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10
Solidarity and Care Economy in Times

of ‘Crisis’: A View from Greece
and Hungary Between 2015 and 2020

Penny Travlou and Anikó Bernát

Introduction

Solidarity economy is an umbrella term for a wide range of collective,
collaborative practices that actuate the principle of solidarity through
cooperation, mutual aid, co-creation, sharing, reciprocity, altruism,
volunteerism, caring, and gifting. Defining solidarity economy as a
specific, singular economic model is challenging. Definitions vary across
the place, time, political perspectives, and happenstance; yet, there is an
increasingly common, albeit broad, understanding of solidarity economy
as an economic practice motivated by solidarity and characterised by
non-monetised activities, such as care labour and community nurturing
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V. Česnuitytė et al. (eds.), The Sharing Economy in Europe,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-86897-0_10

207

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-86897-0_10&domain=pdf
mailto:p.travlou@ed.ac.uk
mailto:bernat@tarki.hu
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-86897-0_10


208 P. Travlou and A. Bernát

(e.g., from cooking, cleaning, child-rearing, and eldercare to community
events, helping a neighbour, and volunteer work). Solidarity economy
comprises activities that are ‘the bedrock of reproduction and essential
to participation in paid work’ (Kawano 2016, p. 4). Care—nurturing
and care labour—is thus integral to solidarity economy. A Solidarity
economy is, in effect, an economy of care that recognises ‘the multiple
identities of individuals and groups and their interdependency and
mutual bonds’ (van Osch 2013, p. 4). This economic model aligns with
the concept of the ‘caring human being,’ according to which interrelated
people act on the basis of ‘mutual trust and sensitivity’ (van Osch 2013,
p. 4) to repair the world they inhabit (Tronto 1993).
This chapter focuses on the emergence of practices and networks

of solidarity economy in two countries of the European Union (EU),
Greece and Hungary, in response to two recent events construed as
‘crises’: the ‘refugee crisis’ in 2015 and the COVID-19 pandemic in
2020. Each of these two countries, one in Southern and one in Eastern
Europe, has a different socio-political past and present and distinct tradi-
tions of civic action. Here, we look at how solidarity economy emerged
during crisis and how it was constituted not (only) through monetised
value but also through care and nurture. Our observations are based
on ethnographic fieldwork, interviews, and focus groups with grassroots
solidarity collectives that assembled to respond to these two ‘crises’ in
Greece and Hungary.

Since 2008, economies of sharing have proliferated in European
societies affected by the financial crisis. The emergence of alternative
economic networks in many European cities (Leontidou 2012a) illus-
trates the resurgence of sharing economy and exemplifies the potential
of this economy to generate alternatives to the mainstream capitalist
market in cities undergoing an economic recession. It is argued that
the economic/financial/austerity crisis in economies of the European
periphery (PIIGS: Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Greece, and Spain), which
reinforced a North/South and centre/periphery divide within the Euro-
zone (Leontidou 2012b, 2015), benefited neoliberal economic regimes
through the extensive privatisation of public wealth. In Hungary, the
economic crisis of the late 2000s–early 2010s triggered predominantly
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individual responses, such as the acceleration of emigration, and state-
level responses, such as an extensive public work programme. Sharing
and collaborative economic initiatives also emerged, nonetheless, and,
after some delay, became relatively widespread. In those European
countries where solidarity economy became a major response to the
austerity crisis, solidarity practices emerged in many different domains
of economic and social life.
The sharing of resources, labour, ideas, and knowledge plays an

increasingly more prominent role in emerging economies of solidarity.
A culture of prosumption (where communities both produce and
use/consume facilities, goods, and infrastructures) and an ethos of
sharing may indeed be harbingers of systemic change. As the welfare
state collapses and growing numbers of people become expelled from the
formal economy, solidarity economy alternatives, informed by an ethos
of caring, can release economic pressures while involving people in the
co-development of hybrid participatory practices, tactics, and technolo-
gies of local communal control. The local success of solidarity economy
networks may not bring about the elimination of capitalism; arguably,
it may contribute to the ongoing re-organisation of capitalism under
new, more flexible, informal, and blurred forms, influenced—and driven
by—digitalisation. As the comprehensive and rapid socio-economic
transformation produces its winners and losers, supporters and oppo-
nents, the principles and practices of sharing could gain a leading role
in shaping this emerging world. The radical potential of solidarity in a
post-capitalistic narrative, however, is not a given but something to be
sought, constructed, and, inevitably, fought for.

One question is how the social and economic logics and networks
of sharing could become something more than spontaneous attempts
at local relief: how they could establish valid economic alternatives
that operate across interconnected localities within and across Euro-
pean countries. Many of these economic solidarity networks begun as
local efforts of collective survival through the austerity crisis (e.g., in
Greece); yet, they drove radical change by establishing an economic
culture of sharing that persisted even after the ‘official’ end of the
economic recession, and out of which new initiatives of mutual aid
and care emerged (e.g., migrant/refugee solidarity, support networks
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during the COVID-19 pandemic). Since crisis may be not a fleeting
but a permanent condition, likely to intensify in the next decades of
the twenty-first century (Margariti and Travlou 2018), the networking
of solidarity economy initiatives may be crucial for both their success
and sustainability in the long term.

As a political tactic that encourages political action at the local
level and strengthens local communal control over resources, solidarity
economy projects create opportunities for the democratisation of local
institutions. The burgeoning of economic solidarity networks in condi-
tions of economic, financial, and social crisis has formed the context of
social and solidarity economy (SSE) across Europe over the last decade.
According to the European Forum on Social and Solidarity Economy,
organised by the European United Left/Nordic Confederation Group
(GUE/NGL), the SSE represents over 14 million jobs (6.5% of the total
employment in the EU) and has been ‘extraordinarily resilient to the
impacts of the crisis concerning unemployment.’ The qualitative bene-
fits generated by the SSE have the potential to improve the quality of
democracy and help to shape a framework of production and reproduc-
tion that is more compatible with social justice and sustainability (Greek
News Agenda 2016).

