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Introduction

A N D R E A  S A N G I OVA N N I  A N D  J U R I  V I E H O F F

Solidarity plays an important role in social and political life: histori-
cally invoked by socialist, nationalist, as well as Christian thinkers 
and activists, it is today perhaps the most prominent political ideal in 
which protest movements like Black Lives Ma!er1 or #MeToo2 couch 
their calls for action. And during the rapidly spreading coronavirus 
pandemic, there were widespread calls for solidarity with those most 
a"ected by the outbreak.3 Moreover, solidarity is appealed to in order 
to justify decisions by political actors across a wide ideological spec-
trum, and legal and political institutions claim to implement commu-
nal solidarity among citizens, for example in relation to labor markets, 
healthcare, or old age pension schemes. Talk of solidarity, however, is 
not limited to political contexts: we can easily think of instances of 

1.  “George Floyd: Black Lives Ma!er Solidarity as England Buildings Go Purple,” BBC News 
online, June 3, 2020, h!ps:// www.bbc.com/ news/ uk- engl and- 52903 747.

2.  “700,000 Female Farmworkers Say #ey Stand with Hollywood Actors against Sexual 
Assault,” Time, November 10, 2017, h!ps:// time.com/ 5018 813/ farm work ers- sol idar ity- 
hollyw ood- sex ual- assa ult.

3.  “Covid- 19: People across the Country Are Delivering Groceries Free. It’s ‘Solidarity, Not 
Charity,” Washington Post, April 27, 2020, h!ps:// www.was hing tonp ost.com/ lifest yle / 
2020/ 04/ 27/ people- across- country- are- delivering- groceries- free- its- solidarity- not- charity.
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solidarity among colleagues or friends organizing some event, or fel-
low $ight passengers hit by some unforeseen calamity. When used in 
such non- political contexts, solidarity is typically regarded as a per-
sonal disposition or standing a!itude, and it is one among many con-
cepts we use to evaluate the quality of individual character. But while 
philosophers working in moral psychology have over recent decades 
developed increasingly sophisticated accounts of important human 
virtues like honesty, integrity, humility and bene%cence, so far no 
similarly systematic exploration of solidarity as a personal virtue of 
integral importance to human $ourishing has emerged.4 #is re$ects 
the fact that, in contrast to ideals of similar real- world signi%cance— 
for example, justice, liberty, equality, and democracy— solidarity has 
received less a!ention from contemporary social, moral, and political 
philosophers. #is is quickly changing: there has recently been a bur-
geoning interest in the nature, value, and grounds of solidarity among 
philosophers and social theorists (many of whom have contributed 
to this book). However, the literature is not, at the moment, uni%ed 
around a set of central themes and controversies and is developed 
independently in various sub- %elds.

#is volume aims to remedy solidarity’s relative neglect in social 
and political philosophy and moral theory, and to provide a unifying 
discussion of a range of central de%ning themes. By bringing together 
scholars from di"erent disciplines and philosophical traditions that 
each contribute to our understanding of solidarity, we seek to explore 
some of the philosophical problems of solidarity, and we aim to be!er 
understand the connection between solidarity as a political phenom-
enon and solidarity as a personal and social virtue more generally. 
Di"erent chapters of this volume address, respectively, solidarity’s 

4.  Two recent exceptions to this are: Nicolas Bommarito, “Private Solidarity,” Ethical !eory 
and Moral Practice 19 (2015): 445– 455; Michael Zhao, “Solidarity, Fate- Sharing, and 
Community,” Philosopher’s Imprint 19 (2019).
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nature and value, its role in our ethical life, its importance for our 
political and legal practices and institutions, and its connection to 
other important ideals and values.

We also believe that this book will contribute to debates regard-
ing ‘non- ideal theory.’ Over recent years, ‘mainstream’ political phi-
losophy has increasingly moved away from an exclusive focus on 
ideal theory. #ere has been a growing interest in applied normative 
analysis that starts its theorizing from prevailing conditions of injus-
tice and oppression. We can see this trend in prominent publications 
that focus on the nature of oppression and domination, the ethics 
of protest and civil disobedience, and applied topics in global justice 
such as poverty or the exploitation of workers in global production 
chains. A nuanced philosophical discussion of solidarity, we believe, 
is ideally placed to bene%t from these ongoing debates; but theoriz-
ing solidarity also promises to o"er an important theoretical resource 
for those working on non- ideal theory. A moral theory of solidar-
ity systematically explains the duties of the oppressed toward each 
other, and the requirements incumbent on the majority to stand by 
them in their struggle. Relatedly, the virtue theoretical perspective 
through which solidarity is also analyzed in this volume opens up a 
range of questions connected to the ethics of social activism: How 
do solidarity commitments re$ect on personal character? And what 
contribution does solidarity with the oppressed make to the individ-
ual $ourishing of the activist?

In this Introduction, our aim is to introduce the topic of solidarity 
and guide the reader through the themes that are taken up by con-
tributors. We do so in a number of steps: First, we set out some of 
the core issues that arise when we think of solidarity as a philosophi-
cal topic and we describe some background assumptions shared by 
the various contributors. Next, we account for some important dif-
ferences and disagreements that arise once we move beyond these 
shared initial ideas. We then lay out some core questions and puzzles 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448497956 by guest on 05 June 2026



A N D R E A  S A N G I O V A N N I  A N D  J U R I  V I E H O F F

4

4

that arise when we think of solidarity as a virtue, and then document 
what positions di"erent contributors take in this volume. In the %nal 
section, we describe the structure of the book, brie$y summarize 
each contribution, and close with a number of open issues and areas 
for future research.

ACCOUNTING FOR SOLIDARIT Y

#e dispersed nature of existing contributions to the topic of soli-
darity in terms of philosophical traditions and (sub- )disciplines 
has meant that, to date, no uni%ed body of literature to which those 
working on solidarity standardly refer has developed, and so there 
is no clearly de%ned set of arguments and debates in respect of 
which additions to the literature position themselves. Even more, 
philosophical understandings of what the concept of solidarity 
refers to (i.e., the extension of the term) range over a large array 
of social and political phenomena. Perhaps this is not especially 
surprising given the variegated linguistic use of the term. (And, 
as Philippe Van Parijs notes in Chapter 2, various European lan-
guages have developed meanings that di"er from each other in at 
least some respects.) All of this raises the unwelcome possibility of 
scholars speaking past each other or failing to see how they are, in 
fact, asking identical questions. It is therefore important to eluci-
date a clear, overarching account of the core concept of solidarity, 
and to specify what such an account is meant to do. We do so by 
distinguishing below between the concept of solidarity and vari-
ous conceptions of it, and by distinguishing between the content, 
ground, scope, and value of solidarity.
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Concept, Conceptions, and Types of Solidarity

In elucidating the concept of solidarity, one important initial obser-
vation is that the concept may not always match the word ‘solidarity,’ 
both in the sense that di"erent words may refer to the concept of soli-
darity and in the sense that some instances of ‘solidarity’ may refer 
to di"erent concepts. Both are familiar ideas: the words ‘liberty’ and 
‘freedom’ refer to the concept of freedom; and the word ‘bank’ refers 
to at least two concepts. In relation to solidarity, things are as follows 
(they also vary between European languages): Regarding the %rst 
phenomenon, both common usage and the literature frequently use 
the word ‘fraternity’— "aternité, Brüderlichkeit, and so on— beside 
‘solidarity’ to reference the social phenomena central to solidarity. As 
regards the la!er, there are at least some polysemous usages of the 
term as well.5 But if the use of the word ‘solidarity’ is neither nec-
essary nor su'cient to track the concept of solidarity, then how can 
we demarcate that to which the concept refers? #e best strategy, it 
seems, is to appeal to uncontroversial instances of solidarity and then 
work out what these phenomena have in common.

Of course, this is not always straightforward for, as we noted ear-
lier, the practices and phenomena that authors have in mind when 
using the language of solidarity are wide- ranging, even if we limit 
ourselves to those who work in social and political philosophy. In 
order to avoid both ‘merely verbal’ disagreements and speaking past 
each other, philosophers have developed a number of tools and terms 
to keep track: One systematic distinction sometimes introduced here 
is that between the concept of solidarity and varying conceptions of 
it (see Forst, Chapter 1).6 When two people share a concept, they 

5.  E.g., in French solidaire means ‘parallel’; cf. Van Parijs, Chapter 2 in this volume.
6.  John Rawls, A !eory of Justice, rev. ed. (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University 

Press, 1999), 4; Ronald Dworkin, Law’s Empire (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1986), 70. Rainer Forst, in Chapter 1 of this volume, also uses the concept/ 
conception distinction for his central argument. By introducing the further notion of an 
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can have meaningful disagreements about it.7 #is is the case because 
(at least on this understanding, favored, e.g., by Rawls and Dworkin) 
sharing a concept entails that one agrees to a su'cient degree about 
the underlying aspect of the world that the concept picks out (e.g., 
both parties to a dispute might agree on what counts as paradigmatic 
instances of solidarity). And yet, sharing a concept of solidarity does 
not preclude, %rst, that they may disagree on what makes paradig-
matic cases paradigmatic, disagree on how to deal with further cases, 
and disagree on the correct analysis of the concept. When people 
share the concept of solidarity but disagree about its boundaries and/ 
or the nature of the things to which the concept refers (and perhaps 
other aspects), then they are pu!ing forward diverging conceptions of 
solidarity.

One di'culty that we encounter with solidarity is that it is not 
always clear whether incompatible understandings amount to diverg-
ing conceptions, or whether authors really have in mind aspects of the 
social world so di"erent that we should take them to not really dis-
agree but just to address di"erent topics using the same word, hence 
to be speaking past each other. For example, there is a huge di"erence 
between those who think of solidarity as encompassing literally any 
kind of pro- social a!itude and behavior (e.g., Richard Rorty8) and 
those who think that solidarity is importantly di"erent from other 
such concepts, for example, empathy, loyalty, or love.

‘account’ of solidarity, we seek to sharpen the distinction between analytic/ conceptual ques-
tions about solidarity and explanatory issues regarding the social phenomena that solidarity 
as a concept picks out.

7.  We do not mean to imply that there aren’t other ways of making sense of conceptual dis-
agreement, e.g., metalinguistic disagreements about which terms to use; David Plunke! and 
Timothy Sundell, “Dworkin’s Interpretivism and the Pragmatics of Legal Disputes,” Legal 
!eory 19 (2013): 242– 281. For this Introduction we aim to stay neutral between them. Our 
point is that whichever way of pointing to di"erences in concept use one likes, it is important, 
for conceptual debates to be productive, to clarify the nature of these disagreements.

8.  Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989).
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In spite of these legitimate worries, there is, we believe, su'cient 
common ground that allows for a shared topic and hence meaning-
ful disagreement. At the most general conceptual level, solidarity’s 
core applies to cases where the relations between persons satisfy 
some condition of unity or togetherness, or are characterized by some 
positive reciprocal a!itude. #is seems true for both micro (inter-
personal) and macro (large- scale societal) contexts in which the 
concept of solidarity is paradigmatically invoked. It is also compat-
ible with the descriptive, social- scienti%c use of the concept of soli-
darity in sociology and social psychology. For Auguste Comte and 
Emile Durkheim, for example, solidarity refers to the set of mutual 
a!itudes, dispositions, and (cooperative) actions required to sus-
tain social cohesion across a society.9 Finally, this common core 
also re$ects, as various authors have noted, solidarity’s linguistic 
origins in Roman law as a jointly shared debt- liability (obligatio in 
solidum10).

TYPES OF SOLIDARITY
Of course solidarity today no longer has a primarily juridical con-
notation, but is used widely across ethical, social, and political con-
texts. #is has led many writers on the topic to distinguish between 
di"erent types of solidarity, for example, organic versus mechani-
cal (Durkheim), social versus civic versus political solidarity (e.g., 
Bayertz, Scholz), unitary versus networking (Gould), civic ver-
sus democratic versus redistributive (Banting/ Kymlicka), robust 

9.  Emile Durkheim, !e Division of Labor in Society (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2014); 
Auguste Comte, Discours sur l’esprit positif, (Paris: Carilian- Goeury et V. Dalmont, 1844). 
For a detailed analysis of Durkheim’s account, see Alexander Somek, Chapter 11 in this 
volume.

10.  Kurt Bayertz, “Four Uses of ‘Solidarity,’” in Solidarity, ed. Kurt Bayertz (Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 1999), 3– 28, at 3; Arto Laitinen and Anne Pessi, eds., Solidarity: !eory 
and Practice (New York: Lexington, 2015), 1– 29, at 1; Steinar Stjernø, Solidarity in 
Europe: !e History of an Idea (Cambridge University Press, 2009).
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versus expressive (Taylor), ‘solidarity with’ versus ‘solidarity among’ 
(Miller).11 While such classi%cations can be helpful to categorize the 
diversity of social phenomena that make up solidarity, they also give 
rise to new questions: Is the relation between ‘civic solidarity’ and 
‘political solidarity’ more like that between ‘civil law’ and ‘criminal 
law,’ or that between ‘the law of the land’ and ‘the laws of physics’ 
(i.e., referring to separate concepts)? If, much more plausibly, it is the 
former, then what is it in virtue of which civic and political solidarity 
are instances of the wider phenomenon of solidarity in general?12

Accounts of Solidarity

Concepts and conceptions of solidarity di"er from what we would 
call (philosophical) accounts or theories of solidarity in that the lat-
ter amount to a systematic explanation of the phenomena that a 
concept/ conception picks out.13 More speci%cally, we suggest that 
for something to count as a philosophical account of solidarity it 
must answer, in a coherent manner, some basic questions about 
solidarity’s nature, which includes a discussion of content, ground, 
scope, and value or function. #is does not mean that in order to put 

11.  Sally J. Scholz, “Seeking Solidarity,” Philosophy Compass 10 (2015): 725– 735; Bayertz, 
“Four Uses of ‘Solidarity’ ”; Carol C. Gould, “Transnational Solidarities,” Journal of Social 
Philosophy 38 (2007): 148– 164; Will Kymlicka and Keith Banting (eds.), !e Strains 
of Commitment: !e Political Sources of Solidarity in Diverse Societies (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017); Ashley E. Taylor, “Solidarity: Obligations and Expressions,” Journal 
of Political Philosophy 23 (2015): 128– 145; David Miller, “Solidarity and Its Sources,” in 
!e Strains of Commitment: !e Political Sources of Solidarity in Diverse Societies, ed. Keith 
Banting and Will Kymlicka (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 61– 79.

12.  Similar concerns about excessive reliance on di"erent types of solidarity are raised in 
[Sangiovanni 2023] [Vieho" ms].

13.  Joseph Raz, “Two Views of the Nature of the #eory of Law: A Partial Comparison,” 
in Hart’s Postscript: Essays on the Postscript to the Concept of Law, ed. Jules Coleman 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 1– 37, at 8".
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forward an account of solidarity one must respond fully to each of 
these. But an account of solidarity will at the very least describe 
what count as paradigmatic instances of solidarity and explain why 
they are paradigmatic. Below, we describe what we mean by each of 
these features.

CONTENT
Philosophical accounts of solidarity will, at a minimum, elaborate 
how the notions of togetherness, unity, and so on, mentioned above, 
are exactly to be understood; that is, they will de%ne more precisely 
the a!itudes and dispositions (and perhaps further elements) that 
are paradigmatic of the relation ‘being in solidarity with.’ In doing so, 
they will respond to some fundamental questions: Is solidarity more 
than a disposition to empathize with another person, perhaps some-
thing like the belief that there is an obligation to assist someone in 
need? Does solidarity, in addition to some emotional and cognitive 
content, require something like an actual intention to act in appropri-
ate ways? Does solidarity entail a desire to overcome some obstacle 
or adversity? Does ‘being in solidarity’ involve further mental ele-
ments? And: Is there a core sense in which ‘full solidarity’ really is 
more a type of (joint) action than a (combination of) mental state(s) 
and disposition(s)? In %lling out the speci%c character of solidarity’s 
requirements we arrive at a more determinate account of the content 
of solidarity.

GROUND
The attitudes that make up solidarity’s content are not free- 
floating but are typically explained in terms of some background 
characteristic (e.g., shared humanity), some form of preexisting 
identification (e.g., gender-  or race- based identification) or pre-
existing bond (e.g., of kinship) that those standing in solidarity 
with each other share. This is the question about solidarity’s 
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ground(s): In virtue of which facts should and do individuals 
develop bonds of solidarity with each other? Among the grounds 
frequently invoked in the existing literature are facts about ‘com-
munity,’ ‘shared sympathy,’ ‘shared oppression/ adversity,’ ‘shared 
identity,’ ‘shared goals,’ or indeed a combination of these. The way 
we understand the notion of ‘ground’ for the purpose of this vol-
ume is, first and foremost, normative: For some fact, say shared 
identity, to ground solidarity, shared identity must be an (objec-
tive or subjective, prudential or moral) reason to adopt or main-
tain the attitudes, dispositions, and so forth, that are constitutive 
of solidarity. The reasons can be reasons that one takes oneself to 
have to join with others (subjective reasons), or reasons that one 
really has (whether or not one recognizes them) to join with oth-
ers. So when we explain how shared identity acts as a ground of 
solidarity, we explain why this kind of relation among members of 
a group provides those members with subjective or objective, as 
the case may be, reasons to develop solidarity among each other.

SCOPE
Issues regarding solidarity’s grounds are clearly connected to the 
question about solidarity’s scope: Between which agents, and under 
what circumstances, is solidarity possible? If, for example, one 
believes that the sole normative ground of solidarity is a basic recog-
nition of one another’s moral worth,14 then the scope of solidarity is 
not restricted to anything short of humanity at large. Yet if one takes 
solidarity to require some concrete, shared experience of oppres-
sion or adversity, then the notion of ‘human solidarity’ will seem 

14.  David Wiggins, Ethics: Twelve Lectures on the Philosophy of Morality (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2006).
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farfetched, unless one adopts some religious assumptions about sus-
ceptibility to original sin or imagines humanity facing, collectively, a 
single threat (such as climate change).

VALUE/ FUNCTION
Beyond the issues of what solidarity is and over whom it ranges, 
there are important axiological questions that a systemic explana-
tion of the nature of solidarity must account for. First, at the most 
general level, what makes being in solidarity and having commit-
ments characterized by solidaristic mutual concern valuable? Is 
this value non- instrumental or instrumental? Is solidarity good, 
for example, because of what further things it supports, enables, 
facilitates, or causes, or is it good in itself ? (Others,15 more cau-
tiously, suggest that solidarity merely constitutes an important 
social ideal, which means, roughly, that it serves a distinctive 
function.) Beyond this fundamental axiological question, there 
are important questions about solidarity’s relative force and its 
deontic status: How should we proceed if the value of solidarity 
con$icts with other values? And what role should the value of sol-
idarity play in the design of social and political institutions? To 
make be!er sense of these questions, it is important to distinguish 
solidarity from other phenomena. How is solidarity di"erent from 
loyalty, benevolence, sympathy, and love? How does it di"er from 
other political ideals, such as justice, fairness, or community? All 
of these questions are taken up, in one way or another, by di"erent 
authors throughout this book.

15.  For example, Véronique Munoz- Dardé, Chapter 9 in this volume.
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SHARED A SSUMPTIONS 
ACROSS THE VOLUME

Having outlined the terrain in terms of concept/ conception/ accounts 
of solidarity, we are now in a position to say a bit more about some of the 
shared assumptions that run through the individual chapters of this vol-
ume. First, and most importantly, all authors agree that, as far as the con-
cept of solidarity is concerned, we should think of it as both unique and 
explanatory. Solidarity is unique in the following two senses: First, our 
concept picks out a particular social phenomenon that is distinct from 
others that can be run under the broader label of ‘pro- social behavior,’ 
for example, loyalty or empathy. Second, authors assume that solidarity 
is uni%ed across di"erent domains of social life so that it can, at least 
to some extent, be captured in terms of necessary and su'cient con-
ditions or paradigmatic conditions (the la!er sets out conditions that 
most, though not necessarily all, instances of solidarity must satisfy). 
Put di"erently, solidarity is not too di"use or amorphous to be ame-
nable to analysis, and di"erent uses of solidarity are not mere instances 
of polysemy.

Solidarity is also explanatory, in that knowing that A and B are 
in solidarity can help to explain both normative and non- normative 
further features of the world. By way of example, consider the case 
of friendship: Knowing that A and B are friends is explanatorily sig-
ni%cant in that it can furnish an adequate explanation of their actions 
and feelings: the fact that B was A’s friend is a good explanation of 
A’s sadness when B passed away. Bonds of solidarity are similarly 
explanatorily signi%cant when we try to understand how people act, 
feel, deliberate, and so on. And like the case of friendship, solidarity 
is also normatively explanatory in that “B is in solidarity with A” can, 
provided certain features obtain, serve as an appropriate explanation 
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or justi%cation of A being under certain obligations, requirements of 
aptness when it comes to certain emotions, and so on.16

#e shared assumptions of conceptual uniqueness and explana-
tory relevance in turn shape how the authors assembled here 
understand the content, ground, scope, and value of solidarity: #e 
a!itudes necessary for individuals to be in solidarity are complex, 
and cannot be reduced to other phenomena, such as mere loyalty or 
empathy; and since solidarity is taken to be explanatorily signi%cant 
for how people act, the dispositions and a!itudes of solidarity must 
(if not always, then at least typically) be action- guiding and practical. 
While the authors importantly disagree about the grounds and value 
of solidarity (more on this below), there is, we think, a shared belief 
that something other than those basic features necessary for count-
ing morally, for example sentience, capacity to reason, are required 
for solidarity to be a useful category. Even Clark, who takes up the 
Catholic tradition of thinking about solidarity as uniting human 
beings as such, suggests that solidarity is a response to the distinctive 
facts of human interdependence (see Chapter 6). Solidarity, for all 
authors, is an ideal that has purchase only between agents that have 
some capacity for self- directed moral agency and are therefore, at 
least in principle, capable of engaging with one another on terms of 
(perhaps counterfactual) reciprocity or mutuality. (How exactly this 
condition needs to be spelled out is, of course, subject to debate and 
disagreement.) Finally, there is broad agreement among all authors 
that we have decisive reasons, both practical and theoretical, to insist 
that solidarity is not coextensive with existing categories we use in 
that domain (e.g., ‘justice’ or ‘community’).

16.  It is a substantive question about which contributors to this volume disagree whether soli-
darity is ‘normatively dependent,’ that is, whether solidarity is only obligation- generating in 
the presence of further deontic facts (cf. Forst, Chapter 1 in this volume).
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DIVERGENCES AND DISAGREEMENTS

Our aim in the following paragraphs is to brie$y point to a number 
of areas where the authors assembled here disagree with each other 
in developing a fuller account of solidarity. We do this with a view to 
identifying those areas that seem most promising for further discus-
sion and future research.

One initial observation when it comes to the diverging positions 
within this volume relates, again, to conceptions of solidarity. While 
authors agree that solidarity is su'ciently unitary to merit philo-
sophical analysis and debate, this does not mean that, when pu!ing 
forward conceptions of solidarity, authors agree on what instances 
or cases count as (most) paradigmatic. One distinction we can dis-
cern in relation to the pieces assembled here relates to the primacy 
of micro versus macro cases: #ose authors who investigate soli-
darity primarily as an individual personal a!itude or virtue, or as a 
small- group phenomenon among people who know each other per-
sonally, take solidarity in these contexts to be central and see large- 
scale social or civic solidarity as less paradigmatic instances of the 
phenomenon (e.g., Vieho", Chapter 5). Perhaps one good analogy 
here comes from the literature on trust, where philosophers tend 
to think of ‘interpersonal trust’ between two individuals as the core 
case through which we understand its distinctive nature (e.g., that 
trust di"ers from mere reliance, that it requires a distinctive set of 
emotional responses, etc.). ‘Social trust,’ on the other hand, refers to 
widely shared dispositions among society- at- large, but does not pick 
out exactly those features we have identi%ed as central in small- scale 
scenarios. Other authors (e.g., Forst, Kohn, Somek, and Munoz- 
Dardé) start from society- wide dispositions. In addressing solidarity 
as a wider social phenomenon (e.g., something that can characterize 
societies at large), they deny, at least implicitly, the primacy of inter-
personal solidarity. Typically, they rely on a ‘thinner’ conceptual core 
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of solidarity, that is, whether solidarity applies among members of a 
group depends on a less expansive set of a!itudes and dispositions. 
Interpersonal cases of solidarity that contain a fair amount of mental 
content are then classi%ed as one distinct, but not explanatorily privi-
leged, ‘context’ (see Forst, Chapter 1) of solidarity.

But even among those that take interpersonal behavior to be 
(most) paradigmatic for solidarity, there emerge some interesting 
fault lines: First, at least some authors believe that whether some 
instance of solidarity among members of a group counts as paradig-
matic is tied to the objective moral status of their convictions, goals, 
and actions. Put di"erently, some authors— most notably Carol 
Gould (Chapter 8), but arguably also Sally Scholz (Chapter 7)— 
have moralized conceptions of solidarity: Perhaps we should not go 
as far as saying that solidarity among ma%osi is no solidarity at all 
(though Gould seems to come close to this), but ma%osi solidarity, 
these authors think, is clearly less paradigmatic than solidarity among 
members of, say, the 1960s civil rights movement. By contrast, those 
authors who believe that solidarity is, and ought to be, non- moralized 
maintain that there is nothing infelicitous about talking of ma%osi 
solidarity. (Accepting a non- moralized conception of solidarity is, of 
course, compatible with the idea that in classifying a case of solidar-
ity as paradigmatic, we appeal to facts about the beliefs about what 
is wrong or right, good or bad, of the people whose solidarity we 
assess.)

A second fault line concerns the domain of action: both Avery 
Kolers (Chapter 4) and Andrea Sangiovanni (Chapter 3) have put 
forward (here and elsewhere17) accounts of solidarity that under-
stand it as a kind of joint or cooperative action among members of 
a group. #is seems to imply that cases of what we may call ‘silent’ 

17.  Avery Kolers, A Moral !eory of Solidarity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016); Andrea 
Sangiovanni, “Solidarity as Joint Action,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 32 (2015): 340– 359.
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or ‘one- sided’ solidarity— that is, cases where some agent develops 
those a!itudes necessary for being in solidarity with a group or goal 
but no collective action ensues— are not (paradigmatic) instances 
of solidarity. Others (notably Vieho" in Chapter 5 and Van Parijs 
in Chapter 2) disagree: there is nothing unintelligible about cases 
of such silent solidarity, or solidarity without shared and interlock-
ing intentions; indeed some such cases appear to be especially pure 
instances of solidarity.

Once we move beyond questions of de%nition and conceptual 
centrality, one recurring topic throughout the volume concerns the 
(normative) grounds of solidarity, that is, the reasons that explain 
why individuals are motivated to act in solidarity and why the per-
formance of such acts of solidarity is indeed justi%ed: Some authors 
adopt a pluralist view on solidarity’s grounds— perhaps most explic-
itly Forst (Chapter 1), but also Gould (Chapter 8) whose two types 
of solidarity, unitary and networked, are grounded in di"erent social 
ontologies. Tommie Shelby too advocates in Chapter 12 a pluralist 
position with regard to solidarity’s grounds in that he seeks to estab-
lish a middle ground between a Marxist explanation of solidarity 
in terms of shared material interests or mutual dependence and the 
idea that solidarity amounts to a moral commitment to overcome 
injustice. Sangiovanni in Chapter 3 distinguishes %ve grounds of 
solidarity— solidarity on the basis of a shared cause, shared condi-
tion, shared set of experiences, shared way of life, and shared role— 
arguing that, depending on the context, one or more of these bases 
serves to underpin solidarity.18 Van Parijs, on the other hand, in 
Chapter 2, favors a unitary approach in which ‘counterfactual reci-
procity’ is tied to identi#cation with the object of solidarity.

18.  Andrea Sangiovanni, Solidarity: Nature, Grounds, and Value (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2023).
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A further topic that runs through this volume concerns solidar-
ity’s scope: With whom can we, in principle, be in solidarity and what 
motivational and institutional constraints are there on solidarity as a 
political virtue? Somek, in Chapter 11, coming from the macro per-
spective of society- wide solidarity, questions whether the scope of 
solidarity bonds can simply be expanded to wider groups through 
deepening integration and interdependence among those groups. 
#is view of social and political solidarity con$icts with the sugges-
tion that solidarity can take a wide scope encompassing all of human-
ity (as promulgated by Clark and other cosmopolitan authors). 
Munoz- Dardé too stresses the particularist nature of solidarity and 
criticizes those who want to expand the scope of solidarity to human-
ity at large (see Chapter 9). Against accounts according to which soli-
darity stands in contrast to impartial morality, Kolers in Chapter 4 
o"ers a novel gloss on David Wiggins’s formulation of solidarity as 
“the root of the ethical”: Even if it is right that solidarity requires par-
tiality, then at least one kind of solidarity, to wit, fundamental solidar-
ity that grounds all other moral requirements, is a kind of partiality 
toward all human beings.

A %nal cluster of issues that several contributions take up con-
cerns solidarity’s value, most notably whether solidarity action is 
non- instrumentally good and how solidarity is connected to justice. 
At one end of this spectrum we %nd Carol Gould’s Chapter 8: as we 
suggested above, she de#nes solidarity as necessarily aimed at bring-
ing about (true) justice. Read this way, solidarity’s value is condi-
tional and instrumental on realizing justice, and genuine solidarity is 
always valuable because it realizes that which is valuable (i.e., justice). 
Both Kohn (Chapter 10) and Scholz (Chapter 7) side with Gould on 
the connection between solidarity and justice; that is, they agree that 
solidarity is valuable because and only insofar as it contributes to the 
realization of justice. (Kohn and Scholz, however, di"er from Gould 
on the conceptual issue in that they believe that ‘pernicious’ solidarity 
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is solidarity, too.) On these accounts, then, solidarity is only condition-
ally and instrumentally valuable. #ough Clark in Chapter 6 formu-
lates her interpretation of solidarity’s value in terms of “the common 
good,” her view too seems most compatible with this conditional 
interpretation of solidarity’s value. #e close connection to moral 
requirements and justice is scrutinized by Vieho" (Chapter 5) and 
Kolers (Chapter 4): Vieho" notes features internal to solidarity 
behavior that make it morally good independent of its purposive aim 
(personal integrity, community, etc.), while Kolers emphasizes soli-
darity’s internal connection to something that is intrinsically good, 
namely human virtue. In contrast to a purely instrumental under-
standing, these positions then see solidarity as non- instrumentally 
(but still conditionally) valuable: unless some disabling condition 
is in place, solidarity is either good in itself or good as a constitu-
tive element of something else that is non- instrumentally good. In 
Chapter 3, Sangiovanni addresses several challenges to the idea that 
solidarity is a value at all.

SOLIDARIT Y AND VIRTUE

We suggested early on that talk of solidarity is at home both in our 
assessment of macro- level societal phenomena and interpersonal 
relations. A good philosophical account of solidarity should connect 
these di"erent uses and explain their relation. One explicit aim of this 
volume is to connect re$ection on solidarity in social and political 
philosophy to topics in moral psychology. It seems that in interper-
sonal cases, at least under normal circumstances, acting from motives 
of solidarity re$ects well on the agent: #e worker who resists a 
tempting o"er by her boss in order to stand with his striking fellow 
union members, or the white person who refuses to sit in a “whites 
only” section of a bus during segregation in order to demonstrate her 
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allegiance to the civil rights movement, is praiseworthy. Conversely, 
we deride those that we deem to act sel%shly where solidarity is 
called for. #ese judgments provide some intuitive appeal to the 
notion that, like loyalty or bene%cence, solidarity is a (moral) virtue. 
In the literature, this common- sense judgment has been taken up and 
developed by di"erent authors. Perhaps most explicitly, Christian 
writers19— following Catholic social thought developed in papal 
encyclical le!ers20— as well as recent feminist authors21 writing on 
solidarity have stressed that solidarity is (also) a moral virtue.

In this volume too, di"erent contributors take up the idea that 
solidarity is a virtue and develop it in di"erent directions. #e 
assumption that solidarity is a moral virtue in its own right is taken 
up by Kolers in Chapter 4: unless we see solidarity as a distinctive 
moral virtue, namely as a “dedication to our coequal membership of 
the party of humankind,” virtue theory lacks a clear commitment to 
the equal moral worth of persons. #us, solidarity is a kind of meta- 
virtue in whose light others are to be (re)interpreted and applied. 
Kolers’s argument is indebted to earlier discussions of solidarity by 
Philippa Foot and David Wiggins, who used the term to illuminate 
a type of virtuous a!itude, namely one that resists consequential-
ist and aggregationist tendencies in ethical decision- making.22 In 
Chapter 9, Munoz- Dardé criticizes Foot and Wiggins (and, by exten-
sion, Kolers) for postulating solidarity as such a fundamental virtue. 

19.  Gerald J. Beyer, “#e Meaning of Solidarity in Catholic Social Teaching,” Political 
!eology 15 (2014): 7– 25; Meghan J. Clark, “Anatomy of a Social Virtue: Solidarity and 
Corresponding Vices,” Political !eology 15 (2014): 26– 39.

20.  Benedict XVI, “Caritas in veritate,” 2009; John Paul II, “Sollicitudo Rei Socialis,” 1987; Paul 
VI, “Populorum Progressio,” 1967.

21.  Sally J. Scholz, “#e Duty of Solidarity: Feminism and Catholic Social Teaching,” Philosophy 
in the Contemporary World 4 (1997): 24– 33; Sally J. Scholz, Political Solidarity, (University 
Park: Penn State University Press, 2008).

22.  Philippa Foot, “Morality, Action and Outcome,’” in Morality and Objectivity, ed. Ted 
Honderich (London: Routledge, 1985), 23– 38, at 36; Wiggins, Ethics, 243.
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Any such reading, Munoz- Dardé contends, neglects the ‘essentially 
partitive’ dimension carried by our concept of solidarity. Of course, 
we can realign our understanding of solidarity to eliminate this logic 
of ‘us’ versus ‘them’; but doing so would lose solidarity’s distinctive 
$avor and render the concept redundant. #ere are many aspects of 
this discussion that merit further discussion: Is it really plausible to 
see solidarity’s distinctive contribution to moral theorizing in its par-
titive or adversarial nature? And, even if true, does this fact rule out 
that solidarity is a virtue in its own right?

Vieho", in Chapter 5, does not aim to classify solidarity as a vir-
tue. Rather, his contention is that we can be!er understand solidar-
ity’s nature if we focus on acts of solidarity that require self- sacri#ce. 
Sometimes self- sacri%ce is both an instance of solidarity and expresses 
some well- known virtues like benevolence, integrity, humility, and 
courage. And sometimes, solidarity is the only morally virtuous thing 
for an agent to do. But what do solidaristic self- sacri%ces and other 
acts of solidarity have in common, and when does self- sacri%ce stop 
being good for the agent? Solidarity, Vieho" argues, is held together 
by a commitment to pursue solidarity goals under the guise of a com-
munal commitment. Self- sacri%ce stops being solidaristic (though 
not necessarily being virtuous) when the interests of the individual 
agent and the demands of the group diverge too drastically. Vieho" ’s 
contribution thus explores common ground with Kolers, who 
also argues that commitments of community stand at the heart of 
solidarity.

Others in this volume adopt a more indirect approach on the sub-
ject of virtue: In her discussion in Chapter 10 of the French solidar-
ists, as well as Jürgen Habermas’s writing on solidarity, Kohn takes up 
the idea that solidarity is a speci%cally civic and democratic virtue, 
one that consists in a “willingness to discharge a collective obliga-
tion to repair unjust social institutions.” Similar to Kohn, Van Parijs 
(Chapter 2) suggests that solidarity is (at least) also a component of 
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civic virtue. Solidarity, that is, is constituted by those traits and dispo-
sitions that, under normal conditions, allow a democratic polity and 
just social institutions to thrive. On this view, solidarity is primarily 
a political phenomenon that arises speci%cally in the context of mass 
society and the modern nation- state.23

Lastly, the solidarity- virtue nexus also bears on what we might say 
about solidarity’s value. As Sangiovanni stresses in Chapter 3, seeing 
solidarity as a virtue opens avenues to be!er understand solidarity as 
a value: if virtues robustly dispose some agent to pursue some fur-
ther good, then solidarity is clearly of instrumental value. But beyond 
that, if solidaristic action is itself virtuous, then that may explain why 
solidarity is also non- instrumentally valuable: as #omas Hurka and 
others have argued, having appropriate a!itudes and dispositions 
toward a state of a"airs that is intrinsically good is itself intrinsically 
good (a thought that is taken up by Vieho" in Chapter 5 to make 
sense of the value of causally ine"ective acts of solidarity).24

Beyond o"ering suggestions regarding what makes solidarity 
good, virtue theory may include distinctive suggestions on what 
makes good solidarity. At least according to the Aristotelean account 
of the virtues, virtuous actions occupy a kind of mean between two 
opposing vices, and it is at least in part the avoiding of these vices 
through phronesis (good practical judgment gained through experi-
ence, sentimental education, etc.) that makes virtuous action good. 
#us, the person in possession of courage avoids two bad responses 
to risk, namely cowardice and recklessness. Similarly, the generous 

23.  A point that is repeatedly stressed by Jürgen Habermas, “Solidarität jenseits des 
Nationalstaats: Notizen zu einer Diskussion,” in Transnationale Solidarität: Chancen und 
Grenzen, ed. Jens Beckert et al. (Frankfurt: Campus, 2004), 225– 235; Jürgen Habermas, 
“Democracy, Solidarity and the European Crisis,” lecture delivered at the University of 
Leuven, 2013.

24.  #omas Hurka, Virtue, Vice, and Value (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 
 chapter 1.
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person avoids both stinginess and pointlessly squandering one’s 
resources to bene%t others.25 Moreover, phronesis consists in more 
than the appropriate choice of means: a clever person knows how to 
pursue her ends e"ectively, but only the wise knows how to choose 
both means and valuable ends.26 What may these claims about the 
Aristotelean account of virtue imply for good solidarity? One 
thought, entertained by Meghan Clark in Chapter 6, is that solidar-
ity is the virtue that lies between the two de%ciencies of ‘excessive 
individualism’ and ‘excessive collectivism’ about the common good. 
Interestingly, she suggests that these vices can be both the subject of 
an individual person’s character and embodied in social and political 
institutions (free- wheeling neoliberalism vs. communism). Should 
we, alternatively, place solidarity between a lack of commitment to a 
just case (‘turn- coatism’) and the opposite vice of zealotry or fanati-
cism? A second point ties back to the earlier discussion of ‘pernicious 
solidarities’: if solidarity is a virtue, then this may indeed impose con-
straints on what can appropriately count as a solidarity goal or aim. 
#is point can be developed into two directions: Gould, in Chapter 8, 
relying on the idea that solidarity is a virtue, deploys it to bolster her 
claim that some apparent solidarities aren’t true instances of our core 
concept.27 By contrast, Forst, in Chapter 1, relying on the thought 
that solidarity in the pursuit of evil purposes— say among ma%osi or 
white supremacists— is clearly possible, takes this to decisively imply 
that solidarity is not, in fact, a (moral) virtue.

25.  Susan Wolf, “Moral Psychology and the Unity of the Virtues,” Ratio 20 (2007): 145– 167, 
at 149.

26.  Philippa Foot, Virtues and Vices and Other Essays in Moral Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1978), 6.

27.  Her conception of virtue thus seems to operate with something like the Aristotelean idea of 
the unity of (moral) virtues in the background. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Roger 
Crisp, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 1145a 1– 2.
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STRUCTURE OF THE VOLUME

A natural progression in the philosophical analysis of solidarity starts 
from conceptual clari%cation, then moves on to the elucidation of the 
content, ground, scope, and value of solidarity, and %nally, engages 
questions regarding its realization in di"erent social contexts and in 
light of potential con$icts with other values. Although this edited 
volume is not separated into parts, we have sought to organize chap-
ters in light of this natural progression. In other words, we begin with 
those contributions most directly concerned with illuminating the 
concept of solidarity; we then move toward more axiological and 
deontic questions and, %nally, to questions regarding the practical 
consequences of solidarity and its relation other areas in social and 
political philosophy. #ese la!er chapters respond to solidarity as a 
topic in macro- level institutional re$ection, broaching a number of 
issues ranging from the predominantly theoretical (e.g., whether soli-
darity is compatible with ethical universalism, whether solidarity is 
an important institutional virtue) to concrete applications and prob-
lems of solidarity in the context of social and political movements.

#e %rst substantive chapter of this volume comes from Forst 
and seeks to clarify the concept of solidarity and locate it in relation 
to other normative concepts, such as justice. Forst thinks that we 
can isolate a general concept of solidarity that contains its essential 
features, and, on the other hand, describes how speci%c variants of 
this notion interpret these essential characteristics of solidarity to 
arrive at distinctive conceptions of it. #e general concept of solidar-
ity, according to Forst, refers to “a practical a!itude” of “standing 
by” that some agent adopts toward others. #e a!itude is based on a 
normative connection grounded in a common cause or shared iden-
tity. Moreover, solidarity establishes that one is willing to engage in 
joint action with others “based on the motive of a'rming the col-
lective bond.” Such action requires participants to set aside narrow 
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self- interest in the pursuit of their joint goals. #ose who belong to 
a solidaristic community must, furthermore, be disposed to a par-
ticular kind of reciprocity— “solidary reciprocity”— that exceeds any 
standard understanding of reciprocity in terms of receiving a fair 
return. Solidarity requires us to look beyond any one individual’s 
contribution: What ma!ers is whether someone is willing to con-
tribute, not how much they contribute. Forst argues that the concept 
of solidarity is a “normatively dependent” concept in need of norma-
tive grounding by other values or principles, depending on context. 
He subsequently describes di"erent contexts of solidarity, which he 
labels ethical, legal, political, and moral, and discusses their connection 
to other principles such as justice: In political and legal contexts, he 
suggests, our duties of solidarity are best “de%ned by justice,” though 
that is a normative and not a conceptual claim. He closes with a note 
of caution against excessively streamlining solidarity to %t a particular 
model in terms of grounds, motives, content, scope, and form.

In Chapter 2, Van Parijs claims that solidarity is best understood 
as mutual responsibility between the members of a real or imag-
ined community. On this view, strong interdependence among par-
ticipants is neither necessary nor su'cient: It is insu'cient because 
there can be interdependence among antagonistic parties (e.g., work-
ers and capitalists) and because solidarity requires a disposition to go 
beyond tit- for- tat forms of reciprocity. It is unnecessary because we 
can ‘share a fate’ with people who are unable to shape our own destiny 
in any meaningful way: It is the simple bond of a thinly shared iden-
tity that is enough for solidarity to arise. Solidarity must be distin-
guished from variants of purely altruistic behavior because solidarity 
is, to a limited extent, self- interested. If such a disposition becomes 
widely shared within a social group, then it will become true that it 
also serves the person who displays solidarity. Having established 
this notion of solidarity, Van Parijs moves on to clarify its relation to 
social justice and its relevance for institutions. Solidarity as mutual 
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responsibility can be displayed by individuals and by collectives. But 
it can also govern institutions. #e institutionalization of solidarity 
plays a major role in the pursuit of social justice, but the two are nei-
ther identical nor always pulling identical directions.

Van Parijs’s piece is followed by Sangiovanni’s. Sangiovanni 
begins Chapter 3 by considering the value- laden character of solidar-
ity. Understood provisionally as a form of standing together against 
adversity grounded in identi%cation, it embodies an ideal of unity and 
integrity. It is opposed to division, rancor, strife, and discord. #ose 
who exhibit solidarity with others exhibit a virtue of character and 
conduct. To act solidaristically is to act well. He then canvasses three 
main challenges to solidarity as an ideal. First, he responds to the 
objection that solidarity’s demands for unity sti$e liberty and encour-
age exclusion. Second, he responds to the those who believe that it 
is a wishy- washy, vague term whose meaninglessness is a beacon for 
demagogues and bad politics. #ird, he seeks to allay the worry that, 
when given a more precise character, it becomes redundant, no dif-
ferent from similar ideas such as altruism, empathy, identi%cation, 
fellow- feeling, or justice. His chapter therefore echoes both Scholz’s 
and Gould’s concerns with the darker sides of solidarity, and serves to 
foreground, like Forst, possible forms of skepticism.

#e next contribution turns more explicitly to the question: Is 
solidarity a virtue? Kolers, in Chapter 4, points out that theorists of 
solidarity have used virtue terms such as justice, empathy, and gen-
erosity to characterize it, but have generally refrained from char-
acterizing solidarity itself as a virtue in its own right. Conversely, 
philosophers writing on virtue have largely ignored solidarity. To 
overcome this mutual neglect, Kolers focuses on what he calls the 
‘hard case’ of violent solidaristic struggle. He believes that in at least 
some hard cases, solidarity requires those jointly commi!ed to a 
political struggle to endorse the use of violence against oppressors. 
His main theoretical claim is that virtue theorists— who have mostly 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448497956 by guest on 05 June 2026



A N D R E A  S A N G I O V A N N I  A N D  J U R I  V I E H O F F

26

26

focused on agential skills like courage, bravery, and kindness— 
cannot adequately account for the ethical requirement of dedicating 
oneself to the fundamental equal worth of persons. To enable virtue 
theory to a'rm human equality of status, Kolers believes, we must 
postulate a virtue of solidarity. A person possessing the virtue of soli-
darity will have developed a type of ‘skill’ that allows one to navigate 
the thin line between using violence to stand up to the oppressors 
and respecting the fundamental inviolability of all persons qua mem-
bers of humanity. #us, the virtue of solidarity, for Kolers, is a basal 
commitment to our coequal membership in the ‘party of humankind.’ 
Moreover, in many instances, solidarity as a virtue imposes demands 
on the agent that are neither part of the ‘intelligent caring’ cluster of 
virtues (e.g., kindness, charity) nor part of the ‘virtues of willpower’ 
like courage, perseverance, and humility. #us, solidarity uni%es the 
virtues by reconstituting them and reorienting us to the task of living 
a life that repudiates structural advantage and a'rms basic human 
equality.

Vieho" ’s Chapter 5 looks at one particular kind of solidarity 
behavior, namely cases of solidaristic sacri%ce, that is, cases where an 
agent voluntarily su"ers a setback to their interests in order to stand 
in solidarity with others. Vieho" begins by formulating a twofold 
conceptual puzzle: #e %rst part of the puzzle is that, while some 
instances where individuals su"er setbacks to their interests for the 
sake of others intuitively seem to count as instances of solidarity, 
other such cases do not. In virtue of which features are some self- 
sacri%ces solidaristic? #e second puzzle is this: Since many instances 
of solidarity do not involve any obvious personal sacri%ces, in virtue 
of which features are self- sacri%cial and self- interested instances of 
solidarity part of a uni%ed phenomenon? To make progress on this 
issue, Vieho" suggests, we must think about solidarity’s function 
in our lives. As a practice that ties us into speci%c projects and rela-
tionships, solidarity helps us to live a good life. But as a practice that 
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selects its cause by reference to moral demands, solidarity improves 
our moral performance. Whether some behavior counts as solidar-
istic, Vieho" argues, ultimately depends on whether or not it can 
realize this function of ‘positive alignment’ between our ethical and 
our moral reasons. Once we have described the function of solidar-
ity in this way, we can also make progress on solidarity’s value and 
virtuousness.

