pay their bills. Even employed refugees were
worried about a future economic crisis and
losing their jobs. However, they found space
in their reflections to think about people
who were in a worse situation than them, as
explained by this Syrian refugee: “With our
money from our work we help others some-
times, those in a situation worse than us,
you know?” (33-year-old interviewee, March
30, 2020). Refugees who suffered identify
the suffering of vulnerable people, including
homeless people. One Congolese refugee
was homeless when he first arrived in Brazil,
and now he was sharing information as a
way to help homeless people during the pan-
demic:

When I got here, I lived on the street. I lived on

the street with homeless people. At that time, there

was no such thing [as COVID-19]. Today, there is this

thing. I think it will be difficult for people who are

living on the street. But we are trying to share infor-

mation, addresses of hostels that help, that can help

them to live, to eat. I have an address, and I’m send-

ing it to people because I don’t know. […] I’m also

sharingwith people who have no place to see where

they can sleep and take care of themselves.

(28-year-old interviewee, March 27, 2020)

Other refugees also reflected that home-
less people were in a worse situation than
refugees:

But I imagine other people. For example, these peo-

ple who are on the street, or the people who live in

a shelter, I don’t know how things are there.

(37-year-old Venezuelan refugee interviewee, April 6, 2020)

We are protecting ourselves, but imagine the home-

less people who depend on the government, the city

hall, other people for help, because they don’t want

to be sick.

(39-year-old Congolese refugee interviewee, April 4, 2020)

Refugees also reflected on poor Brazilians
and self-employed Brazilians who could not
stay at home since they needed to work to
feed their families:

I don’t know, I was thinking, now there are a lot of

poor people who have no money to support them-

selves … I think these people will not be able to stay

at home.

(28-year-old Syrian refugee interviewee, April 4, 2020)

There is a problem in Brazil that not only refugees

need [help], but many people need it here.

(27-year-old Syrian refugee interviewee, April 3, 2020)

Refugeeswere also sharing foodwithpeo-
ple in need. This was the case of this Con-
golese woman who was unemployed:

I’m getting help from other migrants. I’m also pass-

ing it on to those who need it who are closer to me

so that I will help them. But we have to stay at home.

[…] To tell you the truth, everything that I’m receiv-

ing … food package, I’m also sharing it with anyone

who needs it.

(36-years-old interviewee, April 3, 2020)

A self-employed Venezuelan woman was
also helping people in need, including Brazil-
ians:

We help here too. When we know that a person

needs food, or they need something, we say, “Ah,

I have such a thing, I have rice.” So when I can, I do

it … I receive a food package. Then I saw a friend, “I

need money for food.” Then I said, “Okay.” So I also

share it with Brazilian friends who are facing diffi-

culties. I make a bagwith rice, beans and such things

and give it to them. So I always try to help people.

(37-year-old interviewee, April 6, 2020)

These illustrative quotes of solidarity
towards vulnerable groups (the homeless
and people in need) can be interpreted
as examples of emotional reflexive solidar-
ity (Bauder & Juffs, 2020). Because refugees
recognize the suffering of other groups,
they have empathy and compassion towards
them. This also indicates the inclusive victim
consciousness towards these other groups
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that are suffering during the pandemic (Voll-
hardt, 2015). Refugees do not perceive
homeless people and those in need as com-
peting for the same resources. They recog-
nize them as victims of a challenging situa-
tion (i.e., the COVID-19 pandemic) that need
help.

Solidarity as Loyalty Combined with
Emotional Reflexive Solidarity Towards
Refugees in Need

The second type of solidarity expressed by
the refugees was directed to other commu-
nities of refugees living in vulnerable condi-
tions. While these narratives and actions can
be classified as solidarity as loyalty, that is,
refugees supporting people from the same
group (forced displaced non-nationals), they
also reflect a logic of emotional reflexive
solidarity, since refugees are helping other
refugees (from the same nationality or not)
who are in a more difficult situation aggra-
vatedby thepandemic (Bauder& Juffs, 2020).
This solidarity is basednot only onnationality
or being a foreigner but also on the recogni-
tion that people are suffering.

One Congolese refugee was a doctor in
the DRC, but he could not practise medicine
in Brazil. While hewas facing individual chal-
lenges during the pandemic, hewas also sup-
porting other refugees living in abandoned
buildings (called occupations—ocupações in
Portuguese). In one of these places, two hun-
dred families were living in challenging con-
ditions: “There is no water, no electricity, no
hygiene conditions. Many people are ask-
ing for help there. Because there is no help.
You don’t know where to go. There’s noth-
ing there” (40-year-old interviewee, March
31, 2020). He reflected how he could not be

at peace knowing that peoplewere suffering
and how he was supporting them:

I’m fine, but my brother, my sister7 lives badly right

now, very badly. They have no better place to live,

no food to eat, nomoney to do anything. […] That is

why Congolese refugees who live in São Paulo will

help them. […] We give them food packages and

complementarymoney tobuy typical products of our

country, pay for transportation to go to the hospital,

or buy other things they need. It allows people to eat

the way they want. We organize ourselves to help

our brothers that are suffering, that have nothing.

