
FEMINIST AND QUEER
SOLIDARITIES BEYOND BORDERS: 
BUILDING SOLIDARITY IN THE
TIMES OF THE PANDEMIC
Final report 

Authors: Olga Sasunkevich, Deniz Akin, Selin Çağatay, 
Alice Lander, Mia Liinason, Faith Mkwesha, Mina Skouen

Project organizers: 
Department of Cultural Sciences, University of Gothenburg
Norwegian Helsinki Committee
Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU)
SahWira Africa International

Financial support: The Nordic Gender Equality Fund, The Nordic Council of Ministers

Illustration: evafeuchter.de



Contents

Introduction01

About the Project03

Establishing the network: the
COVID19 pandemic as a challenge
to solidarity 

05

Novel tools and themes 08

Conclusion14

References15



Introduction

The project Feminist and Queer Solidarities beyond Borders (FQSbB) was launched in

November 2019 at the project team meeting in the Norwegian Helsinki Committee in Oslo.

The idea of the project was to build an activist-academic network of feminist and queer

activists and scholars coming from the Nordic countries, Russia, and Turkey. The project

idea came to us through our research on feminist and LGBTI+ activism in Russia,

Scandinavia, and Turkey in the transnational perspective (Çağatay et al. 2022). While

working on this research, we realized that feminist and queer scholars and activists from

these very different and yet interrelated geopolitical contexts were mostly unaware of

each other’s work and common challenges which they faced across their respective

contexts. We wanted to use our own networks in each of the respective regions to

establish a transnational solidarity network that would become an important resource for

resistance in the times of anti-gender mobilization and the rise of state homophobia. 
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A project team meeting at the Norwegian Helsinki Committee in Oslo, November 2019. 
From left to right: Faith Mkwesha, Selin Çağatay, Olga Sasunkevich, Deniz Akin, Mia Liinason, Mina Skouen.



The Nordic countries, on the one hand, and Turkey and Russia, on the other, have very

different policies and positionalities in relation to gender equality and sexual rights

(Çağatay et al. 2022). The Nordics famously position themselves as a vanguard of gender

equality and sexual rights, while the states of Turkey and Russia depict gender equality

and sexual rights as the values of the “decaying West”, which are alien to Turkish and

Russian cultures. In Turkey, women and LGBT+ people encounter increased violence in a

threatening neoconservative climate. In Russia, LGBT+ organizations work under the

pressure of so-called “antipropaganda” law, according to which dissemination of any

information about LGBT+ rights among people under the age of 18 is defined as

“propaganda of homosexuality” and is considered as a condition for administrative

punishment. The repressions towards feminist and LGBT+ organizations will only increase

now when Russia has launched the full-scale invasion in Ukraine. At the same time, in

Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Norway, the forces, which discredit gender studies as

“ideology”, are also on the rise. 

In such circumstances, our intention was to offer an urgently needed transnational

dialogue on the political climate that disadvantages conditions and opportunities for

women, men, people of color, queer, Muslim, transgender and intersex people. While

dialogues between academia and activists have been of key importance in historical and

contemporary feminist and queer movements in the Nordic countries, our project hoped to

extend this dialogue beyond the Nordic borders. The idea of our project was to attend

carefully to both the embeddedness of certain experiences and contexts, and the ways in

which they could extend beyond the local condition and address multiple sites and

struggle.
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About the project

Project principles 

The aims of FQSbB were twofold. On the one hand, we wanted to establish a cross-

national and cross-professional network of academics and activists who work on women’s

and LGBT+ rights in three geographical contexts: the Nordic countries, Russia, and

Turkey. On the other hand, we aimed to develop novel analytic and strategic tools to use

in the struggle against gendered, sexualized, ethnicized and racialized inequalities.

Initially, the project was planned as a series of three workshops plus one organizing

meeting where feminist and queer activists and scholars from the Nordic countries, Russia

and Turkey were supposed to come together, discuss challenges and achievements in

their work and develop mutually gaining collaborations. 

In establishing the collaboration, we believed that the following principles of cross-border

and cross-professional solidarity were important: 1) horizontality – we wanted the project

to have a flat structure and such a process of decision making that would involve all team

members and partners; 2) the egalitarian relations between knowledge from multiple

spheres – we considered academic and activist knowledges as being equally important

for understanding our particular contexts and strategies of solidarity; 3) we also believed

in the multi-modality of knowledge production and solidarity practices which, in the spirit

of feminist and queer theory, means that knowledge production is not only about cognitive

skills and intellectual work but also about feelings, affect, and embodiment. This later part,

that, according to some feminist scholars (Hemmings 2012), is one of the cornerstones of

solidarity, became the most challenging for our project due to the pandemic. 