In Chapter 6, Clark develops and elaborates the account of soli-
darity at the core of Catholic social thought. For her, solidarity names 
a virtue that is a response to the demands of social interdependence. 
Acting with solidarity requires us to see how our actions as members 
of families, communities, nations, and wider networks have an impact 
on the fate of others. We realize the virtue of solidarity, in turn, when 
we take responsibility for our actions by seeking, together with oth-
ers, to alleviate the su"ering caused by our interdependence. Clark’s 
chapter shows us how close Catholic teaching on solidarity is, in fact, 
to the earlier French Solidarists, including Léon Bourgeois: solidar-
ity, on such accounts, is the virtue we realize in discharging a social 
debt we owe to others— a debt acquired in virtue of our place in a 
vast division of labor. Clark’s chapter therefore also speaks directly to 
the issues raised in chapters by Kohn (on the importance of interde-
pendence) and Sangiovanni (on the idea of identi%cation based on a 
role). Her humanistic account of solidarity also raises similar issues 
to those noted by Kolers.

Chapter 7, by Scholz, and Chapter 8, by Gould, both address 
the important question of how theorists should think about those 
instances where groups display solidarity but pursue morally prob-
lematic aims or end up creating social risks and harms. Scholz, in her 
chapter, urges us to think more carefully about how the virtue of soli-
darity plays out within social movements. According to her, solidar-
ity, considered as a virtue, requires us to act in the right way, at the 
right time, and for the right reasons. She focuses on cases in which 
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actors involved in a social movement have good intentions— they are 
moved by the right reasons— but their actions have consequences 
that unwi!ingly increase the social risk to which other actors are sub-
ject. #is kind of dynamic is likely when the privileged participate 
in movements intended to end the oppression of the less privileged. 
In these circumstances, Scholz pleads for the virtues of equity, trust, 
and dialogue: #ose who enter into political struggles must make 
themselves aware, and must be prepared to respond adequately to, 
the concerns of those most likely to be negatively a"ected by their 
actions. She suggests that scrutinizing pernicious solidarities helps to 
identify some of what is at stake in solidarity and whether solidarity 
is a conditional or unconditional social and political virtue, as well as 
whether the practices of solidarity ought to be mitigated with other 
virtuous practices.

Gould, a(er clearing the way for forms of ‘networked’ solidarity 
in which participants are united by a shared commitment to over-
coming injustice and oppression (rather than a preexisting identity), 
argues that solidarity is— as a virtue— an essentially moralized con-
cept. Individuals who stand in solidarity with one another share a 
characteristic set of dispositions, commitments, and goals. #e most 
important of these are a commitment to mutual aid, equality, and the 
realization of human rights. Solidarity among ultra- nationalists and 
violent gangs therefore cannot exist, since these groups fundamen-
tally aim at injustice. #us, Gould covers similar ground to Scholz 
and echoes concerns raised by Kolers.

Munoz- Dardé’s Chapter 9 acts as something of a counterpoint to 
the more virtue- embracing accounts of solidaristic action of previous 
chapters. According to her, solidarity is essentially partitive: it requires 
an ‘us’ de%ned in relation to, and in exclusion of, a ‘them.’ #is makes 
it problematic from a liberal perspective. Because of its essentially 
exclusionary nature, solidarity cannot be non- instrumentally valu-
able. It cannot, therefore, be a virtue, since the virtues, as traditionally 
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conceived, are always non- instrumentally valuable. Munoz- Dardé, 
however, does not argue that we should reject solidarity. Solidarity, 
she claims, is instrumentally valuable for creatures like us, who are 
weakly motivated by general forms of benevolence or love of human-
ity. Solidarity is an essential tool for preserving a sense of unity and 
purpose among diverse populations, and so essential for the realiza-
tion of political justice. Munoz- Dardé’s argument speaks to the same 
worries as Shelby’s rejection of ‘thick’ solidarity in favor of ‘thin,’ 
where solidarity is prized above all for its instrumental bene%ts in 
rallying people against oppression. It also explores similar territory 
as Kohn (on Bourgeois and civic solidarity) and Gould, Kolers, 
Sangiovanni, and Scholz (on the negative aspects of solidarity and 
solidarity’s scope).

Rather than particular groups and social movements, the next 
three chapters approach solidarity as a society- wide macro phenom-
enon. Kohn’s Chapter 10 focuses on solidarity as a civic virtue, as a 
disposition to mutual aid and concern among citizens. She recon-
structs and revives the arguments for solidarity made by the late 
nineteenth- century French Solidarists (most importantly, Léon 
Bourgeois and Alfred Fouillée). According to the Solidarists, the obli-
gation to redistribute resources among citizens arises from the fact 
that we are each the lucky bene%ciaries of a social, cultural, linguistic, 
and institutional inheritance. #is inheritance makes it possible for 
us to make use of our talents and abilities in ways we could not have 
if acting in isolation. #e disposition to share resources among citi-
zens, then, is understood as the discharge of a social debt. Mutual rec-
ognition of this social debt— realized by our support for each other 
and for just institutions— constitutes, on this picture, the heart of 
solidarity as a virtue. In defending solidarism against three important 
liberal- pluralist criticisms, she also points to concerns raised in the 
chapters by Van Parijs (on institutionalized solidarity), Forst (on the 
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normative demands of di"erent contexts of solidarity), and Somek 
(on the possibility of civic solidarity on a European scale).

In Chapter 11, Somek investigates the supposed ability of macro- 
structures of cooperation to create sentiments of solidarity that can, 
in turn, sustain enhanced modes of sharing social goods. He does so 
through a detailed analysis and explanation of Durkheim’s famous 
distinction between mechanical and organic solidarity. He conducts 
this analysis in order to clarify a site of solidarity that has been much 
discussed in recent political theory, namely the (purported) forma-
tion of a form of organic European solidarity through intensi%ed eco-
nomic integration and interdependence among European societies. 
Somek suggests that this idea, one of the most fundamental ideo-
logical commitments underlying the project of European integration 
since its implementation a(er 1945, is $awed: Solidarity beyond the 
state is composed of three elements, namely doux commerce, cosmo-
politan concern for individual su"ering, and faith in future union. 
However, none of these is capable of maintaining organic solidar-
ity among participants. Organic solidarity is constituted when each 
individual sees their own well- being as bound up with the collective, 
and when each sees how their individual work, despite being highly 
specialized, contributes to the overall $ourishing of society. If organic 
solidarity is present, individuals are more likely to accept redistribu-
tion and collective burden- sharing. But organic solidarity requires 
some mutual identi%cation on the basis of a shared way of life. Where 
such identi%cation is missing, interdependence in the form of a divi-
sion of labor will not lead to organic solidarity, but only to a gen-
eral disposition to behave peacefully toward those with whom one 
engages in economic activities (doux commerce) or a generic form of 
piety and compassion with human su"ering of any kind (cosmopoli-
tan concern).

#e %nal chapter in the volume comes from Tommie Shelby. 
He approaches the question about solidarity’s grounds through a 
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concrete and pressing political issue that he takes to be one of the 
biggest challenges to contemporary black political solidarity in the 
United States: How should theorists of black solidarity account for 
class di"erences among blacks? Most Marxists, for example, are 
sharply critical of race- based solidarity and antiracist identity poli-
tics. #ey believe that this form of politics is o(en instrumentalized 
in the interests of the black professional- managerial class, and tends 
to obscure or sideline working- class issues. #e black working class, 
these le(ists argue, should seek allies among the broader (multira-
cial) working class and in the labor movement. Such Marxists also 
maintain that race- based politics wrongly subordinates class to race, 
rather than viewing race and class as inextricably related and funda-
mentally structured by capital- labor relations. #ough Shelby shares 
some of the skepticism that thinkers on the le( have toward iden-
tity politics, he maintains that they o(en take their criticisms too far. 
Shelby goes on to defend black solidarity against the most power-
ful Marxist critiques of it. Shelby shows how black solidarity can be 
grounded, not on ‘thick’ forms of black ethnocultural identity, but 
on a commitment to antiracism and antipoverty. #is mutual com-
mitment, he argues, can serve to bridge the divide between black 
elites and the marginalized black poor. In examining the grounds of 
solidarity, Shelby’s chapter explores territory that is also addressed by 
Gould (in her discussion of ‘networked’ rather than ‘unitary’ solidar-
ity), Sangiovanni (on challenges to solidarity) and Van Parijs (on the 
special role of identi%cation in solidarity).

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

Though one of the most widely claimed values in actual political 
discourses, solidarity has for a long time been ignored in theoreti-
cal discussions in social and political philosophy. Fortunately, this 
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has started to change in recent years with an increasing number 
of scholars incorporating reflection on solidarity in their work. 
In closing this Introduction, we want to suggest a number of 
thoughts on the prospects of philosophical theorizing on solidar-
ity and list a few areas where we believe future research might be 
fruitful.

It should not come as a surprise that those who have wri!en on 
solidarity have tended to think of solidarity and solidaristic social 
relations as, by and large, a good thing, something that we have rea-
son to aspire to and, wherever possible, to promote. As a result, there 
has to date been rather li!le engagement with those voices critical 
of the very ideal. Yet in order to vindicate solidarity as a bona %de 
subject, authors writing on it will have to address these objections 
to solidarity. Two such criticisms seem particularly prevalent: %rst, 
a value- based criticism, according to which solidarity, as a political 
value, has no place in a liberal democracy because of its illiberal, anti- 
individualist, and fundamentally communitarian elements;28 second, 
a theoretical- cum- conceptual challenge: solidarity, some have argued, 
is conceptually redundant, that is, there is nothing new or interesting 
there that cannot just as easily be expressed in the language of justice, 
community, equality, and so on. Friends of solidarity, we think, are 
well advised to respond to these root- and- branch criticisms, not least 
because it will force them, on the one hand, to clarify how solidarity 
di"ers from objectionably illiberal social relations and, on the other 

28.  Jacob Levy, “Against Fraternity,” in !e Strains of Commitment: !e Political Sources of 
Solidarity in Diverse Societies, ed. Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017), 107– 125, at 114; George Kateb, “Democratic Individuality and 
the Meaning of Rights,” in Liberalism and the Moral Life, ed. Nancy Rosenblum (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 183– 206, at 200; Stephen Holmes, “#e Permanent 
Structure of Antiliberal #ought,” in Liberalism and the Moral Life, ed. Nancy Rosenblum 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 227– 253, at 229– 231.
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hand, to demonstrate how solidarity does not simply collapse into 
the more familiar terms and concepts of liberal theory.

A connected second area for future research concerns the limits 
of solidarity. #ere are really two issues here: One question relates 
to solidarity’s ‘external’ moral constraints. What considerations 
impose limits on our reasons to act in solidarity? If being in solidar-
ity provides us with agent- relative moral reasons to jointly act with 
a speci%ed group of fellows in the pursuit of a cause, then what gen-
eral moral considerations may undermine or cancel such reasons? 
What ends cannot permissibly be made the object of a solidarity 
group, and the choice of which means renders exercises of soli-
darity impermissible? Put more generally: What are the limits of 
solidaristic partiality? Scholars working on this relatively underex-
plored facet of solidarity could productively engage with the exist-
ing literature on permissible/ required partiality in other, perhaps 
more intimate relationships. Tackling this issue might also advance 
our understanding of how solidarity, both axiologically and deon-
tically, di$ers from more intimate social relationships. A second 
question concerns solidarity’s internal limits: What prevailing 
self- understandings and what group- level decision- making proce-
dures would disqualify a group from counting as solidaristic? Even 
if most authors believe that solidarity requires some disposition 
to accept burdens in the pursuit of a common aim, this minimal 
condition may not be su'cient for relations of solidarity; that is, 
something more demanding in terms of burden- sharing and shared 
decision- making may be necessary. And yet, it does not seem right 
that solidarity is only realized when members of a group realize a 
strongly democratic and egalitarian ethos in their mutual interac-
tion. So how much inequality is compatible with being in solidar-
ity? Various chapters in this volume make some initial suggestions 
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that, hopefully, will with time lead to more sustained treatments 
of these and other issues. At the very least, we hope that the essays 
assembled here will bring home to the reader that solidarity is both 
an extraordinarily rich topic and one that contains many questions 
yet to be explored in more detail.
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Rainer Forst, Solidarity In: The Virtue of Solidarity. Edited by: Andrea Sangiovanni and Juri Viehoff, 
Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2024. DOI: 10.1093/ oso/ 9780197612743.003.0002

Chapter  1

Solidarity
Concept, Conceptions, and Contexts

R A I N E R  F O R ST

A CONTESTED AND ELUSIVE CONCEPT

Solidarity is an elusive and contested concept, and debates about it 
abound:1 Is it a moral value or a virtue, or can it also be found in 
groups of criminals, and can the solidarity of some violate the rights 
and standing of— and the solidarity with— others? Is solidarity a feel-
ing, or can it be motivated by rational considerations of self- interest 

1.  See, for example, the various contributions to Kurt Bayertz, ed., Solidarity 
(Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic, 1999), and to Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka, eds., !e 
Strains of Commitment: !e Political Sources of Solidarity in Diverse Societies (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017); also the important works by Larry May, !e Socially Responsive 
Self: Social !eory and Professional Ethics (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1996), Avery 
Kolers, A Moral !eory of Solidarity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), Sally J. Scholz, 
Political Solidarity (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2008), Steinar 
Stjernø, Solidarity in Europe: !e History of an Idea (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), Hauke Brunkhorst, Solidarity: From Civic Friendship to a Global Legal Community 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), Tommie Shelby, We Who Are Dark: !e Philosophical 
Foundations of Black Solidarity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), Simon 
Derpmann, Gründe der Solidarität (Münster: Mentis, 2013), Andrea Sangiovanni, “Solidarity 
as Joint Action,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 32, no. 4 (November 2015): 340– 359.
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or moral re"ection? Is solidarity necessarily of a particular communal 
nature, or can it also take on universalist forms? Is it based on social 
relations and expectations of reciprocity, or does it have its place in 
relations of asymmetry, one- sided dependence, and non- shared vul-
nerability? Can solidarity be combined with or even be based on 
demands of justice, or is it the “other” of justice, going beyond it in 
altruistic or supererogatory ways? Can it be institutionalized by law, 
or does it presuppose intrinsic motives and voluntary action to which 
one cannot be coerced? In short, the very nature of solidarity— its  
grounds, motives, content, scope, and form— is the subject of numer-
ous disagreements, not just in light of the di#erent histories and tra-
jectories of the concept, but also in light of the di#erent uses we make 
of it in our normative vocabulary.2

If we want to make some headway in understanding the concept 
and overcome its elusiveness, we should avoid certain dead ends of 
analysis. It seems inappropriate to argue that there are di#erent “con-
cepts” of solidarity in play, since we would then no longer be able to 
explain what is supposed to qualify all of them as concepts of solidar-
ity.3 Similarly, we should avoid being “held captive”4 by a particular 
picture of solidarity, say the one associated with the socialist tradition 

2.  For an illuminating analysis of the di#erent trajectories of the concept, see Andrea 
Sangiovanni’s Chapter 3 in this volume. With respect to the dominant usages of the concept, 
Kurt Bayertz, “Four Uses of ‘Solidarity,’” in Solidarity, ed. Kurt Bayertz (Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic, 1999), 3– 28, is very useful.

3.  For an argument against employing di#erent “concepts” with regard to liberty (comment-
ing on Isaiah Berlin), see Rainer Forst, “Political Liberty: Integrating Five Conceptions of 
Autonomy,” in Autonomy and the Challenges to Liberalism: New Essays, ed. John Christman 
and Joel Anderson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 226– 242 (also 
in my !e Right to Justi"cation (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), ch. 5); 
and also, with respect to toleration, Rainer Forst, Toleration in Con#ict: Past and Present 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), §1.

4.  Ludwig Wi$genstein, Philosophical Investigations (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1968), §115, 48.
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or with social activism, and avoid declaring it to be the “true” or 
“authentic” form of solidarity.5

I suggest instead that we use the distinction developed by John 
Rawls between a “concept” and various “conceptions”6— the con-
cept contains the essential features of a term, whereas conceptions 
are thicker interpretations of these features— and situate the di#erent 
conceptions of solidarity in the social and normative contexts where 
they play a special role. Following this methodological approach, 
however, requires particular care. For neither can one start from 
a quasi- Platonic, conceptual eidos and derive the criteria for every 
legitimate usage of the term from it, nor can one inductively examine 
all semantic usages of the word for common features which would 
then constitute the core concept. %e former approach is dogmatic, 
the la$er uncritical and in any case unrealistic. Rather, we should aim 
to achieve a “re"ective equilibrium” (to use another Rawlsian term, 
although in a di#erent sense than he did) by going back and forth 
between paradigmatic examples of forms of solidarity in certain con-
texts, historical and contemporary, on the one hand, and a determi-
nation of basic features they share, on the other. %is process is in 
principle an open- ended one, as one can always go back and re- enter 
the hermeneutical- analytical circle: Was the concept de&ned too nar-
rowly or broadly? Are the di#erent conceptions appropriately deter-
mined? %e general aim is to provide the de&nition of a concept that 
reveals meaningful distinctions between di#erent conceptions of sol-
idarity. In that way, we might be able to answer some of the questions 
outlined above and, most of all, avoid declaring a particular concep-
tion of solidarity as the general concept— a mistake occasionally 

5.  See, for example, Rahel Jaeggi, “Solidarity and Indi#erence,” in Solidarity in Health and Social 
Care in Europe, ed. Ruud ter Meulen, Wil Arts, and Ruud Mu#els (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 
2001), 287– 308.

6.  John Rawls, A !eory of Justice, rev. ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 5.
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made in corresponding debates, especially when it comes to politi-
cally charged concepts such as solidarity (or toleration, justice, lib-
erty, etc.).

THE CONCEPT OF SOLIDARIT Y

%e general concept of solidarity refers to a special practical a$itude 
of a person toward others. It involves a form of “standing by”7 each 
other (from the Latin solidus)8 based on a particular normative bond 
with others constituted by a common cause or shared identity. %e two 
la$er notions are not mutually exclusive, because a shared identity 
can be correlated with a common cause. Still, sometimes, such as in 
the case of working- class solidarity, the common cause determines 
the commonality more than a particular social situation or identity 
marker (e.g., you do not need to be a worker to be solidary with the 
cause of the working class).

Solidarity expresses a willingness to act with and for the sake of 
others, based on the motive of a'rming the collective bond, that is, 
of furthering the common cause or the shared identity (or both), 
when this is required. Solidarity as a practical a$itude exists as long 
as this bond is perceived to be important and binding, and it materi-
alizes when corresponding action is felt to be required, especially in 

7.  In German, füreinander einstehen.
8.  In the tradition of Roman law, the term referred to a particular kind of collective liability of a 

group for the costs generated by one member and vice versa. %at meaning is still preserved 
in the term today. %e history of the concept is reconstructed by Andreas Wildt, “Solidarität,” 
in Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie, ed. Joachim Ri$er, Karlfried Gründer, and 
Go$fried Gabriel (Basel: Schwabe Verlag), 1004– 1015, and in Andreas Wildt, “Solidarity: Its 
History and Contemporary De&nition,” in Solidarity, ed. Kurt Bayertz (Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic, 1999), 209– 220.
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the face of threats or particular challenges.9 Solidarity is not generally, 
on the basic conceptual level, a &ghting creed, but it is required as a 
practice when “needed” (i.e., when called for to a'rm or defend the 
common project). Solidary action is voluntary and based on inner 
conviction because it springs from the motive of the common bond 
as felt and perceived by those who act (which does not exclude moti-
vational forces that, in their view, leaves them with no alternative 
other than to be solidary, especially if connected with strong social 
expectations to act loyally).10

It is important to note that solidary action is expected of mem-
bers of the collective precisely when it is costly, also when narrow 
self- interest might actually deem it to be too costly. %is is when rea-
sons rooted in the “deeper” bond come into play as justifying and 
motivating forces. As far as the basic concept of solidarity is con-
cerned, however, it is not justi&ed to add to its de&ning features that 
its demands are always supererogatory,11 since costly actions can also 
be demanded by duties of reciprocal, symmetrical solidarity. At the 
general conceptual level, it is di'cult to determine the point at which 
the call for particular actions by some members overstrains the 
bonds of solidarity uniting the collective, especially given that people 
usually belong to various overlapping, but also possibly con"icting, 
contexts of solidarity (family, nation, and class, for example— which 
is, in other words, the classic material of drama). %e general concept 
of solidarity entails no particular metric of what solidarity requires in 
concrete contexts. %at is determined by the various conceptions of 
the collective bond that grounds particular contextual instances of 
solidarity.

9.  %is is stressed by Sangiovanni, “Solidarity as Joint Action,” 343– 345. It seems to me, how-
ever, that solidarity as a practical a$itude, as a willingness to act if required, is essential, 
independent of whether it &nds expression in action or not.

10.  %e point of loyalty is stressed by Shelby, We Who Are Dark, 69– 70.
11.  As Wildt, “Solidarity: Its History and Contemporary De&nition,” 213, does.
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%ere is some reciprocity involved, since each member of a soli-
dary communal context is expected to act in solidarity if they have 
the opportunity; however, this is far from a straightforward economic 
form of reciprocity in which one (ideally) receives an equivalent for 
one’s contribution or in which contributions have to be roughly equal. 
Solidary reciprocity rather means: One’s own contribution serves 
the general, common cause, and those who can contribute more or 
something special do it to further that cause, so that when they act in 
such ways, they feel neither superior nor exploited (and those who 
contribute less do not feel like second- class members). Such solidar-
ity can reach so far that one feels bound to save the body or execute 
the last will of a deceased comrade or friend, assuming that he or she 
would have done the same. Solidary reciprocity can take imagined 
and yet real, highly asymmetrical forms. %is also includes solidary 
support for people struggling in a certain way for a cause (such as 
human rights) that I feel commi$ed to, even though I may not know 
them personally or they may be in a position where they could not 
possibly reciprocate what I do (and vice versa). Nevertheless, there is 
a common cause between us, for which we work together, each doing 
their share.12

It is o(en said that solidarity is owed most to the weakest member 
of a collective, but this is only half of the truth: It is owed to the collec-
tive and its general cause and common good, but it may materialize in 
the shape of a particular concern for those who are weakest, depend-
ing on the speci&c nature of the common bond. %ere are many his-
torical layers that have been stored in the term and which need to 

12.  %is notion of imagined reciprocity exceeds the notion of reciprocity and joint action 
that Sangiovanni, “Solidarity as Joint Action,” 350, thinks de&nes solidary action. For an 
argument about transnational solidarity, see Carol C. Gould, “Transnational Solidarities,” 
Journal of Social Philosophy 38, no. 1 (Spring 2007): 148– 164. I hesitate to call that kind of 
solidarity less “robust,” as Ashley E. Taylor, “Solidarity: Obligations and Expressions,” !e 
Journal of Political Philosophy 23, no. 2 ( June 2015): 128– 145, does.
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be distinguished here, ranging from Catholic social doctrine to the 
communist movement or to forms of nationalism.

So these are, to summarize, the components of the general con-
cept of solidarity, abstracted from concrete contexts and concep-
tions: a practical a$itude which takes the form of a willingness to 
act based on a common bond that implies a common cause or shared 
identity that ought to be furthered. %e bond itself is the motivating 
force, and it can call for particular actions beyond narrow self- interest. 
%e reciprocity involved can take many forms, including asymmetri-
cal ones, as long as the bond justi&es what it means to do one’s share. 
If these features appear in a certain practical context, we encounter a 
form of solidarity.

NORMATIVE DEPENDENCY

So far, solidarity sounds like a virtue, and with respect to its char-
acter of overcoming one’s narrow self- interest to further a common 
cause it surely is. But that does not make it a moral virtue or some-
thing intrinsically good, since a Ma&a family may also depend quite 
a lot on the solidarity of its members. And nationalist movements 
have historically used the language of solidarity e#ectively for many 
purposes, including aggressive ones.13 Hence, solidarity is a morally 
neutral virtue that can be used for good or bad concerns and goals; in 
this respect, it is similar to courage, for example.

%e concept itself is, therefore, a normatively dependent one, which 
means that normative conceptions of solidarity are in need of inter-
pretive supplementation by other normative principles (such as jus-
tice) or values (such as national welfare or serving God’s honor). %e 

13.  See Cornelia Schmitz- Berning, Vokabular des Nationalsozialismus (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
2007), 602f., on the use of the term “national solidarity” during National Socialism.
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concept of solidarity is contextually and normatively promiscuous— 
it can serve many ends and does not contain any particular ends in 
itself, neither moral nor political ones. Such ends must be connected 
with the idea of solidarity— that is, of standing in for others based on 
a particular shared bond and common cause— and the bond or cause 
in question must be spelled out independently as something worth 
caring about. Here the relevant justifying reasons can be speci&c and 
relative to particular social contexts, but they can also be of a univer-
salist nature. Religious forms of solidarity o(en combine particular-
istic and universalistic claims because they are rooted in a particular 
faith, but may (and o(en do) regard the truths and imperatives of that 
faith as being universally valid.

%is means that reasons of solidarity are not reasons of a norma-
tive kind categorically distinct from reasons of morality, justice, reli-
gion, friendship, and so on.14 %ey are of a particular nature, however, 
insofar as reasons of political solidarity, for example, are reasons to 
promote the particular political cause of a concrete collective one 
feels bound to and identi&es with, even though there may be other 
political collectives that are similar in nature. Still, the bond that justi-
&es solidary actions is not binding in virtue of the mere fact of mem-
bership.15 Rather, it is binding for a person because she values the 
cause or identity of the collective for particular normative reasons. 
She sees certain values embodied in a particular way by this commu-
nity with which she identi&es and not by others (though this may 
change). Reasons of solidarity thus combine independent evaluative 
considerations with a special a$achment and bond to a concrete col-
lective one identi&es with. %is bipolar nature of solidarity can cre-
ate a dynamic of critique of one’s collective in light of the relevant 

14.  %e opposite view is defended by Derpmann, Gründe der Solidarität.
15.  A view held by Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1989), ch. 9.
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evaluations and possibly of changing solidarities between collectives. 
At the level of basic conceptual analysis, it is not possible to de&ne the 
proper ratio between particular combinations of the fact and history 
of membership and identi&cation, on the one hand, and independent 
evaluative components, on the other, as these vary with contexts and 
conceptions of solidarity.

Once again, it should be emphasized that this conceptual analysis 
does not imply that the reasons for valuing the bond through which 
solidarity arises are good moral reasons; a one- sided and national-
ist, perhaps even chauvinistic a'rmation of a national identity can 
be just as much a basis for solidarity as a postconventional anti- 
nationalist solidarity with marginalized groups. A religiously based 
form of solidarity can lead to a solidarity with the exploited in foreign 
parts of the world or to a hostile isolation against “foreign in&ltration” 
by other religious groups of one’s own country.

Our normative vocabulary contains other, similar terms, such as 
toleration or legitimacy, that only express a personal or institutional 
moral virtue if they are accompanied by independently grounded 
good reasons and justi&cations.16 Unlike justice, for example, they 
do not stand for intrinsically justi&ed virtues.17 To be sure, a particu-
lar interpretation of justice may not be well founded, but it can be 
criticized in terms of the core concept of justice itself as a ma$er of 
overcoming arbitrariness in social relations (which is the core mean-
ing of justice), whereas such a re"exive critique is not possible in the 
case of solidarity or toleration (although it has o(en been tried). One 
can criticize a particular act of solidarity for not being su'ciently 

16.  See the discussions of toleration and legitimacy as normatively dependent concepts in 
Forst, Toleration in Con#ict, §3, and Rainer Forst, Normativity and Power: Analyzing Social 
Orders of Justi"cation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), ch. 8, respectively.

17.  See my argument in Rainer Forst, “Justice: Procedural and Substantive,” in !e 
Cambridge Handbook of Constitutional !eory, ed. Richard Bellamy and Je# King 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, forthcoming).
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solidary, but that does not tell us anything about the value of the 
cause that shall be furthered. Whether an act or a$itude of solidarity 
is well founded depends on such additional values.

%e idea of normatively dependent concepts is di#erent from that 
of “essentially contested concepts,”18 because the normative concep-
tions, but not the concept itself, are contested and con"ict with each 
other. In fact, I doubt whether there really are any essentially con-
tested concepts all the way down. For if there were, as argued above, 
it would not be clear whether a contest between normative interpre-
tations of a concept really was a contest about the same concept. If it 
is, there is a non- contested core concept that unites the contending 
positions.

NORMATIVE CONTE XTS AND CONCEPTIONS 
OF SOLIDARIT Y

One can distinguish various conceptions of solidarity depending on 
the values or principles that lend normative substance to the bond 
of solidarity in certain practical contexts. %at renders my account 
contextualist in a certain conceptual, non- relativistic way and takes 
seriously the multiplicity of what could be meant by a “common 
bond,” “shared identity,” or “common cause.” As we saw above, it has 
to express something of value to all members of the solidary com-
munity; but what that value is and what exactly it entails depend on 
the respective context.

So “context” here is a complex notion involving the following 
aspects: It speci&es the normative nature (or the point) of the soli-
dary bond and demarcates the community of solidarity. It is not just 

18.  Walter B. Gallie, “Essentially Contested Concepts,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 56, 
no. 1 (1955– 1956): 167– 198.
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a context of action but a normative context of self- understanding, 
both individually and collectively. Most notably, it is a context of 
justi"cation that determines the relevant reasons for solidary action. 
At the same time, it is a context of normatively binding social rela-
tions of mutual recognition.19 Which actions in particular are required 
depends on a further step of contextual speci&cation; for example, 
there is a conception of solidarity among friends, but what exactly 
a concrete friendship requires friends to do or not depends on the 
history and particular nature of their relation. %e context of justi-
&cation has to be spelled out at various levels (i.e., that of a general 
conception and that of a particular case).

Ethical Contexts

In ethical contexts of family and intimate partnerships, friendships, or 
other forms of community, solidarity is based on particular commu-
nal bonds centered on a notion of the shared and mutually enjoyed 
good. %ese bonds ground concretely what it means to be solidary 
or to lack solidarity. I call such contexts “ethical” because the com-
munally a'rmed notion of the good relevant here is (at least in part) 
constitutive of one’s ethical- personal identity, one’s form of life or 
ethos. When you act in solidarity with others in this context, you 
a'rm your own identity, you recognize who and what you are, and 
the common project is part of yourself— and that motivates you to 
do what is required. %e personal investment in this form of solidar-
ity can be very high, depending on the level of identity involvement.

%e nature of the commitment and of the actions that are 
required and justi&able, as well as the scope of the community of 
solidarity, depend on these particular identity contexts. In this realm, 

19.  See my distinction between contexts of recognition and of justi&cation in Rainer 
Forst, Contexts of Justice: Political Philosophy beyond Liberalism and Communitarianism 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), ch. 5.
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one usually is a member of multiple ethical contexts, which may lead 
to priority issues or con"icts, for example between loyalty to and 
solidarity with your family and to your religious community or to a 
friend who is in need of support. None of these contexts of solidar-
ity is self- justifying or takes natural precedence; it is all a question 
of ethical justi&cation, where the question of who you are and what 
you owe to others with whom you share a strong communal bond 
is essential. Such a practice of justi&cation, searching for what you 
“really care about,”20 will also determine what exactly acting in soli-
darity means, including whether it requires you to sacri&ce some-
thing important or to take risks. %e main “currency” of justi&cation 
here is the “ethical identity investment” (as we may call it) you share 
with concrete others.21

Legal Contexts

It may sound surprising to list the legal domain as a context of soli-
darity, since this does not seem to cohere with the notions of “com-
mon bond” or “solidary reciprocity” and the idea that solidarity is 
a voluntary, non- coerced act. And indeed, many people think that 
solidarity must be located outside the bonds of legal duties and obli-
gations or, for that ma$er, of what justice demands.22 However, as we 
know since Hegel and Durkheim, modern social systems presuppose 
certain forms of institutionally mediated solidarity, where one con-
tributes one’s share without expecting a narrow quid pro quo.23 Social 
insurance schemes are an example of such systems, which is why in 

20.  Harry Frankfurt, !e Importance of What We Care About (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988).

21.  Cf. Taylor, “Solidarity: Obligations and Expressions” (although not in these terms).
22.  Wildt, “Solidarity: Its History and Contemporary De&nition,” 223– 242.
23.  Emile Durkheim, !e Division of Labour in Society (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1984), 

and Axel Honneth, !e Struggle for Recognition: !e Moral Grammar of Social Con#icts 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995).
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German they are called Solidargemeinscha%en, that is, communities of 
solidarity.24 Leibniz can be seen as a pioneer of such solidary schemes 
of “institutionalized solidarity,”25 because he argued for an insurance 
scheme (in cases of &re and "ooding)— assecurazione contra casus 
fortuitos— in which society as a whole should stand in for those 
a#ected by such disasters.26 He compared society to a ship whose 
welfare is the responsibility of all, so that we have to help each other 
in case of need for the sake of the general context of cooperation— 
adding that the need in question should not be the result of one’s own 
blameworthy behavior.

Many social insurance schemes are built on such ideas, includ-
ing social welfare and healthcare schemes, and it remained a ma$er 
of dispute whether carelessness and other vices disqualify one from 
the scheme of solidarity or not. %ese are issues that are still relevant 
today, in practice as well as in theory, if you think, for example, of 
luck egalitarianism and its (too) strict distinction between individual 
responsibility and the circumstances for which one cannot be held 
responsible.27 In any case, whether it is a private insurance scheme 
(e.g., car or home insurance) to which one contributes without ever 
necessarily receiving an equivalent in return, while others are bailed 

24.  Karl H. Metz, “Solidarity and History: Institutions and Social Concepts of Solidarity in 19th 
Century Western Europe,” in Solidarity, ed. Kurt Bayertz (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic, 
1999), 191– 207, and Ulrich K. Preuß, “National, Supranational, and International 
Solidarity,” in Solidarity, ed. Kurt Bayertz (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic, 1999), 281– 289.

25.  Frank Nullmeier, “Eigenverantwortung, Gerechtigkeit und Solidarität –  Konkurrierende 
Prinzipien der Konstruktion moderner Wohlfahrtsstaaten?,” WSI Mi$eilungen 4 
(2006): 175– 180, and Gøsta Esping- Andersen, Social Foundations of Postindustrial 
Economies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).

26.  Go$fried Wilhelm Leibniz, “Ö#entliche Assekuranzen,” in his Sämtliche Schri%en und Briefe 
IV/ 3 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1986), 421– 432. See also Cornel Zwierlein, Prometheus 
Tamed: Fire, Security and Modernities, 1400– 1900 (Leiden: Brill, 2021).

27.  See Rainer Forst, “%e Point of Justice: On the Paradigmatic Incompatibility between 
Rawlsian ‘Justice as Fairness’ and Luck Egalitarianism,” in John Rawls: Debating the Major 
Questions, ed. John Mandle and Sarah Roberts- Cady (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2020), 148– 160.
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out from emergency situations resulting from bad behavior or bad 
luck, or whether it is a socially obligatory scheme (say of general 
public health insurance), some form of solidary reciprocity is always 
involved, since it is generally accepted that those in need will receive 
more bene&ts than those who are not in need. Although free- riding is 
not explicitly accepted, it is for the most part tacitly tolerated for the 
sake of maintaining the overall integrity of the scheme.

%e legal form does not preclude solidarity properly speaking, 
even in a mandatory scheme. For, as Durkheim argued, its members 
are asked to accept the system not only and not primarily because of 
its sanctioning force but because of its justi&cation, its raison d’être, 
and the way it functions— which means they should not exploit it, 
even if they could, nor long for changing it politically for their own 
bene&t, even if they could do so with the support of a majority. Both 
as subjects of the law who could cheat but do not do so and, more 
importantly, as lawgivers in a democratic legal state, its members 
accept the solidary scheme as justi&ed and as an expression of a com-
mon civic bond. Otherwise, we would run into the paradox that the 
social struggles of solidary workers and others for such social insur-
ance schemes throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
were really struggles to overcome “true” solidarity based on volun-
tary action by institutionalizing social rights. %is institutionaliza-
tion, however, is not beyond solidarity, but retains it as a claim to 
recognize and accept the social, solidary sense of such systems.28

It is true that those libertarians, for example, who would rather 
abolish such schemes are, as members of these systems, legally 
obliged to act in accordance with norms of solidarity without really 
being in solidarity, and here we should recognize that certain exter-
nal actions conforming to solidarity can be enforced, although the 

28.  Cf. T. H. Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1950); Hauke Brunkhorst, Solidarität unter Fremden (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1997).
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internal a$itude cannot be. Yet one cannot infer from the fact that the 
law is coercive that all those who are subject to it follow it because it is 
coercive. Some do, some don’t. It is always di'cult to infer the nature 
of motivating reasons from actions. One cannot, for example, assume 
that acts of solidarity in ethical contexts were in fact motivated by 
the right reasons; maybe group pressure was the driving force. As far 
as legal contexts are concerned, if the laws were only followed out 
of fear of being caught when violating them, functioning legal states 
would have to take the form of repressive police states. And from a 
political perspective, the assumption that “the state” as a separate 
agent installs legal systems of obligations independently from the 
political will of citizens and forces its subjects to comply with them is 
a remnant of a pre- democratic notion of law. %e institutionalization 
of a system of social solidarity can and should be a political act of soli-
darity, as well as its maintenance and improvement; and its neoliberal 
dismantling can rightly be criticized with good reasons as an act of 
de- solidarization.29

Political Contexts

In political contexts, we encounter various forms or conceptions of 
solidarity:

An ethical- political form of solidarity refers to national bonds and 
a shared history, or perhaps even an ethnic- historical identity inter-
preted as a political identity and as a project to be pursued and contin-
ued, for example, through national independence. %e fact that such 
communities, their histories, and meanings are o(en “imagined”30 or 
fabricated does not mean that the motivating force of such ideas or 
communities is any less powerful. Nationalism, whether it assumes 

29.  Wendy Brown, Undoing the Demos (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015).
30.  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Re#ections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism (London: Verso, 2016).
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more benign or more malicious forms, remains a major normative 
source of solidary practical motivation.

A political- social form of solidarity exists where there is less ethi-
cal investment in a particular communal identity that is regarded as 
valuable, but where a common cause and project motivates people 
to act in solidarity, such as the creation of a new form of life or a new 
society. In most cases these are &ghting creeds, as in the struggles for 
class liberation, democracy, or ecological transformation. %e nature 
of the project can be seen as moral or self- serving; interpretations 
of class struggle, for example, can come in Hegelian- Marxist or in 
Nietzschean guises.

Political- social solidarity o(en aims at establishing a just soci-
ety, as in movements for gender and racial equality or for overcom-
ing class and caste exploitation as grave forms of injustice— Unrecht 
schlechthin (absolute injustice), in Marx’s words.31 Such movements 
may share certain elements with ethical- political collectives, involv-
ing a positive valuation of marginalized or exploited forms of life; yet 
the thrust of these communal struggles is to establish a new, more 
just society. %at is what calls for solidarity; it is grounded in jus-
tice as a general principle to be realized in a particular social context. 
Justice- based conceptions of solidarity come in two forms: those that 
demand solidarity in order to establish a just political and social order, 
and those that require solidarity in order to preserve it— where pre-
serving justice also implies to promote and improve it.

It is important to distinguish the forms of solidarity involved in 
struggles for justice from more institutionalized forms of solidar-
ity which presuppose that a certain level of justice has already been 

31.  Karl Marx, “Zur Kritik der Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie. Einleitung,” in Marx- Engels- 
Werke I (Berlin: Dietz, 1976), 390. Cf. Rainer Forst, “Noumenal Alienation: Rousseau, 
Kant and Marx on the Dialectics of Self- Determination,” Kantian Review 22, no. 4 
(2017): 523– 551.
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established (as rare as this may be the case). For the former, solidarity 
is required to combat injustice, and it is di'cult to determine to what 
extent that struggle should itself be bound by principles of justice (as 
I think it should). %e second form of solidarity is clearly guided by 
principles of justice, for example, when it is a question of realizing a 
demanding form of social justice, say one that accords with Rawls’s 
di#erence principle. %is necessitates an ethos of justice that gives 
people reasons not to act or vote on their short- term self- interests, 
an ethos that cannot be fully realized in the form of legal duties.32 It 
implies a form of solidary reciprocity which is based on the convic-
tion that social justice involves a balance between contributions and 
bene&ts that does not serve the optimization of one’s self- interest in 
the narrower sense.33

In contemporary societies, solidarity is o(en required in a way 
that combines the motives of establishing and preserving justice, 
because the existing institutions realize justice at best partially, while 
undermining it at the same time. Justice in its true sense— a notion 
on which I cannot elaborate here34— means using existing institu-
tions (such as nation- states) to overcome the obstacles to establish-
ing transnational institutions of democratic justice, given existing 
transnational realities of global injustice. %e community of solidar-
ity with respect to social and political justice must be broader than 
the nation- state, because states are part of transnational schemes of 
cooperation and, most importantly, of enforced and asymmetrical 

32.  G. A. Cohen, Jürgen Habermas, and John Rawls agree on this point. See, for example, 
Rawls, A !eory of Justice, §79; G. A. Cohen, Why Not Socialism? (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2009); Jürgen Habermas, Im Sog der Technokratie (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 
2013), ch. 5.

33.  See Sangiovanni, “Solidarity as Joint Action.”
34.  See especially my work on transnational justice in Forst, !e Right to Justi"cation, part 3; 

Forst, Normativity and Power, part V; and Forst, “A Critical %eory of Transnational (In- )
Justice: Realistic in the Right Way,” in !e Oxford Handbook of Global Justice, ed. %om 
Brooks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 451– 472.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448498097 by guest on 05 June 2026



R A I N E R  F O R S T

52

52

“cooperation” that include relations of political, social, and economic 
exploitation which ought to be overcome by institutions of transna-
tional justice. From a comprehensive perspective of justice, we recog-
nize that national solidarity must not be realized at the price of a lack 
of solidarity with others who are exploited and dominated.35

In this context, the reasons for drawing the line around a justi&-
cation community or a community of solidarity are di#erent from 
those in ethical contexts. %ere, the basis for solidarity is the ethical 
investment in a communal context; in the case of justice, the basis is 
a moral- political conception of what one owes to others as members 
of a shared normative order, which may transcend national ones.36 
%is implies a normative (and graduated) notion of solidarity that 
is grounded in the principle that no one ought to be subjected to a 
normative order (including the global economy) of which they can-
not be a coauthor with equal standing. Bound by claims of justice, 
we owe solidarity to those who are denied such standing and should 
not accord our fellow nationals normative priority in a way that is 
detrimental to this duty.

Solidarity in contexts of (in- )justice is a duty based on the basic 
right of persons to be respected as equal normative authorities in 
all those normative orders they are subjected to. In cases where we 
share such orders with them— whether it is a state or an encompass-
ing, global economic scheme— we have duties of justice as partici-
pants in such orders which are, at the same time, duties of solidarity 
de&ned by justice. In those (unlikely) cases where we are not impli-
cated (however indirectly) in such orders in which persons are being 
denied equal standing as justi&catory agents, we nevertheless have 
a “natural duty”37 of justice (and solidarity) to help them overcome 

35.  Stephan Lessenich, “Doppelmoral hält besser: Die Politik mit der Solidarität in der 
Externalisierungsgesellscha(,” Berliner Journal für Soziologie 30 (2020): 113– 130.

36.  See Habermas, Im Sog der Technokratie, 102– 111.
37.  Rawls, A !eory of Justice, §19.
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that injustice. In both cases, existing injustice and shared projects of 
justice ground duties of solidarity, but in di#erent ways depending 
on the context.

A special case of duties of solidarity based on considerations of 
justice is ensuring that refugees are treated respectfully in the nor-
mative orders they reach.38 %ey are fellow human beings who are 
"eeing from injustice or from living conditions that are intolerable, 
especially given the existing global possibilities for the redistribution 
of resources, and members of be$er- o# countries owe them a stand-
ing as agents of justice who have claims upon them as cosmopolitan 
compatriots and participants in a transnational normative order of 
resource distribution. Here, as elsewhere, it is important to be clear 
about whether we are talking about general moral, legal, or moral- 
political duties of solidarity. All of these categories are involved in 
this case.

Moral Contexts

In moral contexts, &nally, solidarity is based on our common human-
ity and calls for actions ranging from morally obligatory assistance in 
cases of need to supererogatory actions beyond any assumption of 
reciprocity— except, perhaps, for the hope that, should we ever &nd 
ourselves in a similar situation, others would do something similar 
for us as well. Solidarity covers all of these cases, from “ordinary” 
help to extremely costly forms of assistance, although supererogatory 
action is an especially praiseworthy service of solidarity. %e realm of 
solidarity thus allows for an additional space for extremely solidary 
and laudable actions and e#orts; and I should add that this is gener-
ally the case, also in other contexts.

38.  David Owen, What Do We Owe to Refugees? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2020).
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Moral solidarity, traditionally called Brüderlichkeit39 (brother-
hood) by idealists like Schiller or Beethoven (either ignoring women 
or including them as “brothers”), is not the “other” of morality in 
the sense of an opposite, even when morality is understood along 
Kantian lines;40 rather, it is an aspect of morality that recognizes oth-
ers as vulnerable beings one must “stand in for,” given their &nitude 
and frailty and the fact that we all share a human form of life. Morality, 
a(er all, is a form of caring for and about others, even if one does not 
share a more particular form of life or identity with them. Respecting 
the uniqueness and vulnerability of the “concrete other”41 while also 
respecting and treating them as an equal is precisely what morality 
demands.42 Acts of solidarity are always concrete acts, but that does 
not mean that the reason for performing them cannot be universalis-
tic in nature. From the moral point of view, we have no good justify-
ing reason not to show solidarity with others in need.

CONCLUSION

%e foregoing analysis intends to contribute not only to illuminating 
the various meanings of the term “solidarity” (and the di#erent norma-
tive conceptions of solidarity) but also to avoiding some of its pitfalls. 
%e la$er stem especially from mistaking a particular conception of 
solidarity for the whole concept, for example by assuming that solidar-
ity must always be ethical or political in nature, that it is categorically 

39.  Véronique Munoz- Dardé, “Fraternity and Justice,” in Solidarity, ed. Kurt Bayertz 
(Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic, 1999), 81– 97.

40.  Jürgen Habermas, “Justice and Solidarity: On the Discussion Concerning ‘Stage 6,’” in 
Philosophical Forum 21, no. 1 (1989): 32– 52. He retracts this in favor of a political under-
standing of solidarity in Im Sog der Technokratie, 104, fn. 23.

41.  Seyla Benhabib, !e Rights of Others: Aliens, Residents, and Citizens (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004).

42.  Lutz Wingert, Gemeinsinn und Moral: Grundzüge einer intersubjektivistischen Moralkonzeption 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1993).
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di#erent from justice, or that it is always supererogatory. Solidarity 
comes in many forms and with many justi&cations and grounds. One 
must not reduce this plurality, but instead describe it properly.