Another Congolese refugee who was
unemployed reflected that he also supported
refugee families in occupations when he
worked. However, he could not do it any-
more:

Sometimes, when I worked, I would gather some

friends, and say, “Let’s go there.” … I would buy

some cookies and go there to give them to the chil-

dren. […] I remember that I had a friend from the

company that bought toys and gave them to chil-

dren at the end of the year.

(25-year-old interviewee, April 1, 2020)

A 32-year-old Syrian refugee was also try-
ing to help his self-employed Syrian friends
who could no longer work by sharing infor-
mation that could help them as well as
sharing contact informationof organizations
providing material support (April 4, 2020).
This Congolese refugee leader of a migrant-
led organization organized a solidarity cam-
paign to support migrants and refugees who
were suffering due to the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic:

We try to do a solidarity campaign. When a person

in need enters in contact, we try to askwho hasmore

[to share] so we can support who doesn’t. Yesterday

we went to visit a woman who has two daughters.

She is pregnant, her husband is in Angola, and she

has no food at home. Her fridge is empty. So instead

7In this case, “brother” and “sister” refer to people from the same community and not people that are children of the same father
and/or mother.

©Martuscelli, P. 2022



38 REFUGE: CANADA’S JOURNAL ON REFUGEES Solidarity in the Time of COVID-19

of telling her, “Come and get it [the food],” we went

there.

(40-year-old interviewee, April 3, 2020)

Rational Reflexive Solidarity Mixed with
Emotional Reflexive Solidarity and
Recognitive Solidarity Towards the
Brazilian Population in General

The last type of solidarity shown by refugees
during the pandemic mainly appeared as an
answer to the following question: “How
do you think that the Brazilian govern-
ment could help refugees during this time
of COVID-19?” After previous questions,
where refugees responded by reflecting on
how the pandemic had affected their lives
and the lives of other refugees, I expected
that refugees (who recognized they were
left behind and the authorities did not con-
sider their needs and particularities during
the pandemic) would focus only on their
own experiences of suffering during the pan-
demic. Additionally, the phrasing of the
question also directed refugees towards a
more in-group reflection, that is, how the
government should help refugees, which is a
specific group, affected by the pandemic.

However, most of the interviewees
(11/23) expressing solidarity narratives
answered this question by saying that the
government should not think only of the
refugees, since all Brazilians were suffering:

Ah, I can’t say, “Just the refugee,” you have to help

everyone, right? Because, in addition to being a

refugee, we are also human beings, do you under-

stand?

(25-year-old Congolese refugee interviewee, April 1, 2020)

It is everyone, not only the refugee, the Brazilian, the

foreigner, it is affecting everyone in various sectors.

(34-year-old Guinean refugee interviewee, March 30, 2020)

I cannot be too selfish. In the sameway that refugees

are going to be helped, you have to help Brazilian

families, who are also going through this situation,

regardless of being rich or poor.

(39-year-old- Congolese refugee interviewee, April 4, 2020)

[Provide help] not only to refugees. Everybody is

people, everybody is the same.

(40-year-old Congolese refugee interviewee, March 21, 2020)

I think that not only refugees have to be helped.

Refugees are a percentage of the Brazilian people,

right? [The government] should help us the same

way they are doing with Brazilians. But they have to

help Brazilians too.

(21-year-old Syrian refugee interviewee, April 4, 2020)

The refugees reflected that the pandemic
affected everybody and that it was not the
time to be selfish. One refugee from Guyana
explained that the government should help
everybody and that refugees should help
other people as well:

Everybody is passing through the same situation;

whether you are Brazilian or you are a refugee, or

you are a “foreigner” … we are all passing through

the same thing. […] As refugees, we should not

be thinking only about ourselves. However, we

should be thinking about how we can maybe help

those around ourselves. […] The government has to

help everybody with no discrimination. Everybody,

refugees, migrants, Brazilians, should be treated the

same way.

(48-year-old interviewee, April 2, 2020)

This logic of “we are all in the same
boat” reflects a recognition of shared suf-
fering, that is, an explicit understanding
that we all are victims of this pandemic.
In this sense, these reflections that the
Brazilian government should help every-
body and not only refugees indicate ratio-
nal reflexive solidarity (Bauder & Juffs, 2020),
where refugees recognize a community of
all of us. At the same time, there are
also elements of emotional reflexive solidar-
ity (Bauder & Juffs, 2020) when refugees
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who suffered are empathic towards the suf-
fering of all Brazilians facing the COVID-
19 pandemic. This compassion is also con-
nected with refugees’ inclusive victim con-
sciousness (Vollhardt, 2015). A Congolese
refugee who already suffered the war in his
country (see theprevious section)wanted the
government to help wealthy Brazilians who
could be harmed because of the pandemic:

I would ask [the Brazilian government] that this help

can be for everyone, because a rich person can also

sometimes lack food in her house, and she cannot be

left behind too. If this help is only for a category of

people, the other categories will not have access [to

it]. I think this is not the best. I want a solution for

everyone.