To implement our ideological principles we aimed to create a balanced outlook by bringing

together an all-activist group even though some of the participants were simultaneously

academics. The project team came from both activist and academic positions, presenting a

more coherent/integrated profile to the project participants in terms of bridging activism

and academia. Since we as the project team had established research relationships as well

as activist collaborations in our respective contexts, we were able to reach out to

engaged activists who had experience or interest in international collaboration. Also, the

activism-academia relationship was openly addressed in this project several times. 
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Project design 

Initially, we planned the project as a series of three intensive workshops, which would

have been organized for 2-3 days in Norway, Sweden, and Finland. It was crucial for our

understanding of solidarity to bring people together in the same physical space and to

share embodied experience of knowledge production. We still think that this aspect

related to multi-modality of knowledge production is a crucial basis of cross-border and

cross-professional solidarity practices.

However, while preparing the first workshop, which was supposed to take place in April

2020 in Trondheim, Norway, we faced the reality of the COVID19 pandemic. We had to

cancel this workshop in hope that we would be able to resume our activities later in the

year. But this hope has never materialized. In the end, we had to redesign the whole

project idea and to turn it into online collaboration.

We organized four online workshops (more information about the dates and program is

here. We started with the first introductory workshop in October 2020 which lasted only

four hours where we introduced the project and provided a space for people to introduce

themselves and to get to know each other. Three other workshops were dedicated to

different themes, which were addressed through keynote lectures or roundtables. 

The workshop 2 in January 2021 was dedicated to relations between activism and

academia, the workshop 3 in April 2021 – to anti-racist solidarity and burnout among

feminist and queer activists and academics, the workshop 4 – to relations between

gender, sexuality and religion as well as to the impact of the pandemic on solidarity and

our project. All workshops, except the first one, were scheduled over two days with four-

hour sessions per day. We tried to combine intellectual stimuli in the form of lectures or

roundtables with activities aimed at facilitating relations and networking. Yet, since most

of our participants did not know each other before the project, the building of trustful and

sustainable relations among geographically dispersed people became a challenge.
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Establishing the network: the
COVID19 pandemic as a challenge
to solidarity 
NGOs and volunteers have been among those who have been severely affected by

various measures launched for the battle against the spreading of the virus. Regulations

for social distancing and lockdown have created negative impacts on organizations that

had to pause and/or cancel physical meetings, leisure-based activities, and other kinds of

arenas where individuals can gather. While many organizations managed to move forward

to what can be described as virtual volunteering, a certain level of loss in volunteer

engagement and motivation can be noticed (Lachance 2020).

Although virtual gatherings and meetings have made the process of management possible

for many organizations including universities (such as arranging board meetings on Zoom

or Teams), losing the physical space may have been challenging on the individual level.

Having a physical safe space for organizations, especially those working with and for

marginalized groups, is crucial. Safe space is indeed a precondition for participants from

all backgrounds to come together, share and build skills. Although shifting towards virtual

meetings can be a temporary solution for some, it might not be experienced as a safe

alternative for individuals who do not have access to a private room. Research has shown

that problems related to mental health have been prone to amplifying among sexual and

gender minority youth and adults during the pandemic, a situation which is most likely to

be experienced by those who stay in abusive homes or with caregivers who may not know

about their sexual and gender identity (see also Mitchell et al. 2022). Being added to

various health concerns and the economic downturn related to COVID19, the entire period

had been overwhelming for many. 

For us in the project it was challenging to keep all participants motivated and engaged

with the project. It would not be wrong to say that there was a certain level of

disappointment once the first physical meeting in Norway was cancelled due to the

pandemic. Once our planed physical meetings were re-arranged as digital ones, we

noticed that engagement and participation was gradually declining among some partners.

Moreover, some participants withdrew from the project explaining their decision explicitly

by the digital fatigue and impossibility to meet in real life. To keep others in the project, we

tried to address this challenge by several means.
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We learnt from the experience that online meetings via zoom caused so called zoom-

fatigue and that in general people tended to lose their focus if online meetings were too

long. To address this issue, we never organized meetings that lasted more than four hours

per day. Additionally, we always split these four hours in shorter sessions and planned

sufficient breaks between them to avoid overwhelming participants cognitively and

emotionally. 