As indicated, this opens up the possibility of con"icts between 
the contexts and dimensions of solidarity mentioned— among 
friends, comrades, citizens, or all those su#ering from injustice. My 
main point in this regard is that the normatively dependent concept 
of solidarity does not tell us to which form we ought to accord prior-
ity. %is is where we reach bedrock in a dispute between, for example, 
a Humean and a Kantian view. Drawing on Hume, one might argue 
that the forms in which the identity investment is greatest, thus possi-
bly the ethical ones, should take precedence.43 Or one might develop 
a moral theory of the worst evils to be avoided, thereby according 
priority to the moral aspect (depending, however, on the ethical 
identi&cation with such priorities).44 Kantians understand the emo-
tional and social appeal of ethical forms of solidarity, but believe 
that forms of solidarity based on the categorical imperative of equal 
respect should have greater normative weight.45 %e reason for this is 
that, in a Kantian framework, solidarity is a virtue only if founded on 
practical reason, based on the best justi&cation among equal human 
beings. Seen in this light, the question of solidarity points to larger 
questions about who we are as moral beings.46

43.  Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity.
44.  Andrea Sangiovanni, Humanity Without Dignity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press, 2017).
45.  Barbara Herman, Moral Literacy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008); Forst, 

!e Right to Justi"cation, part I.
46.  Many thanks to the participants of the Florence Workshop “Solidarity: Its Nature and 

Value” at the European University Institute in May 2019 for helpful comments and ques-
tions, especially to the organizers of the conference and editors of this volume, Andrea 
Sangiovanni and Juri Vieho#, and to Margaret Kohn and Tommie Shelby for their com-
mentaries. %anks also to Ciaran Cronin, Felix Kämper, and Amadeus Ulrich for their valu-
able suggestions and help in preparing this text.
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Chapter  2

Solidarity and the Just Society

P H I L I P P E  VA N  PA R I J S

SOLIDARIT Y A S MU TUAL 
RESPONSIBILIT Y

Under the shock of the pandemic, solidarity was, more than ever, 
in fashion.1 “Solidarity” (or its near- homonyms in other languages) 
was used to refer to what people were expressing by applauding from 
their balconies every evening, to what member states of the European 
Union showed or failed to show in response to proposals for a partial 
mutualisation of national public debts, as well as to the working of 
national health care systems and the measures taken to bu!er the 
impact of the lockdown on people’s livelihood. What does “solidar-
ity” mean in these very diverse contexts? And how does solidarity, 
duly de"ned, relate to the pursuit of social justice?

#e conceptual clari"cation with which I need to start bears 
some relationship with what dictionaries aim to do. But it is not 

1.  Just one quantitative illustration: during the six weeks that followed the local outbreak of 
the coronavirus crisis in mid- March 2020, the word “solidariteit” was used 3236 times in 
Belgium’s Dutch- language newspapers, compared to only 548 times in the corresponding 
weeks of 2019 (De Lobel 2020).
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meant as a contribution to the lexicography of the English lan-
guage. #e nineteenth- century French words solidarité and solidaire 
and their subsequent adaptations in other languages are commonly 
used to refer both to individual and collective actions and feelings 
and to social institutions. It is quite possible that solidarité, solidarity, 
Solidarität, solidaridad, solidarietà, and so on, do not cover exactly the 
same semantic "elds in their respective languages. More speci"cally, 
it is quite possible that the best explication of solidarité and its quasi- 
homonyms in other languages may di!er signi"cantly, depending on 
which uses are perceived as paradigmatic or as limiting cases in the 
idiolects one is most familiar with. In the languages I am acquainted 
with, however, it is clear that “solidarity,” “insurance,” “charity,” and 
“justice” (and the corresponding words in other languages) are not 
used interchangeably, whether when they are applied to actions 
or to institutions. It is for this di!erential use that I need to o!er a 
characterization.2

#e Latin expression obligatio in solidum was used in Roman law 
to refer to a debt that was held jointly by several people, with each 
of them liable to have to pay the whole of it. In addition to having 
coined the expression socialisme, the French philosopher Pierre 
Leroux claims to have been the "rst to extract the word solidarité from 

2.  In this enterprise, I shall be guided by my own linguistic intuitions, and hence probably 
by the way the relevant words are used in French more than in other languages. #is may 
account for di!erences with what readers more familiar with other languages may regard as 
the best explication of the concept: discussions of earlier versions of this text suggest that 
such di!erences are quite tenacious. #e fact that the modern notion of solidarité originated 
in French gives speakers of French no authority to dictate the way in which the correspond-
ing word should be used in other languages. I conjecture, however, that percolation across 
Western languages has been su$ciently intensive for the relevant segment of the semantic 
map of English to resemble the corresponding French one more than enough for my pur-
poses. Note, however, that Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka (2017: 4) use the term “soli-
darity” so as to cover “civic solidarity” (or mutual respect) and “democratic solidarity” (or 
support for equal rights) in addition to what they call “redistributive solidarity.” #is may 
re%ect a di!erent use of the word “solidarity” (and its quasi- homonyms in other languages) 
in North America and in Europe.
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the legal vocabulary and to give it a “philosophical” sense in his book 
De l’Humanité (1840).3 From then on, solidarity started being under-
stood in the contemporary moral sense of “mutual responsibility.” 
According to Auguste Comte (1866: 382), for example, “solidarity 
rests on the fact that men represent each other to such a degree that 
they are responsible for each other.”4 And the 1877 edition of Li&ré’s 
dictionary de"nes solidarity as “mutual responsibility between two 
or more people.”5 Here, solidarité no longer refers to a legal obliga-
tion, but to a moral sentiment, motive, disposition, or duty— as it 
does today.

In parallel, however, the word solidarité was also used— including 
in the booklet that most contributed to spreading its moral mean-
ing, Léon Bourgeois’s Solidarité (1896)— to refer to the sheer fact of 
“mutual dependence.”6 #is use of solidarité as mutual dependence 
has now largely been overshadowed by the moral sense of mutual 
responsibility. But it has not disappeared.7 And for Bourgeois, what 
links the two concepts is far more than a fortuitous homonymy. He 
claimed to “establish on the scienti"c doctrine of natural solidarity 

3.  On the "rst uses of the word, see Gide (1932: 32– 36) and Le Bras- Chopard (1992).
4.  “En fait, l’homme qui prétend ne représenter que sa propre personnalité, se trompe. Il porte, 

quoi qu’il veuille l’empreinte de la société où il a appris à parler, à penser, à agir, voire même à 
croire ou à douter. Il n’y a que les idiots qui ne représentent rien. La solidarité repose précisé-
ment sur ce que les hommes se représentent les uns les autres au point d’être responsables 
les uns pour les autres.”

5.  “Li&ré, en 1877, ne donne encore de ce terme, en dehors des acceptions juridique et physi-
ologique, qu’une dé"nition ‘de langage courant,’ c’est- à- dire sans précision et sans por-
tée: ‘c’est, dit- il seulement, la responsabilité mutuelle qui s’établit entre deux ou plusieurs 
personnes’ ” (Bourgeois 1896: 6).

6.  Bourgeois (1896: 21– 23) mentions, for example, “the general law of reciprocal dependence, 
that is of solidarity, of the elements of universal life,” “the law of gravity, the law of solidarity 
of the celestial bodies,” and the “bond of solidarity that unites man with the rest of the world”.

7.  It is in this sense, for example, that the word solidarité was famously used in an o(en quoted 
sentence featuring both in the Schuman declaration of May 9, 1950, and in the preamble of the 
treaty that created in the following year the European Coal and Steel Community: “L’Europe 
[ . . . ] se fera par des réalisations concrètes créant d’abord une solidarité de fait.” (“Europe [ . . . ] 
will be built through concrete achievements that will "rst create a de facto solidarity.”)
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a practical doctrine of moral and social solidarity” and believed that 
“the knowledge of the natural laws of solidarity among beings leads 
to a comprehensive theory of the rights and duties of man in society” 
(1896: 30, 53). His a&empt at providing a “scienti"c foundation” to 
a “positive morality” can rightly be rejected as a clear case of natural-
istic fallacy.8

#e moral sense of solidarity as mutual responsibility must be 
distinguished from the sense in which Emile Durkheim used it in his 
classic De la Division du travail social, published just a few years before 
Bourgeois’s booklet. As he used the expression, the only feature com-
mon to all forms of social solidarity is “a general tendency to sociabil-
ity” (Durkheim 1893: 30– 31) that is “symbolized” or “expressed” in 
distinct bodies of law. #e laws that express “mechanical solidarity” 
serve to maintain similarity between all members of society through 
the repression of crimes. #e laws that express “organic solidarity” 
serve to organize the division of social labor. Both sets of laws produce 
“social cohesion,” by enforcing conformity in one case, by organizing 
interdependence in the other. As the division of social labor deepens, 
social cohesion relies increasingly on organic solidarity. In one for-
mulation, Durkheim (1893: 394) equates the “source of solidarity” 
and “what forces man to take others into account, to adjust his move-
ments to something other than the impulsion of his sel"shness.” In 
this very broad sense (which covers the repression of religious heresy 
as well as the regulation of commercial transactions), one could say 
that he understands solidarity as “mutual responsibility.”9 But this is a 

8.  See Ewald (1996: 1514, 1517) on Bourgeois’s fascination with Pasteur’s pioneering study 
of contagious diseases and how it inspired his ambition to found his solidarisme as a “morale 
positive” rooted in the mutual dependence illustrated most vividly by an epidemic. Rejecting 
the fallacy should not prevent us from recognizing that mutual dependence can be a major 
factor of solidarity as mutual responsibility, a point to which we shall return below.

9.  Note that Durkheim, like Bourgeois, occasionally uses solidarité in the purely factual sense of 
“interdependence” (Durkheim 1893: XLIII, 24). But elsewhere, he speaks of a “sentiment of 
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far broader sense than the one captured in Comte’s or Li&ré’s formu-
lations and the one in which solidarity is used today— and to which 
we now turn our a&ention.

According to Bourgeois (1896: 59– 60), the “rigorous duty of 
social solidarity” should “replace the moral duty of charity formu-
lated by Christianity and the more precise yet still abstract and sanc-
tionless notion of fraternity.” But what is it exactly that distinguishes 
solidarity from charity, compassion, or pity and makes it a modern 
version of fraternity? Under each of these labels, there is generosity 
involved, benevolence, altruism, care for others: one does something 
at some cost to oneself for the purpose of bene"ting someone else. 
What is distinctive of solidarity, I submit, is the symmetry captured 
by the expression “mutual responsibility,” responsibility for each 
other as members of some (more or less imagined) community. 
When I help you out of solidarity, I do so because you are “one of us,” 
because “I could have been you,” because, in this sense, I “identify” 
with you. #is identi"cation is not a cause of solidarity but part of 
its meaning. Without it, there can be generosity or altruism, but not 
solidarity. When acting out of solidarity, I am also trusting— more 
or less "rmly— that, precisely because you are “one of us,” you would 
have done for me, had our respective positions been swapped, what 
I am now doing for you. It is this symmetry that gives solidarity its 
egalitarian %avor, in contrast with the demeaning, sometimes even 
o!ensive connotations associated with “charity,” “pity,” or “compas-
sion.” On the other hand, since the symmetry of mutual responsi-
bility presupposes membership in something like a community, 
small or large, it implies a closure, a discrimination between mem-
bers and non- members. And it requires this community to be suf-
"ciently homogeneous in relevant respects for the assumption of 

solidarity” (Durkheim 1893: 19) and clearly refers to social solidarity as a “moral phenom-
enon” (Durkheim 1893: 28).
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reciprocation under similar conditions to be plausible. #ere is, how-
ever, no limit— except, arguably, mankind itself— to the scope of this 
community. I can conceivably express solidarity, or act out of solidar-
ity, with all the victims of exploitation in the world, for example, or 
even with all the victims of climate change in the present and future 
generations.

SOLIDARIT Y ’S MANY SHAPES

Solidarity so characterized can take many forms. Exploring their vari-
ety will help explain why some plausible candidates as ingredients 
of its de"nition are here being discarded. In nearly all cases, the ben-
e"t provided out of solidarity takes the form of help in what can be 
described as a situation of adversity, trouble, misfortune. But this is 
not necessarily the case. Solidarity can drive us to help a colleague 
preserve his privileges, or to help a member of our clan not only to 
get a job if unemployed, but also to be promoted to the top job from 
a position that is already quite enviable. #e size of the cost incurred 
out of solidarity can vary greatly. It can be very high, as when soldiers 
risk their lives to come to the rescue of fellow soldiers. It can be tiny, 
as when you pick up a lost wallet and contact its owner. It can take the 
form of an action, as in all these examples, but also of an abstention. 
For example, customers can abstain from buying goods produced 
in the Israeli colonies out of solidarity with Palestinians. Solidarity 
o(en takes the form of joining a struggle against some other human 
beings, but it can also be triggered by a natural misfortune striking 
an individual person or a group. It can be shown by individuals act-
ing alone, for example when a mountain climber goes to the rescue 
of another mountain climber. It can be shown by individuals acting 
together, as when workers join together in a strike or consumers in 
a boyco&. And it can be shown by a collective entity such as a youth 
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club or a member state of the European Union: mutual responsibil-
ity then applies between the members of a community of collectives. 
Solidarity o(en relates to material circumstances, but it does not 
need to. One can act out of solidarity with people whose religious 
freedom is being threatened or with populations whose traditional 
language is at risk of disappearing.

Sometimes, the consciousness of forming a community, the “we- 
feeling” associated with a shared identity, is obvious. #is is typically 
the case when a strong national identity has emerged through suc-
cessful top- down nation building. But it can also be the case when a 
minority identity has been reinforced by segregation, discrimination, 
or persecution, or when an enterprise, a profession, or a municipality 
has managed to instill a strong sense of belonging into their stable 
membership. But sometimes this shared identity is far from obvi-
ous and has to be rhetorically asserted, as when John F. Kennedy 
declared, “I am a Berliner,” when T- shirts started asserting “Je suis 
Charlie,” or when Western Christians wear Palestinian scarves. #ese 
are all ways of saying: despite the appearances, we do belong to the 
same community and therefore your struggle is our struggle. #e 
shared identity of individuals o(en consists of membership of actual 
communities, understood as sets of people interacting to some extent 
with one another, from extended families to neighborhoods, cities, 
alumni associations, labor unions, or nations. But it can also consist 
of membership in categories of people who need not have had any 
contact with each other— say, backpackers, academics, people of 
the same “race,” or practitioners of the same religion spread all over 
the globe.

#e extent to which people share these collective identities— 
and are therefore disposed to show solidarity with the correspond-
ing “us”— can of course vary enormously. One way of measuring the 
strength of this mutual identi"cation is by assessing the intensity of 
the pride or shame people feel for something they have not done 
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themselves but by some other person or group sharing that collec-
tive identity. #e disposition that stems from this identity does not 
need to amount to a duty. But it may turn into a duty if the cost to 
oneself is small, the bene"t to the other large, and the shared identity 
strong. Under such circumstances, it can be taken for granted that 
others would have done for you what you are now expected to do for 
them. If you then do what solidarity requires, no particular gratitude 
will be triggered. If you do not, it will be resented and sometimes 
punished as a form of free- riding, a reprehensible failure to do your 
share in a reciprocal practice. On the other hand, the higher the cost 
and the weaker the shared identity, the less self- evident the duty and 
consequently the more admirable the act of solidarity when it occurs.

In today’s world, whom one identi"es with, and hence who might 
bene"t from our solidarity, is more than ever a ma&er of the story one 
is telling about oneself: Shall I choose to view myself to a signi"cant 
extent as a Brusseler, a Belgian, or a European, as a Mac user, a cyclist, 
or a grandfather, as a philosopher, an Oxonian, or a Louvaniste, as a 
Francophone, a Fleming, or a basic income supporter? But there are 
no doubt objective factors that help create or strengthen a collective 
identity. One of them is the salience of visible similarities that causes 
you to be perceived by others as belonging to a particular group. If 
everyone around you categorizes you as a woman, a Maghrébin, or a 
dwarf, this greatly increases the chance that you will regard yourself as 
such, identify with others categorized in the same way, and therefore 
be disposed to show solidarity with them. Another factor is the shar-
ing of the same predicament or fate or challenge: being stuck on the 
same ship facing a storm, working in the same "rm under the same 
boss, in the same city plagued by the same epidemic.10 A community 

10.  For example, in Albert Camus’s !e Plague, the dwellers of the con"ned city of Oran are 
said to have been compelled by the illness to a solidarity of besieged people: “Ainsi la mala-
die qui, apparemment, avait forcé les habitants à une solidarité d’assiégés, brisait en même 
temps les associations traditionnelles et renvoyait les individus à leur solitude” (Camus 
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of fate is not automatically a community of belonging, but if the com-
monness of fate is (made) su$ciently salient, mutual identi"cation 
can easily develop, both spontaneously and by design: when address-
ing the challenges of a common fate, it is o(en of great help to be able 
to count on the solidarity made possible by such identi"cation.

Sharing a fate or a predicament is o(en associated with interde-
pendence, but not always: think of widely sca&ered wilderness lov-
ers, academics at risk, or speakers of endangered languages. And 
there are powerful forms of interdependence which cannot plausibly 
be framed as sharing the same fate and therefore show no tendency 
to generate the egalitarian shared identity that underlies solidarity as 
mutual responsibility: think of the interdependence between masters 
and slaves, capitalists and proletarians, teachers and pupils, parents 
and children, shepherds and sheep.11 Yet there are causal connections 
in both directions between mutual dependence and the collective 
identity that underlies mutual responsibility. A common identity, 
especially if perceived as such by outsiders, can be a source of interde-
pendence, most dramatically when a minority group is stigmatized, 
ostracized, or persecuted. And some types of mutual dependence, for 
example the increasing interdependence between the member states 
of a currency union, can support a strong case for mutual responsibil-
ity, and therefore for strengthening the common identity it requires.12

1947: 188– 189). In a le&er to Roland Barthes, Camus (1955) emphasizes the central place 
of solidarity in his novel: “Comparée à L’Étranger, La Peste marque, sans discussion pos-
sible, le passage d’une a&itude de révolte solitaire à la reconnaissance d’une communauté 
dont il faut partager les lu&es. S’il y a évolution de L’Étranger à La Peste, elle s’est faite dans 
le sens de la solidarité et de la participation.”

11.  #is is why I have consistently resisted Andrea Sangiovanni’s (2019) intriguing a&empt to 
make interdependence (solidarité de fait in the old French sense) part of the de"nition of 
solidarity. Making concepts too fat, by packing too many components in it, makes it more 
di$cult to perceive that these various components do not always go together, indeed can 
sometimes clash.

12.  See, for example, O!e (2006: 127) on the functional necessity of wider “operative soli-
darity” to match the widening “supranational interdependencies” within the European 
Union. #is functional necessity may or may not lead to the necessary becoming reality. 
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A PECULIAR SORT OF ALTRUISM

As mentioned above, solidarity in all these instances can be regarded 
as a form of altruism or care or generosity. But it is distinct from what 
might be regarded as pure altruism: doing for others what they would 
like us to do for them. And it is also distinct from what is enjoined 
by the golden rule: doing for others what we would like them to do 
for us— which is not necessarily what they would like us to do for 
them. Acting out of solidarity consists more narrowly in doing for 
others within our (real or imagined) community what we presume 
(precisely because we belong to that same community) that they 
would do or would have done for us in similar circumstances. #is 
more circumscribed form of altruism can be regarded as self- serving 
for several reasons not shared by other forms of altruism. #ere are 
several familiar strategies for reducing all instances of altruism to self- 
interest. One can claim than an altruist simply maximizes a utility 
function that has the welfare of some other people among the vari-
ables that a!ect it. Or one can point out that it is the positive social 
sanctions that accrue to altruistic behavior and the negative ones that 
accrue to sel"sh behavior that make people behave altruistically in 
their own self- interest, all things considered. Or one can argue that 
even acting purely out of duty— unseen by anyone and for the bene"t 
of people whose happiness does not make us any happier— still pro-
vides some sort of “sel"sh” grati"cation.13 #e altruism involved in 
solidarity, however, is self- serving in a sense that goes beyond these 
various quasi- tautological reductions of altruism to sel"shness.

#e suggestion, here, is in the same vein but less deterministic and more speci"c that the 
neo- functionalist theory of European integration. #e la&er claims that the growing inter-
dependence created by integration— Jean Monnet’s “solidarité de fait” quoted in an earlier 
footnote— is bound to lead to further integration, whether or not the la&er takes the form 
of greater solidarity as mutual responsibility.

13.  See Amartya Sen’s (1977) classic discussion of “sympathy” and “commitment.”
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#e "rst dimension of this speci"c connection between solidar-
ity and self- interest is a corollary of the link between solidarity and 
insurance. #e insurance motive can be understood as probabilistic 
reciprocity: I help you because I believe that I may one day be in your 
position and want to be able to count on your help in that case. #e 
solidarity motive can be understood as virtual or counterfactual reci-
procity: I help you because I assume that I could have been you— even 
though I know that I am not you and may also know that I shall never 
be in the sort of trouble in which you are now.14 It is because of the 
counterfactual nature of the assumption that solidarity, unlike insur-
ance, is not purely sel"sh. However, while not reducing to insurance, 
an established practice of solidarity within a community provides to 
its members a reduction of individual vulnerability analogous to the 
one provided by insurance schemes: all can trust that the others will 
help them when they are in trouble.

By virtue of this insurance e!ect, an established practice of soli-
darity is not only welfare- enhancing for its practitioners as a result 
of reducing individual vulnerability, but also because of the public 
goods it generates. It will increase the welfare of a community because 
of the bene"ts the la&er derives from some of the risky activities in 
which it enables some its members to engage. For example, the mem-
bers of a tribe can take more risks when hunting because they know 
that fellow tribe members will look a(er them if they are injured, or a 
family member can engage on a risky professional track because she 
knows the family will provide a safety net.

More than insurance, solidarity also creates goodwill: it increases 
not only the probability of being helped in similar circumstances but 

14.  I propose such a characterization of solidarity versus insurance in Van Parijs (1996: chapter 
I). #is characterization is largely consonant with David Miller’s (2017: 62– 66) thorough 
discussion of the concept of solidarity. Unlike him, however, I do not believe that there is 
a signi"cant distinction to be made between “solidarity with” and “solidarity among,” nor 
that there is any conceptual connection with the idea of limiting distributive inequality.
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also the likelihood of willing cooperation in other domains, such 
as mobilization against (and hence deterrence of) external threats. 
Sheer insurance would have di$culty creating the same level of 
goodwill because it is purely self- interested, and other forms of altru-
ism may not do as well because of their demeaning character. It is 
therefore not surprising that practices of “parochial altruism”— as 
Bowles (2008) characterizes solidarity— should provide an evolu-
tionary advantage to the societies that develop them.15

Finally and most fundamentally: to the extent that one iden-
tifies with the others one is helping out of solidarity, what one 
does for them or for the community to which we all belong is 
something that one also does, to that extent, for oneself. When 
this identification distinctive of solidarity is maximal, when 
the “I could have been them” imposes itself as a self- evident 
truth, the other is perceived as so undistinguishable from one-
self that altruism merges into egoism: there is no “alter” left to 
be altruistic with. This might well be the main reason why the 
rhetoric of solidarity— if available owing to a sufficiently strong 
“we- feeling”— can be more effective than the rhetoric of justice 
at inducing altruism, generosity, indeed sometimes self- sacrifice, 
and is therefore more often used.

Solidarity as mutual responsibility can thus be viewed as both 
altruistic and self- serving. This also applies to a distinct interpre-
tation of “solidarity” proposed by John Roemer (2017, 2020) as 
the defining feature of socialist ethics. Solidary action, on this 

15.  “#us, in ancestral humans, evolutionary pressures favoured cooperative institutions 
among group members as well as con%ict with other groups. #ese were complemented 
by individual dispositions of solidarity and generosity towards one’s own, and suspicion 
and hostility towards others. #e potent combination of group and individual a&ributes is 
as characteristic of the contemporary welfare state in a system of heavily armed and com-
petitive nations— in short, modern nationalism— as it was among our ancestors” (Bowles 
2008: 327). See also Bowles and Choi (2004), Bowles and Gintis (2011).
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interpretation, is acting on the assumption that others will be act-
ing in the same way. Choosing what to do under this assumption 
requires one to follow universalizable maxims or to be “Kantian 
optimizers” rather than individualistic optimizers. Such solidary 
action is not restricted to doing something for others out of soli-
darity with them. Abstaining from lying, stealing, or overfish-
ing, spending time carefully recycling one’s refuse, adopting a 
common stance in negotiations are all typical cases of solidary 
action so defined while fitting uneasily under the label of mutual 
help. Conversely, there are practices of solidarity that a Kantian 
optimizer is unlikely to choose, for example— arguably— the 
dilapidation of any economic surplus to help relatives pay for 
expensive funerals and other festivities sometimes invoked as one 
of the causes of stagnation in sub- Saharan Africa. Hence, the two 
notions are not coextensive, but there is a large set of practices 
that can fall under both notions, and each of these articulates 
altruism and self- interest thanks to the assumption that other 
members of some relevant set will be acting in similar fashion. 
Despite the language of “universalizability,” the Kantian notion 
of solidarity is no less dependent on such a set than solidarity as 
mutual responsibility: as a unionized bank employee, it makes a 
difference whose “universal” interest I am meant to pursue: the 
staff of my bank, all workers in the financial sector, the working 
class of my country, all workers in the world. Using the term “soli-
darity” for this Kantian notion can be intuitive enough, but it is 
the distinct (and on the whole narrower) notion of solidarity as 
mutual responsibility that is operative, I believe, in most of our 
everyday uses of the term and, as we shall see shortly, it is also 
that notion that is most relevant to the description of some of our 
institutions as being governed by a principle of solidarity.
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SOCIAL SOLIDARIT Y AND SOCIAL JUSTICE

#is should su$ce by way of conceptual clari"cation. Let us now 
turn to the relationship between solidarity and justice. Although 
these two terms are o(en closely associated in everyday discourse, 
our conceptual exploration has not made justice part of the de"ni-
tion of solidarity.16 One link has been mentioned in passing, how-
ever: a lack of solidarity is sometimes a clear case of cooperative 
injustice. In circumstances in which it is obvious that others in your 
community would have helped you, not helping them is unfair even 
if you yourself have never been helped: you are free- riding on a coop-
erative practice. In many circumstances, however, one can easily 
imagine that solidarity can clash with what some compelling notion 
of fairness requires. Suppose I am a doctor in charge of admission to 
an intensive care unit. Out of solidarity, I might be tempted to give 
priority to one of my relatives, or colleagues, or neighbors— just as 
they would have done for me in similar circumstances. Yet, fairness 
requires that I should stick instead to a protocol that applies impartial 
criteria. In other situations, solidarity would even demand a murder-
ous revenge while justice would call for reconciliation. #is su$ces 
to show that there is no pre- established harmony between the paro-
chialism of solidaristic altruism and the impartial demands of justice.

And yet, there is a robust relationship between solidarity and jus-
tice, or more precisely between some major instances of social soli-
darity and social justice plausibly interpreted as the equalization of 
opportunities (or possibilities or real freedom) among the members 
of the relevant community. One might "rst think of invoking the fact 
that a group is strengthened by the solidarity that binds its members, 
and if that group consists of exploited workers, or harassed women, 

16.  In contrast with the characterization of (true) solidarity by Arnsperger and Varoufakis 
(2003) and by Vieho! (2019).
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or despised minorities, its greater strength can contribute to greater 
social justice. But the privileged can also show solidarity toward 
each other, for example in order to keep poor households or ethnic 
minorities out of their neighborhoods, or to share monopoly rents, 
or to keep each other in power. Similarly, the EU member states may 
show solidarity in helping Italy or Greece protect their coasts against 
the arrival of economic migrants from Africa. But this can hardly be 
interpreted as a contribution to global social justice.

More promising is the alliance between solidarity at the level of 
a whole society and (domestic) social justice. Social solidarity so 
understood can arise when the salient common identity crosses the 
boundaries between the social classes of a nation, as it can most eas-
ily do during or a(er a military con%ict. #en solidarity can inspire 
the consensual dismantling of unjust privileges. But the strength of 
this common identity and the associated spontaneous solidarity may 
soon wither away, as net contributors a&empt to retain the bene"ts of 
the positive externalities of solidarity while cu&ing down their con-
tributions. #e pursuit of sustainable justice requires the institution-
alization of this mutual responsibility (i.e., the hardening of “warm” 
into “cold” solidarity).

#e word “solidarity,” as it is used today, refers not only to a dispo-
sition, a motive for individual or collective behavior. It also refers to 
a principle that governs some of our social institutions, a value they 
aim to realize, a character they possess. To clarify the content of this 
principle, it is convenient to start with the principle of social insur-
ance, which presided over the origins of the modern welfare state. 
As neatly explained by Condorcet (1795), it is possible to provide 
income security to the sick and the old on favorable terms thanks 
to the contributions of those who never get sick or old. #anks to 
an actuarially fair setup— that is, one that equalizes the contribu-
tions paid and the bene"ts received, weighted by the probability 
of the occurrence of the risks (of illness or old age) that triggers 
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them— everyone is made be&er o! than if they had to save individu-
ally for periods of illness or old age. Even though such a setup is in 
everyone’s interest, it may not develop spontaneously at the optimal 
level because of the possibility of adverse selection (i.e., the a&raction 
exercised by speci"c schemes on people aware of running speci"c 
risks). #is is one reason why sickness, invalidity, unemployment, or 
old age insurance schemes were soon made compulsory for all or at 
least for large categories of the population. But there are further rea-
sons for making social insurance compulsory. As mentioned above in 
connection with informal practices of solidarity, insurance also gen-
erates positive externalities. #is holds even more for country- wide 
institutionalized insurance. #ese positive externalities then include 
macroeconomic stabilization, social peace, and the availability of a 
healthy workforce, in addition to “good moral hazard,” that is, the 
encouragement of risky behavior that can be bene"cial for the com-
munity, such as engaging in a training with an uncertain return or 
accepting a job with uncertain prospects.17

It did not take long, however, for such systems of social insurance 
to stop conforming to the criterion of actuarial fairness, if they ever 
did. Several factors led to the development redistribution ex ante— 
not only ex post, as in any insurance— from the wealthier and more 
immune to the poorer and more vulnerable. First, it is not easy for 
administrative procedures to assess risk pro"les nor therefore to 
implement actuarial fairness. Second, the enlightened self- interest 
of ex ante contributors could be reconciled with some degree of ex 
ante loss thanks to more or less plausible arguments to the e!ect that 
this loss is more than o!set by the positive externalities listed above. 
#ird, relatively disadvantaged sections of the working class could 
"ght, sometimes successfully, not only for higher wages or shorter 

17.  See Germany’s rich debate, already in the 1930s, about the “wirtcha(iche Wert der 
Sozialpolitik” (see Vobruba ed. 1989).
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working hours but also for be&er social protection (i.e., more ex ante 
redistribution within the so- called social insurance system). #e out-
come is the sort of welfare state we are familiar with. Typically, social 
bene"ts and social services are funded through social contributions 
proportional to earnings and/ or a progressive taxation of incomes, 
while social services are provided according to needs, irrespective of 
contributions and risk pro"les, and social bene"ts distributed, under 
speci"c conditions, as a function of contributions, but with both a 
%oor and a cap.18

By appealing to su$ciently strong positive externalities, one can 
try to sell such a system to all classes of society on the ground that all 
of them bene"t, including those that make the largest net contribu-
tions to the system. If one wishes to avoid fragile empirical claims, 
however, it is safer to appeal frankly to a principle of solidarity. As 
explained earlier, whereas insurance can be understood as proba-
bilistic reciprocity, solidarity can be understood as counterfactual 
reciprocity: “I help you not so as to ensure that you will help me, but 
because I could have been you.” If the working- class movement man-
ages to create a strong common worker identity, it no longer mat-
ters if some pay more into the system than what they get out of it 
(probabilistically): this is precisely what solidarity among all workers 
requires. But the development of the welfare state went along with 
the building of modern nations. And it is the common identity as 
citizens of a nation that provided the moral basis for the develop-
ment of national welfare states. #ese encompass not only the social 
insurance systems that grew out of mutual insurance among indus-
trial workers but also the social assistance systems that grew out of 
the older discretionary poverty- relief schemes. In its "rst centuries 
of existence, public assistance was explicitly framed and justi"ed as 

18.  On the interwovenness of insurance and ex ante redistribution in contemporary welfare 
states, see Baldwin (1990) and Vandenbroucke (2020: 7– 14).
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public charity.19 It is now presented, along with social insurance, as 
social solidarity. France’s means- tested non- contributory minimum 
income scheme, for example, is now called Revenu de solidarité active, 
and Chile’s Chile Solidario. #e perceived legitimacy of ex ante redis-
tribution in the eyes of the net contributors depends no doubt in part 
on their belief in the positive externalities that may indirectly serve 
their self- interest. But it depends above all on their being able to look 
at national transfer systems as solidarity between people who could 
have been in each other’s place by virtue of being members of the 
same nation.

Understood in this way, the solidarity that is embedded in our 
welfare states can be viewed as the institutionalization of solidar-
ity understood as the moral disposition of mutual responsibility. 
#is disposition is being solidi"ed through being turned into a 
legal obligation, with corresponding legal rights. #e “cold” soli-
darity implemented by our institutions is less heart- warming 
than the “warm” solidarity of spontaneous gestures. But it has the 
advantage of being more reliable. Yet it remains dependent on the 
moral disposition of solidarity in two ways. #is disposition must 
be su$ciently present in the population both for the institutions 
of solidarity to be politically achievable and sustainable and for 
willing compliance with the legal obligations of solidarity to be 
widespread. #e more this disposition is present, the more pride 
people will derive from contributing to the system and not abus-
ing it. #e less it is, the more people will try to cheat on both the 
contributors’ and the bene"ciaries’ side, and thereby jeopardize 
the system’s viability.

19.  Part 1 of the "rst systematic defense of public assistance to the poor is framed entirely in 
terms of Christian charity (Vives 1526: part 1). And even in Jeremy Bentham’s 1796 pro-
posal for a thorough reform of the English Poor Laws, the management of public assistance 
should be entrusted to a “National Charity Company” (see Kelly 1990: 114– 136).
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In order to preserve its viability, institutionalized solidarity will 
need to equip itself with mechanisms that can make up for dwindling 
loyalty. Like any other formal or informal insurance scheme, it must 
be made resistant to moral hazard (i.e., the e!ect on people’s behav-
ior of the fact that some risks they run are covered by an insurance 
scheme, whether or not the la&er involves ex ante redistributive soli-
darity). As pointed out earlier when listing the positive externalities 
of insurance and solidarity, some forms of moral hazard are desirable, 
and indeed aimed at by insurance schemes. #e fact that shipwrecks 
could be insured led to the expansion of international commerce. #e 
development of pension systems enabled people to save less for their 
old days and thereby enjoy a higher level of consumption. #e avail-
ability of a common reserve of medical equipment enables each unit 
to stock less of it. But there is also undesirable moral hazard. If the( 
insurance or sickness insurance increase massively the number of 
people who get robbed or sick or who fake it, there is a problem both 
for the viability of the scheme and for its fairness. #e same holds for 
institutionalized solidarity. It is guided by the idea of taking respon-
sibility for others, but these others need to act in a “responsible” way. 
#is corresponds to a second important and very di!erent sense in 
which solidarity and responsibility are closely linked.

#ere are contexts of high mutual trust in which this responsible 
behavior is adopted spontaneously. But with cold solidarity more 
than with warm solidarity, bad moral hazard will need to be kept 
under check through mechanisms of “responsibilization.” #ere are 
two such mechanisms. One is copayment: the misfortune is only 
partly compensated, just as is the case, for example, when a car insur-
ance contract includes a deductible. #us, patients are expected to 
pay part of the price of a medicine or of a medical appointment, 
unemployment bene"ts are lower than the wages they replace, and 
the per capita tax revenues of Germany’s unequally a)uent Länder 
are only partially equalized through the Finanzausgleich mechanism. 
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#e problem with copayment is that it limits the extent to which soli-
darity protects the unfortunate and weeds out good moral hazard no 
less than a bad one. #e other mechanism consists in imposing con-
ditionalities: the aid is only forthcoming if the bene"ciaries “deserve” 
it by behaving in an appropriate way. #us, the unemployed do not 
get their bene"ts unless they are being “activated,” and the countries 
that are heavily indebted do not get international aid unless they 
engage in “structural reforms.” Unlike the copayment mechanism, 
conditionality is in principle consistent with full compensation, but 
it relies on a characterization of “responsible” behavior that can eas-
ily be contentious and breed resistance among the bene"ciaries of 
solidarity against what they see as the contributors trying to micro- 
manage their way of life. And in the absence of an agreement about 
what this proper behavior would be, the conditionality mechanism 
cannot work.20

If designed so as to sustainably reduce disadvantages for which 
its bene"ciaries cannot be held responsible, a system of institutional-
ized solidarity uncontroversially contributes to social justice as the 
equalization of possibilities— unlike pure insurance schemes, which 
exclude ex ante redistribution. It de"nitely improves the life chances 
of people with lower earning power and/ or less favorable risk pro-
"les. However, the pursuit of social justice through redistributive 
institutions cannot be con%ated with institutionalized solidarity. Free 
universal basic education, child bene"ts, a universal basic income, or 
enjoyable public spaces are equally relevant to this objective. But 
unlike the social insurance and social assistance components of our 
welfare states, they cannot be best construed as the institutionaliza-
tion of mutual responsibility, of the disposition to do for others what 

20.  #is plays no doubt a role in explaining why there is far wider support for transnational 
solidarity in the area of natural disasters than for debt relief (see Cicchi et al. 2020 on the 
basis of the EUI- YouGov annual solidarity survey).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448498224 by guest on 05 June 2026



P H I L I P P E  V A N  P A R I J S

76

76

we trust they would do for us in similar circumstances. #is does 
not prevent them from having, like any institution that a!ects the 
predictable distribution of entitlements, an impact on the behavior 
of its bene"ciaries: people may work less, for example, as a result of 
receiving child bene"ts or of not having to paying school fees. But 
it would be misleading to characterize such impact as moral hazard. 
#e fundamental criterion for assessing the justice of social institu-
tions is the equal distribution of possibilities— deviation from which 
can be justi"ed on the ground that it boosts the possibilities that can 
be sustainably o!ered to the worst o!.21 Institutionalized solidarity 
is only one set of instruments in the service of meeting this criterion 
as well as possible. And the disposition on which one must be able 
to rely to support the broader set of institutions required by social 
justice is not mutual responsibility among the members of a commu-
nity of identi"cation but the need to justify distributive claims in the 
community of justi"cation created by the functioning of a delibera-
tive democracy.

21.  In this light, Rawls’s di!erence principle can be seen as a concession by egalitarians to e$-
ciency considerations— something to be deplored on grounds of fraternity or solidarity by 
egalitarians more radical than Rawls, like G. A. Cohen (2000, 2009). But in a passage which 
includes a rare use of the term “solidarity,” Rawls (1971: 105) presents instead the di!er-
ence principle as the embodiment of the value of fraternity (with the other two principles 
of justice embodying the values of liberty and equality): “#ose be&er circumstanced are 
willing to have their greater advantages only under a scheme under which this works out for 
the bene"t of the less fortunate.” #is ties in with the notion of “noblesse oblige” mentioned 
by Rawls as the only formulation of the di!erence principle prior to his own, in a footnote 
on Santayana (Rawls 1971: 74 fn 12). Whether inequalities justi"ed on maximin grounds 
should be understood as denials or expressions of fraternity depends on whether what is 
taken as the relevant baseline distributes the resources that are up for redistribution equally 
among all (in which case maximin- compatible inequalities are the re%ection of ransoming 
by the lucky) or leaves them with those who happen to possess them (in which case agree-
ing to shrink inequalities down to their maximin level is the expression of generosity on the 
part of the lucky).
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THE CHALLENGE OF DIVER SIT Y

Seeing that social justice does not reduce to social solidarity is par-
ticularly important in the context of increasingly diverse societ-
ies.22 As modern nations become more heterogeneous, it becomes 
more di$cult to maintain the plausibility of a common identity and 
thereby to turn the population covered by the transfer systems into 
an imagined community: the assumption that “I could have been 
any of them” is under pressure. In order to address this challenge, 
one strategy consists in nurturing, from the local to the European 
level, an inclusive collective identity and a corresponding imagined 
community that does not require a common ancestry, religion, or 
native language. #is inclusive identity can take shape and %ourish 
if there are enough opinion leaders, role models, journalists, blog-
gers, artists, and politicians to illustrate and propagate it. It can be 
fostered by multiplying contacts across cleavages, by developing 
bridging in addition to bonding social capital, by promoting the 
sharing of public spaces and public transport, crèches and schools, 
medical centers and hospitals, sport clubs and cultural activities. 
It can be further strengthened by developing both the reality and 
the perception of solidarité de fait, of interdependence, of a com-
munity of fate, of si&ing in the same boat or the same fortress, even 
(but hopefully not) in the same bunker or the same tank. And it 
can also be strengthened by erecting an institutional framework 
that articulates a coherent multilevel citizenship status.23 #e con-
junction of these strategies can help preserve, despite growing 

22.  For an assessment of these challenges and a discussion of the ways to address them, see the 
essays collected in Van Parijs ed. (2004) and in Banting and Kymlicka eds. (2018).

23.  #ese four strategies correspond largely to the theories about the sources of solidarity listed 
by David Miller (2007: 69– 75): the identity theory, the associational theory (Tocqueville- 
Putnam), the interdependence theory (Durkheim), and the institutional theory. #is last 
one is neatly exempli"ed by Bauböck (2017).
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diversity, citywide and countrywide collective identities, and 
some of them can even help build, despite international diversity, 
a stronger common European identity. Such mutual identi"cation 
is required if institutionalized mutual responsibility at the corre-
sponding levels is to be politically sustainable and its obligations 
voluntarily complied with. It is, however, unlikely to ever reach the 
level it can reach in homogeneous populations.

Moreover, this strategy does not address the second challenge 
faced by solidarity in the presence of diversity: cultural divergence 
as to what solidarity should cover and what can be reasonably 
expected from its bene"ciaries. Culturally diverse societies may 
host signi"cantly diverging conceptions of what counts as a mis-
fortune that institutionalized solidarity ought to cover. Should an 
inability to have children, for example, or an unwanted pregnancy, 
enter this category? Even more likely are signi"cant divergences 
as to what can be reasonably expected from the bene"ciaries of 
solidarity, both to prevent the misfortune from occurring and to 
get out of it when it strikes. For example, do single parents who 
persistently refuse to take a full- time job do what can be “reason-
ably expected” from them to escape from poverty? Or does Greece 
do what it can be “reasonably expected” to do in order to reduce its 
public debt if it persistently refuses to tax the Orthodox Church? 
And when cultural norms di!er, how con"dent can one be that 
the other would have helped us if the places had been swapped? 
Solidarity as mutual responsibility then becomes problematic: “If 
you keep behaving like this, OK with me. I can respect your way 
of life, just as I want you to respect mine. But then, do not expect 
my solidarity.” #e more cultural diversity, the likelier the resent-
ment of the net contributors about the net bene"ciaries behaving 
in “irresponsible” fashion and the likelier the resentment of the net 
bene"ciaries about the net contributors being “meddlesome.” #is 
does not warrant much optimism about the power of solidarity, 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448498224 by guest on 05 June 2026



S O L I D A R I T Y  A N D  T H E  J U S T  S O C I E T Y

79

79

as cultural diversity keeps swelling in our countries as a result of 
immigration and as we need to li( solidarity to a higher and there-
fore more heterogeneous scale, owing to the mounting competi-
tive pressure on the aspects of our national welfare states that go 
beyond strict insurance.

#ese di$culties do not evaporate, but they become less cen-
tral if the equalization of possibilities, rather than social solidar-
ity, is taken as the fundamental principle that should govern our 
redistributive institutions. Mutual identi"cation and convergent 
conceptions of misfortune and responsibility are then no longer 
fundamental.24 Support for redistribution is expected to be rooted, 
rather than in the spontaneous sentiments of solidarity that link 
the members of a community to each other, in the power of delib-
eration. Its possibility hinges on our political institutions manag-
ing to enable and induce ourselves and our representatives to talk 
to each other and justify our aims, proposals, and decisions to all 
the people potentially a!ected by them. What must then do the 
work is the civilizing force of common deliberation rather than the 
solidarizing force of mutual identi"cation. #e hope is that a com-
munity of justi"cation can thrive even under conditions in which, 
owing to cultural diversity, a strong collective identity is no longer 
or not yet within reach. At the same time, the very functioning of 
the political institutions that structure the community of justi"ca-
tion may slowly contribute to the emergence or strengthening of a 
shared identity and the solidarity resting on it.

24.  Even if the guiding principle is the equalization of possibilities and not solidarity, there 
are good reasons for wanting part of the fair distribution of resources to take the form of 
universal insurance packages against illness or handicaps. Con"guring these requires some 
degree of consensus in the population concerned. But there is less at stake, as the fall- back 
option is a fair distribution of cash, rather than no redistribution at all.
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WARM SOLIDARIT Y AND THE JUST SOCIET Y

Even from this perspective, which emphasizes the irreducibility of 
social justice to social solidarity, the nurturing and enactment of 
warm solidarity, of the moral disposition of mutual responsibility 
between individuals and between collectives, remain important for 
several reasons. First, any successful call for solidarity across national 
borders, not least among such collectives as the member states of the 
European Union, not only prompts acts of solidarity of an ephemeral 
nature but also paves the way for their institutionalization in the ser-
vice of lasting greater social justice at a scale on which li&le exists by 
way of institutions for the equalization of possibilities.

Second, as explained above, the institutionalized solidarity 
embodied in our welfare states is a major instrument for social jus-
tice, and whatever support they can keep receiving from feelings 
of solidarity despite the increasing heterogeneity of our societies is 
most welcome.

#ird, the deliberative process on which the pursuit of justice 
must be able to rely must not be thought of as just a polite conversa-
tion. #e civilizing force of discussing with each other will not pro-
duce the desired e!ects if those who stand to gain from greater justice 
do not mobilize and struggle to get their voices heard and their inter-
ests taken into account. And the success of these struggles will con-
stantly demand solidarity among those involved in them.

Finally, even the most just formal institutions cannot work in 
such a "ne- grained way that they can identify and address all situa-
tions of obvious injustice. To help "ll these gaps, to help reduce the 
injustices which formal institutions cannot hope to mend, warm soli-
darity at the local level is far from redundant: it is indispensable. #e 
fraternal feelings displayed in such solidarity- driven actions are both 
a re%ection of and a contribution to the quality of human relation-
ships that prevail in a society. #ey do not provide an alternative to 
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the development of “cold” just institutions, but they are an essential 
complement to them, and one that provides living in a community 
with a warm glow that even the best institutions could not keep 
alight.25

For all these reasons, the virtue of solidarity, as practiced both by 
individuals and collectives, is of great importance to social justice. 
But this should not make us praise this virtue unconditionally: it 
can serve wicked aims and clash with fairness. Nor should this make 
us forget that the institutions central to the pursuit of social justice 
cannot all be conceptualized as institutionalized solidarity, even in 
those circumstances in which the population for which social jus-
tice is being sought coincides with the community among which the 
mutual responsibility of solidarity prevails.26
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and Juri Vieho! for very useful wri&en comments, to the organizers (Paul de Beer, Me&e 
Eistrup- Sangiovanni, Ayelet Shachar, Antonio Riva) and participants in conferences on sol-
idarity in Amsterdam (9/ 25/ 2014), Cambridge (5/ 5/ 2018), Gö&ingen (6/ 14/ 2019), and 
Milan (9/ 17/ 2019), and to all participants in the 2020 meeting of the September Group 
(8/ 30/ 2020) for instructive and stimulating discussions.
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Chapter  3

Challenges to Solidarity

A N D R E A  S A N G I OVA N N I

Whatever else it is, solidarity is an ideal. It describes something that 
has value, something toward which we should aspire. Understood 
provisionally as a form of standing together against adversity, it 
embodies an ideal of unity and integrity. It is opposed to division, 
rancor, strife, and discord. !ose who exhibit solidarity with others 
exhibit a virtue of character and conduct. To act solidaristically is to 
act well. Flourishing lives that are lived in solidarity with others are all 
the more "ourishing for it.