From Refugee to Pandemic Crisis: Grassroots
Initiatives and Their Evolution in Greece
and Hungary

Case Study 1: Athens, from Austerity to Lockdown

Greece, a country whose recent history is punctuated with multiple
‘crises,’ may be a paradigmatic locus of solidarity economy. When the
economy of Greece collapsed in the early 2010s, the state became
increasingly less able and/or unwilling to provide organised relief, while
many people lost their employment, income, and homes and/or became
excluded from the formal economy. In these conditions, many turned to
each other for help. From the onset of the austerity crisis, local activists
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from different fractions of the left and the anarchist/anti-authoritarian
movement mobilised to build self-organised networks that provided
medical, housing, and other support to fellow citizens (Arampatzi 2017;
Cabot 2016; Rakopoulos 2014). The emergence of numerous barter
economy networks, time banks, ethical banks, community-supported
agriculture, transition towns, degrowth initiatives, free bazaars, local
market cooperatives, community currency networks, and other soli-
darity economy initiatives across Greece illustrates practices of soli-
darity and socio-economic alternatives based on non-monetary and/or
non-capitalist economic models. By matching the use and exchange
value of goods and balancing pressures of offer and demand, these
projects strengthened community relations. Approximately 150 networks
of economic solidarity emerged in the early 2010s, at the onset of
the Greek austerity crisis, as alternatives to the dominant neoliberal
economic paradigm and potential examples of economic resilience and
restructuring at the local, grassroots level (Margariti and Travlou 2018).
These networks thrived in several cities, towns, and villages of Greece;
most of them, however, were located in the two largest cities, Athens
and Thessaloniki (Margariti and Travlou 2018). It is important to note
that these networks relied on bottom-up participation and open source
ICTs to support further citizen engagement. Particularly, in Athens
and Thessaloniki, ICTs facilitated urban economic networking as a
means for enhancing local resilience, social inclusion, and community
self-management (Margariti and Travlou 2018). Grassroots digital inno-
vations also formed the nucleus of a number of events that attracted an
international audience (Leontidou 2020). For example, CommonsFest,
an annual event on ‘the commons’ that started in Crete in 2012 by a
group of open-source hacktivists, local SSE initiatives and individuals,
became so popular that it was also organised in Athens in 2014–2016.
This emerging solidarity economy also attracted the interest of main-

stream political actors: In its electoral programme, SYRIZA, the radical
left party elected in office in 2015, pledged to base the rebuilding of the
Greek economy on a strategy for cooperative development that would
draw its energy from Greece’s solidarity movement (Greek News Agenda
2016). Although state support was at best sketchy and inconsistent
after SYRIZA’s election in office in 2015, solidarity economy initiatives
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continued to grow. According to a recent survey by Greece’s Ministry
of Labour and Social Affairs, in 2020, there were 320 social and soli-
darity economy-related businesses and initiatives across the country, with
40.9% of these being in Attica and the rest in other urban and rural
regions (Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs 2020). Nonetheless, the
important role of the SSE in Greece over the last decade is ignored
by the current government of the conservative New Democracy party.
For Koniotaki (2020), the lack of current governmental support for the
SSE, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic and the two strict
lockdowns, is due to the SSE’s lack of visibility.
The vibrant grassroots movement that emerged in austerity-ridden

Greece in the early 2010s planted the seeds of the informal, solidarity
economy infrastructures that would play a prominent role during the
subsequent arrival of large numbers of migrants and refugees in the
country. It is worth noting that, by early 2015, the grassroots solidarity
movement was internationalised as activists from abroad came to Greece
to experience first-hand the socio-political changes that the newly elected
government, headed by the radical left SYRIZA party, had promised to
foster. Lila Leontidou (2015) pointed out the crucial role of ICTs, social
media, and digital platforms in facilitating this wave of ‘cosmopolitan
activism.’ In the summer of 2015, the hope of a state-sanctioned radical
shift evaporated with the concession of the SYRIZA-led government
to yet another ‘memorandum of understanding’ with Greece’s cred-
itors, entailing further austerity. At the same time, the number of
refugees arriving at the Greek islands from Syria and other conflict zones
rose sharply. This acceleration of refugee arrivals since 2015 (what is
construed as the ‘refugee crisis’) reshaped the geopolitical character of
the European Union’s borders.

Enacted in the territory of Greece, the austerity and refugee ‘crises’
gave rise to a solidarity network of local and foreign activists who came
together to contribute to the building of infrastructures of care—espe-
cially for refugees (Dalakoglou and Agelopoulos 2018; Tziovas 2017).
In the summer of 2015, most refugees were heading towards the Greek
border with North Macedonia, on the route to Northern Europe. Athens
was their main stopover (Evangelinidis 2016, p. 32). Local activist
networks assembled to provide food and medical aid to the growing
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number of newcomers who were sleeping rough on the streets and parks
(Cabot 2019). The first refugee housing squats, City Plaza, a hotel in
central Athens abandoned for years due to bankruptcy, and a public
office building, also abandoned, emerged soon after, in September 2015
(Agustín and Martin 2019; Raimondi 2019). A constellation of refugee
housing squats and other solidarity initiatives—social clinics, collec-
tive kitchens, intercultural schools, training workshops, free shops, legal
advice, and translation services, etc. (Travlou 2020; Zaman 2020)—was
built through the redirection of the energy and infrastructures of the
movement that had assembled during the preceding years of austerity
crisis. In the following months, foreign volunteers and activists arrived in
Athens and became involved in these networks. Refugee/migrant housing
squats had a strong presence in the very centre of Athens, especially
in and around the neighbourhood of Exarcheia, providing accommo-
dation for around 2500–3000 persons (Georgiopoulou 2017). These
initiatives did not have a legal status and were not formally recognised
by the state and municipal authorities; neither did they relate to non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). The latter was generally regarded
with suspicion by members of the solidarity movement: many activists
saw NGOs as proponents of humanitarianism and volunteerism, respon-
sible for propagating a ‘humanitarian neo-colonialism’ (Bauer 2017)
and for approaching refugees as a problem to be solved via legal and
managerial solutions (Parsanoglou 2020).