We also wanted to provide participants with safe isolated spaces for the time of the

workshops so that they could concentrate on our discussions and to detach, at least for a

short period, from their routine. We offered participants a possibility to book hotel rooms

with coffee and lunch breaks in their destinations. Unfortunately, this offer raised a very

limited interest from participants. 

To maintain connections in-between workshops, we came up with the suggestion of small

projects that participants from different countries could develop and implement with the

financial support from FQSbB. Small-scale collaborations were more flexible in terms of

adjustment to nationally varying COVID measures, and we thought that it would allow at

least some partners to meet each other in real life and to work together. This suggestion

sparked the interest. Unfortunately, not all projects got implemented in the end but two of

them worth mentioning – the Feminist Healing Workshop organized by Faith Mkwesha and

her organization SahWira Africa International at the University of Helsinki. Faith arranged

this workshop in collaboration with scholars and activists from Finland, Zimbabwe, and

Denmark, some of whom – Linda Lapina and Tawonga Jacqueline Manyonga – were part

of our network. This was a hybrid event taking place via zoom and in real life at the

University of Helsinki. The workshop was recorded. We keep this recording in a non-public

archive of the project. Another collaboration was between the Norwegian Helsinki

Committee and activists from Russia who conducted research and wrote a report about

burnout among LGBT+ activists in Russia. The Russian and English versions of this report is

published on our webpage, via this link.
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 In conclusion, the lessons that we learnt about organizing solidarity projects in the times

of the pandemic or another turmoil were following. First, the building of a new network

and solidarity relations among people who have not met each other before requires

physical co-presence. The online mode cannot replace the informal physical spaces of

communication, which are valuable in getting people to know each other and in building

solidarities and collaborations. Second, the project that was planned as a series of

workshops cannot be automatically changed into an online mode. Online projects require

different types of activities, length, motivation, and budgeting. Third, existing

bureaucracy is at times incompatible with request for flexibility, engagement, and safety,

which are crucial factors of any successful solidarity project. 
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Novel tools and themes 

To maintain principles of horizontal relations among project participants and egalitarian

principles of knowledge production, we dedicated substantial time during workshops to

develop themes and approaches that we though would be interesting for everyone

engaged in the project. As the result, four themes emerged as most relevant: relations

between activism and academia, burnout among activists and scholars, anti-racist

solidarities, and sexuality, gender, and religion.

Activism and academia 

The novel contribution of FQSbB to the discussion about uneasy relations between feminist

and LGBT+ activism and academia was that it offered not only academic theorization

about  transnational solidarity as a theoretical phenomenon and activist practice but also a

solidarity praxis across national and professional boundaries in order to overcome “a gap

between the efforts of feminist engaged in theorizing the complexities of knowledge

production across borders and those concerned with imagining concrete ways to enact

solidarities across nations, institutions, sociopolitical identifications, and economic

categories and materialities (Swarr and Nagar 2010, 2).The scholarship on transnational

solidarity in queer and feminist movements usually use activist practices as research

examples or case studies. Our project followed the path of less common collaborative

endeavors where transnational solidarity was approached through the juncture of theory

and practice, i.e. where scholars and activists worked together on knowledge production

(theorization) and on building cross-professional and cross-national solidarities (praxis)

(Browne et al. 2017; Nagar 2014; Swarr and Nagar 2010). Such projects are still rare in the

Nordic countries where academia and activism function as two separate professional

spheres. 

Most of FQSbB participants shared activist and academic identities. To speak about these

identities and experiences, we organized a dialogue between Begüm Başdaş and Nadzeya

Husakouskaya. Both of them are researchers and activists working closely with NGOs as

well as academic institutions. Their talks were mind-opening and thought provoking,

showing the ways in which activist and academics could work together but also enter into

conflict at times. 

08



Academia and activism are both destined for similar purposes, and fight for change. We

need to look more at the convergences and identify commonalities between the structures

of activism and academia. We need to look at the power struggles within academia and

within activism. Academic activists need to be in several places at the same time. They

need to publish in high-impact journals, to produce knowledge that will improve the lives

of people through policy change and they also need to publish things in several

languages, so they are accessible to the people they work with on the ground. Therefore,

activist academics must provide material that is accessible to the communities they are

working with. They need to be present in activist meetings and in department meetings.

This leads academic activists to anxieties, despair, and hopelessness, which are rarely

taken seriously in both academic and activist debates. The thorough engagement with

burnout among activist academics became another theme that many project participants

were interested in and willing to develop. 