We will need to say more about what solidarity is and why it is 
supposed to have value and function as an ideal. We will come to that. 
But #rst we need to state a series of challenges, because not everyone 
agrees that solidarity is a good, or a virtue, or an ideal. Many believe 
that solidarity is not an appropriate aspiration for a modern, diverse, 
and individualistic people; its demands for unity sti"e liberty and 
encourage exclusion. Others believe that it is a wishy- washy, vague 
term whose meaninglessness is a honey trap for demagogues and bad 
politics. Others still worry that, when given a more precise character, 
it becomes redundant, no di$erent from similar ideas, such as altru-
ism, empathy, identi#cation, fellow- feeling, or justice. In this chapter, 
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I will address these challenges; I will address, that is, the challenge 
that solidarity is (i) illiberal, (ii) exclusionary, (iii) empty, or (iv) 
redundant.

WHAT IS SOLIDARIT Y, AND WHY IS IT 
VALUABLE?

To address these challenges, we #rst need to specify an account of 
solidarity that can serve as a counterpoint. In other work, I have 
defended an account of solidarity that has the following form.1 
I argue that solidarity is a form of acting together to overcome sig-
ni#cant adversity grounded in identi#cation. We act solidaristically 
when, that is, (a) we identify with one another on the basis of a 
shared way of life, cause, set of experiences, condition, or role; (b) we 
are, as a result, commi%ed to doing our part in overcoming signi#cant 
adversity and to se%ing aside, in a range of cases, narrow self- interest 
in its pursuit; (c) we have a se%led, reliable disposition to come to 
others’ aid in support of our goal, and are disposed not to bypass 
one another’s wills in that pursuit; and (d) we trust one another 
with respect to (b) and (c) (where trust is reliance plus a normative 
expectation that others will indeed be commi%ed and come to our 
aid when necessary). On this reading, solidarity does not name an 
emotion, such as fellow- feeling, and it cannot be reduced to mere 
support for a noble cause (e.g., donating money to Oxfam). It is also 
omni-  rather unilateral: acts of charity, altruism, or humanitarian aid 
do not, as such, count as instances of solidarity. Solidarity, further-
more, cannot be merely passive: the dispositions and commitments 
mentioned above must be dispositions and commitments displayed 

1.  Sangiovanni 2023.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448498333 by guest on 05 June 2026



A N D R E A  S A N G I O V A N N I

86

86

in a form of irreducibly joint action. We cannot be in solidarity unless 
we act in solidarity.

In defense of this view, I argue that this account can provide an 
explanatory and normative structure to the #ve main traditions of 
thought that have shaped solidarity (as a practice), namely social-
ism, solidarism, nationalism, Christianity (especially Catholicism), 
and contemporary social movements.2 Each one grounds solidarity 
among workers, citizens, nationals, human beings, and disadvan-
taged groups (women, African- Americans, disabled, and so on), 
in a distinctive notion of identi#cation, and advocates a distinctive 
kind of collective action designed to overcome signi#cant adversity. 
Within socialism, solidarity among workers, for example, is grounded 
in identi#cation based on a shared condition as exploited, and is real-
ized through collective action designed to overthrow capitalism. 
Within Christianity, solidarity among human beings is grounded in 
identi#cation with one another on the basis of a recognition of our 
interdependent vulnerability, and is realized through forms of orga-
nization and cooperative action (e.g., family, community, country, 
church) designed to alleviate the su$ering that interdependence 
brings in its train. A similar pa%ern unites all the other cases.

As I have already mentioned, solidarity is a value- laden prac-
tice. While it is possible to speak of solidarity among, say, right- 
wing nationalists (when employing the concept for descriptive 
purposes), solidarity is usually seen to be both instrumentally and 
non- instrumentally valuable. In the mouths of advocates, it is a ral-
lying cry describing an ideal of human cooperation. !is value- laden 
background provides another important perspective for evaluating 
di$erent accounts of solidarity. For a particular account of solidarity 
to be successful, it must, that is, be able to capture the distinctive val-
ues associated with it. Any successful theory of solidarity must then 

2.  Sangiovanni 2023, Section 2.
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characterize those values, and explain how the account of the con-
cept proposed captures those values.

It is evident that solidarity, where it exists, can have instrumen-
tal value. When solidarity is present, we are able to achieve things 
together that we wouldn’t have otherwise been able to achieve. But 
what non- instrumental values, if any, does solidarity realize? I argue 
that this value has three components, each of which captures the 
sense in which solidarity realizes a kind of social unity among actors.3 
(i) Solidarity instantiates the non- instrumental value of, inter alia, 
mutual commitment, where what is valued is not just my standing 
by you, or your standing by me, but the conjunction of the two. 
!e value of this kind of mutual commitment is evident in thinking 
through cases in which we prefer struggling together against adver-
sity than surrendering, even if we know we will be overwhelmed. (ii) 
Solidarity instantiates a form of non- instrumentally valuable coop-
eration in which we each participate in the complementary excel-
lences of all, and take pleasure in the collective realization of ends 
that none of us could achieve alone. (iii) When we act in solidarity, 
we also rightly take pleasure in the fact that we can see our collective 
agency re"ected in our joint, coordinated, and bene#cial activity; we 
can say, for example, not only that justice was done, but that we did 
it. Each of these forms of non- instrumental value are re"ected in the 
#ve main traditions I mentioned above. !ese values are, however, 
conditional on the goodness of the ends promoted by solidaristic 
action: while right- wing nationalists might exhibit solidarity, because 
the ends promoted through their solidarity are wicked, the solidarity 
ceases to have value.

3.  Sangiovanni 2023, Section 4. For a di$erent account of solidarity as non- instrumentally valu-
able, see Kolers 2016, ch. 6.
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With this brief summary, we are in a be%er position to assess our 
main question: Can an account of solidarity that has the form out-
lined in this section answer all four challenges?

DOES SOLIDARIT Y UNDERMINE LIBERT Y ?

Does solidarity mu&e liberty? In her celebrated essay, the “Liberalism 
of Fear,” Judith Shklar claims it does. Echoing Isaiah Berlin, she writes:

We must therefore be suspicious of ideologies of solidarity, pre-
cisely because they are so a%ractive to those who #nd liberalism 
emotionally unsatisfying, and who have gone on in our century 
to create oppressive and cruel regimes of unparalleled horror. 
!e assumption that these o$er something wholesome to the 
atomized citizen may or may not be true, but the political conse-
quences are not, on the historical record, open to much doubt. 
To seek emotional and personal development in the bosom of a 
community or in romantic self- expression is a choice open to cit-
izens in liberal societies. Both, however, are apolitical impulses 
and wholly self- oriented, which at best distract us from the main 
task of politics when they are presented as political doctrines, 
and at worst can, under unfortunate circumstances, seriously 
damage liberal practices. For although both appear only to be 
redrawing the boundaries between the personal and the public, 
which is a perfectly normal political practice, it cannot be said 
that either one has a serious sense of the implications of the pro-
posed shi's in either direction.4

4.  Shklar 1989, p. 36.
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!ere is, one might think, an element of truth in what Shklar says 
here. I, too, have emphasized that an ethic of solidarity becomes 
important for us now and around here when and because we sense 
the need for collective resistance and unity of purpose in the face of 
adversity. I have also emphasized the non- instrumental (albeit condi-
tional) value in se%ing aside self- interest in a horizontal identi#cation 
with others (‘community’) on behalf of a shared goal, where part of 
what is valued is our seeing, together, our collective agency re"ected 
in the ends we pursue (‘self- expression’).

!e element of identi#cation may seem particularly problematic. 
Identi#cation requires, among other things, coming to see others as 
‘like oneself,’ and taking that similarity as a basis for joint concern, 
empathy, and normative orientation. So, for example, when I identify 
with you as a worker, I see our common role as providing an impor-
tant orientation in my life. It ma%ers to me what ‘being a worker’ 
means, what struggles we face, what happens to us as workers. My 
well- being is tied up with you as a worker: when we, as workers, do 
well, I do well. I also feel concern for you as a worker, and am moved 
to come to your aid when you are under a%ack. But identi#cation 
of this kind, especially when it underpins solidarity, and hence joint 
action, also brings with it a demand for loyalty— for se%ing aside self- 
interest when this is required by the group, se%ing aside smaller dif-
ferences for the success of our plans, se%ing aside individual concerns 
for the well- being of all. In this sense, an ethic of solidarity demands 
that one set aside the personal for the political (thus ‘redrawing the 
boundaries’ between them).

!e worry is that, in politics, this demand for similarity, commit-
ment, and loyalty leads to tyranny. Liberals like Shklar prize the free-
dom that comes from a vigilant distrust of politics. Politics should aim 
to provide good fences, to secure personal rights and personal space 
against incursion. It should not aim to forge a common purpose or 
identity, or a devotion to a whole in which each can feel themselves 
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realized. Hannah Arendt famously captures this diagnosis. Total ter-
ror, she writes in the Origins of Totalitarianism,

substitutes for the boundaries and channels of communication 
between individual men a band of iron that holds them so tightly 
together that it is as though their plurality had disappeared into 
One Man of gigantic dimensions. To abolish the fences of laws 
between men— as tyranny does— means to take away man’s 
liberties and destroy freedom as a living political reality; for the 
space between men as it is hedged in by laws, is the living space 
of freedom.5

Solidarity, Shklar fears, is like the ‘band of iron,’ dissolving plurality 
and hence sti"ing individual liberty.

George Kateb #nds solidarity troubling for similar reasons. He 
warns us against it, and celebrates the democratic individuality cham-
pioned by !oreau, Whitman, and Emerson in its stead. In the same 
volume that contains Shklar’s essay, Kateb writes:

!e weakening of traditional enclosure in status, group, class, local-
ity, ethnicity, race— the whole su$ocating network of ascribed 
arti#cial, or biological but culturally exaggerated, identity opens 
life up, at least a bit. !e culture of individual rights has lightness of 
being; free being is light. . . . Nothing is worse than the horrors that 
do or would come from the unquali#ed prestige of participation 
in sovereign politics, the society- wide bond of community, the 

5.  Arendt 1973, 465– 466. Arendt herself, it should be noted, was not a critic of solidarity, and 
not a liberal either. She is be%er classi#ed as a republican, and views the communicative 
power generated by collective action as necessary for freedom. See Arendt 1990 [1963], 
84. I mention her in connection with Shklar because Shklar believes that the same impulse 
underlies both the yearning for solidarity and the yearning for individual transcendence that 
totalitarianism seeks to satisfy.
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solidarity of the armed group, and the project of socialized self- 
realization. !ey are horrors in themselves and are auxiliaries to 
the further horrors of statism. !e remedies for the troubles must 
be found, at least in any democratic se%ing, within rights- based 
individualism and the aspiration to democratic individuality.6

‘Enclosures’ of status, group, class, locality, ethnicity, and race are, 
Kateb claims, su$ocating. And so solidarities based on them, by 
extension, must also be su$ocating: they rest and rely on seeing one 
another— for the sake of our common action— as bound together 
not primarily as individuals but as members of a group, whether of, 
say, workers, women, citizens, immigrants, or African- Americans. 
!e democratic individualist can allow for coordinated action and 
resistance (here Kateb cites !oreau on civil disobedience), but it 
should be temporary, shi'ing, improvised, and based on indepen-
dent a)rmation rather than identi#cation.

As criticisms of solidarity, I #nd these challenges unconvinc-
ing for two reasons. First, they treat a commitment to solidarity as 
incompatible with a commitment to liberalism. To be sure, solidari-
ties organized to promote illiberal ends by illiberal means (one might 
think here of xenophobic nationalisms or alt- right racists) are, well, 
illiberal by de#nition. But their disregard for individual rights or 
freedom or equality is not entailed or required (although it may be 
facilitated) by their solidarity. Solidarity makes, we might say, their 
common actions all the worse, but this is compatible with all that 
I have said so far: recall that the non- instrumental value of solidar-
ity is only realized when the ends in view and the means taken to 
those ends are not wicked. !e presence of solidarity ampli#es the 
goodness of the ends and means when they are good, but, at the same 
time, ampli#es the badness of the ends and means whey they are bad.

6.  Kateb 1989, 188, 204.
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Indeed, liberalism, I want to argue, requires solidarity rather than 
being at odds with it. If, as Shklar and Kateb repeatedly emphasize, 
liberalism demands vigilance, hatred of injustice, and a readiness to 
resist power when necessary, then liberalism requires solidarity. What 
Shklar and Kateb overlook is that resistance is most e$ective when 
it is conducted by groups whose grievances are shared, and known 
to be shared. !e grievances— when they are shared and known to 
be shared— provide a spring for joint action, and a powerful source 
of identi#cation. Such identi#cation is necessary to overcome fear, 
and to lead people to look beyond their immediate self- interest to the 
larger task at hand. Identi#cation also promotes pro- social and altru-
istic behavior among those engaged in the joint task: when you iden-
tify with others in the cause, you are more likely to come to their aid 
when necessary.7 Furthermore, individual resistance is rarely, if ever, 
successful. Isolated acts of resistance aren’t either. From this point of 
view, it is no surprise that Kateb cites !oreau on civil disobedience. 
!oreau’s speech is a paean to the individual standing alone, forti-
#ed by his conscience, against an unjust state. !e speech, although 
it invites its listeners to act as he did (i.e., to cease paying general 
taxes), is not a call to rise up together against the state. It is not a call to 
organized rebellion, coordinated resistance, or collective protest.8 Its 
central moral message is: do not make yourself a tool of injustice by 
blindly supporting an unjust state.

!is brings me to the second reason why these challenges strike 
me as unconvincing. In both Shklar and Kateb, the target is what we 

7.  See Bowles and Gintis 2011, 35– 38 and ch. 8. See also Tajfel et al. 1971. Yamagishi et al. 1999 
argues that ingroup favoritism is explained by expectations of generalized reciprocity within 
groups derived from shared norms. See also note 7, and accompanying text, below.

8.  It is important to note that !oreau did not deny that collective resistance was o'en neces-
sary. Indeed, in his defense of John Brown, he lauded the raid at Harpers Ferry. But in such 
cases, he did so at a distance— as someone whose conscience had been moved by the actions 
of others.
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might call state- level solidarity. !ough they do not name it, their 
target is nationalism or patriotism— solidarity as invoked by those 
who have political power and who aim to rally the people against an 
enemy (whether internal or external), or solidarity as it is invoked by 
those who believe that active, partisan political participation is essen-
tial for a "ourishing life. !e #rst response is simply to point to the 
fact, as I have above, that solidarity can be at the heart of social move-
ments and bo%om- up political action. It need not be solely focused 
on or through the state. !e second response is that even state- level 
solidarity need not be so pernicious. In particular, state- level solidar-
ity, or civic solidarity as I will call it, need not enforce blind confor-
mity, disrespect di$erence or disagreement, or raze plurality.

The key is in identifying a form of solidarity among a people 
that is neither a form of nationalism nor constitutional patrio-
tism. Using the account of solidarity I reviewed in the first section 
of this chapter, I will give a sketch of such an account here. It is 
often said that welfare state institutions, for example, are products 
of solidarity, or are governed by a principle of solidarity, but it is 
just as often unclear what is meant.9 If solidarity is understood as 
simply a willingness to share resources, or a commitment to social 
justice, then it is too unspecific. There are many instances of shar-
ing resources that do not count as instances of solidarity, and 
identifying solidarity with social justice dissipates the theoretical 
and practical interest of solidarity as a value distinct from social 
justice. The distinctive nature of civic solidarity, however, can be 
preserved if we understand it as grounded in the identification of 
citizens with one another. But on what basis? The nationalist will 
say that the identification that binds citizens together is an iden-
tification based on a shared way of life. But there is another way 

9.  I draw here on Sangiovanni 2023, Section 3. On welfare state solidarity and its relation to 
justice, see also Bayertz 1999, 21– 26.
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that I want to defend here, that does not ground civic solidarity 
in identification rooted in sharing a culture but in sharing author-
ship of a set of institutions. The moral pressure to act in solidarity 
will depend on the presence of identification, but will be ulti-
mately derived from demands of fairness.10 On this view, solidar-
ity supports demands of justice by grounding such demands in the 
nature of civic identification, rather than in general, natural duties 
to support just institutions. (I return to the relationship between 
justice and solidarity below.)

Citizens who identify with their role as citizens conceive of their 
joint participation in reproducing, reforming, and authoring com-
mon institutions as providing normative orientation. !e argument 
is an analogue of Léon Bourgeois’s case for solidarity as interdepen-
dence.11 Where Bourgeois emphasizes our myriad contributions, 
through work, to the joint social product, this account emphasizes 
a more fundamental contribution to the basic structure that makes 
our contribution through work to the joint social product possible 
in the #rst place. We recognize, as citizens, that it is not only through 
our state’s o)cial political acts— its legislative, executive, and adju-
dicative output— but also through our support of informal conven-
tions and norms that we collectively author the basic institutions that 
both constrain and enable individuals’ pursuit of the good life. When 
citizens identify with one another as citizens in this sense, they rec-
ognize that their ability to generate a marginal product of labor, or 
to invest in productive resources, and thereby to gain, depends on 
the contributions of millions of others in a complex division of labor 

10.  See also Yamagishi et al. 1999, who argue that ingroup favoritism is explained by expecta-
tions of generalized reciprocity within groups derived from shared norms. If no generalized 
reciprocity is expected within the group, ingroup favoritism, Yamagishi shows, disappears.

11.  Bourgeois 1902 [1896]. I discuss Bourgeois at greater length in Sangiovanni 2023, 
Section 2.
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that is backed by a set of basic social and political institutions.12 !ey 
therefore recognize that their public, civic, economic, cultural, and 
political activity has a cumulative e$ect on the prosperity of the state 
as a whole, and are disposed to seek an understanding of how their 
coordinated actions impact on the prospects of other citizens. When 
things go well, their collective achievements as authors contribute to 
their own sense of well- being; when things go poorly, they perceive 
their own lives as less "ourishing as a result.

While there is, of course, profound disagreement about the char-
acter and requirements of the values and ideals that underlie com-
mon institutions, citizens who identify share a readiness to de#ne 
them through deliberation (and sometimes more open con"ict); this 
process of re"ection, deliberation, and con"ict re"ects a disposition 
to see common institutions as their own, as re"ecting their collective 
deliberation and disagreement. Indeed, it is more o'en than not the 
characteristic lines and modes of disagreement— rather than areas of 
consensus— that form the focus of identi#cation among citizens. !is 
is a direct result of the fact that identi#cation is not, on this under-
standing, grounded in a shared culture or in a shared set of values, but 
in the exercise of shared agency as a people.13 Citizens recognize that 
their peers come from multiple, sometimes only thinly overlapping 
cultural backgrounds.14 !eir a%achment to common institutions is 
founded on what they do together, which de#nes, in part, who they 
are. (Note that nationalists have it the other way around: who we are 
should de#ne what we do together.)

Solidarity becomes a demand of citizenship, then, when citi-
zens recognize that sustaining and reproducing common social and 

12.  I make this argument in the context of the global justice debates at greater length in 
Sangiovanni 2007.

13.  Cf. Jodi Dean’s conception of re"ective solidarity Dean 1995, 123.
14.  See also Miller 2017, 68.
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political institutions require commitment to overcoming, together, 
the adversity created by imperfect markets; legacies of racism, sexism, 
colonialism, and other forms of arbitrary exclusion and oppression; 
poverty and (especially work- related) illness; vulnerability to foreign 
interference, disruption, and economic dependence; pandemics; and 
so on. Solidarity also requires mutual trust, which, in this context, 
implies a tolerance for di$erence and a recognition that sustaining a 
common life requires respect for (sometimes foundational) disagree-
ment, and a willingness to meet others halfway.15 Solidarity, #nally, 
demands a disposition to come to each other’s aid in overcoming 
adversity, which, in this case, can be interpreted as a willingness to 
divide the joint social product fairly and in a way that recognizes the 
contributions of each to the functioning of the whole.16 !ere are two 
sources of rational pressure at work here. First, there is prudential 
pressure from our identi#cation with the project; to fail to act in soli-
darity with others with whom we identify is then a failure of integ-
rity. But there is also moral pressure from a sense of fairness: should 
citizens who identify fail to act in solidarity with others— by failing, 
say, to support policies that divide the social product fairly, or not 
be disposed to engage others with tolerance and respect, or not to 
do their part in maintaining, reproducing, and reforming common 
institutions that are just or nearly just— they would not only be con-
tributing to injustice but also free- riding on the e$orts of others to 
maintain the public good.

One might think my rendering of civic solidarity bears some 
similarity to constitutional patriotism.17 !ere is a crucial di$er-
ence. According to the constitutional patriot, what binds individ-
ual citizens into a people is a shared commitment to constitutional 

15.  On meeting others halfway, see the Introduction to Banting and Kymlicka 2017.
16.  Bourgeois 1902. For more discussion, see Kohn 2018.
17.  See, e.g., Habermas 2001; Ingram 1996; Müller 2007.
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principles and values, such as justice and liberty— where, impor-
tantly, this commitment takes particular historical forms in di$erent 
polities according to their speci#c histories and political cultures. By 
contrast, on my account, civic solidarity is based not on a shared a)r-
mation of principles and values, but on the basis of a horizontal iden-
ti#cation with other citizens (and, indeed, residents) for the role they 
play in authoring and reproducing common institutions. O'en such 
shared authorship will involve a shared commitment to values and 
principles but it need not. As I mentioned previously, it is possible 
for there to be deep disagreement about which such principles and 
values ought to govern our cooperation; as long as there is a shared 
intention to continue political and social life together, and there con-
tinues to be horizontal role- based identi#cation, commitment to 
overcoming signi#cant adversity, dispositions to share one another’s 
fate, and trust, then there is enough for civic solidarity.18 !ere is, 
therefore, no reason to believe that solidarity, even state- level solidar-
ity, and liberalism need to be at cross- purposes.

IS SOLIDARIT Y EXCLUSIONARY ?

Solidarity is grounded in identi#cation, where identi#cation, in turn, 
can be grounded in a shared cause, role, condition, set of experiences, 
or way of life. And so solidarity, it seems, must be exclusionary: those 

18.  Cf. Levy 2005, 107: “[!e inhabitants of a political community] are not what nationalists 
falsely claim co- nationals to be: members of some pre-  or extra- political social whole that 
can make its will felt through politics. . . . !ey are not the particular subset of humanity 
united by allegiance to some particular political ideal, at any level of abstraction; even if 
most people had su)cient political knowledge and su)ciently coherent views to qualify 
as holding an ideal, politics contain a perennial diversity of such ideals. . . . !ere is no pol-
ity made up entirely of liberals or social democrats or civic republicans, and each of those 
is found in more than one polity.” !e account of civic identi#cation I defend in the text, 
which relies only on our role as collective authors, does not fall prey to this criticism.
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who do not share the grounds of identi#cation with us cannot be in 
solidarity with us. Solidarity is, furthermore, o'en (though not nec-
essarily) oppositional:19 when we seek to overcome together some 
signi#cant adversity, that adversity— more o'en than not— will be 
created and maintained by other individuals acting against us. When 
we struggle in solidarity, we struggle, therefore, against them. We 
might struggle, for example, against slave- owners, members of a gov-
ernment, racists, or the occupiers. What we want to explore here is 
whether and when solidarity is objectionably exclusionary (from here 
on I will drop ‘objectionably’).20 It seems self- evident that solidar-
ity need not always and necessarily be exclusionary (we could, a'er 
all, stand in solidarity together as the human race ba%ling climate 
change). But it also seems evident that it can o'en be exclusion-
ary precisely in virtue of its demand for trust, mutual commitment, 
and unity of purpose. !e best way to proceed is not by trying to 
enumerate all the particular instances when and where solidarity is 
exclusionary. Rather, I will use an example to work through how the 
problem of exclusion emerges, and how it can be addressed, within 
particular solidaristic groups.21 My example will be the idea of sister-
hood. Although I do not do so here, it should be clear by the end of the 
discussion how the argument can be extended to other contexts, too.

It seems uncontroversial today to assert that, given diversity 
among women, the basis for sisterhood should not be shared experi-
ences of womanhood. !is has, by now, become a staple of the femi-
nist literature: the experiences of African- Americans, working- class, 
Egyptian, Irish, lesbian, trans- women (including the intersections 
among any of these categories) will be vastly di$erent— so di$erent 

19.  On the oppositional character of solidarity, see Sally Scholz 2010.
20.  On problems of exclusion and inclusion within solidarity movements, see also Sally Scholz, 

Chapter 7 in this volume; Shelby forthcoming.
21.  I draw here on Sangiovanni 2023, Section 1.
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that it would be exclusionary and divisive to base identi#cation and, 
in turn, a politics of solidarity on a canonical list of such experiences. 
Trying to come up with such a list will, more o'en than not, turn out 
not to represent something universal about women but something 
altogether more partial, namely the perspective of those privileged 
few who have the power and access to forge and disseminate the list 
as ‘canonical’ in the #rst place.22 In Ain’t I a Woman?, bell hooks calls 
out Adrienne Rich, who writes:

An analysis that places the guilt for active domination, physical 
and institutional violence, and the justi#cations embedded in 
myth and language, on white women not only compounds false 
consciousness; it allows us all to deny or neglect the charged 
connection among black and white women from the historical 
conditions of slavery on, and it impedes any real discussion of 
women’s instrumentality in a system which oppresses all women 
and in which hatred of women is also embedded in myth, folk-
lore, and language.23

!e problem is that, in a%empting to create and invite solidarity 
among women as such, white feminists like Rich either didn’t real-
ize, or self- consciously ignored, how they themselves participated in 
the system of oppression they were criticizing. hooks mentions, for 
example, Be%y Friedan’s seminal "e Feminine Mystique, which iden-
ti#ed the central problem for feminists as the exclusion of women 
from the world of (male) work. hooks and other black feminists 
were quick to point out that black women were always expected to 
work, and work, o'en, for white women. hooks also shows how, 

22.  For seminal contributions on this point, see, among others, Lorde 2009, 219– 220; King 
1995; Collins 2002 [1990]; Spelman 1988; Crenshaw 1990.

23.  Adrienne Rich cited in hooks 2015 [1981], 168.
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throughout the history of the women’s movement, black women’s 
particular concerns were marginalized and silenced; they were wel-
comed only insofar as they were willing to #ght for, what were, in the 
end, white women’s concerns.

For hooks (as for many other feminists), the response is to 
acknowledge (rather than repress) the radical diversity among 
women (including the ways in which race, class, sexuality, national-
ity, and gender intersect24), to confront racism and other exclusions 
within the women’s movement head- on, and to build solidarity on 
commitment to a cause rather than on a shared set of experiences.25 She 
writes:

We understood that political solidarity between females 
expressed in sisterhood goes beyond positive recognition of the 
experiences of women and even shared sympathy for common 
su$ering. Feminist sisterhood is rooted in shared commitment 
to struggle against patriarchal injustice, no ma%er the form that 
injustice takes.26

24.  For a useful overview of recent debates on intersectionality, see Carastathis 2014.
25.  See, e.g., “!e Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House” in Lorde 1984, 

111– 112 and “Di$erence and Survival” in Lorde 2009, 201.
26.  hooks 2015, 15. Cf. de Beauvoir 2012, 18, who writes, “!e proletarians have accomplished 

the revolution in Russia, the Negroes in Haiti, the Indo- Chinese are ba%ling for it in Indo- 
China; but the women’s e$ort has never been anything more than a symbolic agitation. 
!ey have gained only what men have been willing to grant; they have taken nothing, they 
have only received. !e reason for this is that women lack concrete means for organizing 
themselves into a unit which can stand face to face with the correlative unit. !ey have no 
past, no history, no religion of their own; and they have no such solidarity of work and inter-
est as that of the proletariat. !ey are not even promiscuously herded together in the way 
that creates community feeling among the American Negroes, the ghe%o Jews, the work-
ers of Saint- Denis, or the factory hands of Renault. !ey live dispersed among the males, 
a%ached through residence, housework, economic condition, and social standing to certain 
men— fathers or husbands— more #rmly than they are to other women.”
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Ending patriarchal injustice, on this picture, requires an acknowledg-
ment that such injustice will take di$erent forms in di$erent circum-
stances, and that sisterhood requires coming to terms with the way 
that race, class, nationality, and so on, can divide and exclude women 
among themselves.

!is way of framing the question raises a puzzle. If the best way to 
understand sisterhood is to see it grounded in commitment to a cause 
or coalition against injustice, then what distinguishes, if anything, 
solidarity among feminists and solidarity among women? A'er all, 
men can (and should be) feminists. Men can (and should) recognize 
the marks of patriarchal injustice and #ght against it. Emphasizing a 
common commitment to #ghting patriarchal injustice gives rise to a 
solidarity grounded in identi#cation based on a cause. But, once any 
kind of common experience (or common essence) is rejected as unit-
ing women, what role is there for a politics of solidarity grounded 
in identi#cation among women? What kind of identi#cation, if any, 
ought to ground sisterhood among women as women?

Referring to critiques of the category woman as united by a set 
of shared experiences (of the same kind I mentioned above), Iris 
Marion Young writes:

I #nd the exclusively critical orientation of such arguments 
rather paralyzing. Do these arguments imply that it makes no 
sense and is morally wrong to talk about women as a group or, 
in fact, to talk about social groups at all? It is not clear that these 
writers claim this. If not, then what does it mean to use the term 
woman? More importantly, in the light of these critiques, what 
sort of positive claims can feminists make about the way social 
life is and ought to be? I #nd questions like these unaddressed by 
these critiques of feminist essentialism.27

27.  Young 1994, 717. See also Zack 2005, 7, and Alco$ 2005, 143: “What can we demand in 
the name of women if ‘women’ do not exist and demands in their name simply reinforce the 
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I mention Young at this point because I #nd her discussion of what 
might unite the type woman illuminating as a possible basis for iden-
ti#cation and solidarity among women as women— a basis that, in 
turn, promises to be less vulnerable to the diversity and exclusion cri-
tiques brie"y alluded to before.

According to Young, women as a group form what she calls a 
series. A series is united neither by a set of intrinsic properties pos-
sessed by all members of a group, nor by a shared recognition of 
constituting a group, nor by a shared set of goals or experiences; it 
is united, rather, by a relation between persons and a set of socially 
conditioned material objects around which they orient their activity. 
!e group of bus riders— who orient their activity around objects 
like bus stops, buses, and so on, and the norms, expectations, and pat-
terns of behavior surrounding them— constitute a series. Similarly, 
radio listeners— who orient their activity around the radio and the 
norms, expectations, and pa%erns of behavior enabling and condi-
tioning radio listening— are a series. And so are women. !e primary 
material object around which women are expected to orient their 
activity is the sexed body. !is is not the body understood as pos-
sessing a vagina, clitoris, breasts, and so on. Rather, it is the body 
as conditioned by social rules and expectations.28 Young mentions 
menstruation, lactation, pregnancy, and childbirth as examples. Each 
of these activities is not just a brute biological fact but is shaped by 
social practices that condition possible meanings and opportuni-
ties. !e norms, expectations, and pa%erns of behavior surrounding 

myth that they do? How can we speak out against sexism as detrimental to the interests of 
women if the category is a #ction? How can we demand legal abortions, adequate child care, 
or wages based on comparable worth without invoking the concept of ‘women’?”

28.  One might wonder here whether another exclusion is in the wings: what about trans- 
women? But even in this case, one might argue, in defense of Young, that trans- women as 
women are also expected to comply with the social rules and expectations that have built up 
around the sexed female body. !is threatens further forms of exclusion and subordination 
if they cannot meet those expectations.
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the body, in turn, give rise to a range of further socially conditioned 
physical objects (such as clothes, cosmetics, tools, spaces, and so 
on), and hence further social practices. Together these reinforce two 
overarching social structures that position women as subordinate to 
men: heterosexuality (who desires and who is desired, who possesses 
and is possessed) and the sexual division of labor (who does what, 
where, and how).

On this picture, women are those individuals marked out by the 
system of objects and social practices as occupying a particular posi-
tion vis- à- vis men. !e category woman is de#ned, that is, by the rela-
tion of individuals to gendered social structures rather than by any 
intrinsic properties they share. Young is keen to emphasize that a par-
ticular individual’s response to how the structure positions her/ him 
will be as variable as you like. Some will resist and challenge the posi-
tioning and expectations, others may internalize them, others still 
will waver and become alienated. And, even more importantly for 
our purposes, some individuals’ response to the structure will be fur-
ther conditioned by other aspects of their circumstances, including 
race, class, nationality, sexuality, and so on. !ere is no expectation, 
then, that women’s (or men’s) particular experience of the structure 
will be the same. What is the same is subjection to the structure, which 
is reproduced through myriad daily interactions, characteristic sce-
narios, institutionalized forms of behavior, expectation, and habit, 
and so on.29

!e analysis of women as a series also provides a possible basis 
for identi#cation among women grounded in a condition shared by 
women: subjection to a subordinating gendered social structure. !is 
does not imply, as we have seen, that women who identify in this way 
with one another have had the same experience of such subjection. 
Here we can draw contrast to identi#cation among cancer survivors, 

29.  Cf. Haslanger 2012, 239.
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which is based (we are imagining) on sharing a set of experiences. 
Identifying with others as a cancer survivor is identi#cation that 
presupposes that others with whom one identi#es have had cancer. 
!e common experience is what motivates mutual sympathy, under-
standing, and an a%empt to make sense together of that experience. 
But, as we have seen, making particular experiences the basis of iden-
ti#cation among women is unnecessarily exclusionary given the wide 
diversity of ways in which women experience their subjection to a 
gendered social structure. Identi#cation based on condition promises 
to avoid these problems. Subjection to an oppressive social structure 
is like subjection to a system of law: two di$erent individuals can be 
subject to the law— can be addressed by the system— without expe-
riencing the weight of the law in the same way.30

Notice that I shi'ed above from speaking of the concept woman 
(in my elaboration of Young’s account) to the possibility of identi#-
cation among women as women. !e two ideas can come apart. One 
may, indeed, come to believe— as many feminists do— that there is 
no uni#ed concept woman, or that the concept is uni#ed, but not by 
the idea of oppressive subjection to a gendered structure. It would 
still be possible, on the picture I have drawn, to identify with other 
women who are oppressed by the gendered system on the basis of 
their shared condition.31 !ere is, that is, no necessary congruence 
between the concept woman and the basis for identi#cation among 
women. To illustrate: suppose you believe it is possible for there to be 
non- oppressed women— women who are not subordinated vis- à- vis 

30.  Cf. Haslanger 2012, 239: “So women have in common that their (assumed) sex has socially 
disadvantaged them; but this is compatible with the kinds of cultural variation that femi-
nist inquiry has revealed, for the substantive content of women’s position and the ways of 
justifying it can vary enormously. Admi%edly, the account accommodates such variation 
by being very abstract; nonetheless, it provides a schematic account that highlights the 
interdependence between the material forces that subordinate women, and the ideological 
frameworks that sustain them.” See also Alco$ 2005, 148.

31.  On this point, see Mikkola 2007, 375– 380.
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men.32 It is, on this view, not a necessary part of being a woman that 
one is oppressed. It might nonetheless be true that, in our world, all 
women are (contingently) oppressed, and come to identify with each 
other on that basis.33

An intersectionality theorist may object that it is a mistake to say 
that there is a single gendered social structure. Each person, depend-
ing on their circumstances, is addressed by the gendered social struc-
ture in a fundamentally di$erent way— so di$erent that there is no 
sense in speaking of it as a single system. A black woman’s body, for 
example, will be gendered and positioned vis- à- vis men in di$erent 
ways than a white woman’s body, the body of a working- class woman 
in a di$erent way than an upper- class woman, and so on. !e objector 
concludes that it would be just as arbitrary and inevitably exclusion-
ary to identify with other women, who are positioned so di$erently, 
on the basis of a common condition as it would be to identify on the 
basis of a common set of experiences.34

!is is, I believe, a di)cult objection to meet successfully. In a 
Youngian spirit, one might respond to the objection in the following 
way: Just as it would be mistaken to say that an employed and an unem-
ployed immigrant within a single society are subject to entirely di$er-
ent systems of law, it is a mistake to say that white and black women are 
subject to entirely di$erent gendered structures. Within a single soci-
ety and system of law, employment law and immigration law are inter-
locking and overlapping.35 To be sure, there is no way to understand 
how unemployment a$ects immigrant rights without understanding 
how immigration and welfare law interact. However, although the 
employed and the unemployed immigrants’ legal rights will di$er in 

32.  Cf. Stone 2007, 160– 163, on Haslanger. And see also Stoljar 1995, 281.
33.  I thank Jude Browne for helpful discussion.
34.  Crenshaw 1990, 1299; Spelman 1988, 167. See also Stone 2004.
35.  Cf. the Combahee River Collective on the interlocking character of oppression 

(Collective 1983).
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basic ways (including their rights to stay, their right, in some cases, 
to access welfare, and so on), there are other ways in which they 
are addressed in the same way by immigration law (including their 
rights to access emergency care, their rights to appeal immigration 
decisions, and so on). Drawing the analogy, we can say that the same 
is true of black and white women in, say, the United States. While 
it is certainly true that black women’s bodies are positioned by the 
gendered social structure in di$erent ways than white women’s bod-
ies, there are many dimensions of the gendered social structure that 
address black and white women in the same way. !e objects, norms, 
expectations, and practices of the gendered social structure address 
black and white women, across many dimensions, in common (which 
is not to say that their experience of that subjection will be the same). 
!at common subjection, the response concludes, can be a basis of 
identi#cation among women as women, just as the common subjec-
tion to immigration law of an employed and unemployed immigrant 
can be the basis of their resistance to that law as immigrants.

I am not sure what to make of this kind of response, since it will 
certainly meet with the following counter: the response begs the ques-
tion about whether there really is only one gendered system of subjec-
tion with di$erent manifestations (analogous to a complex system of 
law with di$erent parts), or rather many more such systems (analo-
gous to di$erent systems of law each with its own internally complex 
structure). Indeed, it is di)cult to come up with examples that sur-
vive the objection: norms and practices regarding beauty, the sexual 
division of labor, the way heterosexuality is enforced, and so on, all do 
seem to address black and white women di$erently (and upper-  and 
lower- class women, and women of di$erent religious backgrounds). 
One cannot, I believe, adjudicate between the two views by employ-
ing solely empirical criteria. Adjudicating requires asking: What is 
the point— politically, socially, and ethically— of insisting on one 
or the other reading? If one believes that the struggle for woman’s 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448498333 by guest on 05 June 2026



C H A L L E N G E S  T O  S O L I D A R I T Y

107

107

liberation needs more solidarity among women as women, then one 
might be a%racted to the Youngian view.36 On this view, solidarity 
among women is based on identi#cation grounded in a condition. 
If, on the other hand, one believes that, historically, the call for sis-
terhood has been exclusionary, partial, blinkered, and divisive, and 
that it is more important to focus on #ghting injustice than to seek 
an elusive common ground, then one will more likely opt for the 
intersectional- coalitional view. On this view, there is also possibility 
for solidarity, but it must be solidarity grounded in a cause rather than 
in a condition or set of experiences. For our purposes, we need not 
come to a conclusive judgment; it is enough if we see how a politics 
of solidarity founded on identi#cation, but that is alive to the prob-
lem of exclusion, can proceed without abandoning solidarity as an 
ideal worth #ghting for.

IS SOLIDARIT Y EMPT Y OR REDUNDANT?

I will address the challenges from emptiness and redundancy together. 
With respect to the former, the best defense is o$ense: solidarity is not 
an empty concept if we can show both that it plays an important role 
in real- world politics across time, and that it is determinate enough to 
give shape and structure to debate today. !e best response, that is, is 
simply to defend an account of solidarity (as I have outlined above), 
and see if it can do some work in important political and social dis-
putes in which the term #gures.37

And, once we have a determinate account in hand, we can then 
address the redundancy critique. I will give a quick summary, via 

36.  Cf. Schor 1994; Riley 1988.
37.  For more on the history of solidarity (and its signi#cance), see Blais 2007 and ch. 2 in 

Sangiovanni 2023.
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a series of contrasts, of the ways in which the account of solidarity 
I have singled out is not redundant. First, we can draw up a list of the 
most relevant, adjacent concepts: fellow- feeling, altruism, empathy, 
community, and justice.

Solidarity is not merely fellow- feeling (and not, by extension, 
merely an emotion). While it is no doubt true that fellow- feeling or 
camaraderie will o'en accompany solidarity, solidarity is not reduc-
ible to it. It is possible for actors to be in solidarity— to meet all of the 
conditions I have outlined in the #rst section of the chapter— while 
not feeling any camaraderie at all. As long as they identify with one 
another, act to overcome signi#cant adversity, are willing to set aside 
narrow self- interest, do not bypass each other’s wills, are disposed to 
share one another’s fate, and trust one another, they are in solidar-
ity. !eir feelings or emotions about their solidarity can come and go 
without their solidarity coming and going along with those emotions.

Solidarity is not merely altruism. While one must be disposed to 
share another’s fate (and so behave altruistically) to be in solidarity 
with them, altruism is not su)cient for solidarity. Unilateral acts of 
humanitarianism— such as aiding someone injured by the side of the 
road— are not, on the account I have defended, acts of solidarity.

Solidarity is not merely empathy. While one of the key features of 
identi#cation is a disposition to feel heightened empathy toward those 
whom one identi#es with, identi#cation is not su)cient for solidar-
ity, and empathy is not su)cient for identi#cation. I might empathize 
with someone, yet not act in solidarity with them; I may simply be 
overcome with the emotion they are feeling, or project myself in 
their situation. I also may identify with someone without ever acting 
together with them to overcome some signi#cant adversity. In that 
case, my identi#cation is not su)cient to make it the case that we are 
in solidarity.

Solidarity is not merely community. Whatever it is that ‘com-
munity’ is, I may relish my neighborhood and its lively sense of 
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community, but this is not su)cient to say that I stand in solidar-
ity with them. Until we work together to overcome some signi#cant 
adversity that threatens us as neighbors, we do not count as being in 
solidarity as a community.

And solidarity is not merely justice. Unjust groups can act in soli-
darity. Justice also usually refers to a set of principles; solidarity to 
a way of acting together. Justice also comprehends a range of nega-
tive duties that we would not normally speak of as duties of solidarity 
(such as a duty to refrain from violating others’ rights).

Indeed, the fact that the account outlined in the #rst section does 
not collapse into any one of these notions should strengthen our con-
#dence in the overall account as an accurate picture of a distinctive 
practice.
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Chapter  4

Solidarity as a Virtue of Equality

AV E RY  KO L E R S

INTRODUCTION

Is solidarity a virtue? Clearly the mere disposition to act together with 
others for shared ends is not; it all depends on how one does so, and 
for what ends. Further, if solidarity were a “virtue” like punctuality or 
good humor, it might be of minor interest as an aside in an introduc-
tory textbook, but hardly worth considering at length. So to show 
that solidarity is a virtue of any signi!cance one would need to do 
three things: !rst, identify a crucial gap in virtue theories, that is, an 
essential and important part of good character that virtue theories 
cannot account for; second, explicate an account of solidarity as a 
character trait or skill set that could !ll this gap in virtue theories; and 
third, show that solidarity so understood can !t within a conception 
of the virtuous character the way (other) virtues do, namely, by con-
tributing to "ourishing and being uni!ed in the right way with the 
other virtues. #ese are my three aims in the current chapter.

I want to start with the question of whether virtue theory needs 
solidarity at all: What is missing from virtue theory that solidarity 
(or something) might add? #e answer, roughly, is equality: virtue 
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theorists focus so hard on individual character excellence that they 
neglect fundamental status equality and its implications. #en, fol-
lowing David Wiggins, I propose a way in which solidarity can pro-
vide this, namely, through the idea of coequal membership of “the 
party of humankind,” and the inviolability built on this party unity.1 
Wiggins’s conception is, however, in two ways unsuited to this task. 
First, it is deontological and so seems to treat inviolability as the 
wrong kind of rule for virtue ethics; and second, he proposes only a 
very thin human solidarity and draws few speci!c implications that 
would help us !ll the gap. I therefore build out Wiggins’s conception 
by appeal to Leonard Harris’s powerful “insurrectionist” challenge to 
ethics.2 I argue that solidarity can embrace insurrection and even vio-
lence, under speci!c circumstances and in a way that turns Wiggins’s 
deontological rule into a rule of skill that is more congenial to virtue 
ethics. Rather than the root of the ethical, a virtue of solidarity may be 
part of the point of the ethical. Finally, I show how a virtue of solidar-
ity can in fact serve this role, by explaining its place in the unity of the 
virtues and in individual "ourishing.

One prefatory note about the conception of virtue and virtue 
theory at issue here. My quarry is the broadly eudaimonistic tradition 
associated with Aristotle and the Stoics, on which virtues are (or are 
analogous to) practical skills; on this view, virtues properly so- called 
are not merely a congeries of distinct habits but are somehow inter-
connected (if not fully uni!ed) aspects of individual character, and 
such virtuous character is connected to the happiness of the virtuous 

1.  David Wiggins, “Solidarity and the Root of the Ethical,” Lindley Lecture, 2008. I am grateful 
to Véronique Munoz- Dardé for some clari!cations on how to understand Wiggins’s view.

2.  Leonard Harris, “Honor and Insurrection or a Short Story about Why John Brown (with 
David Walker’s Spirit) Was Right and Frederick Douglass (with Benjamin Banneker’s Spirit) 
Was Wrong,” in A Philosophy of Struggle: !e Leonard Harris Reader, ed. Lee A. McBride III 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2020), 161– 173. See also Harris, “Insurrectionist Ethics: Advocacy, 
Moral Psychology, and Pragmatism,” in the same volume at 175– 187.
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agent.3 #is tradition has emerged as a leading conception of virtue 
in contemporary ethical theory and is widely thought to be the most 
promising alternative to other main schools such as Kantianism, 
Care Ethics, Discourse Ethics, and Consequentialism. My discussion 
is therefore intended as a contribution to eudaimonistic virtue ethics. 
I shall argue that this tradition’s shocking ina$ention to fundamental 
equality is tantamount to its lacking a vital organ. Implanting a virtue 
of solidarity may, however, be just the surgery it needs.

VIRTUE ETHICS AND STATUS EQUALIT Y

Many critics (and even some defenders) of eudaimonistic virtue 
ethics have charged that this view is egoistic.4 At worst, its egoistic 
character causes an intolerable inversion in the account of moral 
wrongness: murder is wrong !rst because of how it a%ects the perpe-
trator, and only secondarily the victim. Julia Annas has convincingly 
repudiated this charge by emphasizing that virtue is a skill set directed 
not at the agent’s good but at the moral good.5 So understood, virtue’s 
contribution to the agent’s good is the “"ow” experience of excellent 
performance; this self- directed bene!t supervenes on excellent pro-
duction of the moral good.

3.  For this characterization of the tradition I follow Julia Annas, Intelligent Virtue 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 1. I am grateful to Jasmin Özel for pressing me 
to clarify this point.

4.  For discussion of this charge, see Christopher Toner, “Virtue Ethics and Egoism,” in 
!e Routledge Companion to Virtue Ethics, ed. Lorraine Besser- Jones and Michael Slote 
(New York: Routledge, 2015), 345– 357.