Once again, the use of social media and digital platforms helped
the solidarity networks to sustain their activities. Activists and volun-
teers from abroad used social networks (e.g., Facebook) to find their
way in Greece, organise their accommodation and transport and explore
and approach refugee solidarity initiatives. Refugees also made exten-
sive use of social media to find information about legal matters, contact
immigration authorities, communicate with friends and relatives, etc.

From the above discussion, it is evident that, in Greece, a solidarity
economy emerged in response to multiple crises. The term ‘crisis’ was
used systematically by national and international media to describe a
moment of accelerated economic, social and demographic change in
Greece (Douzinas 2013; Mitsopoulos and Theodore 2011; Mylonas
2014; Tsilimpounidi 2016). This crisis was usually portrayed as an
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impending—even accomplished—catastrophe. Yet, amidst the very real
pressures generated by massive state debt, neoliberal austerity, extensive
impoverishment, and the large numbers of newcomers in need (refugees,
other migrants), there were agents and processes that facilitated the
emergence of innovative ways of living, resource sharing, surviving, and
resisting oppressive state policies. Many initiatives and projects of soli-
darity economy departed from the current mainstream representations
of the ‘crisis’ (‘financial’/’debt crisis;’ ‘refugee crisis’) as (only) a catas-
trophe and exemplified opportunities for socio-political change. This
change was clearly manifested in the novel forms of participatory citizen-
ship that emerged from the collaboration, friendship, care, trust—in one
word, comradeship—between people that this ‘crisis’ brought together.
In the case of refugees, their participation in solidarity economy initia-
tives challenges their stereotypical representation as homo sacer: people
refused the rights enjoyed by the citizens of nation-states (Agamben
1998); instead, it demonstrates that refugees can be political actors and
catalysts of social and cultural change in the host society. Moreover, this
theoretical shift challenges the tendency to view refugees/migrants as
(merely) economic rather than socio-political actors—a tendency that
often obscures the numerous ways by which refugees/migrants exer-
cise political agency. Many of the actions undertaken by refugees and
migrants are explicitly political acts, even though they may differ in form
from the kinds of mobilisation and protest readily recognised as ‘polit-
ical’ in the host society. Borrowing Papadopoulos’ and Tsianos’ words,
what constructs active citizenship is ‘the sharing of knowledge and infras-
tructures of connectivity, affective cooperation, mutual support and care
among people on the move’ (2013, p. 178).

In 2015–2016, one of chapter authors participated in a series of collec-
tive kitchen projects in Athens (Senait’s Eritrean pop-up kitchen, the
African Collective Kitchen: OneLoveKitchen, and Options FoodLab).
The aim of these projects, run by refugees, migrants, and local and
international activists, was to create safe, shared social spaces where
migrants and locals would care for each other, cook together, share food,
and organise events that would bring people together (Travlou 2017,
2020). Besides facilitating cultural exchange between all those involved
in the kitchen projects and across the latter’s wider social networks, this
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interaction challenged hegemonic notions of exchange value and the
idea that value is produced only through paid labour (Wilson 2018).
The kitchen projects confirmed that independent of their potential to
produce goods and services for exchange, actions of solidarity constitute
value-in-themselves. The value of these communal actions of solidarity
was seen as determined by the potential of these actions to translate
into, inform, and enrich meaning; to constitute ‘meaningful [and, in our
project, explicitly political] action’ (Taylor 2007, p. 191).
The economic model of the Athenian collective kitchens was based

on the principles of solidarity economy (participatory budgeting, heter-
archy, horizontal decision-making, collective self-organisation, and peer
learning), enriched with the experience in the informal economy
contributed mainly by the projects’ refugee and migrant members.These
experiences were cross-pollinated with the experience from other soli-
darity economy projects in Greece and elsewhere other members had
participated in. The economic principles and operational practices of
the kitchens were explored, discussed, and reinforced in regular (usually
weekly) assemblies. All four collective kitchens were self-funded through
fees charged for catering services and individual donations. The budget
was decided collectively through participatory decision-making practices
inspired by citizen and neighbourhood assemblies in Latin American
cities. In Athens, as in Latin America, participatory budgeting was
deployed as a tool for economic democracy to involve those often
excluded from conventional methods of public engagement (Travlou
2020).
Nevertheless, the heavy reliance on collective kitchen projects on affec-

tive infrastructures and voluntary labour jeopardised their sustainability.
The kitchens lacked the means to continue and/or develop into projects
that could support their members financially. This limitation proved
especially challenging for migrant and refugee members who did not
have any other financial means to survive in Athens. After some months
or, in the case of the longer-lived Options FoodLab project, years, many
project members could not anymore afford to work without earning an
income. By early 2019, many of these projects had been discontinued.

In 2020, with the COVID-19 pandemic, the multiple crises in Athens
intensified further—especially during the March–May 2020 lockdown