Burnout among feminist and queer activists and academics 

A topic that unfolded during the project period was the pivotal position of burnout among

activists and academics in the project context. The hostile climate people were working in,

with pressure from the authorities, stigma and alienation from the majority society, a field

of work that seemed to be “endless” and constraints on resources – all of this contributes

to the project participants’ experiences of burnout within themselves, their communities

and workplaces. Even though this issue was not in focus when we were planning the

project, it quickly became clear that this was one of the common challenges shared by all

participants. Moreover, it was one of the topics where benefits of exchange in

experiences between regions and professions were very clear. 

The common challenge seemed to be – everyone acknowledged the problem, and had

similar reflections about the phenomenon, and yet the ability to organize and tackle the

root causes was low on the factual agenda of both academics and activists. It therefore

made sense to us to explore this field more in detail, and to try to understand what

contributions we could provide to the field within the framework of the project. We

identified the most relevant actors in the field apart from the academics and activists

themselves, namely donors and partners who financially and morally support their work,

and the expert community who offers services to combat burnout.
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It quickly became evident that most project participants neither experienced the offers for

combating burnout that was available through the expert community relevant, nor did

they experience real commitment from donors and partners. This did not appear to

originate from distrust in the people involved, but rather that the problem of burnout

seemed “inevitable” due to the nature of the work that feminist and queer activist

academics were performing, and the constraints on resources from the donors who were

investing in women’ and LGBT+ research and activism. Thus, the goal became to provide

well founded recommendations that friendly donors and partners could use to inform their

own funding, that experts could use to direct their programs, and that activists and

academics could use to include anti-burnout measures into their own programming. We did

this through both a roundtable on the subject, group discussions, surveys, and a report

available here.  

 

Fighting burnout within this sector is difficult on many levels, as there are no clear and

readily available solutions to the problem. Everyone acknowledges that it is a problem, but

as the solution seems to be to limit working hours and personal involvement – it does not

appeal to the persons involved. While donors are willing to invest, the top amount of

funding is still “never enough”, and few are willing to reduce community investment and

project support to set aside funds for burnout prevention. It seems that the possibility that

burnout prevention funding would compete with other funding prevents people from

making use of well-meaning offers from donors and partners. 

Regarding the expert community, it also seems to need a reality check. To be effective,

burnout programs should be able to tackle the social reality of strained activists and

academics. They might not be able to leave their work without compensation for lost

salary. They might not have the emotional readiness to leave partners, pets and chosen

families for a longer period. Yoga and psychological support might feel good in the

moment, but without more structural support it does not have a lasting impact on the social

realities of activists and academics working in these circumstances. Inevitably, with these

insights, burnout programs therefore become expensive.

Learnings from the project investments into this topic is that it is an important conversation

to be opened and maintained over time, and although there are no clear answers to the

problem, it still is detrimental to not pay attention to it. Gradually, informed discussions can

inspire activists, academics, donors, partners and experts to adjust to the extent possible,

and thereby contributing to better working conditions and greater sustainability.
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Anti-racist intersectional solidarities 

Anti-racist intersectional solidarities have become a cross-cutting theme of the entire

project thanks to the partnership with SahWira Africa International, the organization led

by Faith Mkwesha. This cooperation expanded our understanding of the Nordics as being

a diverse multi-racial society where feminist and queer activists and academics bridge

together countries and regions of the Global North and Global South. As participants from

Russia and Turkey also admitted in the final discussion, FQSbB’s anti-racist intersectional

perspective became an important tool for them to reassess their own contexts full of

postimperial tensions. Thus, this perspective has become a truly transnational contribution

of the project to the understanding of complex and conflictual relations between activists

and academics from unequally positioned geopolitical regions. 

During workshop 3 we held Faith Mkwesha’s keynote Mobilizing transnational solidarity

using online petitions: #ProtectBlackGirlsToo campaign dedicated to troubled solidarities

between feminists from the Global North and Global South, available here. This keynote as

well as a group work during the workshop stimulated some project participants to talk as

activists and academics about their experience of racism, white saviorism (Razack 2007)

and imperialism in those contexts where they worked. Participants decided to incorporate

an anti-racist decolonial approach in the project to heal from racial trauma. This was

important for them as they talked from a lived experience of racism and anti-racist

activism. Also, BIWOC participants suggested that white feminists whom they defined as

“sahwiras” (allies on the basis of mutual friendships and shared values) needed healing

from the patriarchal trauma and coercion by white patriarchy to racialize and practice

microaggressions on their BIWOC (black, indigenous, and women of color) feminists in

complicity with structural racism and racial violence. 