5.  Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 72. Liz Gulliford and Robert Roberts hold that some, but only some, 
virtues are directed at “moral reality,” which I take to be equivalent to “the good” as Annas 
has it. I will discuss their account below. See Liz Gulliford and Robert C. Roberts, “Exploring 
the ‘Unity’ of the Virtues: #e Case for an ‘Allocentric Quintet,’” !eory & Psychology 28 
(2018): 208– 226.
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Granting Annas’s refutation, however, an underlying part of the 
egoism objection nonetheless remains: virtue theories are not built 
around recognition of, or acting upon, our fundamental moral equal-
ity. Equality is mysteriously missing from virtue ethics.6

To show this I want to start by recalling a di%erent critique of vir-
tue ethics, namely, the charge of moral conservatism or convention-
alism. #e charge is that, because the adult a$ainment of the virtues 
depends on the context in which one is reared and educated and the 
institutions within which one is able to develop one’s moral capaci-
ties, the putatively virtuous agent will be overly bound to the par-
ticular, unjust contexts in which they live.7 #eir capacity for moral 
critique and commitment to moral reform will be limited by the 
bounds of convention. Annas presents this critique using the exam-
ple of slave- owners:

Slave- owners . . . [may be] unquestionably fair and generous as 
they have learned to be by that society’s lights, but . . . may never 
re"ect that there may be something seriously inadequate at best, 
about the ways in which they are fair and generous.8

To refute this charge, Annas powerfully discusses two contexts in 
which a language of virtue was applied to the problem of enslave-
ment. #e Roman Stoics, she notes, argued repeatedly for treating 
slaves humanely and seeing their equal humanity. #ough they fell 
short of abolitionism (or even humanitarian legal reforms when they 

6.  Interestingly, perusing the Routledge Companion one !nds that the only authors dedicated to 
showing that virtue theory is compatible with or commi$ed to equality are the ones explicat-
ing Confucian virtue ethics, which has o&en been accused of being hierarchical. Equality is 
otherwise mostly missing and nowhere explicated as a signi!cant aspect of the tradition. Nor 
is equality much discussed in leading works on virtue ethics, including Annas’s.

7.  #e root of this objection is Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. David Ross, rev. Lesley 
Brown (New York: Oxford World’s Classics, 2009), II.i.25.

8.  Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 53.
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had the chance), she argues, the Stoics “achieved a universal view-
point of ethical community on equal terms with the slave”:9 “As 
rational beings interacting as members of a community of rational 
beings, owner and slave realize that the barriers between them are 
completely conventional.”10 #at said, the conventions of the time 
were particularly rigid, and abolition or even manumission would, 
Annas claims, have been impossible if not counterproductive. #us 
it was “the circumstances of ancient society that limit[ed] the ways 
Stoics could act with regard to slavery, not the limitations of think-
ing in terms of virtue.”11 In the eighteenth century, by contrast, the 
abolitionists overcame those circumstances and ultimately won a 
fundamental transformation of society— one that should have been, 
by all rights, just as unthinkable then as it was to the Stoics. As Annas 
writes, quoting the historian Adam Hochschild: “anyone looking 
back in time would have seen li$le but other slave systems.”12 Even 
so, she writes, “no new way of thinking about ethical ma$ers was 
needed.”13 To the contrary, they held that “if the general condition of 
man is ever to be ameliorated, it can only be through the medium of 
BELIEF IN HUMAN VIRTUE.”14

I share Annas’s reading of Stoic ethics: the Stoics saw master and 
slave as moral equals separated only by convention. What she does 
not show in this context or in that of the modern abolitionists, how-
ever, is whether the capacity to see slaves as equal or to be moved 
by that fact is connected to a virtue- centered “way of thinking about 
ethical ma$ers”; for all she shows, the virtues may have been inert or 

9.  Ibid., 60.
10.  Ibid., 59.
11.  Ibid., 60.
12.  Ibid., 61, quoting Adam Hochschild, Bury the Chains: Prophets and Rebels in the Fight to Free 

an Empire’s Slaves (Boston: Houghton Mi(in, 2005).
13.  Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 61– 62.
14.  Ibid., 62, quoting #omas Love Peacock, Melincourt (capitalization in original).
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even have held them back from genuinely perceiving or acting as they 
might have. Further, I reject Annas’s claim that the Stoics perceived 
or still less did all that could be expected of a virtuous agent based 
on their recognition of fundamental equality. So even if their moral 
egalitarianism was connected to being virtuous, virtue ethics did not 
move them to perceive or act on this doctrine. On this issue, virtue 
fails the convention test; it was, I shall argue, at best ine%ectual and at 
worst counterproductive.

Take !rst the Roman Stoics. Annas shows that the Stoics viewed 
the di%erence between master and slave as purely conventional. 
Seneca, for his part, held, contrary to the practice of the time, that 
slaves should be treated in ways that are kindly and respectful; that 
they should be free to speak and eat with their masters; that the 
household should be a site of love and respect for all who live and 
work there, slaves included.15

#is argument, however, fails to show two crucial points that 
would be required to link virtue and equality. First, Annas does 
not show that the Stoics did or advocated all that could reasonably 
be thought to follow from these commitments to natural equality. 
Although it might have been idle or counterproductive to advocate 
for abolition, manumission was a live option. Seneca could have rec-
ommended that Lucilius free his own slaves. But he did not do so. 
Annas defends his omission:

It was not open to a slave- owner, as it was later to an American 
slave- owner in the South, to free his slaves and adopt another 
approach; in the ancient world there was nowhere else to go, no 
way to opt out and move into a more just system.16

15.  Seneca, “How We Treat Our Slaves,” in Le"ers on Ethics: To Lucilius, trans. Margaret Graver 
and A. A. Long (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017: 136– 137).

16.  Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 60. As the second half of the sentence indicates, by “and adopt 
another approach” she seems to have in mind something like the white Southern US slave 
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Roman slave- owners did, though, have the power to free their slaves, 
and many did so.17 Many who did not do so dangled the “carrot” of 
manumission in front of their slaves to induce good behavior, which 
implies that they were very much aware they had the power to do 
so.18 In fact, whereas Annas implies that Roman society was more 
rigid in this respect than the US South, the opposite seems to be 
true. Freedmen became citizens— a status that was denied to freed 
US slaves until the rati!cation of the Fourteenth Amendment. Yet 
Seneca fails to recommend manumission. To the contrary, he treats 
the prospect of slaves’ going free as a straw man objection to his view, 
and rebuts it.19 #us Seneca did not advocate for the maximum that 
highly restrictive institutions allowed, he advocated for a mild form 
of conventional mastery.

Nor, second, is there any evident internal connection between 
virtue per se, as a driver of moral perception, and the Stoics’ recogni-
tion that nothing moral or natural separated slave and free. Seneca 
sums up his argument for treating slaves kindly not with any appeal 
to virtue but with a “Golden Rule” test:

11 . . . But all my instructions can be summed up in this: live with 
an inferior the same way you would want a superior to live with 
you. Each time you remember the extent of power over a slave, 
remember also that your own master has that same amount of 

owner’s option to free his slaves and move north or west or to England or Canada. #is 
interpretation preserves the truth of the second conjunct— the Roman had no option of 
moving somewhere that slavery had been abolished— but the crucial !rst conjunct remains 
false. As I show in the text, the Roman slave owner was perfectly free to manumit his slaves 
and employ freedmen to do the same work.

17.  See Leonard Schumacher, “Slaves in Roman Society,” in !e Oxford Handbook of Social 
Relations in the Ancient World, ed. Michael Peachin (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2011), 589– 608; 593. See also Ma$hew J. Perry, Gender, Manumission, and the Roman 
Freedwoman (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

18.  Schumacher, “Slaves in Roman Society,” 593.
19.  See Seneca, Le"ers, 138.
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power over you. 12 “But I have no master,” you say. You’re still 
young— perhaps someday you will. Don’t you realize how old 
Hecuba was when she became a slave? Don’t you realize how old 
Croesus was? #e mother of Darius? Plato? Diogenes?20

In itself, a Golden Rule test uses the mechanism of inversion rather 
than appeal to virtuous character or the moral good. Seneca imagines 
Lucilius rejecting the inversion test by denying that the roles could be 
reversed, so he a)rms that the test is apt by referencing free persons 
captured and sold into slavery. It is by making salient the prospect of 
inversion that Seneca justi!es and a$empts to motivate kindly treat-
ment of slaves. But that is what one would have thought virtue was 
for: to spur the perception that manumission was honorable and just, 
that keeping slaves was self- indulgent and grasping and cowardly, and 
to generate the motivation in slaveholders to free their slaves. Stoic 
virtue is missing in action.

#e case of the Roman Stoics thus does not overcome the objec-
tion from conventionality or conservatism. Seneca’s recognition of 
the natural equality of slave and free does not require appeal to the 
insight provided by virtue; that is needed only to drive his insistence 
that one should act on this by treating one’s slaves in a friendly and 
respectful manner. In any event there is a disconnect between virtue 
ethics and fundamental equality. #e limits of what the Stoics could 
think to be virtuous were restrained by their social environment in a 
way that a moral rule of equal status would repudiate.

#is disconnect carries over to Annas’s argument about the mod-
ern abolitionists. Given the widespread acceptance of slavery across 
all strata of white European and se$ler- colonial societies during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and the deep integration 
of the triangular trade into the European economy, the existence, 

20.  Ibid., 136.
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let alone success, of a mass social movement against slavery needs 
to be explained. A change like this needs to be explained by some-
thing that also changed. It is perhaps possible that the English pub-
lic’s moral views changed, and drove the rise of abolitionism. Yet the 
vocabulary of the virtues was older than Christianity itself. If moral 
explanations are to be found they more likely run to what was mor-
ally or philosophically new and thus potentially explanatorily signi!-
cant: innovations such as the doctrine of natural rights, the liberal 
economic critique of mercantilism, or the rise of evangelical strains 
of Protestantism.21

But it seems more likely that moral reform did not happen of its 
own accord, and must itself be explained by appeal to something else 
that changed. Hochschild’s explanation for the movement’s “erup-
tion” ( chapter 15) runs to geographic, social, educational, political, 
and other considerations far more than moral or religious ones. His 
great insight is the role of Britons’ fear of naval impressment as a spur 
to their ability to empathize with slaves— a striking fact reminiscent 
of the central role that Seneca gave to, in e%ect, the same Golden Rule 
test.22 In short, there is li$le reason to think that virtue as such played 
any role in enabling the abolitionists to see that African and African- 
descended people had a right to be free and that slavery was immoral, 
or motivated them to act on these perceptions.

To be sure, Annas claims only that “[n] o new way of thinking 
about ethical ma$ers was needed,”23 that is, the wrongness of slavery 

21.  “Britons’ con!dence in their rights ran proud and deep. Without it, the abolitionists could 
never have convinced them that slaves had rights as well” (Hochschild, Bury the Chains, 
221). On the nineteenth- century US context, see John Cumbler, From Abolition to Rights 
for All (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008). For philosophical discus-
sion, see Elizabeth Anderson, “Social Movements, Experiments in Living, and Moral 
Progress: Case Studies from Britain’s Abolition of Slavery,” Lindley Lecture, University of 
Kansas, 2014.

22.  See Hochschild, Bury the Chains, 222.
23.  Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 61– 62. Emphasis added.
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is explicable in virtue terms, and abolitionist motivation was compat-
ible with virtue ethics. #is seems to put the burden of proof on her 
opponent to show that virtue somehow militated against abolition. 
But the fact that virtue language can retroactively and anachronisti-
cally be applied to endorse today’s views as against those of an ear-
lier era is just what we should expect if virtue is conventional. Of 
course a twenty- !rst- century virtue ethicist thinks slavery is wrong; 
the test will be what they think about some currently widely accepted 
immorality, or how they are motivated regarding the socioeconomic 
residue of classical slavery and the stubborn persistence of modern 
slavery.24 And as we noted above, it does not even seem to be factually 
true that no new moral framework was required. Natural rights seem 
to have been required, and although the Golden Rule test was not 
new, its visceral salience in the form of large- scale impressment was.

Annas thus fails to show that virtue theory avoids the conven-
tionalism objection, speci!cally with respect to the belief in— or 
the capacity to act on— human equality. Beyond this one case, it is 
striking that fundamental equality is basically absent from the main 
examples of virtue that run through Annas’s book and for that ma$er 
the wide swath of virtue ethics that has emerged in recent decades. 
Bravery, kindness, and other sophisticated agential skills make no 
essential reference to recognition of fundamental equality. It may 
seem that there is an obvious reason for this, namely, that fundamen-
tal equal worth is implied by the “cardinal virtues” of the ancients, 
namely courage, temperance, wisdom, or (most likely) justice, or 
some combination of them, and so there is no need to belabor it. But 
I shall argue that this is not the case; these virtues, even justice, are 

24.  On the residue, see William A. Darity and A. Kirsten Mullen, From Here to Equality: Reparations 
for Black Americans in the Twenty- #rst Century (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2020). On the persistence, see Kevin Bales, Blood and Earth: Modern Slavery, Ecocide, 
and the Secret to Saving the World (New York: Spiegel and Grau, 2016).
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compatible with a denial of fundamental equality and, by extension, 
of any motivation to stand against inequitable treatment.

On its face, justice is egalitarian: legal justice is about treating like 
cases alike and unlike cases unlike; distributive justice is about returns 
based on contribution as a share of the joint product; and retributive 
justice is about equality in exchange when returning good for good or 
bad for bad.25 From the fact that justice involves treating the parties to 
a transaction equally, however, we cannot infer that justice treats per-
sons as equals. Aristotelian justice requires returning payment, pun-
ishment, or social rewards equivalent to the actions or contributions 
which merit them. #is is justice as regularity or the fact of commen-
surability, not any substantive commitment to equality:

For it is not two doctors that associate for exchange, but a doc-
tor and a farmer, or in general people who are di%erent and 
unequal; but these must be equated. #is is why all things that 
are exchanged must be somehow comparable.26

Aristotle’s most important engagement with equality is his account 
of equity, which serves as the !ne- tuning aspect of the virtue of jus-
tice.27 Because justice must be the subject of legislation and general 
practice, it is inevitably coarse- grained and must be supplemented by 
the more !ne- grained and precise measuring tool of equity if it is to 
get the right answer in hard or speci!c cases, with a degree of accu-
racy that legislation alone cannot realize.28 Yet despite its capacity 

25.  See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, V.iii– v.1131a– 1134a.
26.  Ibid., V.5.1133a.
27.  I have emphasized two Aristotelian senses of equity in my account of solidarity. But these 

both presuppose what I call Kantian equity— the fundamental equality of status. See Avery 
Kolers, A Moral !eory of Solidarity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), ch. 6.

28.  For discussion, see Allan Beever, “Aristotle on Equity, Law, and Justice,” Legal !eory 10 
(2004): 33– 50.
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to modulate general rules for the sake of particular circumstances, 
equity is no more likely to !nd in favor of the slave than of the mas-
ter. #e reason is that !ne- tuned equalizing is carried out against 
the backdrop of a social ontology that determines which cases are 
“like” and which are “unlike” such that equity requires treating them 
accordingly. Given information about particulars, judges may draw 
status distinctions based on their views about natural di%erences that 
the legislature has overlooked, for instance when legislation speaks 
only of “persons” or “citizens.”29 Or contrariwise, they may con"ate 
kinds of things that they think the legislature has wrongly separated, 
like citizens and corporations.30 And equity would allow a judge to 
fairly divide outputs between master and slave, rather than emanci-
pate the slave and rectify the wrong of enslavement in the !rst place. 
Simply put, if the question of Aristotelian equity is how to return 
to each party more precisely the same or exactly the proportionate 
amount that each brought to the transaction or shared endeavor, then 
to redress the unequal status of the parties is to answer an entirely 
di%erent question. Aristotle would accurately accuse such a judge 
of having changed the subject: “Your Honor, I didn’t mean, ‘should 
this man be a slave,’ I meant, ‘should this slave get the reward he was 
promised in return for the work he did?’ ”

A !nal concern about the ability of eudaimonistic virtue eth-
ics to account for status equality comes from Leonard Harris’s 

29.  #is is of course a foundational insight of critical race theory, but one hardly needs to be a 
critical race theorist to make the point. A particularly outrageous instance is the Dred Sco" 
case, in which Justice Taney, writing for the Court, found that a Black man has “no rights 
and privileges which the white man was bound to respect.” Dred Sco" v. Sandford, 60 US 
393 (1856), online: h$ps:// www.law.corn ell.edu/ supre meco urt/ text/ 60/ 393. See also 
“the Persons Case,” Edwards v. A.G. of Canada, where the Supreme Court of Canada found, 
in 1928, that women were not “persons” for purposes of appointment to the Senate. #e 
U.K. Privy Council overruled in 1930. See 1929 CanLII 438 (UK JCPC), online: h$ps:// 
www.can lii.org/ en/ ca/ ukj cpc/ doc/ 1929/ 1929ca nlii 438/ 1929ca nlii 438.html.

30.  See Citizens United v. FEC, 558 US 310 (2010).
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“insurrectionist ethics.” Like Wiggins, Harris proposes equal dignity 
as the foundation of ethics. But he takes the point further, toward 
a)rmative steps to realize equal dignity:

If the advice a [moral theory] would give to persons in a soci-
ety of racial slavery did not include insurrection and honor for 
those engaged in insurrection— if no more than as a form of self- 
defense— then [that moral theory] . . . is woefully inadequate.31

Eudaimonistic virtue ethics fails this test— so much so that those 
who have tried to theorize virtue in the context of oppression have 
found that they must propose di%erent virtues altogether, or give up 
on the internal connection between virtue and "ourishing.32

For all that, I shall argue, the failure of eudaimonistic virtue ethi-
cists to account for equality does not show that eudaimonistic vir-
tue ethics fails as an enterprise, but that its development has been 
skewed in a peculiar way. Although the traditional “egoism” objec-
tion was wrong, its kernel of truth was that virtue theorists’ emphasis 
on individual excellence and character development distracted them 
from a fundamental condition of humanity, namely, our equality, and 
the fundamental importance of egalitarianism as a feature of a good 
human social life. My claim in the remainder of this chapter is that 
this failure is remediable, provided we add a virtue of solidarity, on 
a par with the classical “cardinal virtues.” Borrowing Wiggins’s ter-
minology, I understand this virtue as coequal membership of the party 
of humankind; a virtuous person would recognize and be motivated 

31.  Leonard Harris, “Insurrectionist Ethics: Advocacy, Moral Psychology, and Pragmatism,” 
in A Philosophy of Struggle, 175– 187; 186. Harris is discussing pragmatism in particular 
but intends this as an adequacy criterion for any ethical system. I am grateful to Alberto 
Urquidez for discussion.

32.  Harris, “Insurrectionist Ethics”; See also Lisa Tessman, Burdened Virtues (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448498576 by guest on 05 June 2026



S O L I D A R I T Y  A S  A  V I R T U E  O F  E Q U A L I T Y

125

125

to act on that coequal membership or party unity, whereas a vicious 
person would lack the motivation or the recognition altogether.

A virtue of solidarity would go beyond the extant resources of 
eudaimonistic virtue ethics by causing us to countermand and repu-
diate the status hierarchies that serve powerful interests. Such a virtue 
meets Harris’s insurrectionist challenge: by !ghting as or alongside 
the oppressed, by refusing the wages of their exploitation and expro-
priation, by seizing opportunities to stand against oppressors, and by 
honoring those who live in this way. #is virtue adds the essential 
missing element to the critique of slavery, and decisively breaks free 
from convention.

SOLIDARIT Y: WHAT KIND OF RULE?

An immediate problem arises for a virtue- theoretic reading of soli-
darity. For Wiggins, solidarity is deontological in that it establishes 
a primitive prohibition on violations of others’ bodily integrity or 
other comparably basic interests. He insists that this prohibition 
is not a disvalue, as a utilitarian would have it, such that it could be 
entered on one side of the ledger and counterbalanced by enough 
entries on the other. For the same reason, we might add, it cannot 
be an Aristotelian mean. Rather, the prohibition conditions all other 
ends. It is in recognition of the inviolability of the other, as a fellow 
human being, that we restrict our choice set to preempt or rule out 
violative courses of action.33

In the current section I want to ask how it is possible to rec-
oncile this peremptory inviolability with two elements that seem 
required for the revision to virtue ethics that I have suggested: a 

33.  Experimental support for the primitivity of this prohibition is discussed in Fiery Cushman 
et al., “Simulating Murder: #e Aversion to Harmful Action,” Emotion 12 (2012): 2– 7.
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non- deontological virtue theory, and Harris’s insurrectionist crite-
rion of adequacy for ethical theories. I shall argue that these aims can 
be combined if Wiggins’s rule of inviolability is understood not as 
a deontological rule (or constraint) but as a practice- structuring rule. 
A virtue of solidarity would then not be the root of the ethical, it 
would be part of the point of the ethical.

Wiggins develops his account of the force of solidarity in critique 
of neoliberals who press forward with globalization in a form that, 
they realize, will force millions of people from their homes and land 
as the world is built anew.

“Always there will be winners and losers,” people sometimes say. 
Under one aspect this is a truism; under another it is an unscru-
pulous way of making injury, rapine and injustice sound as if 
they were logically inevitable and in no way the responsibility 
of those who devise the proposals that the truism is meant to 
justify. But look for another plan, solidarity will say. . . . #e time 
has come for human beings to be more inventive, more resource-
ful, more sensitive to the issue of compensation or amends, and 
more patient in their grand plans for the reconstruction of the 
human condition.34

Against such grand plans, Wiggins suggests, human solidarity calls for 
“defence of anyone or everyone a%ected.” Yet the idea of (self- )defense 
is, frankly, in tension with the idea of inviolability; Leonard Harris 
would surely ask, by what means might the trampled and oppressed 
defend themselves or be defended by third parties? #is grounds an 
insurrectionist objection: Wiggins seems to rule out violence; but 
insurrectionist violence is violence; and so Wiggins’s proposal seems 
to put us on the wrong side of Harris’s criterion.

34.  Wiggins “Solidarity,” 12.
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Although he speaks of an absolute prohibition on “intentional 
assault,” Wiggins’s rule has space for insurrectionist self- defense: “a 
space surrounds another; and the preservation of that space forbids 
unprovoked injury, murder, plunder, or pillage.”35 Insurrectionists like 
Nat Turner and John Brown could rightly justify their violence by 
appeal to self- defense or the defense of others, for which reason their 
violent uprisings were provoked.36 In this way Wiggins’s conception 
might pass Harris’s insurrectionist test.

Yet this may be too quick. A relaxed commitment to inviolability 
must not allow us to be cavalier about violence, defensive or other-
wise. If we follow Ronald Dworkin in regarding rules as binary— they 
are either valid or not in a given instance, and if invalid, have zero 
weight37— then the inviolability rule simply does not apply to Nat 
Turner and John Brown. #us I propose to recast Wiggins’s prohi-
bition not as a rule of prohibition but as a rule of skill: part of the 
“mechanics” of morals rather than its rule- book.38 Such a reading 
would not only !t be$er with a virtue orientation, but would also 
align with Wiggins’s call to be “more inventive, more resourceful, 
more sensitive to the issue of compensation or amends, and more 
patient.” Wiggins here recasts inviolability as a productive constraint 
that reorients our pa$erns of thinking, even if it does not rule out 
violence altogether. So understood, the real ethical work of solidarity 
will be in the creativity and inventiveness that the constraint demands 
and thereby makes possible. #is resolution also makes sense of the 
“last resort” criterion on traditional accounts of disobedience and 

35.  Ibid., 12; emphasis mine.
36.  Harris a)rms the defensive character of insurrectionist violence at “Insurrectionist 

Ethics,” 186.
37.  Ronald Dworkin, “#e Model of Rules,” University of Chicago Law Review 35 (1967): 14– 

46; 27.
38.  On the rules/ mechanics distinction, see Avery Kolers, “Groundwork for the Mechanics of 

Morals,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 50 (2020): 636– 651.
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resistance. Such accounts never actually insist that the precipitous 
action be the absolute last resort, but rather, that one would have 
avoided the precipitous action if there were any reasonable likeli-
hood of success by doing something else that it would be reasonable 
to expect someone to try !rst.39

To summarize: solidarity is less the root of the ethical than part of 
its point: to live our lives in a)rmation of fundamental equal status 
and shared membership of the party of humankind, which implies 
that violence could be acceptable only as a “last resort” to repulse an 
a$ack on our own or another person’s equal status or party member-
ship, and even then the most skillful among us will recognize modes 
of action that minimize or avoid violence altogether. In its abhor-
rence of violence, solidarity is similar to other virtues, such as cour-
age and justice, which can condone coercion or violence but never 
celebrate it. And conceiving this “prohibition” as a rule of skill rather 
than of obligation also explains why we ought to de- escalate wher-
ever possible, rather than exact all the violence that we can morally 
get away with.40

THE UNIT Y OF THE VIRTUES

I have argued that eudaimonistic virtue ethics has an equality problem, 
and that a virtue of solidarity can solve that problem. Understood as 
the virtue of coequal membership of the party of humankind, solidarity 

39.  For example and discussion, see Alejandra Mancilla, !e Right of Necessity (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman & Li$le!eld, 2016), 91– 92.

40.  Insofar as justice is also a rule of skill, then clemency, restorative practices, and pardons may 
be built into the virtue of justice even in a retributive context. #e challenge would be to get 
complete justice using as li$le violence as possible. For re"ection, see Dan Markel, “State, Be 
Not Proud: A Retributivist Defense of the Commutation of Death Row and the Abolition 
of the Death Penalty,” Harvard Civil Rights- Civil Liberties Law Review 40 (2005): 407– 480.
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not only seems to count as a virtue but plays an essential role in com-
pleting standard accounts of the virtues, which lack this commitment 
to fundamental equality. When we additionally recast Wiggins’s core 
deontological “prohibition” as a rule of skill, what starts to come into 
focus is the idea of solidarity as part of the point of the ethical. #e 
function in human life of an ethical system is, in part, to enable us to 
live in a way that a)rms our equality.

If this virtue- ethical account of solidarity is to succeed, in a eudai-
monistic system it should do some work in unifying the virtues and 
in linking virtue with "ourishing. To be sure, if solidarity is only part 
of the point of the ethical then it need not do all the work of uni!ca-
tion. #us in the current section I develop the suggestion that soli-
darity functions as a unifying force on otherwise disparate virtues. To 
provide this account I must !rst explicate a recent insightful account 
of what the “unity” of the virtues amounts to.

In their groundbreaking interdisciplinary work on the moral psy-
chology of virtue, Liz Gulliford and Robert Roberts argue that the 
virtues exhibit a complex, structured Aristotelian unity.41 #e “life 
of virtue” depends on our exemplifying three distinct virtue “clus-
ters”: virtues of intelligent caring, virtues of willpower, and virtues 
of humility. #e clusters are functionally distinct one from another 
and functionally uni!ed internally. Virtues of intelligent caring track 
“moral reality” and connect our recognition of it to a motivation to 
act accordingly. For instance, virtues of fair play such as justice and 
reciprocity exemplify intelligent caring about the quality of social 
relations, and to have these virtues is to value such relations and be 
motivated to support and uphold them.42 A sub- class of intelligent 

41.  Annas defends a similar unity thesis. I work with the Gulliford- Roberts view because it is 
empirically supported and the links among virtues are worked out with some speci!city, 
whereas Annas’s is more conjectural. See Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 89.

42.  Gulliford and Roberts, “Exploring the ‘Unity’ of the Virtues,” 210.
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caring virtues is the allocentric virtues, that is, virtues that involve 
caring about (other) people. #e four properly allocentric virtues are 
all forms of benevolence: compassion, truthfulness, generosity, and 
kindness.43

By contrast, “virtues of willpower,” such as courage, perseverance, 
and self- control, are “powers of self- management.”44 Unlike virtues 
of intelligent caring, willpower virtues do not orient us to concern 
about the moral world but to our ability to follow through with our 
ends and achieve self- mastery. Perseverance, for instance, “will con-
sist partly in self- management skills, partly in a kind of psychologi-
cal muscle for resisting impulses contrary to one’s more fundamental 
goals.”45 Finally, de!nitive of humility is neither an orientation to 
the moral world nor a mastery of the self but simply the absence 
of vice, speci!cally of the vices of pride such as “arrogance, vanity, 
hyper- autonomy, domination, snobbery, envy, and . . . racism, sexism, 
and homophobia.”46 Although this kind of humility is a standalone 
virtue, in avoiding the vices of pride it a)rms that we are no more 
important than others. Consequently humility underlies intelligent 
caring about other people, and hence Gulliford and Roberts make it 
an “honorary member” of what becomes the “allocentric quintet.”47 
I shall suggest that Gulliford and Roberts’s conception of humility is 
actually a partial account of the content of solidarity.

Gulliford and Roberts’s account gives the virtuous life a uni!ed 
structure: three top- level virtue- clusters (intelligent caring, will-
power, humility), subdivisions within the clusters (allocentric, etc.), 
and individual virtues within each subdivision (generosity, kind-
ness, etc.). Within clusters, virtues are functionally uni!ed by how 

43.  Ibid., 216– 217.
44.  Ibid., 214.
45.  Ibid., 212.
46.  Ibid., 213.
47.  Ibid., 217.
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they orient us: respectively, toward moral reality, toward the unity of 
the self, and away from pridefulness. Across clusters, the virtues are 
linked by causal relations such as mutual support. #e more cour-
age we have, the more e%ective we will be at standing up for justice 
even when it’s risky; the more we care about good social relations, the 
easier it will be to return a favor even if we would rather have done 
something else.48 And so on.

#e anomaly in their account, however, is humility. Humility is 
a lack of the vices of pride, and hence a source of insight into one’s 
own importance relative to others— that is, into our fundamental 
equality. In this limited respect, humility seems to capture part of 
the role that I carved out for a virtue of solidarity, namely, dedication 
to fundamental equal worth. But it is only a part. For we might ask 
what humility would have us do with this insight into our equal sig-
ni!cance. #e answer seems to be, nothing in particular; Gulliford and 
Roberts insist that humility “supplies no motive or self- management 
ability.”49 #ey recognize that this makes it an outlier, but go on to 
defend the idea of a “virtuous absence,” assimilating humility to other 
such fortunate lacks as purity in water (lacking toxins) and not being 
infected with a disease (lacking pathogens). Just as the absence of 
salt in water enables the water to slake your thirst, so the absence of 
identity- based pridefulness enables you to intelligently care about 
others. Hence humility’s honorary status in the “allocentric quintet.”

Gulliford and Roberts’s defense of humility as a virtuous absence 
is not fully convincing, however. On a personal level, not having the 
vices of pride does not do much for those lacking a sense of self- worth 
or on the bo$om of each of these hierarchies, who, quite the contrary, 
need self- esteem and proper pride to countervail a learned shame 
and deference to power. We need a virtue that not only denies we are 

48.  Compare Annas, Intelligent Virtue, 91 and 98– 99.
49.  Gulliford and Roberts, “Exploring the ‘Unity’ of the Virtues,” 213.
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be$er- than, but insists we are as- worthy- as. Humility as a mere lack 
cannot do this. At the structural level, in a world of “racism without 
racists,” anti- racism and other orientations need to be not just lacks 
of the vices of pride but a)rmative e%orts to overcome a%ected igno-
rance and conventional status di%erences that indoctrinate children 
from the youngest ages into a world of advantages and disadvantages, 
and that taint quotidian rational choices with the consequence of 
exacerbating oppression.50

Finally, inasmuch as the virtues of intelligent caring are about 
making contact with moral reality, solidarity does not merely caus-
ally support these virtues but reshapes the reality they make contact 
with. In this sense solidarity corrects the social ontology underly-
ing Aristotelian justice and equity, so that that virtue’s mathematical 
implements can provide accurate measurements rather than solidify 
distortions. For example, solidarity reshaped Ruth First’s experience 
of the world; it placed her alongside Black militants, and enabled 
her to see Apartheid society through the eyes of her close associ-
ates, who were among its most oppressed victims, but with whom 
she interacted as equals.51 It enabled her to live in a way that in one 
respect embodied the world she was trying to build. In the absence 
of solidarity, no other virtue, nor all the others realized together, 
would have enabled this, because she would have found herself, like 
a la$er- day Roman Stoic, stuck in a world of racialized advantage. 
She would have been structurally prevented from living the life of 
equals, no ma$er how fervently she desired it. No amount of per-
sonal humility or recognition of the merely conventional di%erence 
between herself and the rightless people who served her or tended 

50.  See Eduardo Bonilla- Silva, Racism without Racists, 5th ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Li$le!eld, 2017). On quotidian choices being tainted with oppression see, again, Bales, 
Blood and Earth.

51.  My knowledge of Ruth First’s life is mostly based on Alan Wieder, Ruth First and Joe Slovo in 
the War against Apartheid (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2013).
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her lawn could have changed this. Where Seneca saw the prospect of 
slaves overthrowing their masters as a potential reductio ad absurdum 
of his conventional ethic of enlightened superiority, Ruth First saw, 
correctly, that such an overthrow was morally laudable, an outcome 
to be hoped for and a struggle to be joined. Without solidarity, virtue 
might have criticized the life of structural advantage, but could not 
break her free of it.

FLOURISHING

All this said, solidarity poses a worrisome challenge for eudaimonistic 
virtue ethics. #e anti- racist soon recognizes that the life of solidarity is 
continual, perpetual, struggle.52 Most o&en, “the people” lose. Most jus-
tice movements fail, or see their initial success met with powerful back-
lash, and even “astonishingly swi&” victories like the abolition of slavery 
or the end of European colonialism take “more than one lifetime.”53 And 
anyway, solidarity can shorten lifetimes: Ruth First and John Brown paid 
with their lives for daring to live in a)rmation of fundamental equality.

Struggles, even losses, have their joys, but in many ways are not 
pleasant while they are happening. Even small- scale struggles are 
o&en unpleasant, for instance, if they require us to violate typical 
interpersonal conviviality by refusing to shake the hand of a friend 
who is on the other side of a con"ict.54 #is puts solidarity in tension 

52.  For compelling re"ections on this fact, see Kathryn Norlock, “Perpetual Struggle,” Hypatia 
34 (2019): 6– 19.

53.  Annas Intelligent Virtue, 61, citing Hochschild. Also note that, according to Bales, there are 
some 37 million people enslaved today, the vast majority in “modern” slavery that uses debt 
and government corruption to hold families in bondage for generations, and their labor is 
no less integrated into our economy than was the labor of enslaved persons in the econo-
mies of ancient Rome or industrializing Europe and Anglo- America.

54.  Certainly, e%ective social movement organizers will create opportunities for fellow- feeling 
and camaraderie, and will also celebrate incremental wins. But these are movement 
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with eudaimonistic virtue ethics. Simply put, solidarity is o&en 
unpleasant; but the virtuous life is the most pleasant life; so solidar-
ity seems to be ruled out.

#e eudaimonist must see the virtuous life as the most pleas-
ant life, but this is not because every virtuous act is itself pleasant. 
Being just in a way that sacri!ces one’s own or one’s friend’s interests 
typically does not feel good. Courage in ba$le, too, may feel how-
ever bad it feels to get killed in ba$le. #ese are not instantaneously 
pleasant experiences. Similarly for the things one might do in solidar-
ity when the police are bearing down or when powerful actors break 
the group’s unity through selective incentives. But what is o&en even 
more painful than acting virtuously is failing to do so. A person who 
claims to support the cause but fails to hold the picket line is ashamed 
and feels like a phony. #ey swear to do right the next time and feel 
self- disgust until they do. In this sense, lack of solidarity is shameful, 
like lack of courage, and as Aristotle suggests, what makes courage 
pleasant in its own way is one’s embrace of what ma$ers more over 
what ma$ers less, when the two con"ict.

CAN’T WE ALL JUST BE FRIENDS?

Before concluding I need to address a !nal objection about soli-
darity’s place in eudaimonistic virtue ethics. Solidarity might be 
thought of as a kind of friendship. Like solidarity as I have sketched 
it here, Aristotelian virtue friendship involves the a)rmation of the 
equality of self and other.55 Expanded as far as “civic friendship,” it 
might be thought that friendship could su)ce for the a)rmation of 

strategies to ease the psychological burden or demandingness of solidarity; they are not 
solidarity itself.

55.  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VIII.i.1155a.
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fundamental equality in general. To be sure, Aristotle is ambiguous 
about the exact relationship between friendship and the virtues, but 
eudaimonistic virtue ethicists have said a great deal about friend-
ship and its place in the best human life. #us if solidarity is a kind or 
aspect of friendship, we do not need this independent account of it.

#ere are, however, two basic di%erences between Aristotelian 
friendship and solidarity. First is that friendship presupposes, 
whereas solidarity does not, an antecedent relationship between self 
and other, and this relationship is the basis of the commitment to the 
other’s good for its own sake. Even civic friendship is limited in scope 
to that of the political community: “the extent of their association is 
the extent of their friendship, as it is the extent to which justice exists 
between them. . . . [F] riendship depends on community.”56 In solidar-
ity we a)rm the equality of each and stand up for and with the other 
for their own sake even in the absence of any relationship. It might be 
this commitment to stand for their equality that leads us to seek out 
a relationship, but the relationship is not necessary for solidarity. Nor 
is it su)cient: one can betray a friend or, despite loving them for their 
virtue, fall into pa$erns of unequal treatment and power imbalances. 
Second, friendship seems to be a symmetric relationship, whereas a 
virtue of solidarity is not. A virtuous person could be the only one 
around, and would be “in solidarity with” everyone in the sense of 
a)rming and acting on everyone’s fundamental equality, even if no 
one reciprocated by also a)rming the virtuous person’s equality.

I admit that it is possible to say that the “party of humankind” 
is the object of one’s “universal friendship,” and if we are inclined 
to say this, then we can say that to have the virtue of solidarity is to 
a)rm this universal friendship. However, we must remember that 
this is friendship only in an extended sense. Moreover this sense of 

56.  Ibid., VIII.ix.1159b.
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friendship seems to be derivative on human solidarity rather than the 
other way around.

CONCLUSION

Eudaimonistic virtue ethics has an equality problem. #is problem 
is connected to the egoism and conventionality/ conservatism objec-
tions familiar in the literature. Virtue ethicists’ orientation toward 
individual character excellences arguably leads them to ignore an 
essential part of the point of the ethical, namely, to a)rm, believe in, 
and be motivated by our fundamental equality. In the current chapter 
I have suggested that the equality problem has a straightforward solu-
tion, namely, to a)rm a virtue of solidarity, understood as coequal 
membership of the party of humankind. Placed on a par with the clas-
sical “cardinal” virtues of justice, self- control, courage, and wisdom, 
solidarity completes the image of excellence of character. In addition, 
solidarity provides a partial account of the point of the ethical, and 
thereby helps to unify the virtues.

While David Wiggins’s thin notion of human solidarity is not 
itself an account of political solidarity in the sense of shared struggle, 
the case of Ruth First allows us to see the radical— insurrectionist— 
potential of choosing to live one’s life according to a virtue of funda-
mental equality. Ruth First was o%ered a life of racialized advantage 
and gendered disadvantage, and refused to live it. Under Apartheid, 
the only way to refuse to live that life was to join the struggle against 
it. Whereas a deontological reading of Wigginsian solidarity might 
absolve us from taking action against oppression if we are not (will-
ing) agents of it, a virtue of solidarity does not let us o% so easily. 
A)rmatively living the life of a coequal entails intervening in and 
standing up against subjugation, not just refraining from participat-
ing in it. Nor is First’s context of Apartheid South Africa the only 
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place where this lesson holds. In general, in an unjust world, a virtue 
of (Wigginsian human) solidarity entails a project of political solidar-
ity. #is is no less true in societies that are liberal in form yet unjust 
than it was under Apartheid.57
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Chapter  5

Personal Sacrifice and 
the Value of Solidarity

J U R I  V I E H O F F

In a portrait of John McCain published in Rolling Stone, David Foster 
Wallace recounts the story of McCain’s plane being shot down over 
Hanoi in 1967. He then has to say the following about McCain’s 
ordeal as a prisoner of war in an infamous North Vietnamese camp:1

He was delirious with pain for weeks, and his weight dropped to 
100 pounds, and the other POWs were sure he would die; and 
then a!er a few months like that a!er his bones mostly kni"ed 
and he could sort of stand up they brought him in to the prison 
commandant’s o#ce and o$ered to let him go. %is is true. %ey 
said he could just leave. %ey had found out that McCain’s father 
was one of the top- ranking naval o#cers in the U.S. Armed 
Forces [ . . . ], and the North Vietnamese wanted the PR coup of 
mercifully releasing his son, the baby- killer. McCain, 100 pounds 
and barely able to stand, refused. %e U.S. military’s Code of 

1.  h"ps:// www.rolli ngst one.com/ polit ics/ polit ics- featu res/ david- fos ter- wall ace- on- john- 
mcc ain- the- wea sel- twe lve- monk eys- and- the- shrub- 194 272/  (accessed June 15, 2023).
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Conduct for Prisoners of War apparently said that POWs had to 
be released in the order they were captured, and there were oth-
ers who’d been in Hoa Lo a long time, and McCain refused to 
violate the Code. %e commandant, not pleased, right there in 
the o#ce had guards break his ribs, rebreak his arm, knock his 
teeth out. McCain still refused to leave without the other POWs. 
And so then he spent four more years in Hoa Lo like this, much 
of the time in solitary, in the dark, in a closet- sized box called a 
“punishment cell.”

Maybe you’ve heard all this before; it’s been in umpteen dif-
ferent media pro&les of McCain. But try to imagine that moment 
between ge"ing o$ered early release and turning it down. Try to 
imagine it was you. Imagine how loudly your most basic, primal 
self- interest would have cried out to you in that moment, and all 
the ways you could rationalize accepting the o$er. Can you hear 
it? If so, would you have refused to go? You simply can’t know for 
sure. None of us can. It’s hard even to imagine the pain and fear 
in that moment, much less know how you’d react. But, see, we do 
know how this man reacted. %at he chose to spend four more 
years there, in a dark box, alone, tapping code on the walls to the 
others, rather than violate a Code. Maybe he was nuts. But the 
point is that with McCain it feels like we know, for a proven fact, 
that he’s capable of devotion to something other, more, than his 
own self- interest.

People o!en make sacri&ces for others. And at least some people, 
on some occasions, make tremendous sacri&ces: Some people 
donate a kidney to a stranger when they could just have ignored a 
plea. Others get hurt defending the innocent from a"ack when they 
simply could have walked past. Yet others, like John McCain, spend 
years in a torture prison when they could easily have avoided it. Cases 
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of sacri&ce vary in terms of the setback to self- interest that a person 
knowingly and willingly accepts. But they also di$er along other 
dimensions: Many, but perhaps not all, signi&cant sacri&ces are mor-
ally discretionary. And many, but perhaps not all, are morally praise-
worthy, displaying virtues like courage, benevolence, and personal 
integrity to di$erent degrees. %ey also di$er in terms of the goal or 
goals that the person making the sacri&ce pursues and the relation-
ship in which the one making the sacri&ce and the person bene&ting 
stand. Sacri&ces, especially those that involve enormous and irrevers-
ible setbacks to a person’s interest, raise interesting philosophical 
issues in their own right.2 But cases of self- sacri&ce also play a role 
in thinking about solidarity: If A is in solidarity with B with regard 
to some plight p, then A must at least be willing to incur some costs 
or forgo some bene&t for the sake of B’s improvement with regard to 
p. %is assumption, many would say, comes close to a truism about 
what solidarity is or what a"itudes are necessary for being in solidar-
ity to obtain. And if ‘being willing to incur some costs’ is equivalent 
to being prepared to make a sacri&ce, then there is a clear connection 
between solidarity and sacri&ce.

%e purpose of this chapter is to investigate that connection. 
More speci&cally, I analyze what sacri&ce cases of solidarity can teach 
us about the nature and value of solidarity in general. I suggest that we 
can make be"er sense of solidarity’s nature by explaining why some 
but not other cases of sacri&ce are instances of solidarity. And we 
can learn something important about solidarity’s value or function 

2.  Jean Hampton, “Sel'essness and the Loss of Self,” Social Philosophy and Policy 10 (1993): 135– 
165; Andrea C. Westlund, “Sel'essness and Responsibility for Self: Is Deference Compatible 
with Autonomy?,” !e Philosophical Review 112 (2003): 483– 523; Douglas W. Portmore, 
“Welfare, Achievement, and Self- Sacri&ce,” Journal of Ethics & Social Philosophy 2 (2006): [i]; 
George Kateb, “Morality and Self- Sacri&ce, Martyrdom and Self- Denial,” Social Research 75 
(2008): 353– 394; Alfred Archer and Marcel van Ackeren, eds., Sacri"ce and Moral Philosophy 
(New York: Routledge, 2020).
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by understanding which instances of solidaristic sacri&ce fail to be 
morally valuable or virtuous. Ultimately, I will suggest that these two 
issues, solidarity’s nature and value, are related: we understand what 
counts as solidarity by thinking about the value or function that hav-
ing a practice that conforms to certain norms has for people like us. 
Where sacri&ces fail to realize this function, we should not speak of 
core examples of solidarity.

%e argument unfolds as follows: A!er some preliminaries, 
the next section turns to the issue of solidaristic personal sacri&ce 
and presents two sets of cases. Some of these intuitively register as 
instances of solidarity, while others do not. And some cases of soli-
daristic behavior contain personal sacri&ce, while others do not. 
Understanding the nature of solidarity, I suggest, turns among other 
things on solving this twofold conceptual puzzle: First, in virtue of 
which features are some self- sacri&ces solidaristic? Second, since 
some instances of solidarity do not involve sacri&ce, in virtue of 
which features are self- sacri&cial and non- self- sacri&cial instances 
of solidarity part of a uni&ed phenomenon? %e third section looks 
at two recent motivation- based accounts that start from the second 
puzzle of explaining what uni&es sacri&cial and non- sacri&cial cases 
of solidarity. To understand solidarity, we must explain the precise 
content of the a"itudes and motives that agents in solidarity have. 
While I suggest that each account captures important features of 
solidarity, they fail on the &rst conceptual puzzle: neither can explain 
why some cases of self- sacri&ce do not count as solidaristic. %e fol-
lowing two sections develop and apply an alternative, functionalist 
account. Solidarity is not simply concerned with fostering ‘concern’ 
or establishing ‘community,’ but it serves a speci&c function, to wit, 
that of mitigating a con'ict in our outlook between complying with 
our moral duties and living a life that contains valuable projects and 
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relationships. In solidarity, we build projects and relationships based 
on morality- given criteria. According to my functionalist proposal, 
whether some behavior counts as solidaristic depends on whether or 
not it realizes solidarity’s function and not (or only derivatively) on 
the particular motivation with which the agent acts. %is suggests a 
solution to the puzzle of non- solidaristic sacri&ce: where the agent’s 
self- interest diverges too drastically from the course of action recom-
mended by the moral cause, there simply is no way of realizing the 
described function and, therefore, we should not speak of cases of 
solidarity.