216 P. Travlou and A. Bernát

(Sideris 2020). Many people lost their employment and/or income and
were unable to pay their rent or service their loans. The tourism economy
paused, as international flights were reduced to a minimum, hotels had
to close, and a great number of Airbnb flats remained empty during the
lockdown, with a huge impact on the economy (Kordoni and Trakas
2020). A large number of Athenians, well beyond Exarcheia and the
refugee squats, would be unable to access or afford food, medicine, and
items of personal protection, such as face masks, disinfectants, and soap.
At the same time, refugee housing squats and shelters continued to be
targeted by the police. In a recent article (Christopoulos 2021 online),
the conservative and anti-immigrant policies implemented by Greece’s
right-wing New Democracy government were explicitly compared to
those of the Hungarian government. COVID-19 thus became, to borrow
the term from human geographer Jess Ribot (2020 online), a ‘revelatory
crisis’ that laid bare and accentuated the topography of the inequalities
and crises that were already there.
When Greece went into strict lockdown, the government stressed that

the people of Greece had to make the short-term sacrifice of staying at
home in order to ensure that ‘we can soon return to normality.’ As outlined
above, even before the COVID-19 pandemic, it was already evident that
this ‘normality’ was predicated on anti-immigration policies, oppressive
policing, a crackdown on social movements, housing evictions, privati-
sation of public property, poorly paid and precarious labour. Against
the odds, in Athens, the 2020 lockdown became an opportune moment
for political action: the anarchist/anti-authoritarian movement that had
gone through various ups and downs in the past five years reassembled its
networks of solidarity almost immediately (Travlou 2021). In the months
of the lockdown, mutual aid groups that focused on housing and refugee
support proliferated in a demonstration of what Marina Sitrin (2020) ’.
Many of these initiatives emerged from the remarkably rapid mutation
and merging of pre-existing social solidarity initiatives.

An example of this rapid mutation is Kropotkin-19, a mutual
aid initiative in Athens during the first COVID-19 lockdown in
March 2020. The initiative was organised by members of the anti-
authoritarian movement in Athens who were actively involved in
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housing squats, collective kitchens (including the African OneLoveK-
itchen), social clinics, self-organised schools, and other refugee solidarity
collectives. Kropotkin-19 focused its actions on the provision of food and
other essentials, medicine, legal and psychological support to refugees,
migrants, and the unemployed. The initiative operated both online and
offline. Due to the lockdown and social distancing measures, most
of the communication and organisation of the group’s actions were
conducted online using various communication platforms—mostly open
source and encrypted, such as Telegram, Jitsi, Discord, WhatsApp, and,
for internal communication and the collection and delivery of food,
Facebook Messenger (Travlou 2021).

One explanation for the swift emergence of Kropotkin-19 and similar
solidarity economy groups is the previous collective experience with
multiple crises: in Athens, tried and proven practices of mobilising, group
assembling, and networking were already in place. Interlinked mutual aid
groups had already formed networks of care based on ‘affective infras-
tructures’ (Berlant 2016)—the relations, associations, and practices of
resistance that enable people to be with each other and to enact politics
of care and solidarity.

Case Study 2: Hungary: Solidarity Economy Between
the ‘Long Summer of Migration’ and the COVID-19
Pandemic

The evolution of a post-millennial, grassroots-driven solidarity economy
in Hungary bears only a few parallels with the developments in Greece.
In Hungary, solidarity economy initiatives were embedded in the rich
history of civic solidarity to vulnerable groups (people of low income,
Roma, homeless, and others) that emerged during the political transition
of 1989 and flourished in the 1990s–early 2000s. Despite this remark-
able and extensive tradition, in the years of the financial crisis and right
before the refugee crisis, the Hungarian context of solidarity economy
was generally characterised by a low level of civic activity and general
trust (Boda and Medve-Báint 2012; Tóth 2009), and a relatively high
level of trust in NGOs and formal associations for civic engagement and
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participatory democracy (Eurobarometer 2013). From the 2000s to the
2010s, however, the NGO sector weakened as the Hungarian society
became increasingly more polarised politically. In the highly polarised
political landscape of these years, cleavages emerged across political lines,
with tribalist divisions between a pro-government ‘tribe’ and a diverse
opposition bonded by their deep anti-government frustration.

In Hungary, the financial/economic/austerity crisis begun in 2008.
Like in Greece, this crisis was unexpectedly deep and protracted. Unlike
in Greece, however, civic, non-state-level responses to the crisis did not
assemble into a large and vigorous solidarity movement at that time.
Moreover, by 2015, when the ‘migration crisis’ begun in Hungary, the
austerity crisis was declared as settled. The effects of the 2015 immi-
gration in Hungary differed, in both their manifestation and extent,
from those in Greece. Hungary’s ‘crises’ were neither as multiple nor
as overlapping as the Greek ones. During the so-called ‘long summer
of migration’ in 2015, grassroots-level civic action in Hungary was
predominantly taken up by volunteer initiatives. These refugee soli-
darity initiatives emerged in a markedly hostile political and somewhat
hostile social context (Bernát et al. 2015; Hunyadi et al. 2015). The
political polarisation that, by that time, had become integral to the
country’s social reality and public life was instantly reflected in the
public reception of the ‘migration crisis.’ This reception was domi-
nated—and framed by—an increasingly xenophobic, right-wing populist
governmental stance (Bernáth and Messing 2016), to which the weak
opposition and its supporters did not manage to articulate an effective
response. Frustrated pro-migrant, liberal/leftist civic activists who were
politically aligned with the opposition, and a significant number of non-
partisan, humanitarian civic activists, met with the unexpectedly large
number of worn-out asylum-seekers, refugees, and migrants who were
crossing Hungary, yet another transit country, on their journey to their
ultimate destination.

Faced with the vulnerability of migrants lost around the travel hubs
and cities of Hungary’s migration routes, these volunteers—at the begin-
ning, often ‘ordinary locals’ with little to no previous experience in
civic activism—immediately found each other or joined rudimentary
initiatives that often stemmed from very small groups of friends and
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acquaintances, and formed effective Facebook groups that co-ordinated
solidarity actions (Bernát et al. 2016). These ‘ordinary local citizens’ were
independent and often lived far apart from each other but shared extraor-
dinarily similar experiences of encounter with migrants and, also, the
ethical imperative for a humanitarian, solidarity-informed response to
the apparent lack of official aid. The state and municipal authorities
abstained from migrant relief, obviously in compliance with the govern-
ment’s anti-migration policy. This government policy may have also been
partly the reason for the reluctance of professional NGOs and charities
to contribute to migrant relief. Hungary’s large, institutional charities
had the capacity and expertise to make a substantial contribution to
humanitarian relief (their core activity field); nevertheless, their activity
was limited to a bare minimum, especially initially. Some professional
NGOs and charities with a previous record in refugee aid attributed their
inactivity during the ‘long summer of migration’ in 2015 to capacity,
resource, infrastructural, and organisational limitations. According to the
political opposition and grassroots volunteers, however, the reasons for
this inactivity were political (Bernát 2016).