(35-year-old interviewee, March 28, 2020)

While this solidarity towards the general
population is based on recognizing that all
are victims in this pandemic, it also has a
component of reciprocity: refugees helping
people who helped them before. Refugees
perceived that Brazil welcomed them, and
many received help from Brazilian people.
Hence, being in solidarity with them would
be a way to return the solidarity that they
received before. Therefore, these narra-
tives bring elements of recognitive solidar-
ity (Bauder & Juffs, 2020). This was the
case for a self-employed Syrian refugee who
argued that the government should help
everybody because he was worried that he
could not pay his rent, which could harm his
landlady, who was nice to him: “[Help] not
only for refugees but for everyone because
I am suffering from this [pandemic] and my
landlady is waiting for the rent. If I do not
pay it, her bills will be delayed too” (40-year-
old interviewee, March 27, 2020).

CONCLUSION

The Brazilian case helps us to understand
that refugees who suffered in their home

countries can empathize with the suffer-
ing of other groups, such as populations in
a situation of vulnerability (e.g., homeless
and Brazilians in need), other refugees in a
worse situation (e.g., people living in aban-
doned buildings), and the Brazilian popula-
tion in general, which has been impacted
by the COVID-19 outbreak. This solidarity
seems to be based on an inclusive victim con-
sciousness (Vollhardt, 2015) of refugees in
Brazil. The participants’ narratives also indi-
cate different types of solidarity as discussed
by Bauder & Juffs (2020): emotional reflec-
tive solidarity towards suffering groups; sol-
idarity as loyalty together with emotional
reflective solidarity towards other refugees;
and rational reflective solidarity mixed with
emotional reflective solidarity and recogni-
tive solidarity towards the Brazilian popula-
tion as a whole.

This analysis can contribute to under-
standing refugee solidarity in other con-
texts discussed previously in this article. The
use of the inclusive victim consciousness
approach (Vollhardt, 2015) and different
types of solidarity (Bauder & Juffs, 2020) may
explain other situations of refugee solidar-
ity during this pandemic. For example, dur-
ing the first lockdown in Italy, UNHCR Italy
lent its Instagram account to refugees to
send messages to Italians using #Iorestoa-
casa [I stay at home] (ANSA, 2020). In their
posts, refugees reflected on the suffering
they experienced in their home countries
(and their experiences when they had to stay
at home because of war or humanitarian cri-
sis) to justify that they understood the situ-
ation that Italy was facing. They sent mes-
sages of strength to the Italian population
and solidarity in these difficult times. These
messages of solidarity from refugees in Italy
also seem to indicate an inclusive victim con-
sciousness (Vollhardt, 2015) towards Italians
facing the first lockdown in the country. It
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also shows emotional reflexive solidarity—
that is, refugees had compassion and empa-
thy towards and identified with the Italians
suffering during this pandemic (Bauder &
Juffs, 2020).

Finally, this article contributes to the liter-
ature on solidarity and refugee studies, con-
sidering the living experiences of refugees,
a left-behind population, during the out-
break of the COVID-19 pandemic in Brazil.
Refugees reflected on their own solidarity
narratives in a moment of uncertainty and
suffering. Solidarity was so strong in the
refugees’ experience of the COVID-19 pan-
demic that this emerged even in a question-
naire that was not focused on this topic. Sol-
idarity within refugee populations should be
further studied since it helps to explain an
essential angle of refugees’ contribution to
host countries.

Further studies should adopt an age and
gender lens to approach asylum and solidar-
ity during COVID-19. Other studies should
consider the long-term impact of the pan-
demic on refugee lives, including in their
solidarity towards other groups. Prainsack
(2020) argues that after an initial surge, sol-
idarity may fade away when people start to
“blame” groups that are different, especially
with the lack of institutions providing eco-
nomic andmental stability for people to sup-
port others.

This study represents a unique picture
of refugees during the first two weeks of
the pandemic in Brazil. Considering that
refugees’ solidarity narratives seem to be
based on their inclusive victim conscious-
ness, it is probable that it will persist during
the pandemic, even considering the lack of
institutional support and responses to fight
the pandemic in Brazil. Nevertheless, fur-
ther studies should continue to investigate
refugees’ solidarity and COVID-19 in Global
South countries.
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