Before I proceed, some preliminaries are in order. First, while sol-
idarity is used as a term both in ordinary discourse and in more spe-
ci&c (social) scienti&c contexts, for example in sociology, psychology, 
and sociobiology, the purpose of this chapter is not to o$er an expla-
nation of it that re'ects its use in all these domains. Rather, my goal 
is to illuminate solidarity as a useful category in moral and political 
theorizing. Solidarity would be a useful category if the practice the 
term picks out constitutes an interesting, independent phenomenon. 
Conversely, solidarity would not be worth exploring in much detail 
if our existing repertoire of terms and concepts is fully adequate, that 
is, if talk of solidarity can just as well be captured by more established 
theoretical notions like ‘justice’ or ‘community.’ Second, an account 
of solidarity is a good one if it o$ers a uni&ed, illuminating explana-
tion of the underlying phenomenon. Here is one upshot for what fol-
lows: even though I make extensive use of cases and initially classify 
them as intuitively being instances of solidarity or not, these intuitive 
judgments are preliminary— what ultimately ma"ers is whether or 
not the theoretical explanation that I o$er in la"er sections succeeds 
in the sense of advancing our understanding of an interesting, inde-
pendent phenomenon.
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SACRIFICE AND SOLIDARIT Y: CA SES

I want to introduce the twofold puzzle of solidarity and sacri&ce by 
presenting two sets of cases. %e &rst two cases are cases of signi&cant 
personal sacri&ce. %e second two cases are instances of solidarity. 
But not both of the former cases are also cases of solidarity; and the 
two la"er cases contain no clear instances of sacri&ce.3 Before pre-
senting them, it will be helpful to clarify the notion of sacri&ce I have 
in mind. I will adopt a de&nition by Douglas Portmore that strikes 
me as su#ciently broad and non- prejudicial on the topic under con-
sideration. According to this de&nition, “an act x is a self- sacri&cing 
act if and only if there exists an available alternative y such that the 
agent would be be"er o$ were she to perform y, and yet she performs 
x, knowing that this means that she will be worse o$, because she 
wants to bring about some end that she believes has a greater chance 
of being realized if she performs x than if she performs y.”4 %us, an 
agent does not make a sacri&ce when she erroneously thinks that the 
action she performs is in fact the one self- interest would recommend, 
nor is an act self- sacri&cial if, believing that the chosen action is not 
the one most recommended by self- interest, the action is the one that 
best advances it. %is la"er point suggests that the status of an action 
can change a!er it has occurred. For example, an action may later 
turn out to have been in the agent’s best interest and hence no longer 
be an instance of a sacri&ce. Some may &nd this perplexing. Luckily, 
we need not resolve this issue because, as I will argue, what ma"ers 
for solidarity are actions that agents undertake with a certain a"itude 

3.  Since my overarching aim is to identify an interesting phenomenon rather than to police 
language around solidarity, I am not concerned with whether or not less paradigmatic cases 
should not be named cases of solidarity at all or whether they are just that: less paradigmatic.

4.  Portmore, “Welfare, Achievement, and Self- Sacri&ce,” 14.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448498896 by guest on 05 June 2026



P E R S O N A L  S A C R I F I C E  A N D  T H E  V A L U E  O F  S O L I D A R I T Y

145

145

or motivation that connects to sacri&ce, not actions that are (and 
remain) instances of sacri&ce. Here then are two cases of sacri&ce:

Milton: While on a dangerous jungle mission during the Vietnam 
War in 1965, Private First Class Milton Lee Olive III sacri&ced his life 
to save four members of his platoon by smothering a live grenade. He 
posthumously received the Medal of Honor.

John: Having been captured, John McCain refused to be released 
from prison unless all other POWs that arrived earlier than him were 
released. A!er his refusal, he was kept in solitary con&nement and 
tortured for several more years.

Both cases are cases where the protagonist makes a signi&cant 
sacri&ce: they each could have done something di$erent that would 
have been be"er from the standpoint of what would make their life 
go best. Moreover, they were both— let us assume— fully aware of 
this. Of course, they di$er in crucial respects. Perhaps most obviously 
they di$er in terms of how much inferior the agent’s chosen option 
was from a prudential point of view and thus how much well- being 
each actually sacri&ced. But they also share certain elements: each 
episode occurs against the backdrop of political adversity and violent 
struggle, and in each of them the protagonist’s actions are intended 
to further not just a personal or idiosyncratic goal, but one that the 
protagonist deems morally signi&cant. Moreover, these actions seem 
morally praiseworthy.5 Now despite these similarities, I want to sug-
gest that, intuitively, these cases di$er with regard to whether or not 
we would classify what the agent does as acting from, or being an 
instance of, solidarity. As far as solidarity is concerned, it seems clear 
to me that while John is a paradigmatic instance of solidarity, Milton 
is not. %is judgment is con&rmed by those writing on solidarity. 
Michael Zhao, for example, uses a case like John as a clear- cut case 

5.  I think this holds true even if we maintain, as we should, that the US’s military engagement in 
Vietnam lacked a moral justi&cation, was in fact deeply immoral.
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of solidarity, yet he also recognizes that a case like Milton does not 
register as similarly paradigmatic.6 And Nicolas Bommarito explicitly 
addresses the challenge that cases where an agent makes a sacri&ce as 
huge as Milton do not seem to be clear- cut instances.7

%e second set of cases are instances of non- sacri&cial solidar-
ity. Again, I want to rely at this stage merely on individual judgments 
about these cases without going into any theoretical explanation of 
why we might think they exhibit solidarity:

Xenia: Xenia is a seasonal agricultural laborer picking fruits for an 
agriculture conglomerate. One day she is informed in a secret meet-
ing that many of the all- female workforce are about to go on strike to 
&ght for the right to unionize, force the adoption of rules regarding 
regular breaks, and so on. Even accounting for all risks, taking part in 
the strike is in Xenia’s self- interest.

Yvonne: Yvonne is an a)uent student who reads about the agri-
culture laborers’ strike. Yvonne joins a local support group that raises 
awareness of farm exploitation in the agro industry by distributing 
lea'ets, staging boyco"s, organizing concerts whose proceeds will 
support the workers’ families while on strike, and so on. Yvonne’s life 
goes be"er because of her activism compared to what pursuing other 
options would have brought about.

Now what is noteworthy about these two cases is that, although 
each an instance of solidarity, neither case is, according to the earlier 
de&nition, a clear- cut case of personal sacri&ce. While Xenia’s partici-
pation in the strike surely counts as a case of solidarity, that course 
of action is also the one that is best from her own self- interested per-
spective. Put di$erently, any rational Xenia would participate in the 

6.  Michael Zhao, “Solidarity, Fate- Sharing, and Community,” Philosopher’s Imprint 19 
(2019): 10. Zhao calls these cases of self- deprivation. He thinks that they also rule out some 
prominent accounts of what solidarity is.

7.  Nicolas Bommarito, “Private Solidarity,” Ethical !eory and Moral Practice 19 (2015): 445– 
455, at 451.
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strike, whether or not she cares (non- instrumentally) about the fate 
of her co- workers. And since she is doing what is in her own best 
interest, Xenia is not making a sacri&ce. As far as Yvonne is con-
cerned, we have another, if signi&cantly di$erent scenario that is not a 
case of sacri&ce. In this case, the chosen solidaristic action later turns 
out to be in the agent’s best interest. As stipulated, pursuing any other 
activity would not have matched the personal bene&ts (say in terms 
of a sense of purpose and meaning in life) that Yvonne receives from 
being in solidarity. So again, there is no sacri&ce here.

Our two sets of cases and the intuitive judgments proposed give 
rise to two conceptual puzzles. %e &rst one is the puzzle of non- 
solidaristic sacri"ce: In virtue of what features are some instances of 
personal sacri&ce acts of solidarity while others are not? Put in terms 
of our examples: What distinguishes John from cases of sacri&ce that 
are not— or anyway less clear- cut— solidaristic, such as Milton? %e 
second puzzle is that of non- sacri"cial solidarity: What is it that unites 
acts of solidarity that do contain actual sacri&ces with those that do 
not? In other words, what is it that John shares with Xenia and Yvonne 
that makes each a case of solidarity? A good explanation of the nature 
of solidarity, I want to suggest, must establish a criterion for distin-
guishing which cases are cases of solidarity and why they are.

One response may be this: %ere is no connection. What exam-
ples like the ones presented demonstrate is that, contrary to what was 
hypothesized in the beginning, there just is no deeper connection 
between sacri&ce and solidarity. Some cases of sacri&ce are solidar-
istic, others are not. And some cases of solidarity contain sacri&ces, 
but others do not. %ere is nothing to explain here. %e upshot of 
this would be that in cases like John (i.e., cases that are both instances 
of personal sacri&ce and of solidarity), it is some other factor besides 
the sacri&ce that renders the action solidaristic. But I think it would 
be a mistake to abandon the idea that there is an important nexus 
between solidarity and sacri&ce so quickly: A!er all, it is a tempting 
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thought that John McCain was in solidarity with the other American 
POWs because he refused to leave, that is, because he made the sacri-
&ce that he did.

As already hinted at above, I think we can make some progress 
by focusing on a"itudes and motives rather than the classi&cation of 
actions: Many practices are distinguishable from others not by what 
we do, but only by the a"itudes and motives we have when engaging 
in certain acts. Such a"itudes can be diverse and complex. For exam-
ple, one can a"end a rally to protest the unjust imprisonment of polit-
ical activists in a foreign country because one cares about them and 
their cause, but also, at the same time, because one has a love interest 
in the leader of the protest.8 Importantly, one can act for a reason 
while also having a commitment that, if things were di$erently, one 
would do the same thing for a di$erent reason. %us, one can a"end 
a strike both for the reason that doing so advances one’s self- interest 
and, at the same time, for the reason that one cares about the cause 
and those individuals picked out by it. Now the suggestion is that as 
far as solidarity is concerned, the necessary condition for being in 
solidarity is a commitment to make sacri&ces for the cause (or those 
picked out by it). Where acting in solidarity is also in one’s best self- 
interest, then the relevant a"itude of solidarity is counter- factual: one 
would remain commi"ed to doing what solidarity demands even if 
things were to change and acting in one’s own best self- interest and 
doing what is required by the cause would come apart. Moreover, 
one is in solidarity at t1 when one believes that one is making a sacri-
&ce for an object of solidarity, even if, at t2, it turns out that what one 
did was in fact in one’s best interest.

%is proposal is also a"ractive in that it implies, very plausibly, that 
agents who act ‘as if ’ they were in solidarity but do so only because it 

8.  Ibid., 449. Bommarito uses the example to show that one is not in solidarity if one’s sole 
reason is the romantic interest.
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is in their best self- interest are not in fact in solidarity: Imagine that 
Xenia takes part in the strike, but is willing to go back to work if she 
alone were o$ered be"er working conditions. While she would be 
acting ‘as if ’ she were in solidarity, she would not in fact be, even 
while taking part in the strike. And conversely, it shows why people 
who cannot (either because they are simply prevented or because 
their action is non- sacri&cial for reasons of self- interest), but would 
make a sacri&ce for the cause if they could, are in solidarity.

EXISTING EXPL ANATIONS

%e present proposal is that what unites cases of solidarity ( John, 
Xenia, Yvonne) is that an agent is in solidarity either (a) when they 
make such a sacri&ce for the object of solidarity or (b) when, coun-
terfactually, they would make a sacri&ce if they could or needed to 
do so. If we describe the sacri&ce- solidarity- nexus in this way, then 
we have an initial answer to the second puzzle of what sacri&ce and 
non- sacri&ce cases of solidarity have in common: they each contain 
a commitment to making a sacri&ce when needed. But of course, this 
amounts to nothing more than a stipulative de&nition so far. To vin-
dicate this proposal, we need some explanation of why this should be 
a relevant feature in virtue of which behavior counts as solidaristic. 
Moreover, and importantly, we need an explanation of the features 
that distinguish solidarity cases from non- solidarity cases. In this sec-
tion, I discuss two recent accounts that do just that. %ese accounts 
are motivation- based: they each assume that, in order to see what 
uni&es solidarity and distinguishes it from other phenomena, we 
need to a"end to the speci&c a"itudes and motives with which the 
agent acts. Below I describe both these accounts in more detail and 
explain how they ultimately each fail because they have no principled 
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response to the conceptual issue just mentioned, namely the puzzle 
of non- solidaristic sacri&ce.

In “Private Solidarity,” Nicolas Bommarito’s primary goal is to 
establish that instances of what he calls ‘private solidarity’ count as 
solidarity. Consider the following scenario:

Zoe: Zoe is a cashier at a supermarket carrying fruits from the 
agricultural conglomerate that exploits the farm workers. Zoe sympa-
thizes with the workers, but knows that if she were to openly demon-
strate this, she would be &red and could no longer support her family. 
Yet in order to stand with the farmworkers, Zoe resolves to not take 
bathroom and cigare"e breaks during the strike.
In Zoe, we have an agent that engages in causally non- e$ective, non- 
public behavior that is directed toward some object of concern. Cases 
like Zoe tend to elicit a diverse set of intuitive responses: Whereas 
Bommarito and others think of them as clear instances of solidarity, 
others doubt this.9 What is clear is that if cases like Zoe are instances 
of solidarity, then they discon&rm certain accounts of solidarity, 
namely those that see some form of acting jointly with others or shar-
ing some reciprocal and interlocking set of intentions as a necessary 
condition for solidarity to obtain.10

Since Bommarito maintains that private solidarity is solidarity, he 
proposes an alternative suggestion about its nature. According to his 
‘concern account,’ what all instances of solidarity share is a desire to 
establish ‘concern’ or ‘unity’ with others, and to manifest and develop 
such concern. When we either make a sacri&ce or have a commit-
ment to making it (in cases where we cannot reasonably do so at the 
moment, e.g., Zoe), it is the concern that our actions and thoughts 

9.  Andrea Sangiovanni, Solidarity (Manchester University Press, 2023), 118– 120.
10.  Zoe also shows that making a sacri&ce is not necessary for solidarity: since her actions 

cannot improve the situation of the striking workers, and Zoe knows this, they cannot be 
intended to bene&t the workers, and hence cannot count as a sacri&ce for their sake accord-
ing to de&nition.
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express that accounts for it being an instance of solidarity. %ough 
Bommarito does not o$er a precise de&nition of concern, it seems 
plausible to think of concern along the following lines: A shows con-
cern for B if (and only if) B’s well- being plays a special role in A’s 
mental life. %is may manifest in di$erent ways: where A can act in 
ways that make a practical di$erence for B’s well- being, doing so will 
have special weight in A’s practical deliberation. Where A cannot 
make such a practical di$erence, B’s well- being will still be an object 
of re'ection and emotional responses: if B’s life goes well, A is elated; 
if B is harmed, A will feel pain and sorrow, and so on. And impor-
tantly, we express such concern for others when we deprive ourselves 
of goods with the desire to be emotionally close to those who are the 
objects of our concern.

Bommarito’s account is a"ractive: First, it can explain why vari-
ous cases we have discussed, including sacri&ce- cases, are instances of 
solidarity. In refusing to leave his fellow POWs behind, John McCain 
showed/ expresseed concern for them. Likewise, by commi"ing not 
to abandon the strike unless all workers receive just bene&ts, Xenia 
shows concern for her fellow workers. Yvonne, too, by investing time 
and emotional energy, demonstrates concern. And so does Zoe, 
through her symbolic act of standing with the workers. Second, a lack 
of concern for those one professes to be in solidarity with disables 
any claim to solidarity. %ink again of the person who only wants to 
be close to the protest leader; or imagine that John McCain’s sole rea-
son to refuse release from Hỏa Lò prison was his desire for military 
honors and his wish to live up to family tradition. Since these agents’ 
actions would not be motivated by concern for the relevant group, 
their actions would not count as instances of solidarity.

%e reason why Bommarito’s account nonetheless fails as an 
explanation of solidarity is that it cannot provide a coherent criterion 
why some but not other cases of sacri&ce are instances of solidarity 
(i.e., the &rst conceptual puzzle). Consider Milton: while we would 
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not say that he acted from solidarity, he showed concern for his fellow 
soldiers by smothering a grenade to protect them from being killed. 
Yet if concern is both a necessary and su#cient criterion for solidar-
ity, then contrary to the stated intuition, we should say that he was in 
solidarity with them. Or, alternatively, we might try to reject the claim 
that Milton showed concern for those members of his platoon whose 
lives he saved. Faced with other cases where an agent makes a very 
signi&cant sacri&ce, Bommarito gestures toward this possibility: In 
order to show concern for others, one must protect one’s own agency, 
for if one did not, one would relinquish one’s ability to bene&t one’s 
object of concern on an ongoing basis.11 But while this suggestion 
may ring true for some cases (e.g., when bene&ting another person is 
best served by continuously being around), ‘being around’ seems at 
most like a contingent condition of expressing concern. Sometimes 
the clearest and perhaps only way of showing concern for another 
will consist in a course of action whereby one disables (or, more dras-
tically, terminates) one’s own agency and hence deprives oneself of 
the ability to show further concern in the future. Milton seems like 
a clear case of this kind: Can we think of any more obvious way of 
showing concern for others than sacri&cing one’s life for them in the 
situation he faced? But if his act was not an instance of solidarity, then 
Bommarito’s account of solidarity fails on account of not providing 
an adequate explanation of the puzzle of non- solidaristic sacri&ce.

Let us look at another recent explanation of solidarity’s nature 
that may help to solve the two conceptual puzzles, namely one by 
Michael Zhao.12 Zhao’s threefold goal is to illuminate (i) what moti-
vations those in solidarity have, (ii) what “uni&es acts of solidarity,”13 
and (iii) what kind of a value solidarity is. (We can set aside (iii) 

11.  Bommarito, “Private Solidarity,” 451.
12.  Zhao, “Solidarity, Fate- Sharing, and Community.”
13.  Ibid., 1.
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for the moment.) Zhao, like Bommarito, believes that the correct 
response to (ii) hinges on a precise answer to (i), that is, on de&ning 
and explaining an encompassing motivational characteristic that all 
instances of solidaristic action have in common. And like Bommarito 
(and myself above), Zhao considers cases of sacri&ce. Speci&cally, he 
starts with cases like Zoe where an agent acts in a non- public, caus-
ally ine$ective, and uncoordinated way, yet seems to act in solidarity 
with some object of concern in virtue of the motivation with which 
these actions are executed or the a"itudes that such actions express. 
Once we have clearly stated the motives of agents acting in solidarity 
in these cases (Zhao calls them private, self- depriving acts of solidar-
ity), we are in a position to “point [ . . . ] to something more general 
whose presence explains both these cases and other cases of solidar-
ity.” %e more general a"itude that Zhao identi&es as the common 
denominator of all forms of acting in solidarity is an “a"itude of com-
munity.” When one has this a"itude of community with a group, one 
has a broad range of distinctive practical responses to its members. 
For example, one is disposed to consider the self/ other distinction 
among group members as insigni&cant for certain practical purposes 
such as the distribution of goods or bads; or one comes to see the 
group as a ‘collective entity’ that can “subsume the agency of the indi-
viduals that make it up.”14

Zhao’s suggestion is that the a"itude of community required 
by solidarity manifests itself in di$erent ways when we think about 
self- depriving versus non- self- depriving (or self- sacri&cial) cases: As 
somebody in solidarity, one identi&es with those one is in solidar-
ity with, and, seeing the group and its members’ well- being tied to 
one’s own, one will act to advance the group’s aims and goals. In non- 
self- depriving cases, this will typically amount to actions that bene&t 
the group and its members, even if it comes at a price to one’s own, 

14.  Ibid., p.7.
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group- membership- independent prudential interest. But sometimes 
the agent simply cannot act in ways that would bene&t the group. In 
such self- depriving cases, the agent a"itude of community manifests 
itself in a ‘commitment to share fate.’ When one has a commitment to 
share fate with a group, then one desires that “what happens to part 
of the group should happen to the entire group.”15 %is, precisely, is 
what we see in cases like John or Zoe: the agent in solidarity accepts 
signi&cant cost to their own well- being so that what happens to them 
is also what happens (at least symbolically) to the other members of 
the group, even if their actions do not contribute in any clear- cut way 
to the group’s aims or its members’ well- being.

Does this account of fate- sharing and community fare be"er than 
the previous account based on concern? %ough we are o$ered a 
plausible story about what uni&es di$erent instances of solidarity, to 
wit, an a"itude of community, there remains, again, a question about 
the puzzle of non- solidaristic sacri&ce: Zhao is clear that cases like 
Milton are not instances of solidarity.16 But the di#culty is that, at 
least based on what he says about the a"itude of community, Milton’s 
self- sacri&ce does seem to correspond closely to the stated elements. 
For example, the best rationalization of somebody’s choice to give 
up their life for a group is, precisely, identi&cation with the group 
and a disregard for the self/ other distinction among members of the 
group: “I am saving my platoon!” or “I am protecting my fellow sol-
diers!” seems the most plausible thought running through Milton’s 
mind the second before he used his body as a shield.

But if Milton does act with an a"itude of community, then 
what makes it the case that his action is not an instance of solidar-
ity? Zhao himself is aware of this conundrum. He considers— but 
then rejects— the possibility that the a"itude necessary for solidarity 

15.  Ibid., 5.
16.  Ibid., 10.
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requires both identifying with/ acting in the interest of the group and 
fate- sharing (i.e., undergoing the same predicament as one’s fellows). 
But such a compound motivational requirement would rule out too 
many cases of solidarity (e.g., Yvonne does not really desire to undergo 
what the farm workers undergo— she wants to improve their plight). 
So, in the end, he merely concludes that “the class of acts of solidar-
ity is vague and [ . . . ] at the edges, acts of solidarity blend into other 
things one might do out of an a"itude of community.”17

But the problem here runs deeper than the vagueness of periph-
eral cases: What is puzzling is the fact that we can identify cases that 
perfectly satisfy the stated conditions and yet, inexplicably, clearly 
fail to register as instances of solidarity. %ough intellectually hon-
est, Zhao’s admission that he cannot think of a good explanation 
why Milton isn’t a case of solidarity amounts more to an admission of 
defeat than a solution to the goal of explaining the nature of solidarity 
in terms of the motivation with which an agent undertakes such acts.

AN ALTERNATIVE E XPL ANATORY 
STR ATEGY: FUNCTIONALISM

Both accounts we have so far looked at a"empted to come up with 
an explanation of solidarity by means of investigating the precise set 
of motives or a"itudes necessary for an action to count as solidaris-
tic. In this section, I want to propose a di$erent account that relies 
on an alternative explanatory strategy, namely one that is functional-
ist. I take my cue from recent discussions about the nature of blame 
where, faced with a complex con&guration of very diverse instances 
of blaming a"itudes and contexts, some authors have advocated such 

17.  Ibid., 10.
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an alternative approach. In relation to blame, Shoemaker and Vargas 
explain the functionalist strategy as follows:

On content- based accounts, blame is a distinctive a"itude or 
activity. %e practice of blame— that is, blaming— is then 
understood in terms of where and how that a"itude or activity 
occurs. Our proposal inverts that relationship: it is the function 
of blame— a signal about our normative commitments— that 
determines which a"itudes and activities are instances of blame 
when they are.18

My approach below follows Shoemaker and Vargas’s: rather than try-
ing to work out some intricate set of a"itudes and motives that need 
to be present for some act to count as an instance of solidarity, we 
should start by investigating the purpose(s) that solidarity practices 
serve individuals like us. Speci&cally, functionalism pursues the task 
of explaining a practice through a three- step method. First, we lay 
out core features of the practice. Second, we formulate a hypothesis 
about the point of such a practice given the needs that agents engag-
ing in it have in light of some set of circumstances they face. We then 
work out the point of this social practice by dissecting the central 
(and perhaps unique) functions that it serves those in the predica-
ment described.19

One way to think about this is in terms of di#erence- making: What 
would be lost if we lacked such a practice in our lives? For example, 

18.  David Shoemaker and Manuel Vargas, “Moral Torch Fishing: A Signaling %eory of Blame,” 
Noûs 55 (2019): 581– 602, at 587. Other broadly similar functionalist accounts of blame 
are: Miranda Fricker, “What’s the Point of Blame? A Paradigm Based Explanation,” Noûs 50 
(2016): 165– 183; Paulina Sliwa, “Reverse- Engineering Blame,” Philosophical Perspectives 
34 (2020): 200– 219.

19.  A more comprehensive explanation and defense of both the functionalist approach and its 
application to solidarity is o$ered in Juri Vieho$, “What’s the Point of Solidarity?” (unpub-
lished ms).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448498896 by guest on 05 June 2026



P E R S O N A L  S A C R I F I C E  A N D  T H E  V A L U E  O F  S O L I D A R I T Y

157

157

a social practice may enable beings like us to form and revise a"ach-
ments to others and create shared understandings regarding wrong-
doing (blame), or it might help us by improving our epistemic 
position (testimony). Once we have worked out solidarity’s speci&c 
role in our life, we can explain which a"itudes are central or necessary 
to realize this purpose, and we should be able to explain why, in cases 
we would not typically consider instances of solidarity (e.g., Milton), 
this purpose is served less well. Finally, with some luck, we should 
also be in a position to understand why there is genuine disagree-
ment for other cases, for example instances of private solidarity like 
Zoe’s case. (Of course, the functionalist strategy of explanation can 
also have, in some cases, revisionist implications: Perhaps we should 
reject some uses of the concept of solidarity that do not live up to the 
point of solidarity identi&ed.)

Core Features of Solidarity Practices

If we follow the three- step method laid out above, then what are 
the core features of solidarity? Se"ing out the explanandum is not 
straightforward because, as we saw, there is also disagreement among 
those writing on solidarity whether certain cases count as instances 
of solidarity. Nonetheless, I think we can list four features that all 
writing on solidarity consider to be necessary or at least central ele-
ments in paradigmatic cases. First, solidarity is, at least in some sense, 
will-  or a"itude- dependent: unless an agent’s inner con&guration sat-
is&es some criterion, they are not in solidarity.20

Second, solidaristic actions express some form of unity or close-
ness with others. %is is true in ‘solidarity among’ cases (e.g., John, 
Xenia), that is, cases where solidarity occurs among members of a 

20.  As we saw in the previous section, it is very di#cult to specify the content of solidaristic 
a"itudes precisely— but that does not preclude general agreement that some set of mental 
conditions is necessary.
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socially salient group in which members think of each other as shar-
ing some common feature.21 But it is also true in ‘solidarity with’ 
cases, for example, Xenia or Zoe: it is through their solidaristic actions 
that both Xenia and Zoe express closeness to those su$ering from 
an injustice. %ere is then, without a doubt, some deep connection 
between solidarity and the existence of some communal spirit (e.g., 
through identi&cation, fellow- feelings, concern, or a belief in group 
agency).

However, and third, there is also something rather unique about 
solidarity that is not commonly associated with other forms of com-
munity and close bonds of group identi&cation we share: Unlike 
other communal bonds, solidarity typically involves some plight, 
obstacle, or situation of adversity, and, consequently, some cause or 
aim that picks out those with whom the agent is in solidarity with. 
Put di$erently, we are in solidarity with others, but our solidarity is 
typically over some predicament that they (or that we, as a group) 
confront. And in central cases, it is some morally signi&cant predica-
ment that those we are in solidarity with face.

A &nal fourth point is more taxonomical: Most philosophers 
writing on solidarity agree that solidarity di$ers from behavior that 
is either purely self- interested or purely other- regarding (altruistic).22 
Since our aim is to develop solidarity in a way that makes it a useful 
concept for moral and political theory, we should aim to incorpo-
rate this aspect. It would be theoretically unsatisfactory if we came 
up with an explanation of the nature of solidarity that did not explain 
this “most distinctive, a"ractive, and challenging feature of solidarity 

21.  Simon Derpmann, “Solidarity, Moral Recognition, and Communality,” in Solidarity: !eory 
and Practice, ed. Arto Laitinen and Anne Pessi (New York: Lexington, 2015),105– 124.

22.  Christian Arnsperger and Yanis Varoufakis, “Toward a %eory of Solidarity,” Erkenntnis 59 
(2003): 157– 188.
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[namely] that it seems somehow to transcend the very dichotomy 
between altruistic and egoistic motivations.”23

The Function of Solidarity

Having ‘triangulated’ central features of solidarity, I can now develop 
my thesis about its purpose. To do so, I begin by outlining a predica-
ment and a concurrent need that agents like us face. Our predicament 
consists in the fact that in trying to respond to Reason, we encounter 
two kinds of demands on us. On the one hand, we aim to live auton-
omous lives in which we pursue self- chosen, valuable projects and 
establish and maintain valuable relationships to others. Such projects 
and relationships generate what we might call ‘ethical’ reasons. But 
on the other hand, we also face ‘impersonal’ concerns that do not 
stem from our relationships and self- chosen projects. Most notably 
(but perhaps not exclusively), these are the demands of morality, 
so we can call these our ‘moral’ reasons. Now our predicament con-
sists in the fact that our ‘ethical’ and or ‘moral’ reasons do not neatly 
align: Perhaps not unavoidably, but certainly under present social, 
economic, political, and environmental conditions, there are con-
'icts between responding to the fullest to our ethical reasons while, 
at the same time, satisfying the demands of morality. %is should be 
most obvious in instances where both reasons require actions that are 
not compossible. For example, we can easily imagine scenarios where 
one morally ought to invest time and energy into &ghting for some 
important cause (say avoiding a climate catastrophe), but doing so 
proves incompatible with having a 'ourishing family life. A!er all, 
both activities require some positive investment in terms of time and 
energy and, given our &nite amount of both, they cannot both be 

23.  Henry S. Richardson et al., Social Progress: A Compass (Cambridge: International Panel on 
Social Progress, 2017), 1– 122, at 32.
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satis&ed. %is con'ict between our responsibility to live both moral 
and ethical lives is what I want to highlight as our predicament.

What we need, faced with this predicament, is a mechanism to 
mitigate its force in our lives. One such mechanism characteristic 
of much liberal moral theory is what we may call ‘negative align-
ment’: Individuals discharge their general moral duties by way of 
delegating them to institutions. With our obligation to satisfy general 
moral demands satis&ed at the collective level, we are then each free 
to pursue our own projects and relationships— so long, of course, as 
exercising our ‘personal prerogative’ does not undermine this divi-
sion of labor.24

My hypothesis about solidarity is that it amounts to a second, less 
frequently acknowledged mechanism to lessen the force of the pre-
dicament: %e central idea is that through exercises of our will (‘com-
mitments’), we can transform general moral demands into something 
we then also have agent- relative, project-  and relationship- given rea-
sons to pursue. In contrast to the institutional strategy of a division 
of labor, I want to call this mechanism one of ‘positive alignment.’ 
My core hypothesis is that given solidarity’s characteristics, its dis-
tinctive function consists in ‘positive alignment.’ When we commit 
to solidaristic action, we create a type of harmony between our rea-
sons stemming, on the one hand, from general moral demands that 
apply to us and, on the other hand, from our self- chosen project and 
valuable interpersonal relationships. Once we have the idea of ‘posi-
tive alignment’ in focus, we can understand why solidarity has the 
features we have identi&ed above as central to our practice, that is, 
we see why, in order to serve this function, it is imperative that soli-
darity is (i) commitment- based, (ii) cause- generated, (iii) expressive 

24.  Samuel Sche)er, Equality and Tradition: Questions of Value in Moral and Political !eory 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010) ch. 4.
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of community or interpersonal unity, and (iv) transcends received 
notions of self- interest and altruism in an interesting way.

How Solidarity’s Form Follows Its Function

Let us &rst re'ect on why solidarity, in light of the function of ‘posi-
tive alignment’ I have proposed, requires an act of will or a commit-
ment. %is is not di#cult to grasp: If solidarity helps us to transform 
acts we previously had only moral reason to perform into something 
that we also care about as our own valuable project, then it seems 
clear that some voluntary element should play a role. When we act 
in solidarity, we make some plight or adversity an object of special 
concern for us, and we do so through the mental act of commi"ing 
ourselves.25 %ink of other, non- moral projects that make our life 
valuable: We form special relationships like friendships or love rela-
tions not by merely ge"ing close to others and spending time with 
them, but through voluntary commitments to them.26 Same when it 
comes to our signi&cant autonomy- enhancing projects: Whether it is 
about being a good pianist, a professional biologist, or a recognized 
literary critic, such projects are more than just habitually repeated 
activities in which we &nd pleasure. Instead, they amount to long- 
term plans that structure our lives. We typically (though not always) 
embark on such projects as a result of our own choosing and, impor-
tantly, they remain our projects so long as, and because, we are com-
mi"ed to them.27

25.  I explain the notion of commitment and its reason- generating force in more detail in 
Vieho$, “What’s the Point of Solidarity?” (ms).

26.  Ruth Chang, “Commitments, Reasons, and the Will,” Oxford Studies in Metaethics 8 
(2013): 74– 113.

27.  On projects, see: Samuel Sche)er, “Projects, Relationships, and Reasons,” in Reason 
and Value: !emes $om the Philosophy of Joseph Raz, ed. R Jay Wallace (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004), 247– 269.
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If solidarity has the function I described above, then it will nat-
urally also require some form of commitment. Commitments can 
take two forms: We commit both to projects and to other people. 
Solidarity is typically a commitment to both of these in that we com-
mit to a special relationship to a particular group of people based on 
a cause or goal (i.e., a project). %ink of Yvonne: in commi"ing to 
the project of ending farm exploitation in Central America, she also 
comes to see herself as standing in a special relationship to those indi-
viduals picked out by the project, as well as to those who have chosen 
this project as their own.

How does the second feature of paradigmatic solidarity, namely 
its unique cause- generated aspect, connect to the functionalist 
explanation? %e point here is that, while the commitment ele-
ment caters to our need to see solidarity as an expression of our 
autonomous agency, the fact that solidarity 'ows from a distinctive, 
morality- grounded cause caters to our responsibility to satisfy such 
moral demands. Because solidarity binds us to others with the goal 
of addressing a cause, it helps us to be"er comply with impersonal 
moral demands that apply to us. %ink about it like this: If solidarity 
had no aim grounded in impersonal, moral demands, then it would 
not really amount to anything more than community with others. 
But we do not use it interchangeably with ‘community.’

Let us turn to the third element of solidarity, namely community 
and unity with others. If we see ourselves as being in solidarity with 
some group characterized by some injustice or adversity, then we feel 
a special bond with those picked out by that characteristic. From the 
functionalist perspective I have adopted, what is the point of this sen-
timent? %e idea is that developing such sentiments of closeness of 
unity with others helps us to alleviate the force of the predicament 
with which we started. On the one hand, forming close social bonds 
with others is typically valuable for our own self- realization: It makes 
our life go be"er to stand in relationships characterized by such 
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phenomena as ‘concern’ or ‘community,’ provided they satisfy certain 
criteria. But what is special about the communal bond of ‘fellows in 
solidarity’ is that, unlike in the case of, say, friendship, those fellows 
in solidarity are selected in virtue of a distinctive solidarity cause. So 
while standing in relations of unity with others is valuable as such 
from a self- regarding perspective, it also becomes instrumentally 
valuable from a moral point of view. Why is that? A sense of commu-
nity, I want to suggest, alleviates two standard problems we face when 
it comes to robustly pursuing moral aims.

%e &rst problem is this: One barrier that o!en prevents people 
from continuously doing what is morally required is motivational 
fatigue: Even if we are in general motivated by moral concerns, we 
&nd it hard to continuously invest large amounts of our time and 
energy when we perceive such action as primarily serving the inter-
ests of others. But where the target of our actions is something or 
someone with which we identify in some special way, we typically 
&nd it much less odious to follow through. Solidarity, by requiring 
us to form a sense of unity with those whose injustice or su$ering we 
have moral reason to address, draws us closer to them and thereby 
boosts our motivation to do what morality demands.

To understand the second reason why solidarity requires com-
munity to improve our moral performance, it is important to keep 
in mind that many of the instances of su$ering and injustice that we 
&nd in the world leave us, as individuals, in a somewhat peculiar situ-
ation: While we collectively share a moral responsibility to address 
these issues, each single one of us will at most have an obligation to 
proactively &ght some of them. But how should we pick the moral 
&ghts that we individually ought to &ght when there are endless 
options, each giving rise to an imperfect duty to get involved? My 
suggestion is that through the act of commi"ing to a particular group 
and forming community, we can, to some extent, engage in an act 
of ‘rational bootstrapping’: while our initial choice for some moral 
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cause rather than some other may be idiosyncratic, this is no longer 
true once we have made a choice and, thereby, have established a 
form of special bond to those that it selects. %is, I want to suggest, 
makes it rational, over time, to continue on this issue. By picking and 
commi"ing to particular causes and then forming bonds of commu-
nity with one’s fellows, we avoid, at least to some extent, the di#culty 
of continuously being thrown back and forth between equally valid 
moral causes that pressure us into action.

%is third element of solidarity (a sentiment of unity with others) 
also o$ers an inroad to understanding the taxonomical desiderata for 
solidarity, to wit, that we should be able to a"ribute it an interest-
ing position in the continuum between self- interested and altruistic 
actions. Solidarity “transcends the dichotomy between self- interested 
and altruistic motivation” because we tag something that ma"ers to 
how well our life goes for us (our projects and relationship) to moral 
demands that are grounded in the value of other people’s well- being 
and agency.

HOW FUNCTIONALISM RESOLVES THE T WO 
CONCEPTUAL PUZZLES

I began this chapter with a twofold conceptual puzzle: First, what is it 
that all instances of solidarity, including those that contain sacri&ces 
and those that do not, have in common (the puzzle of (non- )sacri"cial 
solidarity)? Second, what explains that some cases of personal sacri-
&ce do not intuitively register as cases of solidarity (the puzzle of non- 
solidaristic sacri"ce)? Looking at the cases I have presented earlier, 
we can now answer this question based on the functionalist account 
of solidarity that I have presented as an alternative to motivation- 
based accounts: First, both sacri&ce and non- sacri&ce cases of soli-
darity realize solidarity’s function of bringing into harmony reasons 
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stemming from our ethical responsibility and from our moral respon-
sibility. %is solves the puzzle of sacri&cial solidarity. Second, non- 
solidaristic sacri&ce cases fail to be cases of solidarity because they 
do not realize this function to the same degree as those other cases. 
%is solves the puzzle of non- solidaristic sacri&ce. To vindicate this 
proposal, let us go back to the cases I presented and explain how the 
functionalist account categorizes each of them.

Intuitively, Xenia and Yvonne were both clear- cut cases of soli-
darity, even though they did not contain actual instances of sacri-
&ce (both acted in their own best interest in doing what solidarity 
required). %is, we now see, is the case because in each of them 
the agent combines ethical and moral responsibilities in a way that 
improves her performance on each score: In Yvonne’s case, the agent 
chooses the agricultural laborers’ cause as her own and thereby estab-
lishes a valuable personal project of her own that makes her life go 
be"er. So in virtue of realizing solidarity’s function, we should say 
that this is a clear- cut case of solidarity. %ough the case is slightly dif-
ferent because Xenia is a member of the group su$ering from injus-
tice, the same kind of reasoning applies here. Xenia faces two kinds of 
reasons in this situation: &rst, reasons of self- interest that instruct her 
to organize with others to end the harmful treatment by her unjust 
employer; second, reasons of justice or fairness to do her fair share in 
confronting the adversity they collectively face. As it happens, these 
reasons suggest the same course of action in the present situation 
(participate in the strike). But this need not be the case, and things 
could change quickly— recall the variation I proposed earlier where 
the employer, in order to sow discord, o$ers improved working con-
ditions, but only to Xenia. Xenia turns into a person in solidarity with 
her fellow workers not as a result of going on strike, but as a result of 
commi"ing to the moral cause and building a cause- generated sense 
of community with the other workers. Now that she has the commit-
ment, her reasons are be"er aligned than they were before. For it is 
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now true that even if she alone were o$ered the bene&ts, there would 
not be a con'ict between self- interest and moral duty because she 
made the interests of her co- workers her own.

What should we say about the two cases that did contain sacri-
&ce? Can the functionalist explanation of solidarity vindicate the idea 
that John McCain’s decision to remain in the Vietnamese prison with 
other POWs amounted to an instance of solidarity, whereas Milton’s 
choice to sacri&ce his life for his fellow soldiers did not? I think it can. 
It turns out that for the functionalist account, classifying Milton’s 
case as not one of solidarity is in fact not very hard at all: While his 
actions were clearly morally motivated and praiseworthy, they did 
not bring about greater harmony between his agent- relative perspec-
tive (his personal projects and relationships) and what would be best 
impersonally. While it is clearly morally good that only one soldiers 
died from the grenade, saving his comrades was not the course of 
action that allowed Milton to continue pursuing his projects and 
valuable relationships in any meaningful way. What cases like Milton 
show is that where the con'ict between self- interest and the pursuit 
of morality- given aims is too stark, solidarity is simply not an option 
to be had. I think this insight not only helps to understand why we do 
not see Milton as a clear- cut case of solidarity, but also why we have 
such an intuition in somewhat di$erent cases. Imagine, for example, 
that his fellow soldiers, once Milton jumped on the grenade, refuse 
to run for safety and, instead, opt to stay with him and equally su$er 
from the explosion. I submit that in this case, we are not inclined to 
talk of solidarity either because the sacri&ce to each one’s self- interest 
is so huge.

Now one might worry that there is a 'ipside to the ease with 
which the account I have put forward can rule out cases like Milton 
as instances of solidarity: wouldn’t the same logic apply to John’s case 
and, therefore, lead to the conclusion that— contrary to the intuition 
I have relied on all along— we are not dealing with a case of solidarity 
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here? I think we can avoid this classi&cation. In order to do so, it is 
important to highlight the core di$erences between John’s case and 
Milton’s, focusing in particular on how their actions a$ect their proj-
ects and relationships. First, though, let me explain how John’s actions 
do in fact serve some agent- neutral concern, for this may seem harder 
to grasp than the good that is realized through Milton’s sacri&ce. 
John’s refusal to leave his fellow soldiers behind, one might think, 
fails to advance any goal dictated by morality. And if it does not, then 
it could not be an action through which John resolves a potential 
con'ict between projects and relationships and these agent- neutral 
demands. My suggestion is that even though John’s refusal to leave 
is not morally required and does not bene"t anybody, it nonetheless 
realizes something that is impersonally valuable. By analogy, think of 
acts of futile resistance to an unjust tyrant where those resisting know 
that their &ght is a lost cause. I would submit that, despite their futil-
ity, such resistance achieves something valuable; it makes the world 
a be"er place because some people appropriately responded to the 
tyrant’s evil acts. A similar thought, it seems to me, can explain why 
John’s refusal, both an act of protest against the injustice su$ered by 
his fellow POWs and a gesture of standing in a kind of egalitarian 
community with them, realizes impersonal value.

%is leaves open the question of how John’s sacri&ce di$ers 
from Milton’s, speci&cally, how his, but not Milton’s, sacri&ce can 
be seen to make a (su#ciently) positive contribution to John’s per-
sonal (project-  and relationship- given) reasons. One &rst thing to 
note is that whether or not something counts as making a positive 
contribution to our life depends in part on the projects and rela-
tionships we care about. When I choose ultra- marathon running 
as my project, then the pain that realizing this project contains may 
not signi&cantly make my life worse for me. My suggestion here is 
that even though his refusal to be released did cost him dearly in 
terms of well- being, it also allowed him to uphold— and arguably 
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deepen— a powerful bond of comradery with his fellow POWs. 
Put di$erently, there is a sensible perspective from which, in ret-
rospect, John can stand up and talk to his fellow POWs and from 
which he can now claim, si"ing back home, that “I did it for us!” 
%is, it seems to me, constitutes to a fundamental di$erence from 
Milton, whose ultimate sacri&ce cannot be rationalized in terms of 
a &rst- personal ‘We’ but only as an instance of giving oneself for 
the sake of others.

CONCLUSION

%e goal of this chapter was to investigate what cases of signi&cant 
personal sacri&ce can teach us about the nature of solidarity. In a &rst 
step, I suggested that some prominent account of solidarity’s nature, 
namely those that a"empt to reveal its conceptual core through a 
detailed analysis of the speci&c motives and a"itudes with which 
an agent must act, cannot explain why some but not other cases of 
personal sacri&ce count as instances of solidarity. In a second step, 
I proposed an alternative approach to explaining solidarity, namely 
one that draws on the idea that ‘form follows function’: solidaritistic 
practices serve as distinctive human need, and we should categorize 
something as an instance of solidarity by reference to how well it real-
izes the stated function, which I identi&ed as that of creating ‘posi-
tive alignment’ between or project-  and relationship- given personal 
reasons and the impersonal demands of general morality. In a third 
step, I showed how the functionalist explanation meets the intui-
tive data points laid out in the beginning. Clearly, my methodologi-
cal approach requires a much more elaborate defense than I have 
been able to provide here. And even if successful, there are certainly 
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other functions to which one could appeal in thinking about solidar-
ity, yielding di$erent criteria for assessing the centrality of di$erent 
cases. But I hope that, at least for the limited case of solidaristic and 
non- solidaristic sacri&ces, my explanation has been shown to be 
more convincing than existing alternatives.
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Chapter  6

Transforming Interdependence 
into Social Virtue

Solidarity in Catholic Social Thought

M EG H A N  J.  C L A R K

Catholic social thought (CST) is a current incarnation of Roman 
Catholicism’s o!cial moral re"ection on contemporary social, politi-
cal, and economic questions. Over the past sixty years, amidst grow-
ing recognition of globalization and interdependence, solidarity has 
emerged as a central and constitutive touchstone for how CST both 
interprets and challenges contemporary society. #is chapter will 
examine the way in which CST proposes solidarity as a social vir-
tue and calls for transforming interdependence into communities of 
solidarity. First, looking at Pope Francis’s response to the Covid- 19 
pandemic, it will begin with a brief primer on CST to contextual-
ize and locate solidarity. Second, it will examine the development 
of solidarity from an a$itude and duty to a virtue within the tradi-
tion. And %nally, this chapter will examine Pope Francis’s Fratelli 
Tu!i and its examination of the Good Samaritan as one way in which 
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CST’s approach to solidarity contributes to the broader global moral 
imagination.

COVID CATECHESIS: A PRIMER 
ON CATHOLIC SOCIAL THOUGHT

On January 3, 2020, China noti%ed the World Health Organization 
of an outbreak of a new coronavirus (Covid- 19). By March 11, 2020, 
the United Nations reported that an estimated 20% of schoolchildren 
worldwide were out of school and the WHO o!cially declared the 
Covid- 19 outbreak a pandemic. As of November 23, 2023, there have 
been more than 772 million con%rmed cases globally and over 6.9 mil-
lion deaths.1 From 2020 through December 2023, the United States had 
con%rmed more than 103 million case with over 1.14 million cumula-
tive deaths. On August 5, 2020, Pope Francis launched an eight- week 
series of re"ections on Catholic social teaching in light of the ongoing 
pandemic. #ese brief messages provide a succinct and helpful primer 
into the method, function, and core content of Catholic social teaching. 
Focusing on these messages, this section will o&er a brief summary of 
CST as a moral framework in order to situate its speci%c approach to 
the virtue of solidarity. #e moral framework of CST centers around a 
series of intersecting ethical principles: the dignity of the human person, 
the common good, the preferential option for the poor, the universal 
destination of goods, subsidiarity, care of our common home (formerly 
framed as stewardship), and that which is the focus of this volume, 
solidarity.

1.  Covid- 19 data all from: WHO coronavirus (Covid- 19) dashboard, h$ps:// covi d19.
who.int/ .
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O'en lamented as Catholicism’s best kept secret,2 Catholic social 
teaching is the Catholic Church’s o!cial public moral re"ection on 
contemporary global social realities. Since the %rst Christian commu-
nities, churches have always sought to apply the Gospel to the social 
and economic context within which they lived.3 In di&erent formats 
and with varying strengths and weaknesses, Christian theologians 
and churches have actively engaged in ongoing moral re"ection on 
the social, economic, and political contexts continuously through-
out history. Beginning in 1891, modern Catholic social teaching is 
one particular sub- tradition within this broader social tradition. As 
the Industrial Revolution rapidly changed economic realities of how 
people worked and lived, there were dynamic calls for the dignity 
of work among young people (most notably the Young Christian 
Workers), growing unions (or worker associations like the Knights 
of Labor in the US), and individual leaders across Europe and the 
United States. In Europe, Cardinal Manning (England), Frederick 
Ozanam (France), and Bishop von Ke$ler (Germany) wrote and 
organized on behalf of workers’ rights. Firmly upholding the rights 
of workers to form unions, as well as the good of private property, 
Pope Leo XIII issued the encyclical Rerum Novarum, literally “of new 
things,” given the English title, On the Condition of Labor.4 With this 
encyclical, Leo XIII sparked a tradition of papal social teaching, that 
continues today. Over the last 130 years, Catholic social teaching has 

2.  Catchphrase originated in the 1970s with Peter Henriot, SJ. In addition to his book so titled, 
it has continuously been invoked by advocates of CST. Forty years later, scholars and advo-
cates still lament a seeming lack of familiarity among the faithful of the CST tradition.