By contrast, a more political motivation than they themselves were
prepared to acknowledge was often attributed to the grassroots volun-
teers. Refugee solidarity in Hungary was borne in the strong polit-
ical headwind of a wider political movement against the government’s
anti-immigration policy (Kallius et al. 2016). At first sight, therefore,
refugee support looked like a fundamentally political, oppositional act.
This image was propagated intentionally by the pro-government media
and also, for different reasons, by the oppositional media. This thesis,
however, was only partially true. Based on the interviews and focus
groups with refugee support volunteers conducted by one of the chapter
authors, political motivation was only one of the reasons for joining this
solidarity endeavour. The volunteers’ motivation comprised three prin-
cipal sets of motives: Dominant among these was not a political, but
rather an altruistic motivation, stemming from solidarity and empathy
that urged to be articulated in a real, personal contribution of care
for, and support to, those in need. The political motivation, stemming
from outrage and the intention to express oppositional views, was less
prominent. Typically, a third motivation was also present: one linked to
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affectedness and driven by emotions such as duty or sadness. This moti-
vation was often based on some common ground between the volunteers
and the recipients of support, such as the volunteers’ immigrant or Arab
background or family relations, or a personal experience of exile (Bernát
et al. 2016). These three principal motivations often overlapped and
were realised in a complex manner dominated by altruistic, humanitarian
motives. The simplistic explanation of the motivation for refuge support
activity as politically oppositional cannot, therefore, provide an adequate
understanding of how the solidarity movement emerged, operated, and
was represented in Hungary.
The reluctance of official, professional aid providers to mobilise in

a humanitarian and migration crisis larger than anything Hungary had
experienced since WWII created a ‘solidarity void.’ This void was filled
by initially independent but very quickly networked volunteers: online
networks of refugee solidarity (mainly Facebook groups) rapidly grew
to include tens of thousands of members. These citizens’ initiatives
introduced a new kind of solidarity economy in Hungary.

In Hungary, like in Greece, grassroots initiatives operated without any
legal status or formal registration and were not related to any established
NGOs. The lack of legal status was a condition of both freedom and
constant anxiety. Freedom was experienced mostly at an emotional level,
while anxiety characterised the operational level: activities such as the
collection and distribution of donations by organisations that lacked
official recognition and whose actors were merely private persons as
actors, or issues related to taxation, bookkeeping, and the compliance
with hygiene regulations in community kitchens and food distribution
venues. The anxiety generated by the irregular legal status of the refugee
solidarity initiatives was further exacerbated by the increasingly hostile
tone of governmental communications that directly targeted the new
grassroots initiatives and the civic sector in general. This anxiety was also
reinforced by the extreme right-wing threats expressed occasionally in
more or less explicit terms by xenophobic actors.

Hungary’s refugee solidarity economy required few specific skills,
which were contributed by a few medical and legal professionals, transla-
tors, and logistics/IT experts. Most of the tasks fulfilled by the volunteers
required little or no special expertise but skilful organising. The basic
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platform for organisation, as well as the gate to on-site solidarity work,
was Facebook groups and websites. It was the setting up and operation of
these websites that made the joining or recruitment of volunteers, organ-
isation of the offline activity, fundraising and collection of donations,
and the internal and external communication of, and awareness-raising
by, these refugee solidarity groups highly effective. ‘Going online to act
offline’ speeded up and eased both the online and offline activities and
provided a low entry threshold for anyone willing to contribute with
donations or voluntary work.

Refugee solidary groups in Hungary developed a hybrid, online-
offline operational setting that was unique among similar groups across
Europe. The intensity of the presence of solidarity grassroots groups
in the social media, as well as the efficiency of Facebook groups in
offline activity, provided several lessons to both the activists and outsiders
(Bernát 2021). Activists faced the migrants’ demand for support—a
demand that grew rapidly and unexpectedly. At the same time, there
was a similarly burgeoning supply of volunteers eager to join the move-
ment, both online, as Facebook group members, and offline, as on-site
volunteers helping with donations and organisational tasks. The accel-
eration of the demand for and supply of support forced the grassroots
groups to continue improving their internal communication and opera-
tional methods to fulfil on-site demand for aid and donations and also to
continue developing their external communications. As a new grassroots
phenomenon, Hungary’s refugee solidarity movement attracted media
attention and generated public awareness to a remarkable extent.
The refugee solidarity movement remained active only for the rela-

tively short time that refugees and migrants were present in the country.
The Hungarian chapter of the ‘migration crisis’ lasted for only five
months (June–October 2015) before severe legal measures and the phys-
ical closure of Hungary’s southern borders blocked the entry of migrants.
As migration routes shifted around the now practically sealed country,
the migrant solidarity movement withered away. The short lifetime of
Hungary’s refugee solidarity movement may seem to suggest that this
type of solidarity economy is viable only during crises but cannot make
a sustainable contribution to ‘regular’ support activities such as those
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addressed to local poor, homeless, and other vulnerable people, in the
country, at least to a large extent and on the long run.