In this spirit, Faith Mkwesha organized the workshop Feminist healing: Exploring synergies

between art, academia, and activisms with the support from FQSbB. The workshop was

based on the decolonial approach to healing from different forms of institutional violence

as a radical act for those who are not supposed to feel pain or trauma. This workshop was

aimed at building transboundary relations and establishing collaboration between artists,

scholars, and activists from the Global South and the Global North. 
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The workshop was held on November 29, 2021, in a hybrid format – some organizers met

in person and workshop participants attended via zoom. The workshop was organized in

partnership with Helsinki University, the Swedish School of Social Sciences, Center of

Ethnic Relations and Nationalism (CEREN) and the University of Roskilde as collaboration

between two participants of FQSbB project. On the one hand, the pandemic affected the

possibility of organizing the workshop in person. At the same time, it provided a “natural”

opportunity to include panelists and speakers from African countries who attended online.

As a result, the workshop managed to bring more people than would have been possible if

the workshop had been held only in real life. The participants were from 16 different

countries including Brazil, Russia, Turkey, the UK, and other countries. Overall, around 40

participants were recruited through SahWira Africa International and FQSbB networks. 

The activities that organizers implemented were the African indigenous healing method of

pounding the pain that Faith Mkwesha is developing as a concept based on African

knowledge. Ambuya Rutendo Ngara, known for her indigenous knowledge in healing and

Afrocentric meditation practices, led an online meditation. Sasha Huber, a Helsinki-based,

multidisciplinary visual artist-researcher of Swiss-Haitian heritage, presented her artistic

practices from the decolonial and anti-racist perspectives. 

The feedback from the workshop participants was very positive, and as a result of this a

separate event was initiated - a global summit Decolonize the mind: healing the feminine,

rebirth new perspectives, recreate ourselves which will take place in May. Since small

non-mainstream feminist organizations struggle to get funding in the Nordic countries

(Çağatay et al. 2022), the partnership between SahWira Africa International and FQSbB

was mutually beneficial. 
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Religion, gender, and sexuality 

This discussion was initiated by one of the small groups that was established within the

project. This group was transnational and cross-professional, including a curator from

Turkey as well as activists and scholars from Turkey, Russia, and Sweden. Upon initiative

from this group, we organized a lecture by a Dutch researcher Mariecke van den Berg

Queering Jesus in Sweden and Serbia, available here.

The multi-levelled discussions on religion, feminism and LGBT+ in the network inspired a

timely initiation of a more in-depth exploration of religiosities, gender and sexualities in a

Swedish context. While Sweden is frequently recognized as a secular and liberal country

with a broad acceptance for same-sex relationships, contemporary research presents a

contradictory situation for religious LGBT+ people in this context. A proposal was granted

by Forte, and with the start from the fall 2022, the research project Liveability at the

crossroad of religion, gender and sexuality will explore religious and social barriers

encountered by LGBT+ people of faith across diverse religious traditions in Sweden, with

the purpose to illuminate the effects of internalized LGBT+ negativity and

heteronormativity and identify what makes, and could make, spaces livable for LGBT+

people of faith.

Although notions of the religious and the secular varies from place to place, it mostly

locates religious feminists and queers as controversial and as creating tensions or conflicts

in the social system. With inspiration from the discussions in the network, the project

inquiries into both these tensions and conflicts, and expressions of resistance, solidarity or

support, among religious LGBT+ people. The project will be a great continuation of the

discussions in FQSbB project on the complexities that encircle diverse everyday

experiences of religiosity, secularity, gender and sexuality. Mia Liinason, a team member

of FQSbB and a principal investigator of Liveability at the crossroad of religion, gender

and sexuality plans to share findings from the project with network partners in the future. 
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Conclusion

Despite the difficulties imposed by the pandemic the project managed to achieve its major

goals – to establish a cross-professional and cross-regional activist-academic network

extending even beyond the initial focus on the Nordics, Russia, and Turkey and to provide

novel analytical tools for building solidarities and resistances against homophobic and anti-

gender movements. We think that the network would have been stronger and more

sustainable if we had been able to meet in person at least once during the project period.

Yet, we also acknowledge that the project did give birth to several new initiatives and

collaborations. The network that we established and the web-page that we collaboratively

developed are the good platforms for further exchange of information and knowledge

accumulation. We think that in the times of the war in Ukraine our solidarity network and

the lessons we learnt from building it can be an important instrument for restoring previous

or establishing new collaborations, which the Russian aggression is ruining or preventing

at the moment. 
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