3.  Earlier Christian moral re"ection continues to be source for modern Catholic social teaching 
today. For example, Fratelli Tu!i cites the work of #omas Aquinas, John Chrysostom, and 
others from the patristic and medieval periods.

4.  For more information, see #omas A. Shannon, “Commentary on Rerum Novarum (#e 
Condition of Labor)” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching: Commentaries and Interpretations, 
2nd edition, ed. Kenneth R. Himes et al. (Washington, DC: Georgetown University press, 
2018), 133– 157.
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largely centered around papal encyclicals, augmented by other mag-
isterial teachings from episcopal conferences, papal audiences, and 
in 2005 a “social catechism”: the Compendium of the Social Doctrine 
of the Church.5

Methodologically, CST aims at deep contextuality and respon-
siveness to the historical moment while also drawing upon and con-
tributing to a much broader tradition of moral principles. Rerum 
Novarum urges: “Nothing is more useful than to look upon the world 
as it really is, and at the same time to seek elsewhere . . . for the solace 
to its troubles.”6 #us, it is imperative for CST to seek out and engage 
concrete and accurate data not only from theology but from the 
social sciences, politics, science, and at times, medicine. Over time, 
this method becomes increasingly systematic. In 1961, Pope John 
XXIII formally incorporated Pierre Cardjin and the Young Christian 
Worker’s approach and shorthand: see- judge- act.7 See: observe the 
world as it truly is; judge: engage in moral discernment using Catholic 
social tradition; and act: then Christians will be able to determine 
actions to further justice in the world. #is is the method of CST suc-
cinctly demonstrated by Pope Francis’s Covid Catechesis series. In 
introducing the series, he notes that the church “is not an expert in 
the prevention or the cure of the pandemic”; however, he continues, 
“nevertheless, over the centuries, and by the light of the Gospel the 
Church has developed several social principles which are fundamen-
tal . . . that can help us move forward in preparing the future that we 

5.  Ponti%cal Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church 
(2005).

6.  Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum, 18 h$p:// www.vati can.va/ cont ent/ leo- xiii/ en/ ency clic als/ doc-
ume nts/ hf_ l- xiii _ enc _ 150 5189 1_ re rum- nova rum.html.

7.  Kevin Ahern, Structures of Grace: Catholic Organizations and the Global Common Good (Mary 
knoll, NY: Obis, 2015), 66– 73.
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need.”8 While the primary audience is believers, CST also simultane-
ously seeks to engage all people of goodwill.

#e coronavirus pandemic provides a concrete moment of cri-
sis within which to examine human vulnerability, inequality, and a 
commitment to human dignity. #e principle of human dignity is the 
basis for all the theological and philosophical claims within CST. Its 
moral vision begins with its philosophical and theological anthropol-
ogy: the human person as created in the image and likeness of God 
(Genesis 1:27). Drawing on a #omistic natural law tradition, CST 
understands all human persons to be created equal and endowed 
with freedom and rationality, called “to live in communion with our 
brothers and sisters, with respect for all creation.”9 As Francis notes, 
“in modern culture, the closest reference to the principle of inalien-
able dignity of the person is the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. . . . Rights are not only individual, but also social; they are 
of peoples, nations.”10 Explaining human dignity within the broader 
human rights tradition, Francis engages both believers and nonbe-
lievers to work together to combat the coronavirus and “to commit 
ourselves seriously and actively to combat indi&erence in the face of 
violations of human dignity,” which did not begin nor will they end 
with the pandemic.

CST recognizes that prioritizing human dignity has deep politi-
cal, social, and economic import for all aspects of our social lives. 
#e Covid- 19 pandemic, “while it does not distinguish between 
people it has found, in its devastating path, great inequalities and 

8.  Francis, “To Heal the World: 1. Introduction,” August 5, 2020, h$p:// www.vati can.va/ cont 
ent/ france sco/ en/ audien ces/ 2020/ docume nts/ papa- fra nces co_ 2 0200 805_ udie nza- 
gener ale.html.

9.  Francis, “To Heal the World: 2. Faith and Human Dignity,” August 12, 2020, h$p:// www.
vati can.va/ cont ent/ france sco/ en/ audien ces/ 2020/ docume nts/ papa- fra nces co_ 2 0200 
812_ udie nza- gener ale.html.

10.  Francis, “To Heal the World: 2. Faith and Human Dignity.”
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discrimination. And it has exacerbated them!” #us, the priority of 
human dignity leads directly into what CST calls the preferential 
option for the poor and vulnerable. Ultimately, as Christine Firer 
Hinze notes, “solidarity and the option for the poor disclose the very 
identity of the church.”11 If one holds equal and universal human 
dignity of every person, practically that demands particular concern 
for those whose dignity is most ignored or violated.12 Examining the 
scandal of poverty, Bryan Massingale explains, “because what they 
possess is undesirable and they don’t possess much, and can’t get 
more, the poor are literally and %guratively ‘worthless’— unwanted, 
unnecessary, and expendable. In a consumer society, the poor are at 
best, irrelevant; at worst they are a burden.”13 It is precisely this pre-
carious nature of human dignity that leads Pope Francis to strongly 
condemn a throwaway culture of globalized indi"erence in which 
“human beings are themselves considered consumer goods to be 
used and then discarded.”14

#e Covid- 19 pandemic is a crisis which acts as a spotlight 
revealing the vulnerabilities, inequality, and weaknesses already pres-
ent. For example, in the United States, communities grappling with 
higher rates of poverty and racial discrimination are signi%cantly 
more vulnerable to hospitalization and death from Covid- 19. Native 
Americans are 4.0 times more likely to be hospitalized than White 
non- Hispanic persons and 2.6 times more likely to die of the virus. 
Additionally, Black or African- Americans are 3.7 times more likely 

11.  Christine Firer Hinze, “Over, Under, Around, and #rough: Ethics, Solidarity, and the 
Saints,” CTSA Proceedings 66 (2011): 33– 60; 35.

12.  See Gustavo Gutierrez: Essential Writings, ed. James Nickolo& (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress, 1996).

13.  Bryan Massingale, “#e Scandal of Poverty: ‘Cultural Indi&erence’ and the Option for the 
Poor Post- Katrina,” Journal of Religion and Society Supplement Series 4 (2008): 58.

14.  Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium (2013), 7, h$p:// www.vati can.va/ cont ent/ france sco/ 
en/ apo st_ e xhor tati ons/ docume nts/ papa- france sco_ esor tazi one- ap_ 201 3112 4_ ev ange 
lii- gaud ium.html.
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to be hospitalized and 2.8 times more likely to die from Covid- 19.15 
Infectious diseases exacerbate existing vulnerabilities and injustices; 
thus, health and human rights scholar Dr. Paul Farmer has argued 
that the diseases themselves make a preferential option for the poor 
and we need to respond accordingly.16 Within CST, Francis high-
lights the preferential option for the poor to “inspire us to conceive 
of and design an economy where people, and especially the poorest, 
are at the centre.”17

Similarly, thinking through the commitment to universal human 
dignity, the next principle is the principle of the universal destina-
tion of goods, which holds that the goods of creation are meant for 
the "ourishing of all. Re"ecting back upon the creation narratives in 
Genesis, CST holds that both the bounty of and responsibility for the 
goods of the earth belong to all persons. Like human dignity, this is 
a primary principle of CST from which other more speci%c clari%ca-
tions emerge. In particular, private property is considered a derived 
or secondary principle of the universal destination of goods.18 Within 
the context of the pandemic, the principle of the universal destina-
tion of goods applies not only to economic ma$ers but epidemio-
logical ones. Progressively, CST builds from the priority of universal 
human dignity through the preferential option for the poor and the 
universal destination of goods, to the principle of solidarity, in which 
humanity faces the pandemic together or not at all. While solidarity 
will be examined in great detail later in this chapter, here I simply 

15.  CDC data, h$ps:// sta cks.cdc.gov/ view/ cdc/ 99332.
16.  Paul Farmer, Pathologies of Power: Health, Human Rights and the New War on the Poor 

(Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 2005).
17.  Francis “To Heal the World: Option for the Poor and Charity” (August 19, 2020), h$p:// 

www.vati can.va/ cont ent/ france sco/ en/ audien ces/ 2020/ docume nts/ papa- fra nces co_ 2 
0200 819_ udie nza- gener ale.html.

18.  Franics, Laudato Si’ (2015), 93, h$p:// www.vati can.va/ cont ent/ france sco/ en/ ency clic 
als/ docume nts/ papa- franc esco _ 201 5052 4_ en cicl ica- laud ato- si.html.
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note where it falls within Pope Francis’s approach in his primer on 
CST and response to the pandemic.

Pope Francis’s moral response to the Covid- 19 pandemic devel-
ops with a concerted focus on upholding human dignity, not simply 
in the general sense, but particularly the dignity of those otherwise 
ignored, excluded, or denigrated by existing systems of power. 
Similarly, the theological anthropology of CST holds that human 
persons are also inherently social; therefore, concern for the com-
mon good is an intersecting yet twin foundational principle along-
side human dignity. “In CST, society has been viewed as an organic 
unity,” explains Agnes Brazal, “a body with di&erent parts but still 
one.”19 Somewhat di&use and easily misunderstood, Vatican II 
explains that “the common good embraces the sum total of all those 
conditions of social life which enable individuals, families, and orga-
nizations to achieve complete and e&ective ful%llment.”20 Rejecting 
both utilitarian and collectivist understandings of the common good, 
within CST, “the common good requires everyone’s participation.”21 
In Evangelii Gaudium, Francis explained the deep and universal inclu-
sivity of the common good: “It is the convergence of peoples who, 
within the universal order, maintain their own individuality; it is the 
sum total of persons within a society which pursues the common 
good, which truly has a place for everyone.”22

Within the context of Covid- 19, Francis urges approaching 
health within the context of the common good such that health is 

19.  Agnes Brazal, “East Asian Discourses on Harmony: A Mediation for Catholic Social 
Teaching,” in Catholic Social Teaching in Global Perspective, ed. Dan McDonald (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 2010), 118– 146; 132.

20.  Vatican II, Gaudium et Spes (1965), 74. h$ps:// www.vati can.va/ arch ive/ hist_ c ounc ils/ 
ii_ vati can_ coun cil/ docume nts/ vat- ii_ con st_ 1 9651 207_ gaud ium- et- spes _ en.html.

21.  Francis, “Healing the World: Love and the Common Good” (September 9, 2020), h$p:// 
www.vati can.va/ cont ent/ france sco/ en/ audien ces/ 2020/ docume nts/ papa- fra nces co_ 2 
0200 909_ udie nza- gener ale.html.

22.  Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, 236.
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viewed as a public good and “to build a healthy, inclusive, just and 
peaceful society we must do so on the rock of the common good.”23 
Methodologically, the principle of the common good should be 
interpreted within the context of CST’s overarching method and 
scope. In place of speci%c policies, David Hollenbach posits that the 
principle of the common good o&ers three strategic priorities, “1. 
#e needs of the poor take priority over the wants of the rich; 2. #e 
freedom of the dominated takes priority over the liberty of the pow-
erful; 3. #e participation of the marginalized takes priority over the 
perseveration of an order that excludes them.”24 It proposes neither 
a scienti%c formula for a vaccine nor a political program for vaccine 
distribution. Instead, it prompts moral discernment and establishes 
criteria by which to evaluate any public health, social protection, or 
vaccine distribution program.

Linked to the common good, CST’s concern for the environment 
has been reframed by Francis as the principle of care of the common 
home, which incorporates environmental stewardship and sustain-
ability.25 While CST, as examined here, has a decidedly anthropocen-
tric thrust, care for our common home simultaneously emphasizes 
both the dignity of non- human creation and positions human beings 
as inseparably part of creation.26 Condemning the sin of “exploiting 
creation” in which “we become predators, forge$ing our vocation as 
custodians,” Francis emphasizes that “we are inside nature, we are 

23.  Francis, “Healing the World: Love and the Common Good.”
24.  David Hollenbach, Common Good and Christian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2002), 195.
25.  While outside the scope of this chapter, the principle of care of our common home is the 

component of CST to which Francis has contributed most greatly to the CST tradition as 
his encyclical Laudato Si’: On the Care of Our Common Home centered the ecological crisis 
and its e&ects on both planet and people as an urgent moral crisis.

26.  Creation is a theological concept but in this context is inclusive of the earth as well as the 
wider universe of existence.
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part of nature.”27 #e wider lens of future generations and moral obli-
gations of solidarity and intergenerational justice intersect not only 
with questions of the common good but care of the common home. 
In particular, Francis expands the lens of solidarity to include all of 
creation into a “new and universal solidarity” linking the virtue of 
solidarity and the principle of care of our common home.28

#us far CST comprises moral principles that can seem some-
what idealistic and aspirational. Human dignity and the common 
good (and by extension solidarity as well) aim the moral imagina-
tion toward a theological and philosophical anthropology in which 
human persons, as individuals and communities, "ourish. #e option 
for the poor and universal destination of goods pull that moral imagi-
nation back toward eliminating inequalities and vulnerabilities. #e 
%nal principle, subsidiarity, is of a di&erent type. Fundamentally an 
instrumental principle, subsidiarity is a principle designed to practi-
cally guide moral discernment for implementing the other principles 
and navigating con"icts between individuals and groups in society. 
In"uenced by CST, the principle of subsidiarity was codi%ed in the 
charter of the European Union as that which “ensures that decisions 
are taken as closely as possible to the citizen and that constant checks 
are made to verify that action at Union level is justi%ed in light of the 
possibilities available at national, regional or local level.”29

Developed by CST, the principle of subsidiarity states that “a 
community of higher order should not interfere with the life of a 
community of a lower order, taking over its functions. In the case of 

27.  Francis, “Heal the World: Care of our common home and the contemplative dimension” 
(September 16, 2020), h$p:// www.vati can.va/ cont ent/ france sco/ en/ audien ces/ 2020/ 
docume nts/ papa- fra nces co_ 2 0200 916_ udie nza- gener ale.html.

28.  Pope Francis, Laudato Si’ (2015), 14. h$p:// w2.vati can.va/ cont ent/ france sco/ en/ ency 
clic als/ docume nts/ papa- franc esco _ 201 5052 4_ en cicl ica- laud ato- si.html.

29.  European Union. Glossary of Terms, “subsidiarity,” h$p:// eur opa.eu/ legisl atio n_ su mmar 
ies/ gloss ary/ subs idia rity _ en.htm (accessed August 2013).
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need it should, rather, support the smaller community and to help 
coordinate its activities in the rest of society for the common good.”30 
As Francis notes, “this principle has a double movement . . . there is 
a collaboration from the top to the bo$om, from the central State to 
the people, and from the bo$om to the top: from the institutions of 
the people to the top. . . . To emerge be$er from a crisis, the principle 
of subsidiarity must be implemented, respecting everyone’s auton-
omy and capacity to take initiative, especially that of the least.”31 
Concerned with both forms of socialism or collectivism (where the 
state takes over all functions) and libertarianism or other forms indi-
vidualism (which denies the proper role of larger communities and 
the common good), CST uses subsidiarity to argue that all levels of 
human society have a role in contributing to the common good.32

In urging global collaboration in the midst of the pandemic, 
Francis implores, “either we work together to emerge from the crisis, 
at all levels of society, or we will never emerge from it . . . and true 
change is done by everyone, all the persons that form a people.”33 
Finally, the Covid catechesis message on subsidiarity circles back 
around to solidarity, reminding that practicing solidarity occurs 
when “we are taking the path of subsidiarity.” #is examination of 
Pope Francis’s application of CST to the Covid- 19 pandemic o&ers a 
brief primer on the method and principles of Catholic social teaching 
as background for examining the virtue of solidarity.

30.  John Paul II, Centesimus Annus (On the Hundredth Year) (1991), 48, h$p:// w2.vati can.va/ 
cont ent/ john- paul- ii/ en/ ency clic als/ docume nts/ hf_ jp- ii_ enc_ 0105 1991 _ cen tesi mus- 
annus.html (accessed June 2015).

31.  Francis, “Heal the World: Subsidiarity and the Virtue of Hope” (September 23, 2020), 
h$p:// www.vati can.va/ cont ent/ france sco/ en/ audien ces/ 2020/ docume nts/ papa- fra nces 
co_ 2 0200 923_ udie nza- gener ale.html.

32.  Francis, Laudato Si’ (2015), 196.
33.  Francis, “Heal the World: Subsidiarity and the Virtue of Hope.”
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TR ANSFORMING INTERDEPENDENCE 
INTO SOLIDARIT Y: DEVELOPING A 
SOCIAL VIRTUE

Solidarity has become a dominant and elastic moral frame for grap-
pling with the nuance and complexity of the globalized reality of 
human communities.34 As Gerald Beyer notes, “#e reality of inter-
dependence should have ethical implications for all human inter-
actions in the economic, cultural, political, and religious spheres 
of social life.”35 CST’s answer is an evolving ethic of solidarity. #e 
Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church o&ers the follow-
ing de%nition: “Solidarity highlights in a particular way the intrinsic 
social nature of the human person, the equality of all in dignity and 
rights and the common path of individuals and peoples towards an 
ever more commi$ed unity.”36 Identi%ed as an a$itude, a duty, a prin-
ciple, and culminating in its status as a moral virtue in which per-
sons and communities make “a %rm and persevering determination 
to commit oneself to the common good; that is to say the good of all 
and of each individual because we are all really responsible for all.”37 
As one can see, a concise de%nition does not quite seem to capture 
that to which solidarity aims, which is an adequate moral response to 
interdependence.

34.  For more detail on the development of solidarity in CST, see Gerald Beyer, “#e Meaning 
of Solidarity in Catholic Social Teaching,” Political #eology 15, no. 1 (2014): 7– 25, 
Marie Vianney Bilgrien, Solidarity: A Principle, an A!itude, a Duty or the Virtue for an 
Independent World? (New York: Peter Lang, 1999). Meghan J. Clark, #e Vision of Catholic 
Social #ought: the Virtue of Solidarity and the Praxis of Human Rights (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress, 2014),

35.  Beyer, “#e Meaning of Solidarity,” 15.
36.  Ponti%cal Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church 

(2005), 192, h$p:// www.vati can.va/ roma n_ cu ria/ pont i%c al_ c ounc ils/ justpe ace/ doc-
ume nts/ rc_ pc_ justp eace _ doc _ 200 6052 6_ co mpen dio- do$- soc _ en.html.

37.  John Paul II, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (December 30, 1987) 38, h$p:// www.vati can.va.
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While Pius XII is the %rst pope to use the word “solidarity,” 
it is John XXIII who introduces it into modern CST.38 In Mater et 
Magistra, St. John XXIII invokes the growing “spirit of solidar-
ity” among rural agriculture workers as a natural outgrowth of the 
Catholic social tradition’s support for worker associations (MM 146, 
MM 23).39 Both John XXIII and Paul VI point out a growing “spirit of 
solidarity” born out of the recognition of increasing interdependence 
and globalization. #is development was in"uenced as well by the 
work of Henrich Pesch, SJ, and Oswald von Nell- Bruening, SJ (who 
worked on the dra'ing of Quadragesimo Anno). Both Pesch and Nell- 
Breuning, notes Beyer, “bequeathed CST with an understanding of 
solidarity as anthropological ‘datum’ (i.e. ‘factual solidarity’) and as 
a normative obligation governing interpersonal relations, as well as 
social, political, legal, and economic institutions.”40 It is also worth 
noting that prior to John XXIII, the word “solidarity” was sometimes 
viewed with suspicion within European Catholic circles as potentially 
problematic given historical connections to the French Revolution 
and, in the modern period, to socialism.41 At the same time, the con-
cept of solidarity also took root in Latin America through the work 
of El Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano y Caribeño (CELAM) 
and theologians emphasizing the connection between solidarity and 
the option for the poor.42 Additionally, explains Gerald Beyer, “the 

38.  Beyer, “#e Meaning of Solidarity,” 9. In his 1939 encyclical Summi Ponti%catus, he argues 
“the %rst page of Scripture” (Gen. 1:26– 27) undergirds the law of “human solidarity and 
charity,” revealing our common origin and that all human beings are created in the image 
of God.

39.  John XXIII, Mater et Magistra (May 15, 1961), 23, 146, h$p:// w2.vati can.va/ cont ent/ 
john- xxiii/ en/ ency clic als/ docume nts/ hf_ j- xxiii _ enc _ 150 5196 1_ ma ter.html.

40.  Beyer, “#e Meaning of Solidarity,” 13.
41.  For more on this history, see Steinar Stjernø, Solidarity in Europe: #e History of an Idea 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 75– 85.
42.  Bilgrien, Solidarity, 49. See also Oscar Romero, Voice of the Voiceless: #e Four Pastoral 

Le!ers and Other Statements (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1985); Jon Sobrino and Hernandez, 
#eology of Christian Solidarity (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1985).
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Solidarność movement’s struggle for freedom in John Paul’s native 
Poland provided the crucible in which many of his ideas about soli-
darity were born.”43

Interdependence, for CST, is both an observable condition as 
well as a moral question connected to issues of human dignity. #e 
full and equal human dignity of each individual person provides 
a base foundation for solidarity; as Paul VI explains, “there can be 
no progress toward the complete development of man without the 
development of all humanity in the spirit of solidarity.”44 #is is the 
%rst context of solidarity— interdependence and a growing sense 
of interconnectedness within the global community.45 For CST, all 
persons are called to re"ect upon interdependence within the frame-
work of our universal and equal human dignity and the concept of 
“one human family.” CST identi%es this as an awareness, spirit, or 
a$itude of solidarity. As Kevin Doran notes, “When the solidarity of 
a person is described as an a$itude, it has a signi%cance which has 
to do primarily with its outward direction towards other persons, 
their needs, and the structures of society within which they are called 
to be and to act.”46 #is emerging sense recognizes, as Saji George 
Kochutha notes, “Injustice done anywhere in the globalized world 
will adversely a&ect peace, harmony, and development in other parts 
of the world. Globalization leads to real development only when it 
is sought in solidarity.”47 When Paul VI links the development of the 
individual to the development of all humanity, he envisions human 

43.  Beyer, “#e Meaning of Solidarity,” 14. See also Gerald Beyer, Recovering Solidarity: Lessons 
$om Poland’s Un%nished Revolution (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2010

44.  Paul VI, Populorum Progressio (1967), 43. h$ps:// www.vati can.va/ cont ent/ paul- vi/ en/ 
ency clic als/ docume nts/ hf_ p- vi_ enc _ 260 3196 7_ po pulo rum.html.

45.  Vatican II, Gaudium et Spes, 4.
46.  Kevin P. Doran, Solidarity: A Synthesis of Personalism and Communalism in the #ought of 

Karol Wojtyla /  Pope John Paul II (New York: Peter Lang, 1996), 191.
47.  Shaji George Kochuthara, “Globalization in Solidarity,” Political #eology 15, no. 1 

(2014): 53– 73; 62
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"ourishing as something expansive and inclusive. Each and every 
human person living now and in future generations is included. #ere 
is a harmony envisioned: “the concept of solidarity presupposes that 
society is a community of diverse elements where all are called to 
cooperate together for the common good.”48

Human dignity, as it is understood in CST, is both gi' and 
responsibility. #eologically, Anna Rowlands notes, “Believing that 
we live within an unfolding economy of salvation means that dignity 
is something seen as something we possess and something we become. 
Dignity is something we can seriously debase in ourselves or for oth-
ers but it is not something we can fundamentally lose or completely 
alienate.”49 In his philosophical writings, Karol Wojtyla explained, “as 
human beings we are capable of participation in the very humanity 
of other people, and because of this every human being can become 
our neighbor” and that “a human being %nds ful%llment of himself by 
adding to the ful%llment of others.”50 Marie Vianney Bilgrien argues 
that “compassion, empathy, and mercy move solidarity into action 
and help sustain the disposition.”51 One challenge is to distinguish 
solidarity from other virtues like justice and charity within the tra-
dition. #is is not aided by a propensity of popes to use words like 
“love,” “charity,” “social friendship,” and even “solidarity” as if inter-
changeable within Catholic social encyclicals.52 A hallmark of human 
dignity, as speci%cally foundational for solidarity, is the dialogical 

48.  Brazal, “East Asian Discourses on Harmony,” 132.
49.  Anna Rowlands, Towards a Politics of Communion: Catholic Social Teaching in Dark Times 

(London: T&T Clark, 2021), 55.
50.  Karol Wojtyla/ John Paul II, Toward a Philosophy of Praxis: An Anthology, ed. Alfred Bloch 

and George T. Czuczka (New York: Crossroads, 1981), 49.
51.  Bilgrien, Solidarity, 105– 106.
52.  John Paul II does this in Centesimus Annus 10: “#is principle is frequently stated by Pope 

Leo XIII, who uses the term ‘friendship,’ a concept already found in Greek philosophy. Pope 
Pius XI refers to it with the equally meaningful term ‘social charity.’ Pope Paul VI, expanding 
the concept to cover the many modern aspects of the social question, speaks of a ‘civiliza-
tion of love.’ ”
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possibilities of human agency. In the process of becoming “neighbor” 
in solidarity we each become more fully human together. #us, the 
scope of human dignity within the horizon of solidarity reveals “a 
duty of all towards all.”53 While it is not fully "eshed out, there is a 
conscious mutuality and reciprocity of human dignity with respect 
to one’s positionality that is one element characteristic of solidarity 
that is not simply identical with charity, social friendship, or justice.54

Without the equality and universality of human dignity, notes 
Charles Taylor, the rhetoric of solidarity becomes easily twisted so 
that “we feel a sense of moral satisfaction and superiority when we 
contemplate others.”55 #is danger is particularly acute in the aid 
from the Global North to the Global South that claims solidarity but 
in which the rhetoric of solidarity masks bias and a$itudes of supe-
riority. At the same time, there is a danger if the emphasis on uni-
versality fails to appreciate cultural context, notes Agbonkhanmeghe 
Orobator. Catholic social teaching encyclicals “presume a common 
understanding” of solidarity, which “in situations of desperation, 
calamity, and impoverishment” is ethically signi%cant; “yet we may 
not ignore the possibility that the appeal to the notion of solidarity 
can assume speci%c nuances depending on the particular cultural 
context, the outcomes of which may be ethically problematic.”56

A second step in CST’s development of solidarity requires iden-
tifying and clarifying our responsibilities for others and “a desire 
to make the conditions of life more favorable to all.”57 Practically, 
John Paul II identi%ed “the need for a solidarity which will take up 

53.  John Paul II, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (1987), 32. h$ps:// www.vati can.va/ cont ent/ john- paul- 
ii/ en/ ency clic als/ docume nts/ hf_ jp- ii_ e nc_ 3 0121 987_ soll icit udo- rei- socia lis.html.

54.  For more on this, see Clark, Vision of Catholic Social #ought.
55.  Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2007), 696.
56.  Agbonkhanmeghe E. Orobator, SJ, “Caritas in Veritate and Africa’s Burden of (Under) 

Development,” #eological Studies 71 (2010): 328.
57.  Vatican II, Gaudium et Spes, 57.
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interdependence and transfer it to the moral plane.”58 For this rea-
son, the recognition of interdependence alone is not su!cient for an 
ethic of solidarity, for “when this interdependence is separated from 
its ethical requirements, it has disastrous consequences for the weak-
est.”59 Identifying the lure of sel%shness, Francis notes in discussing 
the pandemic that “there is a long journey between interdependence 
and solidarity.”60 Most of the Catholic social tradition in the past 
sixty years has focused on developing the theory and application 
of these %rst two aspects: the descriptive awareness of interdepen-
dence and the normative obligations for all which "ow from it. David 
Hollenbach notes, “Solidarity leads members of a community to rec-
ognize their well- being is shared. #e relationships linking them with 
other members of the ‘we’ are themselves key aspects of the common 
good they share.”61

#e synthesis of the above culminates in solidarity as a virtue 
applying to both individuals and communities. As such, the com-
mon good is present “in a community of solidarity among active 
equal agents,” explains Hollenbach, and “when these relationships 
form reciprocal ties among equals, the solidarity achieved” should be 
considered as “a good that cannot otherwise exist.”62 In Sollicitudo Rei 
Socialis, John Paul II de%ned the virtue of solidarity “as a %rm and per-
severing determination to commit oneself to the common good; that 
is to say the good of all and of each individual because we are all really 
responsible for all.”63 In order for solidarity to be a virtue, it must be 

58.  John Paul II, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (1987), 26.
59.  Ibid., 17.
60.  Francis, “Heal the World: Solidarity and the Virtue of Faith” (September 2, 2020), h$p:// 

www.vati can.va/ cont ent/ france sco/ en/ audien ces/ 2020/ docume nts/ papa- fra nces co_ 2 
0200 902_ udie nza- gener ale.html.

61.  David Hollenbach, SJ, “#e Glory of God and the Global Common Good: Solidarity in a 
Turbulent World,” CTSA Proceedings 72 (2017): 51– 60; 56.

62.  Hollenbach, Common Good and Christian Ethics, 189.
63.  John Paul II, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (1987), 38.
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practiced. It must be learned.64 Solidarity is not a preexisting condi-
tion, nor is it automatic; it must be freely chosen and actively built.

#e virtue of solidarity is both personal and communal. As 
Uzochukwa Jude Njoku notes, “solidarity requires a balanced under-
standing of the personal and the social (structural). Both ought to regu-
late the other . . . [and challenge] the structural to create such enabling 
conditions that promote the dignity of each person.”65 As I have argued 
elsewhere, “for solidarity, the formal object is our common humanity. 
#e end of solidarity is participation in the universal common good. To 
be more speci%c, it is the participation by all in the universal common 
good.”66 #e practices by which one habituates the virtue of solidarity is 
by practicing respect for human dignity and human rights.67 #e combi-
nation of human agency, human dignity, and human rights are mutually 
essential to achieve solidarity.

Practically, participation is key: “Active participation is required 
in order for the equality, mutuality, and reciprocity of human dig-
nity to be present.”68 Duties of solidarity cannot be one directional. 
As Gerald Beyer argues, “Participation in Catholic social thought 
denotes a substantive contribution to society; it is not just a formal, 
procedural task to be valued in abstract from the ends served by it.”69 
#us, in addressing the Covid- 19 pandemic, Francis insists, “this 
is everyone’s task, not only that of a few specialists. Saint #omas 
Aquinas used to say that the promotion of the common good is a 
duty of justice that falls on every citizen. Every citizen is responsible 

64.  Clark, Vision of Catholic Social #ought, 111– 124.
65.  Uzochukwu Njoku, “Re- thinking Solidarity as a Principle of Catholic Social Teaching: Going 

Beyond Gaudium et Spes and the Social Encyclicals of John Paul II,” Political #eology 9:4 
(2008): 525– 544; 540.

66.  Clark, Vision of Catholic Social #ought, 112– 113.
67.  Ibid.
68.  Meghan J. Clark, “Anatomy of a Social Virtue,” Political #eology 15, no. 1 (2014): 26– 39; 30
69.  Beyer, “#e Meaning of Solidarity,” 17.
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for the common good.”70 Solidarity, like the common good, does 
not admit the possibility of excluding or sacri%cing any individual 
or group.

Participation is crucial to understanding the virtue of solidarity’s 
relationship to both justice and subsidiarity. Justice is a basic require-
ment, for as Benedict XVI notes in Caritas in Veritate, “I cannot ‘give’ 
what is mine to the other, without %rst giving him what pertains 
to him in justice. If we love others with charity, then %rst of all we 
are just towards them.”71 Where justice is aimed at our duty to the 
other, solidarity “is based on the recognition that in the violation of 
another’s human rights, my own are at stake. In a real way, the denial 
of another’s human dignity is a denial of my own.”72 Francis’s own 
development of CST’s understanding of our common humanity is 
in"uenced by ubuntu theology and the work of Desmond Tutu.73

#e principle of subsidiarity is practically important for develop-
ing the social virtue of solidarity. Re"ecting on the pandemic, Francis 
notes, “there is no true solidarity without social participation, without 
the contribution of intermediary bodies: families, associations, coop-
eratives, small businesses, and other expressions of society. Everyone 
needs to contribute, everyone.”74 Subsidiarity o&ers a practical guide 
for living out a social virtue within many levels of community, from 
one’s family to the one human family. According to CST, participa-
tion lived out via the virtue of solidarity resists the throwaway cul-
ture and negative aspects of the o'en faceless but powerful negative 
consequences of globalization. Given the reality of social media and 

70.  Francis, “Healing the World: Love and the Common Good” (September 9, 2020).
71.  Benedict XVI, Caritas in Veritate (2009), 6, h$p:// w2.vati can.va/ cont ent/ bened ict- xvi/ 

en/ ency clic als/ docume nts/ hf_ ben- xvi_ e nc_ 2 0090 629_ cari tas- in- verit ate.html.
72.  Clark, Vision of Catholic Social #ought, 123.
73.  Agbonkhanmeghe E. Orobator, “Fratelli Tu$i Is Ubuntu by Any Other Name,” National 

Catholic Reporter (October 6, 2020), h$ps:// www.ncronl ine.org/ news/ opin ion/ frate lli- 
tu$i- ubu ntu- any- other- name.

74.  Francis, “Heal the World: Subsidiarity and the Virtue of Hope” (September 23, 2020).
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increasing digital consumerism, Vincent Miller’s cautions against 
seeing “virtual solidarity” as su!cient for the virtue in which the dig-
ital or virtual becomes “a substitute for concrete political solidarity,” 
which must be lived as an embodied reality is even more important.75

WHO IS MY NEIGHBOR ? SOLIDARIT Y AND 
GLOBAL OBLIG ATIONS IN 2020

#e global pandemic is merely one crisis faced by the global commu-
nity in 2020. Amidst ongoing ecological crisis and migration crisis, 
a particular threat to solidarity is rising nationalist sentiment. Under 
the Trump administration, the United States largely withdrew from 
previously standard international engagement. Repressive and pro-
tectionist governments along with extrajudicial killings are on the 
rise (for example in the Philippines, Nigeria, Brazil, and other coun-
tries).76 In contrast, Francis’s pandemic messages posit “diversity in 
solidarity” as possessing “antibodies that heal social structures and 
processes that have degenerated into systems of injustice, systems 
of oppression. . . . Either we go forward on the path of solidarity 
or things will worsen.”77 Similarly, hope is found in growing social 
movements calling for environmental justice (students’ global school 
strike for climate), racial justice (Black Lives Ma$er), and gender jus-
tice (#metoo), especially among young people. CST posits solidarity 

75.  Vincent J. Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer Religion 
(New York: Continuum, 2005), 76.

76.  Vincent J. Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer Religion 
(2005), 76.
For a speci%c CST re"ection on rising populism and violence in the Philippines, see Daniel 
F. Pilario, “Martyrs at the Margins: Rethinking Martyrdom in Violent Populist Regimes,” in 
Put Away Your Sword: Gospel Nonviolence in a Violent World (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 
forthcoming).

77.  Francis, “Heal the World: Solidarity and the Virtue of Faith” (September 2, 2020).
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as that path forward, but journeying together %rst requires consid-
ering more the question of global obligations. In his new encyclical 
Fratelli Tu!i: On Fraternity and Social Friendship, Francis o&ers an 
urgent vision of solidarity, imploring, “we need to think of ourselves 
more and more as a single- family dwelling in a common home”78 
and we begin by asking, who is my neighbor? In doing so, he chal-
lenges the global community to consider once more obligations to 
our neighbor.

On April 3, 1968, in his last speech, Martin Luther King, Jr., 
invited a full auditorium in Nashville, Tennessee, to join him on the 
road from Jericho to Jerusalem. Recounting the Parable of the Good 
Samaritan (Luke 10:25– 37), King argued that the Samaritan prac-
ticed a “dangerous unsel%shness.” Considering the priest and the 
Levite, King imagines that the men may not have been callous but 
simply afraid, asking themselves, “ ‘If I stop to help this man, what 
will happen to me?’ But then the Good Samaritan came by. And he 
reversed the question: ‘If I do not stop to help this man, what will 
happen to him?’ ”79 In calling for solidarity with the sanitation work-
ers’ strike for racial and economic justice, King even cautions against 
only being concerned with “root causes” but failing to show compas-
sion to the brother or sister on your path. #ere are echoes of this 
iconic re"ection on the Good Samaritan’s “dangerous unsel%shness” 
and refusal to be “compassionate by proxy,” representative of King’s 
deep faith and hope in the possibility of solidarity, at the theologi-
cal core of Pope Francis’s encyclical Fratelli Tu!i. An entire chapter is 
dedicated to a moral and theological contextualization and re"ection 

78.  Francis, Fratelli Tu!i (2020), 17.
79.  Martin Luther King, Jr., “I Have Been to the Mountaintop Speech,” April 3, 1968, Nashville, 

TN, Video: Parable of the Good Samaritan, h$ps:// www.yout ube.com/ watch?v= 74nW 
JRsm xyM.
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on the Parable of the Good Samaritan, which serves as the narrative 
animating his persistent call for solidarity “in these dark times.”

#e Parable of the Good Samaritan, as understood by King and by 
Francis, demonstrates what is at stake and acknowledges the real risk 
involved, in practicing dangerous unsel%shness. It is easier to ignore 
the person on the side of the road than it is to risk our own safety, 
security, and property and “become neighbor” to the wounded.80 
Francis issues a stark and di!cult challenge: “We need to acknowl-
edge that we are constantly tempted to ignore others, especially the 
weak.”81 #e parable “is clear and straightforward, yet it also evokes 
the interior struggle that each of us experiences as we gradually come 
to know ourselves through our relationships with our brothers and 
sisters. . . . Each day we have to decide whether to be Good Samaritans 
or indi&erent bystanders.”82

#e parable is clear, and yet, still individuals and communities 
fail to practice the solidarity demonstrated in the parable. While it 
may seem strange, Francis uses the Good Samaritan as an overarch-
ing frame through which to resituate individual positionality vis- à- 
vis others. In Fratelli Tu!i, he recognizes the importance of persons, 
reaching out to individuals but at the same time pushing against any 
individualized interpretation of the parable.83 Passing the wounded 
man is a ma$er of both personal and social sin. It is within the re"ec-
tion on the Good Samaritan that Francis explicitly names the failure 
of the Catholic church to practice the Gospel message. “I sometimes 

80.  For more on the challenge to “become neighbor,” see Josh McElwee, “Gutierrez at 
Vatican: Church Must Be Samaritan, Reaching out to Others,” National Catholic Reporter, 
2/ 24/ 2014, h$ps:// www.ncronl ine.org/ blogs/ ncr- today/ gutier rez- vati can- chu rch- must- 
be- samari tan- reach ing- out- oth ers.

81.  Francis, Fratelli Tu!i (2020), 64.
82.  Ibid., 69.
83.  Francis sees interdependence and connection where traditionally people have not, while at 

the same time building upon solidarity as tied to neighbor, as John Paul II did in Sollicitudo 
Rei Socialis, 38– 40.
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wonder why,” says Francis, “in light of this, it took so long for the 
Church unequivocally to condemn slavery and various forms of 
violence. Today with our developed spirituality and theology we 
have no excuses.”84 In order to de"ect the implications of the par-
able, Christians have o'en ignored the parable’s own answer to the 
question, who is my neighbor? In English, argues Cecelia Gonzales- 
Andrieu, one obstacle is that there is only one word for neighbor. 
Drawing on the word semejante in Spanish, we begin to see that “your 
neighbor is close and also far, needy and also comfortable, known 
and also unknown. Because your neighbor is precisely every single 
human person. We could say, using theological language, that the 
neighbor here is the one who, as made by God, shares our imago 
Dei.”85

#e “merciful solidarity” called for by the Good Samaritan, 
“directs our a$ention toward the "ourishing and su&ering of 
both human and non- human neighbors,” notes Nichole Flores.86 
Solidarity, as it is envisioned by Francis, requires recon%guring the 
ways both individuals and speci%c communities envision responsi-
bility and how the international community approaches obligations 
to the distant other. While lamenting “insu!ciently universal human 
rights,” Francis argues for concrete positive moral obligations to pro-
mote the "ourishing of others. For CST’s vision of solidarity, it is 
not enough to avoid harming my neighbor; one also has a duty to 
promote their dignity and "ourishing. #is moves from simply “do 
no harm” to a robust bene%cence, distinguishes CST’s virtue of soli-
darity from the way secular Western philosophy tends to approach 

84.  Franics, Fratelli Tu!i (2020), 86.
85.  Cecelia Gonzales- Andrieu, “Who Is My Neighbor?,” America Magazine, 10/ 31/ 2016, 

h$ps:// www.amer icam agaz ine.org/ polit ics- soci ety/ 2016/ 10/ 17/ we- o'en- ask- who- my- 
neigh bor- why- does- ans wer- alw ays- surpr ise- us.

86.  Nichole Flores, “Our Sister, Mother Earth: Solidarity and Familial Ecology in Laudato Si,’” 
Journal of Religious Ethics 43, no. 4 (2018): 463– 478; 470,
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obligations. #erefore, when considering the global migration crisis 
as one particular ethical issue, Kristin Heyer notes, “an understand-
ing of solidarity with near and distant strangers can help move beyond 
the liberal- communitarian impasse and orient considerations of 
migrants’ rights in terms of broader relationships abe$ing forced 
movement.”87

CST accepts that we live in a %nite and broken world, while rais-
ing the moral expectations of our responsibility for our neighbor. 
Fratelli Tu!i provocatively challenges, “if all people are my brothers 
and sisters, and if the world truly belongs to everyone, then it ma$ers 
li$le whether my neighbor was born in my country or elsewhere. My 
own country also shares responsibility for his or her development, 
although it can ful%ll that responsibility in a variety of ways,”88 and 
goes on to critique not only immigration policies but economic pol-
icy that does not adequately value the equal dignity of non- citizens. 
For CST, argues M. Shawn Copeland, “solidarity is a wrenching 
task: to stand up for justice in the midst of injustice; to take up sim-
plicity in the midst of a+uence and comfort; to embrace integrity in 
the midst of collusion and co- optation; to contest the gravitational 
pull of domination.”89

87.  Kristin Heyer, “Migrants Feared and Forsaken: A Catholic Ethic of Social Responsibility,” 
Interdisciplinary Journal for Religion and Transformation in Contemporary Society 6, no. 1 
(2020): 58– 170.

88.  Francis, Fratelli Tu!i, (2020) 125.
89.  M. Shawn Copeland, “Toward a Critical Christian Feminist #eology of Solidarity,” 

in Women and #eology, ed. Mary Ann Hinsdale and Phyllis H. Kaminski (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 1995), 18.
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Chapter  7

Pernicious Solidarities
Equity and Trust in Solidary Relations

S A L LY  J.  S C H O L Z

In 1973, Michael Walzer published an in!uential article on “dirty 
hands.” Political actors, Walzer argues, sometimes “face a moral 
dilemma, a situation where [they] must choose between two courses 
of action both of which it would be wrong for [them] to undertake.”1 
Walzer is concerned because the act is wrong in- itself, and because 
doing the act is harmful to the rule of law and the community. In 
the end, we can only mitigate the potential harms and we do so by 
entrusting the decision with the person who “has scruples about it,” 
the person who knows that the action is wrong but recognizes it must 
be done anyway.2 Following Albert Camus, Walzer states: “political 
action is so uncertain that politicians necessarily take moral as well 
as political risks, commi"ing crimes that they only think ought to be 
commi"ed. #ey override the rules without ever being certain that 
they have found the best way to the results they hope to achieve, and 

1.  Michael Walzer, “Political Action: #e Problem of Dirty Hands,” Philosophy and Public 
A!airs 2, no. 2 (1973): 160. h"ps:// www.jstor.org/ sta ble/ 2265 139.

2.  Ibid,, 166.
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we don’t want them to do that too quickly or too o$en.”3 With Walzer, 
we hope that the politician is a person with integrity; the person who 
values the rules so highly that breaking them causes guilt, punish-
ment, distress; the person who acts not to advance self- interest but 
for the good of others.

#e problem apparent in the “dirty hands” scenario is not con-
%ned to the realm of formal politics, nor does it merely a&ect politi-
cians. Indeed, political actors of all sorts sometime face uncertain 
choices that negatively a&ect the moral relations of those involved. 
A similar problem appears in solidarity, a problem that might be 
called pernicious solidarity, when the relation itself becomes dan-
gerous for some of the participants. Like Walzer, we should be con-
cerned not only about the potential direct harm of solidary actions, 
but also the potential indirect harm of those actions on the rela-
tion itself or on others who participate with us in solidarity.4 #e 
solidary relation might have an adverse impact on the social stand-
ing of some members more than others, it might disempower some 
members more than others, or it might exclude some people or 
issues that ought to be included. Walzer concluded that the best we 
could hope for is that the dirty hands politician might be a person 
with integrity, a person who understood that the choice must be 
made for the common good. For political solidarity, the question 
is: What does integrity demand of solidary actors? And is there a 
way to avoid pernicious solidarity or, if the relation appears danger-
ous to some, to understand the weight of that danger and seek ave-
nues to mitigate it? #e virtues of trust and equity are at the heart 
of these questions.

3.  Ibid., 179– 180.
4.  Solidarity also needs to heed the relation to those a&ected by an injustice but who opt not 

to participate in solidarity as well. See Scholz, Political Solidarity (State College: Penn State 
Press, 2008), ch. 3.
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Before discussing the problem further, I o&er three examples of 
solidarities that became dangerous for some of the participants. In 
2011, while revolutionary movements were sweeping through North 
Africa, the Occupy Wall Street movement took hold in the United 
States and eventually spread to major cities around the world. #e 
movement, claiming to speak for the 99%, drew a"ention to the 
tremendous economic and political disparity between the wealthy 
and the poor, highlighting the fact that 1% of the population held 
approximately 40% of the wealth in the nation. In calling a"ention 
to material inequality, the activists sought to redirect a"ention to the 
majority and challenge the corrupting in!uences of wealth in politics.

Movements are not necessarily instances of solidarity, but 
Occupiers pledged solidarity in taking up the cause of %ghting home-
lessness, a solidarity that drew a"ention to the injustices su&ered by 
people who lack adequate housing. Occupiers created encampments 
in cities throughout the United States; the encampments aimed 
to shine a spotlight on and prioritize the needs of those who were 
vulnerable because of the lack of stable housing. By living together 
in camps, these cities- within- cities demonstrated solidarity by pro-
viding community among and between people without housing 
and housing- secure people. #e encampments included hot meals, 
clothing, and tent- shelter, while also fostering local governance and 
education opportunities. At least some of these encampments were 
located in parks or public spaces that unhoused people regularly uti-
lized themselves. #e solidarity created by the Occupy movement 
brought a"ention to gross economic inequality and injustice in the 
United States and enacted the core principle of material equality at 
the heart of the movement’s goals.