A similar solidarity movement emerged in Hungary in response to
the next crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic (since March 2020). Due to
the distinct nature of the COVID-19 crisis, this movement differed
in aims, actions, and forms from that of migrant/refugee support were
actuated by various volunteers and brought together a more diverse
activist circle. In a broad sense, during the COVID-19 pandemic, almost
anyone could be either a victim or an aid provider. For this reason,
the pandemic affected a much broader and heterogeneous segment of
the Hungarian society than the refugee crisis. The direct, public health-
related threat combined with the pandemic’s indirect social impacts. The
lockdown measures, unlike anything ever experienced by most people
in Hungary, came suddenly and affected almost everyone, but to very
different degrees. Both the health and the social impacts were the most
severe for people belonging to ‘high-risk groups’—mainly older people
and the chronically ill; active wage earners mostly suffered from the
threat of the loss of income; families with children, whose homes turned
to be offices, schools and private spaces at the same time, frontline
workers, such as medical staff or those basic operating infrastructure such
as public transport and retail, were also exposed to the risk of infection,
and also to overworking and exhaustion.
The COVID-19 pandemic emerged in most European countries

almost simultaneously. Like the refugee crisis, it unfolded in several
countries almost instantaneously; therefore, the grassroots responses to
this crisis, including the emergence of a solidarity movement in Hungary
and Greece, present several parallels. In both countries, in addition to
the health risks caused by the virus, various forms of confinement and
lockdown affected almost all spheres of daily life (economy, work, study,
and leisure). The lockdown measures not only limited or significantly
transformed working, schooling, and private life, thus causing daily frus-
tration and angst many found difficult to cope with but also increased
the number of people who were affected very acutely: people who were
older, chronically ill, or otherwise at a higher risk of severe infection and
thus having to self-isolate; families with children; frontline workers (e.g.,
medical professionals, shop assistants, bus drivers), workers in hospitality,
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catering, tourism, and the cultural industry and gig economy, who were
suddenly left without an income.
The broad range of those hit hard by the pandemic, directly and indi-

rectly, induced compassion and revived and transformed the solidarity
economy in Hungary (and in most European countries) almost immedi-
ately, just like the ‘refugee crisis.’ The solidarity economy initiatives that
emerged in response to the COVID-19 crisis included a wide range of
actors from the state and the civic sectors, from established (health and
social) care institutions to private companies and volunteer grassroots
groups and individuals. A relief movement driven by civic solidarity tried
to respond to the wide range of health-related, economic, and emotional
needs of their fellow citizens. Support was provided by a wide variety
of citizens—practically by anyone who was willing to help by shop-
ping for older neighbours, donating food to others in need, establishing
a Facebook page to broadcast evening storytelling to children or free
yoga classes. The variety of the initiatives triggered by the pandemic and
stemming from an ethos of solidarity was endless.

Due to the very nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and the require-
ment to avoid face-to-face contacts, these civic actors who responded
to the pandemic organised solely online. The online activity was, there-
fore, even more, pronounced during the pandemic than during the ‘long
summer of migration’ in 2015. The aims, target groups, activists, activ-
ities, and time span of the COVID-19-related initiatives in Hungary
were much more diverse than those during the ‘long summer of migra-
tion.’ Although some activities, such as the provision of food and other
in-kind donations (e.g., sanitary products, medicine) to older people,
unemployed, people of low income, or other persons at risk, were similar
to those undertaken in 2015, new target groups, with new needs, were
also identified: frontline workers (mainly medical staff ) received quality
hot meals or other food prepared by workers in the catering industry,
at restaurants that were anyway closed to business due to the pandemic;
medical staff were invited to stay free of charge, or for a low price, in
unused Airbnb properties, etc.
The COVID-19 pandemic in Hungary added a new layer of meaning

to solidarity and care provision—a layer that, arguably, may constitute
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an extension of solidarity economy: activities that catered for stereo-
typically middle-class preferences, such as yoga and workout sessions,
online cultural events (e.g., theatrical and other performances), or other
forms of entertainment (films, live discussions on art or cultural prod-
ucts, etc.), and which were limited or discontinued due to the pandemic,
were provided partly through solidarity economy networks. While main-
taining the core aim of providing relief in a difficult situation, neverthe-
less, this new kind of ‘care’ stretched the original definition of solidarity
economy, as well as the meaning of ‘donation,’ ‘donor,’ ‘recipient,’ and
‘non-monetised activity.’ In the case of online cultural events, such as
theatre plays, for instance, the cultural product itself can be construed
as ‘relief ’: a donation to recipients in (non-monetary) need. The donor
(the theatre, actors, or company), however, was also in (both monetary
and non-monetary) need. The provision of such a donation to the audi-
ence (also) served as a promotion of future performances that may be
paid events, which, in turn, may be perceived by the paying audience as
a form of support for artists left without income. This transformation,
and the complex interrelation between solidarity/care economy and the
wider context of the traditional market relations within which the latter
operates, generate new questions for research and practice.

Solidarity and Care Across Crises and Borders:
Lessons from Greece and Hungary

The initiatives of refugee/migrant solidarity in Greece and Hungary
were similar in both their grassroots character and their range of
activity: in both countries, the primary objective of these initiatives
was to support migrants with their basic needs, such as food, clothing,
medical care, and physical and legal safety (including legal counselling),
while actively involving them in grassroots political action and the
processes of active citizenship. Beyond these similarities, however, soli-
darity economy initiatives differed between these two countries, owning
to the distinct conditions of solidarity infrastructures, the different rela-
tive strength of supportive political movements, and wider reception of
refugees/migrants by the host society in Greece and Hungary.
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As the first EU member country on the Eastern Mediterranean migra-
tion route, Greece had been receiving migrants/refugees for much longer
before 2015, and at much higher numbers than Hungary, and had also
attracted many more foreign volunteers/activists. The accommodation
of these activists was another need to be addressed within the frame-
work of solidarity economy, which had already developed, matured, and
diversified in response to the austerity crisis. In Greece, the solidarity
economy movement was called and had the infrastructural capacity to
produce sustainable solutions on a relatively large scale. Athens’ collective
kitchens, with their comprehensive remit of provision and their loca-
tion within a constellation of other interacting initiatives of solidarity
economy (Travlou 2020), exemplify an attempt to fulfil this call. The
remit of solidarity economy initiatives in Hungary, however, was limited
to addressing the basic needs of exhausted people who had travelled for
a long time and wanted to keep going until they reached their desti-
nation(s). For them, Hungary was only a transit country, typically a
few-days-long section of the journey. Solidarity actions and donations
were in line with this: distribution of basic, take-away food, durable
clothes appropriate for travelling and physical activity, medical and legal
assistance, and practical guidance on how to continue the journey. The
accommodation was only offered on limited occasions and only for a few
nights; legal assistance and practical guidance were only about matters of
immediate relevance in the transit country, and no foreign activists were
present.

For over a decade, both Greece and Hungary have been affected by
the local deployment of global crises. Notwithstanding their different
social and political context, pace, and, to a lesser extent, particular
focus, in both countries, local grassroots responses to these crises charted
the evolution of solidarity economy. The emergence of the solidarity
economy in Greece was, quite clearly, a response to the austerity crisis
that begun in 2008 and, over a decade later, is still ongoing. This crisis
overlapped with the acceleration of migrant arrivals to Greece since 2015
and, since 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic. These overlapping crises
set the context for a solidarity economy that continues to develop and
mutate as its targets, and participant actors are shifting, and its prac-
tices are transforming; yet remains driven by a coherent set of principles.
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This continuity is evident, despite the differences between the drivers
and nature of, and damage caused by, each of the multiple facets of crisis.
The uninterrupted evolution of the solidarity economy in Greece is also
related to an effect common across the three pulses of the long, multiple
crises that continues to affect the country: material deprivation—poverty,
loss of income, housing, etc. Material deprivation has conditioned the
constant leitmotif of goals and interventions across the various practices
of solidarity over the last ten years. Community kitchens, housing squats,
and volunteer activists and grassroots organisations that have persisted
across these years exemplify this continuity (Travlou 2021).

A similar continuity has not been manifested in Hungary, where the
solidarity and care economy initiatives during the country’s financial
crisis were rarer, shorter-term, sometimes delayed, and often not closely
interlinked. Although the challenges facing the Hungarian society were
similar to those in Greece, organised grassroots responses of economic
solidarity and care were sporadic. In Hungary, the financial crisis was
instead addressed either through state-level measures with a strong focus
on employment rather than welfare or through individual initiatives,
such as the escalation of the emigration of Hungarians to the UK,
Germany, and other Western European countries. The solidarity move-
ment that emerged in Hungary during the ‘long summer of migration’
in 2015 was not, therefore, built on the foundations laid by an earlier
movement. In Hungary, the birth of a grassroots-based, solely voluntary,
often (but not exclusively) politically radical solidarity economy came
later, with the spontaneous solidarity to migrants and refugees crossing
the country in 2015. The ‘long summer of migration’ was the childhood
of this civic movement, with all its inspiring revelations and childhood
diseases. As migration through Hungary effectively ceased in late 2015
due to the legal and physical barriers erected by the state, the migrant
solidarity groups also ceased their activity and soon faded away.
This pattern of discontinuity and interruption of solidarity economy

was repeated in the next crisis in Hungary, the COVID-19 pandemic
(March 2020). At that time, although the underpinning principles and
motivations of the solidarity economy activists were similar, no conti-
nuity, in either actors or practices, with earlier solidarity economy initia-
tives could be detected. The differences, in scope and actions, between
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the solidarity-motivated responses to migration and the COVID-19
pandemic could perhaps be explained—but only in part—by the
different nature of these two crises. The migration in 2015 was part of
a global movement of people from particular places of origin: sites of
armed conflict and/or deprivation that left them without a home and
livelihood and propelled them to a perilous journey to an uncertain
future. The global pandemic, on the other hand, affected most countries
in the world almost simultaneously: directly, as an epidemic threat, and
indirectly, through its economic and social impacts that were surprisingly
similar in most countries of Europe.

In both Greece and Hungary, solidarity economy initiatives trans-
formed and proliferated in the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of scale,
participants, the interconnection between projects, and range of activ-
ities. This expansion stemmed from several factors: the duration (in
Hungary, longer than the 2015 migration crisis) and risks of the
pandemic, the number of people that could potentially support soli-
darity economy initiatives, and, also, the ways with and extent at,
these people could interact. The pandemic condition also increased the
range and scale of goods and services that flowed through solidarity
economy networks: there were more volunteers and a higher contribu-
tion of labour and donations. During the peak of migration, in both
Greece and Hungary, solidarity was mainly (although by no means exclu-
sively) directed to people outside the personal network of participating
activists. During the COVID-19 pandemic, however, this circle of soli-
darity expanded to also include people from the close personal network
(family, friends, neighbours, etc.) of solidarity actors. It could perhaps be
argued that the COVID-19 pandemic encouraged solidarity economy
networks to assume a more horizontal topology.

In addition, in both Hungary and Greece, the social impact of the
pandemic was much stronger than that of migration. Firstly, it was
the risk of infection, which concerned everyone, but was particularly
high for older people and the chronically ill. The latter was in dire
need of support, both in order to avoid infection and to cope with
the consequences of confinement and the drastic restriction of their
everyday activity. Due to the lockdown measures, new vulnerabilities also
emerged among healthy adults and children: students struggling with
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online education; adults struggling with working from home; families
juggling the challenges and tensions of confinement at home; workers on
compulsory leave from work, faced with the prospect of income loss or
unemployment; overworked medical staff struggling with burn-out, the
trauma of mass morbidity and mortality, and the fear of infecting family
members; the multitude of (the often overlooked) frontline workers
(shop assistants, bus drivers, pharmacists, hospital cleaners, supermarket
and public transportation staff, etc.). The cross-sectional character of the
COVID-19 pandemic posed new challenges that reshaped the networks
of solidarity and care.
The COVID-19 pandemic did not unfold in a vacuum: in both

Greece and Hungary, it ravaged societies that were already impacted by
long-term austerity and accentuated and laid bare the multiple oppres-
sions and vulnerabilities experienced by the poor, the unemployed,
the ill, and older people—those who, historically, had been the key
focus of grassroots solidarity economy initiatives. At the same time, the
pandemic demonstrated the precariousness and vulnerability of many
of those hitherto considered to be on the safe side of the capitalist
economy: middle-class families, employees in formerly thriving busi-
nesses, successful artists and other cultural workers, entrepreneurs in
tourism and the gig economy, etc. Whole industries that were portrayed
as the ‘winners’ of the last austerity crisis, such as tourism, hospitality, and
other sectors of the gig economy, were decimated and became potential
recipients of state or charitable aid, while workers were thought to be
lucky if they could weather the lockdown without substantial impacts
on their health, wellbeing, and/or livelihood. These people, and the chal-
lenges of confinement that traditionally had not been key concerns of the
solidarity economy, gained relevance.

Mutual aid proliferated in these conditions, as various groups that
were heavily impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic took it upon them-
selves to help each other as ‘victims’ and aid providers of the pandemic
at the same time. In Hungary, tourism entrepreneurs (from a one-
property Airbnb business to large hotels) offered their unused properties
free of charge or at a reduced price to medical staff and other frontline
workers who needed an alternative accommodation to protect the family
from potential infection or to reduce commuting to work during the
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crisis. Similarly, restaurants temporarily closed to business prepared and
donated meals to the medical staff at their own expense, despite the food
providers themselves also being victims of the pandemic. This mutual
solidarity was often framed as a gesture of gratitude to those who took
the highest risk to sustain the community.

Another novel characteristic of the solidarity economy during the
COVID-19 pandemic was that most of its transactions took place online.
This may have generated further inequalities by disadvantaging those
who did not use or had no access to the Internet. People with a solely
offline life—many of them already vulnerable pre-lockdown—received
less solidarity and care and may have had fewer opportunities for social
interaction.

Finally, another distinctive aspect of the solidarity economy during
the COVID-19 pandemic was that this was less explicitly political as
compared with, for instance, migrant/refugee solidarity. In Hungary,
both migration and the pandemic, and the responses of solidarity and
care triggered by these events, were (and remain) embedded in a context
of political contestation, polarised across pro- vs anti-government fault
lines. Nevertheless, during the COVID-19 pandemic, these fault lines
were often less evident in the political underpinnings of solidarity initia-
tives. This was partly due to the much wider, cross-sectional effects of the
pandemic: unlike the migrants of 2015, those affected by the COVID-19
pandemic were not strangers coming from faraway countries, escaping
vaguely understood armed conflicts, and carrying with them different
cultures and religions, but relatives, friends, neighbours, and other fellow
Hungarians.

Summary

Since 2010, Greece and Hungary have been affected by different
socio-political and economic issues, i.e., austerity, the arrival of large
numbers of refugees/migrants, and the COVID-19 pandemic, events
often construed as ‘crises.’ In both countries, local grassroots responses
to these ‘crises,’ notwithstanding their different social and political
underpinnings, pace, and, to a lesser extent, particular focus, chart
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the emergence and evolution of an economy of solidarity and care. In
Athens, a solidarity economy emerged in response to the austerity crisis
that begun in 2008 and, over a decade later, is ongoing. This crisis over-
lapped with the acceleration of migrant arrivals to Greece since 2015
and, since 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic. These overlapping crises
set the context for a solidarity economy that continues to develop and
mutate as its targets and participant actors are shifting, and its practices
are transforming while remaining driven by a coherent set of princi-
ples. The uninterrupted course of solidarity economy in Athens is also
related to a common facet of all three pulses of the long, multiple
crisis: material deprivation—poverty, loss of income, housing, etc. Mate-
rial deprivation has set a constant leitmotif of goals and interventions
across the various practices of solidarity over the last ten years. Commu-
nity kitchens, housing squats, and the volunteer activists and grassroots
organisations that have persisted across these years exemplify this conti-
nuity. A similar continuity was not manifested in Hungary, where the
solidarity movement that emerged during the ‘long summer of migration’
in 2015 was not built on the foundations laid by the rare and often not
interlinked solidarity and care economy initiatives during the country’s
earlier financial crisis. As migration through Hungary effectively ceased
in late 2015 due to the legal and physical barriers erected by the state,
the migrant solidarity groups also ceased their activity and soon faded
away.

In both Greece and Hungary, solidarity economy initiatives trans-
formed and proliferated in the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of scale,
participants, the interconnection between projects, and range of activi-
ties. This expansion stemmed from several factors: the long duration of,
and novel risks generated by, the pandemic, the number of people soli-
darity economy initiatives could potentially include, and, also, the ways
with, and levels at, these people could interact. During the peak of migra-
tion, in both countries, solidarity was mainly directed to people outside
the personal network of participating activists. During the COVID-19
pandemic, however, this circle of solidarity expanded to also include
people from the close personal network (family, friends, neighbours,
etc.) of solidarity actors. The COVID-19 pandemic thus encouraged
solidarity economy networks to assume a more horizontal topology.
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This notion of a ‘common risk’ that lies at the heart of solidarity
economy initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic in both Greece
and Hungary obfuscates some very real inequalities in the social distri-
bution of risk, vulnerability, and suffering and, at the same time, shapes
a different political context for solidarity activity. The challenges of the
pandemic, unlike those posed by migration, cannot be easily framed as
a division between ‘us’ and ‘them,’ ‘patriots,’ and ‘renegades.’ The fact
that the pandemic results in tragic loss and suffering among people who
had rarely been on the ‘losing’ side before creates new challenges to,
and responses by, the networks of solidarity economy in both Greece
and Hungary. The way(s) the solidarity movement will address these
challenges without losing sight of the stark inequalities in risk and
suffering, the structural causes of these inequalities, and the explicitly
(bio)political nature—and often oppressive character—of the responses
to the pandemic by the state and capital are crucial for the forms, rele-
vance, and efficacy of solidarity and care economy in a future likely to
be replete with the multifaceted ecological, epidemic, economic, and
humanitarian crises.
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solatos kormányzati kampány és a tőle független megszólalás terepei.’ [The
Bulldozer: The Government’s Anti-Immigration Campaign and Platforms
for Independent Voices].’ Médiakutató [Media Research] 16 (4): 7–17.
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