#e movement was not without its critics, however. During its 
peak of activity in 2011– 2012, di&erent Occupy camps were also 
overtaken by relatively privileged university students who were com-
mi"ed to %ghting for material equality, but who o$en displaced or 
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e&ectively silenced some of the concerns from the poor and marginal-
ized or their longtime advocates.5 #e enactment of solidarity was not 
inclusive enough and led to some signi%cant aspects of social injus-
tice being overlooked. Indeed, many unhoused people and longtime 
advocates for housing justice argued that Occupy’s encampments 
made some people more vulnerable, not less. #e encampments were 
ill equipped to provide for the mental health needs of some of the 
people without adequate housing, even disrupting services that were 
being provided by established shelter and advocacy agencies. #e 
encampments were also frequently criticized for failures with regard 
to issues of race and gender.6 When city o'cials forcibly cleared the 
encampments, people without housing, who had previously lived in 
the parks and public spaces undisturbed by local o'cials, were also 
swept out of the areas. Further, once the Occupiers were cleared, the 
underfunded shelter and service systems were le$ with the respon-
sibility of re- establishing regular mental health and physical security 
for their clients. Although the National Coalition for the Homeless 
o&ered praise of the Occupiers for bringing a"ention to homeless-
ness, they also noted the need for the Occupiers not to forget the 
lowest 1%, to continue to %ght homelessness, and to advocate for the 
rights of the people without housing to continue to live in parks.7

#e #MeToo movement o&ers another example of solidarity that 
becomes dangerous for some participants. In 2017, building on a sex-
ual violence awareness campaign initiated by Tarana Burke, an actress 
used Twi"er #MeToo to encourage survivors to share their experi-
ences of sexual violence. #e hashtag exploded and many survivors 

5.  I discuss the problems of privileged people in solidarity in Political Solidarity,  chapter 5, “#e 
Paradox of the Participation of the Privileged.”

6.  Ruth Milkman, “Millennial Movements: Occupy Wall Street and the Dreamers,” Dissent 61, 
no. 3 (2014): 55– 59.

7.  See the National Coalition for the Homeless website: h"p:// natio nalh omel ess.org/ occ upy- 
homel essn ess/  Accessed November 18, 2019.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448499515 by guest on 05 June 2026



S A L L Y  J .  S C H O L Z

198

198

shared their experience, claimed their voice, and dubbed #MeToo a 
supportive network— a solidarity— for survivors. #e #MeToo cam-
paign brought worldwide a"ention to a very serious problem that 
a&ects people across the globe. It also created a coalitional politics 
that united the unique experiences and activist pursuits of individu-
als into a collective.8 #e solidarity, however, also obscured the long 
history of e&orts to raise awareness about violence against women 
and openly discuss issues of sexual harassment in the workplace. 
Indeed, the social media campaign obscured, for a time, the long- 
standing existing e&orts by advocates in law, politics, economics, and 
social work to bring justice for survivors and to punish perpetrators.

#e third example comes from the Black Lives Ma"er move-
ment in the United States, which started in 2013 as a response to the 
murder of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed Black teen. During the sum-
mer of 2020, following the death of George Floyd at the hands of 
Minneapolis police o'cers, thousands of people joined Black Lives 
Ma"er in solidarity. #roughout the country and around the world, 
they gathered to protest peacefully, to push institutions and govern-
ments to enact change, and to make good on the promise of equal-
ity in the United States. In some cities, the protests continued for 
months and even years.

Among the nonviolent protesters in one city were a group of 
parents who called themselves the “Wall of Moms,” linking arms in 
an e&ort to create a barrier between federal agents and protesters.9 
#e Wall of Moms consisted of mostly white, suburban women, 
who declared their intentions as protesting racial injustice by using 
their bodies as a barrier, making themselves vulnerable during the 

8.  Alyson Cole and Sumru Atuk, “What’s in a Hashtag? Feminist Terms for Tweeting in 
Alliance,” Philosophia 9, no. 1 (2019): 26– 52.

9.  Some of the protests in Portland had violent elements, but the violence was a"ributed to 
anarchists seeking to co- opt the BLM protests.
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protests. Another nonviolent activist, Reginald Richardson, Jr., pas-
tor of Your Bible Speaks Seventh Day Adventist Church, noted that 
acting as a barrier in this manner ought to be encouraged among “our 
white brothers and sisters” who stand against racial injustice because 
“Black men and women will go to jail at a higher rate than our white 
brothers and sisters.”10 But even as the Wall of Moms functioned to 
protect Black protesters, it also became a focal piece— like the vio-
lence of anarchists— that detracted from the very cause they sought 
to support and ignored the contributions of Black moms both to this 
current protest and to years of being on the front lines of anti- racism 
protests.11

As one news source reported, the president of the Portland 
NAACP, Rev. E. D. Mondainé, told protesters, “#e focus has been 
moved from where it is supposed to be and made to be a spectacle, 
a debacle.”12 Protests against racism became protests against federal 
involvement in local issues. Although their intentions were to protect 
peaceful protesters, the Wall of Moms, together with the anarchists 
and the federal agents meant to quell them, became the spectacle. 
Similar scenarios played out in other major cities around the country. 

10.  h"ps:// www.nbcn ews.com/ news/ us- news/ black- lives- white- specta cle- portl and- prote 
sts- have- lost- focus- civil- n1234 886.

11.  In addition, the group was charged with allegations of anti- Blackness for excluding 
Black leaders and %ling for nonpro%t status without consultation. For more on the con-
troversy, see Danielle Kurtzleben, “#e Complicated History of Moms as the Face of 
Protest Movements,” NPR Morning Edition, July 28, 2020. h"ps:// www.npr.org/ 2020/ 
07/ 28/ 896088 053/ comp lica ted- hist ory- moms- as- the- face- of- prot est- moveme nts; and 
Alex Hardgrave, “Portland’s Wall of Moms Crumbles amid Online Allegations by Former 
Partner, Don’t Shoot PDX,” Oregonian, July 29, 2020, h"ps:// www.ore gonl ive.com/ news/ 
2020/ 07/ portla nds- wall- of- moms- crumb les- amid- onl ine- alle gati ons- by- for mer- part ner- 
dont- shoot- pdx.html.

12.  h"ps:// www.nbcn ews.com/ news/ us- news/ black- lives- white- specta cle- portl and- prote 
sts- have- lost- focus- civil- n1234 886. See also E. D. Mondainé, “Portland’s Protests Were 
Supposed to Be about Black Lives. Now, #ey’re White Spectacle,” Washington Post 
Opinion, July 23, 2020, h"ps:// www.was hing tonp ost.com/ opini ons/ 2020/ 07/ 23/ portla 
nds- prote sts- were- suppo sed- be- about- black- lives- now- the yre- white- specta cle/ .
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In short, the solidarity against systemic racism, racial injustice, and 
systematic violence by the police against Black bodies was usurped 
by actions and involvement of individuals, some of whom sought 
to protest racism, but whose involvement in the solidarity became 
harmful to the collective e&ort and the relationship of solidarity 
itself. As Mondainé explains, “#ere is more at stake here than who 
appears most o$en on nightly TV broadcasts. Everyone seeking to 
advance justice in Portland faces great danger.”13 Of course, because 
of systemic racism, Black people face greater danger in the protests 
even despite using primarily peaceful methods. Importantly, a soli-
darity movement is much larger than merely a series of protests. #e 
purpose of Black Lives Ma"er is, as Kimberly Ann Harris puts it, “to 
repudiate Black demise and a'rm Black humanity.”14 Recognizing 
that some solidary relations can be dangerous to the purpose of the 
movement or fellow actors compels us also to seek avenues to avoid 
such harms.

In all three cases, the speci%c actions taken were either morally 
neutral or morally good. #ese were cases of individuals and groups 
acting to address fundamental human needs and rights, to raise 
awareness of an injustice, and to protect a fellow human being. But 
in all three cases, something went awry. #e actions themselves were 
not the cause of direct harm, but the actions were indirectly harmful 
to other participants in solidarity, to some people outside the soli-
dary relation who experience the injustice or oppression, or to the 
purpose or goal of solidarity. #e question of pernicious solidarities, 
then, asks whether the potential for indirect harms might be foreseen 
such that e&orts may be taken to mitigate or avoid the harms entirely.

13.  Mondainé, “Portland’s Protests,” 2020.
14.  Kimberly Ann Harris, “What Does It Mean to Move for Black Lives?” Philosophy Today 63, 

no. 2 (2019): 276.
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THE PROBLEM OF  
PERNICIOUS SOLIDARITIES

All three of the examples feature intentional actions by well- meaning 
people. #e actions themselves are morally neutral or even morally 
good actions aimed at protecting the rights and bodies of others. But 
in each case, and in so many other instances of political solidarity, 
the solidarity is challenged because some participants end up car-
rying a heavier burden or are made more vulnerable because of the 
actions of others in solidarity. #e risks of the solidarity are inequi-
tably distributed, destroying trust and creating harm. Although one 
might fault speci%c actions or tactics within solidarity as harmful, or 
identify epistemic failures— including what Aili Mari Tripp, com-
menting on failures of transnational solidarities, identi%es as “hubris, 
disregard of local context, a ‘rescue’ mentality, and distancing from 
the ‘other’ ”15— the examples also feature valid e&orts to act in soli-
darity.16 Nevertheless, they also exhibit unintended e&ects that cause 
a tear or break in the solidary relation itself, a rupture that might not 
be noticed until it is too late for some participants. #e harm that 
results is not a direct harm, but rather an indirect harm of solidarity.

#is is the problem of pernicious solidarities: relations of soli-
darity that themselves carry potentially dangerous aspects for some 
participants. Like dirty hands, pernicious solidarities challenge how 
we think about the relation of solidarity. As Tommie Shelby dis-
cusses (Chapter 12 in this volume), there may be good arguments for 
excluding some people from solidarity. Like Shelby, though, I think 

15.  Aili Mari Tripp, “Challenges in Transnational Feminist Mobilization,” in Global Feminism, 
ed. Myra Marx Ferree and Aili Mari Tripp (New York: New York University Press, 
2006), 297.

16.  Note, too, that all three cases involved either %rsthand experience or genuine e&orts to 
respond to the testimony of those who su&er injustice. Surely epistemic failures and hubris 
were present, but the practices of solidarity reveal something more is at stake here.
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that would be a mistake. Although ideally it might be hoped that 
solidarities always avoid harm, the reality of politics and intersecting 
oppressions makes that unlikely. #inking about the virtues associ-
ated with solidarity might provide some measures to minimize or 
mitigate the danger, even though we also must accept the very real 
moral burden when our e&orts in solidarity cause it. Pernicious soli-
darity, like the dirty hands of a politician with integrity, is not nec-
essarily a failure of solidarity simpliciter, but rather a solidarity that 
proves dangerous to some members or some outsiders and yet might 
otherwise be described as just. Knowing at least some of how it arises 
suggests methods to address it.

Of course, it is possible to look at the examples o&ered above as 
harms caused by (1) speci%c actions, (2) inaction, or (3) percep-
tions of action or inaction. Perhaps we could fault the Occupy par-
ticipants, the #MeToo revealers, and the BLM protesters for failing 
to defer to others in the group, for not more completely joining their 
fate with those with whom they are united in solidarity, for co- opting 
the cause, or for remaining safe while others sacri%ce. I appreciate 
such arguments; we need to be a"entive to them. However, in this 
chapter, I set them aside and focus instead on what I take to be a nor-
mative principle of accepting the social risk associated with solidar-
ity. Arguments about the e'cacy of action or the failure of inaction, 
epistemic or otherwise, are frequently overridden by other concerns 
or alternate justi%cations. My aim in looking at what we can think 
of as the expectations of solidarity is to focus on a framework at the 
heart of solidarity that, rather than being overridden or explained 
away with an examination of faults or alternative justi%cations for 
intentions and actions, may be used to redirect the solidary relation 
when it goes wrong and guide it when it is working. #is approach 
is similar to Shelby’s argument (Chapter 12 in this volume) that we 
must look at the central values of solidarity; whereas he focuses on 
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loyalty and trust in pursuit of justice, I focus on equity within the 
solidary relation.

Solidarity denotes a commi"ed moral relation to others; political 
solidarity is “a commi"ed unity of peoples on a range of interpersonal 
to social- political levels” connecting their actions for a cause.17 Such 
a solidarity would be described as just if its intentions were social jus-
tice based, if its methods were considered neutral or even good (e.g., 
writing le"ers or boyco"ing products, peacefully protesting), and if 
it employed a logic of inclusion.

Solidarity requires a relatively comprehensive look at the inter-
connection between actions: how individual actions contribute to 
injustice, how actions in solidarity contribute to a cause for justice, 
and how actions a&ect relationships. Solidary actors are asked to 
think not only about the singular direct connections between actions 
and injustice, but about all the possible e&ects on the goal, the rela-
tion with those similarly commi"ed, and the relation to those out-
side the solidarity. In solidarity, we willingly accept the burden of 
this complex task because we believe that other solidary actors are 
similarly engaged. #is last sentence is, I think, the key to thinking 
about relations of solidarity that cause harm despite actions that are 
not themselves unjust.

It might be helpful here to set aside certain forms of dangerous 
in- group solidarities. In the Second Discourse, Jean- Jacques Rousseau 
discusses a group that plots together against the rest of society or 
against those outside their group. Rousseau uses the notion of a cabal 
to delineate groups that seek to consolidate power over and against 
another group or perhaps against random others who threaten either 
the existence of the cabal or the cabal’s way of understanding the 

17.  Scholz, Political Solidarity, 58.
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world.18 #e cabal is based on the restrictive or exclusive solidarity 
found in groups that place a high premium on policing membership, 
motivated by an ideology that seeks to diminish the excluded other. 
Tribalism, sexism, and racism, among other isms, create insular soli-
darities of this sort that, by their very nature and intent, exclude and 
cause harm. #at which binds an association together can also per-
vert the power of the collective into enmity toward all those who do 
not belong. #ese conscious appeals to solidarity delineate clearly 
articulable borders of group inclusion o$en involving identity claims. 
Internal to the group, appeals to solidarity are used to maintain or 
strengthen the group bond or shore up commitment among indi-
vidual members when their loyalty seems to be !agging. Solidarity, 
then, is used to demarcate an in- group, usually over and against an 
out- group.

#e relation exists in order to cause harm or even the elimina-
tion of some other group or collection of peoples identi%ed by their 
divergence from the in- group. Consider, for instance, the solidarity 
characteristic of xenophobic nationalisms. When the Hutu targeted 
the Tutsi in 1994, among other things, they claimed to be acting 
on Hutu solidarity. #e demarcation of an out- group perceived to 
threaten the existence of the in- group creates a justi%cation for vio-
lence or harm. In- group solidarity is dangerous— in addition to any 
group- prescribed harm to outsiders— in that the particular partici-
pants o$en consider their a"itudes and actions to be motivated by 
intentions they consider to be good, for instance, the preservation of 
a cultural group or race.

In that case, the determination of the harm is a ma"er of justice 
and may be a ma"er of comparative justice. Civil society organizations 

18.  Jean- Jacques Rousseau, “Discourse on the Origin and Foundation of Inequality 
among Men,” in "e Discourses and Other Early Political Writings, ed. Victor Gourevitch 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 181.
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that undermine liberal democracy, for instance, might exhibit a strong 
solidarity internal to their group, but the external or outwardly facing 
aim of the group is premised on excluding others from civil society 
generally. In a seminal article on the topic, Chambers and Kopstein 
discuss what they call “bad civil society,” those civil society organiza-
tions that “advocate hate and bigotry.”19 Emphasizing the importance 
of studying “bad civil society,” they note that the positive argument 
is o$en made that active participation in civil society is necessary for 
a robust !ourishing of democracy. However, as they also note, “#e 
lessons of trust and solidarity, of developing an ‘I’ into a ‘we,’ do not 
strengthen democracy when the trust, solidarity, and the ‘we’ are 
such that they do not go beyond the group in question.”20

Cabals, or the type of in- group solidarity found in such things as 
xenophobic nationalisms, cultivate what Chambers and Kopstein call 
“particularist civility” in that they foster “all the goods that are asso-
ciated with participation (trust, public spiritedness, self- sacri%ce), 
but only between members of a particular group” and usually at the 
expense of an out- group.21 Dangerously promoting an ideology of 
hatred toward others, cabals manifest a form of pernicious solidarity 
that is best dealt with using the tools of justice. In contrast, political 
solidarity of the sort discussed in the rest of this chapter is inclusive.

Making a commitment to political solidarity, individuals joining 
together to form a collective might reasonably assume that for each 
participant: (1) they are empowered to contribute in their unique 
way; (2) they will not be unduly subject to harm or vulnerability in 
other aspects of life because of their solidary relation in spite of recog-
nizing that sharing social risk may involve loss; and (3) they or their 

19.  Simone Chambers and Je&rey Kopstein, “Bad Civil Society,” Political "eory 29, no. 6 
(2001): 840.

20.  Ibid., 841.
21.  Ibid.
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concerns will be included in the sphere of consideration when deci-
sions are taken. Solidary actors want to feel that their e&orts make a 
di&erence to the collective e&ort. #ey want to know that there is a 
realized trust among all similarly engaged solidary actors.

Realized trust is built and sustained through a shared practice 
of sharing the risk that political action entails. I suggest that solidar-
ity expects equitable sharing of social risk, the bene%ts and costs of 
uniting with others for collective action. Although related, social 
risk di&ers from social capital, which may be understood as the 
“connections among individuals— social networks and the norms 
of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them”;22 Putnam 
associates social capital with civic virtue. Social risk is the potential 
for loss given the networks within which one %nds oneself enmeshed 
or which one chooses. Some loss is expected in any social together-
ness (e.g., loss of time as one dedicates that time to a friend’s needs, 
loss of free movement as one carries a child, loss of money as one pur-
chases a meal or contributes to the cost of an outing) and not all loss 
is bad. Indeed, we willingly shoulder many forms of loss because we 
consider the social togetherness itself as valuable. #ese exchanges 
of loss are present in solidarity but they are not always as predictable 
or chosen as these examples indicate. #e willingness to share social 
risk is the normative piece in solidarity; it indicates the tie that con-
nects individuals as well as the acknowledgment that there will be 
risk because of our collective tie. Further, the willingness accepts that 
unique participants in solidarity will be a&ected by the collective rela-
tion di&erently; our commitment to share— to coordinate actions 
and understand individual actions as operating in concert with 
others— means that even while some participants might experience 

22.  Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000), 19; see also Chambers 
and Kopstein, “Bad Civil Society,” 840.
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increased risks at various times, risks are distributed so that no one 
is unduly burdened or made vulnerable because of the solidarity.23

#e expectations of solidarity, then, may be explained as allowing 
one’s e&orts and well- being in a particular context to be interdepen-
dent with others ostensibly such that all others will similarly be inter-
dependent with them in a collective whole— to equitably share social 
risk within the context of solidarity. Consider the context of collec-
tive decision- making for activism within solidarity. Participants can-
not assume that they know the course of action to take or the most 
e&ective means to accomplish an end. Some e&ort must be made to 
assess the impact of decisions on other current and future solidary 
participants. Individuals thinking about whether to employ violence 
in a campaign for a cause, for instance, ought to include all those 
potentially a&ected by the decision in the sphere of consideration.24 
When a person joins with others in political solidarity, that person 
reasonably presumes that all others similarly commi"ed to the soli-
dary cause will include that person in the sphere of consideration 
when decisions are taken. #e willingness to share social risk requires 
an assessment of risks among group members, even if the assessment 
is conducted individually.

Although decision- making is one facet, there are others that are 
similarly impacted by the willingness to share social risk. In joining 
together, the individual members use their power to struggle for a 
cause. #e key to sharing risk is that it acknowledges and incorpo-
rates the variations of vulnerabilities that might a&ect a single person 
as well as the variations of vulnerabilities a&ecting all participants in 

23.  Sally Scholz, “Solidarity as a Human Right,” Archiv des Völkerrechts 52, no. 1 (2014), 56; 
and “Solidarity, Social Risk, and Community Engagement,” American Journal of Bioethics 
20, no. 5 (2020): 76.

24.  Elsewhere (and in contrast to Kolers, Chapter 4 in this volume), I have argued that vio-
lence is incompatible with the inclusive logic of solidarity; Scholz, “Political Solidarity and 
Violent Resistance,” Journal of Social Philosophy 38, no. 1 (2007): 38– 52.
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the solidary relation. #e repercussions of the solidary relations may 
fall on di&erently situated people di&erently. Willingness to share 
social risk is willingness to accept that action in solidarity may expose 
one to vulnerabilities or may exacerbate existing vulnerabilities but 
that others are similarly commi"ing, and we will collectively readjust 
if any one of us is unduly harmed by our solidary relation. #e sharing 
is done under the belief that social existence will be be"er if we take 
the risks together rather than if only a few shoulder the risks. It also 
implies that the sharing will be done in such a way that the solidary 
relation is continually re- evaluated, and social risks are redistributed. 
A “willingness to share” is distinct from “actually sharing” social risk. 
Not everyone in solidarity will actually share the same risks. Some 
participants will be more vulnerable because of their personal needs 
or their status in the larger society, some will be vulnerable because 
of the physical risks they undertake, others will be more vulnerable 
because of victimization or oppression, and still others will be vulner-
able due to their personal circumstances. #ese accounts of vulnera-
bility might also intersect in ways that compound the adverse e&ects. 
In political solidarity, however, each member comes from his or her 
particularity and willingly assumes the social risks involved in soli-
darity. A willingness to share social risks seeks the social conditions 
that minimize the social risk and potential vulnerability for everyone.

Although many accounts of solidarity appeal to deference as a 
means of fostering the humility and re!ection needed, deference 
does not alleviate the burden on subordinated groups and may actu-
ally heighten it. Shelby articulates a number of problems with defer-
ence, including the lack of consensus about speci%c aims or means of 
practicing solidarity in spite of a “stable consensus on . . . fundamental 
values and goals.” Even there, however, dissent has to be allowed in 
solidary relations, “no one should expect blacks to subscribe to the 
same political philosophy,” and “debate and altered circumstances” 
revise and amend fundamental values and goals (in Chapter 12 of this 
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volume). Kolers, on the other hand, defends deference in solidarity to 
include acting against one’s conscience.25 In that sense, deference bur-
dens the very people it is meant to aid, while also removing important 
viewpoints from the processes of revision and emendation of solidar-
ity’s values, as well as crucial sources of power for the struggle. Rather 
than deference, solidarity ought instead to spotlight and amplify the 
voices and needs of the oppressed or those who su&er injustice.

As the examples from Black Lives Ma"er, #MeToo, and Occupy 
show, solidarity might become dangerous because of !aws in the 
assumption of social risk which cause an adverse impact on the social 
standing of some members more than others, disempower some 
members more than others, or exclude some people who ought to be 
included. I o&er three such !aws: (1) the willingness to share social 
risk is inequitably distributed; (2) social risk is unjusti%ably limited; 
or (3) willingness to share social risk is strategically withdrawn. If 
equity in solidarity is the willingness to share social risk, then each 
of these !aws points to a problem of equity. Of course, other things 
can go wrong or cause harm in solidarity as well. My aim is simply 
to o&er some considerations, relevant to contemporary solidarity 
movements, that help to foresee possible harms and address them. 
#ese ideas contribute to the critical project of solidarity and the 
need continually to scrutinize the relation.

INEQUITABLE DISTRIBU TION 
OF WILLINGNESS TO SHARE SOCIAL RISK

"is is a moment for serious action— to once again take up the 
mantle of the civil rights era by summoning the same conviction and 

25.  Avery Kolers, A Moral "eory of Solidarity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 71, 119.
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determination our forebears did. We welcome our white brothers and 
sisters in this struggle. In fact, we need them. But I must ask them to 
remain humbly a$uned to the opportunity of this moment— and to 
re%ect on whether any actions they take will truly help establish jus-
tice, or whether they are simply for show.

E. D. Mondainé, “Portland’s Protests” (2020)

Commenting on the Portland Black Lives Ma"er protests, E. D. 
Mondainé emphasizes the need for equity in the sharing of social 
risk. In many ways, the Wall of Moms sought to do just that: to take 
on risks by making themselves a barrier to de!ect violence. #ey 
understood that Black people face a greater risk day- to- day in society 
and would certainly face heightened risk if arrested during the pro-
tests.26 Mondainé pushes past the “show” of the protests to challenge 
participants in solidarity to accept the risks of confronting systemic 
racism: “In boardrooms, in schools, in city councils, in the halls of 
justice, in the smoky backrooms of a duplicitous government— 
that is where we will %nally dismantle the gears of the brutal, racist 
machine that has been terrorizing black Americans and hollowing 
out the moral character of this nation since its inception.”27 Calling 
for humility and re!ection in solidarity, Mondainé’s comments illus-
trate that a"ention to the distribution of social risk is all too o$en 
missing.

A similar phenomenon is evident in society generally. Juliet 
Hooker diagnoses one of the causes of many white people’s reac-
tion to Black protest movements, including Black Lives Ma"er, as 
the “inability to cope with (o$en symbolic) losses and the racial 

26.  For a comprehensive study of the risks of arrest and incarceration confronting Black people, 
see Mark Westmoreland, “On the Beat: Pro%ling in the Racial Polity,” doctoral dissertation, 
Villanova University, 2020.

27.  Online editorial, h"ps:// www.was hing tonp ost.com/ opini ons/ 2020/ 07/ 23/ p.
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resentment that accompanies it.”28 #is lack of willingness to share 
symbolic loss is a hindrance to racial justice in the United States. 
Quoting Danielle Allen, Hooker explains:

Because public policy decisions will rarely bene%t all citizens 
equally, those citizens “who bene%t less than others from par-
ticular political decisions, but nonetheless accede to those 
decisions, preserve the stability of political institutions. #eir 
sacri%ce makes collective democratic action possible. . . . #e 
hard truth of democracy is that some citizens are always giving 
things up for others.” For such sacri%ces to be legitimate, how-
ever, they must be evenly distributed among citizens.29

Although Hooker and Allen both are referring to democratic society 
writ large, the lesson they articulate is appropriate for political soli-
darity. #e inability to accept loss a&ects the politics within struggles 
for justice as well. If the burdens are distributed unevenly, constantly 
falling on some participants rather than willingly shared, then trust 
erodes and the solidary relation becomes harmful or dangerous. 
Turning again to Black Lives Ma"er, Hooker argues that asking “sub-
ordinated groups . . . to bear primary responsibility for the work of 
racial justice” does not cohere with the commitment to equitably dis-
tribute the burdens of solidarity.30

In his review of the important book by Naomi Zack, White 
Privilege and Black Rights, Lawrence Blum argues that social move-
ments are important because they serve as an intermediary between 

28.  Juliet Hooker, “Black Protest/ White Grievance,” "e South Atlantic Quarterly 116, no. 3 
(2017): 483.

29.  Juliet Hooker, “Black Lives Ma"er and the Paradoxes of U.S. Black Politics,” Political "eory 
44, no. 4 (2016): 453.

30.  Ibid., 456.
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individual action and the larger social structure.31 Acting together in 
solidarity holds greater hope because we take risks together rather 
than leaving it to only a few to shoulder the risks. Blum also argues 
that “[i] f a right has been violated, that should ma"er not only to the 
person whose right is violated but to all members of the polity within 
which that right is o'cially recognized.”32 While the stirring slogan of 
the movement functions as a reminder that Black lives are precarious, 
it also ought to remind us within the movement there are expecta-
tions of equity in the risks we share.

If there is inequitable distribution of the willingness to share 
social risk, then vulnerabilities based on social status or identity 
increase, and relations of solidarity become strained as those subject 
to these vulnerabilities carry more risk or even %nd themselves dis-
empowered compared to those who do not.

Equitable distribution of social risk requires that those with 
power understand the situation and the experiences of those with 
whom they join in solidarity and use their power for the struggle. #at 
may mean that they must shoulder more risk in the struggle because 
those whose situation is spotlighted carry greater risk because of 
their social identity. #is conception of solidarity’s expectations is 
evident in the statement from White Coats for Black Lives on Black 
Lives Ma"er. #ey describe partnering with community members, 
working together to dismantle systemic oppression, and advocating 
“for equitable social structures. #e privilege that physicians possess 
within society and within the professional hierarchy of medicine pro-
vides them with power that can be used to spearhead policy changes 
to advance racial justice locally and nationally. Using this ‘physician 

31.  Lawrence Blum, “White Privilege, Injustice, and the ‘Black Lives Ma"er’ Movement,” 
Radical Philosophy Review 19, no. 3 (2016): 686; see also Scholz, Political Solidarity.

32.  Blum, “White Privilege, Injustice,” 687.
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privilege’ to advocate for social change is necessary if we are to eradi-
cate the systemic illness that is racism.”33

LIMITATION IN THE WILLINGNESS 
TO ENG AGE IN SOCIAL RISK

Another practice that destroys trust in the solidary relation is limiting 
the willingness to engage in social risk, especially when the limita-
tions result in merely symbolic gestures from some participants while 
others are encouraged or even forced into positions that expose them 
to greater risk or exacerbate their vulnerabilities. Analyzing the rela-
tion between the Burke’s Me Too survivor network and the hashtag 
#MeToo, Miranda Pilipchuk suggests that the hashtag’s explicit call 
for survivors to disclose their sexual violence, while intentionally 
raising awareness of the problem, unintentionally creates a “hierarchy 
of victims.” Pilipchuk argues that #MeToo’s “project of public educa-
tion through survivor disclosure may unduly burden survivors who 
do disclose, and creates a moral dilemma for survivors who do not 
wish to disclose.”34 Telling stories of the abuse can be empowering for 
some survivors. But disclosure of sexual violence is not always possi-
ble for survivors, perhaps because they remain in potentially volatile 
situations or they are not personally ready for that event. A solidarity 
movement is not merely about raising awareness; the demands of sol-
idarity extend beyond that to address needs and change structures. In 
this way, those who choose to participate in #MeToo might be com-
mended for sharing their stories and empowering a community of 

33.  White Coats for Black Lives, “#BlackLivesMa"er: Physicians Must Stand for Racial 
Justice,” AMA Journal of Ethics 17, no. 10 (2015): 978– 982, doi: 10.1001/ journalofeth-
ics.2015.17.10.sect1- 1510.

34.  Miranda Pilipchuk, “Good Survivor, Bad Survivor,” APA Newsle$er on Feminism and 
Philosophy 19, no. 1 (2019): 6.
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survivors online, but unless they step out of their individual mode 
to also address social structures and needs in more concrete (less 
virtual) ways, their solidarity could actually be dangerous to current 
victims and harm the solidary relations with other survivors seek-
ing to bring about change. #is conscientious a"entiveness to those 
a&ected by solidarity movements, as well as commitment to the cause 
that extends beyond the performative, distinguishes solidarity from 
other activist responses to injustice.

Practicing inclusivity in our delineation of the issues could help 
to mitigate the potential harms. When issues are framed in a way that 
limits the risks asked of participants (or gives them permission to 
limit their willingness to take on social risk), those limits keep par-
ticipants from adequately responding to the situation that inspires 
their solidarity. #is misframing can yield what Nancy Fraser calls 
“a special kind of meta- injustice, in which one is denied the chance 
to press %rst order justice claims in a given political community.”35 If 
the social risks pertinent to the nature or function of the group itself 
are not willingly engaged, then the solidary relation might become 
dangerous. Expanding the content of solidarity through practices of 
inclusivity aids in identifying and addressing potential harms, keep-
ing the solidarity from becoming pernicious.

STR ATEGIC WITHDR AWAL OF WILLINGNESS 
TO SHARE SOCIAL RISK

Finally, willingness to share social risk that is strategically withdrawn 
indicates instability in the solidary relationship that allows indirect 
harm to accrue to some. Trust in equitable sharing of social risks is a 

35.  Nancy Fraser, “Reframing Justice in a Globalizing World,” in Nationalism and Global 
Solidarities, ed. James Goodman and Paul James (New York: Routledge, 2007), 173.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448499515 by guest on 05 June 2026



P E R N I C I O U S  S O L I D A R I T I E S

215

215

crucial part of maintaining solidarity. Solidary actors will sometimes 
have to withdraw from the solidary relation. But strategic withdrawal 
of the willingness to share social risk di&ers from the withdrawal from 
solidarity for personal or contingent reasons. Strategic withdrawal 
indicates a power that disregards both the “sharing” and the “willing” 
aspects. It occurs when an individual decides that acting outside of 
the solidary relation will yield more bene%ts to oneself than acting in 
the solidary relation. #e cause per se is not necessarily abandoned 
but the choice of individual status over solidary relation places the 
individual’s personal power at odds with the collective. Strategically 
withdrawing the willingness to share social risk is comparable to 
never actually being willing in the %rst place. Solidarities can be dan-
gerous for some participants when they are engaged in what they take 
to be a solidary relation and yet the willingness to share a social risk is 
absent in a large portion of the relevant participants.

One could argue that the very motivation for the encampments 
of the Occupy movement was to share social risk among and between 
unhoused people and permanently sheltered people in a solidary rela-
tion to bring about social change. By renouncing their apartments and 
houses, some of the Occupy participants sought to live with and as 
the unhoused people to highlight the economic disparity between the 
wealthiest and the poorest in the United States. Yet when city o'cials 
broke up the camps, the Occupiers who had previously been without 
shelter continued to be, while the Occupiers who hailed from shelters 
returned to those. At least some of the permanently sheltered long-
time advocates continued to work to raise awareness of the plight of 
unhoused people or create social change that addresses the conditions 
of homelessness as a way of living out their solidary commitment. 
However, the vast majority of the permanently sheltered Occupiers 
have moved on to other ma"ers or other issues.

#e relations of trust and vulnerability within the solidary rela-
tion mean that at various times other people will be in positions of 
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authority or power over us, and we over them. #e transient relations 
of power or authority and vulnerability ought not to become so per-
vasive as to keep a solidary actor from acting freely, or so unpredict-
able as to expose some members to undue risk. When the Occupy 
campers gave up the warmth of their homes temporarily, they failed 
to see how they impacted precarious situations of unhoused activists. 
Longtime activists from among the unhoused people as well as the 
sheltered people were frustrated in their e&orts to address economic 
injustice by Occupy’s lack of a"ention to disability, and racial and 
gender justice. In the political solidarity to %ght homelessness and 
transform an unjust social system, the longtime advocates and many 
of the people lacking housing from marginalized communities were 
disempowered by the Occupy encampment. #e Occupiers focused 
on the performance of the encampments (limiting their risk) while 
also withdrawing their solidarity when the performance was over. In 
the words of Angela Davis, solidarity must “embrace projects that 
address the sociohistorical conditions that enable” acts of domina-
tion to take place.36 Strategic withdrawal from the solidary relation 
fails to address the conditions and might further enable acts of domi-
nation from within as well as from outside the solidary relation.

CONCLUSION

In all three cases of solidarity, the solidary relation emerged around a 
cause to stop violence, injustice, or inequality. Members acted in con-
cert and their speci%c actions were well- meaning and morally good or 
neutral. We can surely identify epistemic weaknesses or failures, fault-
ing them for their hubris and their insu'cient information- gathering. 

36.  Angela Davis, “Transnational Solidarities,” in Freedom Is a Constant Struggle, ed. Frank Barat 
(Chicago: Haymarket, 2016), 138.
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However, there is more to the solidary relation than acting on reliable 
epistemic evidence or deferring to the immediate victims of violence, 
injustice, or tyranny. Solidarity entails an expectation that members 
share social risk with other actors in their solidary relation such that 
no one is made worse o& by their relation of collective action. #is 
expectation requires that we practice equity and trust within the soli-
dary relation itself as we strive for justice and equality through politi-
cal solidarity.

In the examples presented, the harm is not directly tied to the act. 
It is not just the troubling e&ects on the plight of people who lack 
housing that accrued during and a$er Occupy, on Black protesters 
in Portland’s Black Lives Ma"ers protests, and on victims of sexual 
violence in #MeToo. Among the harms may be found a harm to the 
relation of solidarity itself. If some members are disempowered or 
their vulnerabilities made worse due to the political solidarity, then 
we have to look at the relation itself. #e willingness to share social 
risks is just that.

One of my guiding assumptions is that social justice work is dif-
%cult. #ere is no best way to do it and no single right way. Solidarity 
e&orts are sometimes harmful or dangerous to solidary actors or 
those outside the solidary bond. Even well- intentioned solidarities 
that embrace a logic of inclusiveness grounded in justice risk creating 
unjusti%able burdens or perpetrating unconscious or unintentional 
harms. Yet allowing the fear of causing unintended harm to para-
lyze us from acting is also not a viable option in a world of injustice. 
Solidary actors live in the struggle. To live in the struggle means to 
accept the risks together with fellow solidary actors, to look out for 
each other— especially those who are most vulnerable— and to think 
beyond the current moment or performative action. #e relation is 
important, but it is an ongoing arduous responsibility that requires 
equity, inclusivity, a"entiveness, trust, and commitment. #e hope, 
however, is that those so engaged will have done everything in their 
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power to obviate or mitigate the potential dangers. Like Walzer’s poli-
tician with dirty hands, we know that at times solidarity may become 
dangerous. But we hope that solidary actors act with integrity as 
they exist in moral life within solidary networks. Instead of focusing 
on what solidarity is, we ask how solidarities may cause harm, and 
in doing so, we open the way for more dynamic accounts of move-
ments, individuals, and groups that are more critically aware of their 
limitations.
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Chapter  8

Rethinking Solidarity through the 
Lens of Critical Social Ontology

C A R O L  C.  G O U L D

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, I want to build on my earlier accounts of solidarity by 
tackling some of the hard questions that remain for any such account.1 
!e resurgence of (putatively) solidaristic but harmful nationalist 
groups, or worse— white supremacist or neo- Nazi groups— poses 
the question of whether such groups really display solidarity at all, if 
solidarity is to be understood as a sort of norm, involving a virtuous 
practice of mutual aid. Or perhaps, the notion remains useful only in 
some descriptivist or value- neutral sense. How can a conception of 
solidarity that wants to remain sensitive to justice speci#cally rule out 
these perverse manifestations of group commitment? More gener-
ally, how should we frame the normativity of solidarity and how does 

1.  For my initial account, see Carol C. Gould, “Transnational Solidarities,” Journal of Social 
Philosophy, Special Issue on Solidarity, 38, no. 1 (2007): 146– 162, doi:10.1111/ j.1467- 
9833.2007.00371.x; Carol C. Gould, Interactive Democracy, !e Social Roots of Global Justice 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 99– 131.
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it apply to such exclusionary groups? If solidarity in fact involves a 
virtuous practice of standing with others and o$ering them mutual 
aid, can members of exclusionary and hateful groups nonetheless be 
said to exemplify such a virtue in their internal relations with each 
other, despite the profound harm they may cause for outsiders? I will 
suggest that a critical social ontology, which incorporates an analysis 
of power, can shed some light on these di%cult questions. And #nally, 
what are the implications of the norm of solidarity for understanding 
our various responsibilities not only to insiders but also to outsiders, 
including those who may be situated at some distance from the soli-
darity group itself?

I have discussed the question of solidarity and what we owe out-
siders in another recent essay,2 but hard questions continue to con-
front an adequate account of solidarity. I want to begin my analysis of 
some of these questions here by #rst recapping the distinction I have 
drawn between two major sorts of solidarity and investigating the 
two di$erent sorts of social ontology they entail. !e two are what 
I have called the unitary and the networking models of solidarity, the 
#rst taken to be exempli#ed especially by national political commu-
nities and also smaller associations, and the second manifest espe-
cially in social movements oriented to eliminating oppression. I will 
then move to a brief discussion of the normative features of solidarity 
as an activity of standing with others, and the sense in which it can be 
considered a virtue of individuals or groups. I will then make a turn 
to discuss the practices of solidarity groups (understood as social 
and historical emergent practices), and consider their connection 
to power, which I suggest is necessary in order to understand what 
is wrong with gangs, neo- Nazi groups, and other problematic cases. 

2.  “Solidarity between the National and the Transnational: What Do We Owe to ‘Outsiders’?” 
in Transnational Solidarity: Concept, Challenges and Opportunities, ed. Helle Krunke, Hanne 
Petersen, and Ian Manners (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 22– 41.
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(Such an emphasis on power and social practice has o&en been miss-
ing in philosophical accounts to date, despite the fact that solidarity is 
distinctive among norms in social and political philosophy by being 
explicitly particularist and constructivist.) !e chapter will conclude 
with some brief remarks on the implications of the analysis of soli-
darity in its networking form for the issue of collective responsibil-
ity. I will call my proposed alternative model one of “collectivizing 
responsibility,” in place of corporate group agency accounts.

T WO FORMS OF SOLIDARIT Y AND THEIR 
SOCIAL ONTOLOGIES

I have previously distinguished unitary solidarity from networking 
solidarity, as ideal types of solidarity relationships. !e #rst char-
acterizes the relations among the members of a single community 
or group and is sometimes explicated by reference to the !ree 
Musketeers slogan of “All for one, and one for all.”3 In fact, Raimo 
Tuomela explicitly relies on this slogan to analyze group solidarity, 
which he says involves “dispositions toward prosocial (e.g. helping) 
behavior” between members qua members, some degree of which is 
required in “all groups that are capable of action.”4 For him, “groups 
that function on the basis of ‘we- thinking’ (and not merely on indi-
vidualistic ‘I- thinking’ or ‘I- mode’ thinking) are solidary groups.”5 He 
sees these groups as involving a collective commitment to the group 
and its ethos (along with some other conditions). !is is suggestive 

3.  It should be noted that this slogan has older roots than Alexandre Dumas’s novel of l844, 
apparently going back to at least the seventeenth century, and serving as the traditional 
mo'o of Switzerland.

4.  Raimo Tuomela, Social Ontology: Collective Intentionality and Group Agents (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 242– 263.

5.  Ibid., 244.
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also of Margaret Gilbert’s appeal to joint commitment as a sort of 
“glue” that binds people to each other, though the relevant accounts 
of these commitments di$er between those two thinkers, and cer-
tainly Gilbert does not discuss solidarity in connection with her 
own view.

!e formulation “All for one, and one for all” suggests a direct 
relationship among the members of the group to each other and 
implies a form of reciprocity (though not an instrumental one of 
tit- for- tat), or a form of mutuality that exists among them.6 It reso-
nates with Durkheim’s notion of mechanical solidarity, which he 
discerned among the members of traditional forms of community in 
which each member stands to the group as a whole in the same rela-
tion, that is, as a member, and where there tend to be shared group 
norms. !e notion that people’s identity may stem (in part) from this 
group membership even has contemporary resonances in notions of 
national identity as marking people’s sense of belonging to their own 
political community.

!e “all for one . . .” formulation also suggests a commitment to 
mutual aid, which, like reciprocity, is a key feature of solidarity in 
both this sense and its alternative, networking, sense, as we shall see. 
Although there may be an implication of a direct relationship that 
exists between each member and the others (as is evident especially 
in small group contexts), this unitary form of solidarity may o&en be 
mediated by the shared goals of the group, around which they orient 
themselves. And Tuomela does include a role for such shared goals, 
speci#cally in terms of what he calls the ethos of a group around 

6.  My original analysis of the various forms of reciprocity is in Carol C. Gould, “Beyond Causality 
in the Social Sciences: Reciprocity as a Model of Non- Exploitative Social Relations,” in 
Epistemology, Methodology and the Social Sciences: Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science, 
vol. 71, ed. Robert S. Cohen and Marx W. Wartofsky (Boston and Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 
1983), 53– 88.
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which the group is uni#ed, involving “the constitutive goals, values, 
and purposes to which group life is dedicated.”7

In my own account, this more unitary form of solidarity can some-
times be found in what I have called “common activities,” which is a 
loose notion that encompasses a group or set of institutional arrange-
ments organized around meeting a set of shared goals. In this context, 
solidarity can emerge in contexts of joint action (or can involve dis-
positions to joint action) in ways that are oriented to the realization 
of these ends and that are responsive to, and interdependent with, 
the actions of others. O&en in institutional contexts, these actions are 
embodied in social practices and sets of rules that structure people’s 
interactions and organize the mutual aid that transpires among them. 
It goes beyond simple coordinated action to include a disposition to 
such mutual aid. !ere is some degree of reciprocity involved in the 
members’ relations to the shared goals, which includes instrumental 
(tit- for- tat) forms of reciprocity, but goes beyond them to incorpo-
rate some degree of mutual recognition of each as a member, and 
some elements of the fuller mutuality involved in explicit orientation 
to cooperation and support of others as a shared aim.

In fact, it is in some ways quite misleading to use the !ree 
Musketeers phrase (or the mo'o of Switzerland) as an account of 
most forms of unitary solidarity, since the reciprocities involved in 
those may operate indirectly, even in traditional forms of solidaristic 
societies. As Mauss described in his early account of “!e Gi&,” the 
solidarity, trust, and, indeed, the cohesion of the group can be gen-
erated not only through directly reciprocal actions, but by the ways 
that giving and receiving operate through a social group as a whole, 
that is, when some give to others who give to others who give to oth-
ers. . . . !is may already suggest that these unitary groups involve 
some networking aspects themselves, but it is nonetheless the case 

7.  Tuomela, Social Ontology, 15.
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that members regard themselves as belonging together within the 
singular group, which at least partly de#nes their identity.

In the case of national identity, the solidarity involved has o&en 
been thought to arise from preexisting features of history, language, 
traditions, and cultures, although this is not essential for unitary 
solidarities. As Tuomela points out, these solidarities can arise from 
processes of collective commitment themselves. Where the commit-
ments involve something like the adoption and institutionalization 
of a constitution for the society as a whole, solidarity may emerge 
from that, perhaps taking the form of what Habermas called “consti-
tutional patriotism.”

!e social ontology implied in unitary solidarity may take a 
holistic form, as in older forms in which the members are internally 
related via their relation to the social whole. But it does not necessar-
ily connote such holism, although it will involve internal or constitu-
tive relations among the members of the group. In Tuomela’s version, 
they are related to each other as a collectivity, with shared group rea-
sons for action, and as collectively commi'ed to the group and its 
ethos.8 But this only requires a we- mode and we- thinking on the part 
of the individuals, rather than some sort of preexisting or overarch-
ing whole from which they derive their social roles and (supposedly) 
their very identities.

Against the notion of mechanical solidarity, Durkheim juxta-
posed what he called organic solidarity, such as is manifest in the 
modern division of labor. !is refers to a set of real connections and 
interdependencies among people but where those take the form 
of more dispersed networks, which may even operate behind their 
backs, as it were. For Durkheim, the people are tied together but also 
are ideally able to express their individuality through the jobs that 
they occupy (which he thought would be suitable to, and make use 

8.  Ibid., 241.
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of, their diverse talents). So, the unity involved here is a di$erenti-
ated one.

My own notion of network solidarity is itself primarily drawn from 
an existing social phenomenon, namely, social movements, and espe-
cially those oriented to overcoming oppression or exploitation. !e 
account initially grows out of a re(ection on labor solidarity, but extends 
more widely to other movements, for example, those for climate justice 
or for migrant justice, Occupy Wall Street, the #MeToo movement, or 
Black Lives Ma'er, as well as in a di$erent context, the Via Campesina. 
!e relevant networks may even pertain to connections among dis-
parate civil society organizations. While these solidarity networks are 
increasingly transnational, they are also found within nation- states. 
Conversely, unitary solidarities can be transnational, as in the case of 
supranational organizations, as well in smaller cross- border communi-
ties, whether online or o$.

I distinguish these network solidarities from the unitary ones in sev-
eral respects, but they share with the la'er the notions of reciprocity and 
mutual aid, although in somewhat di$erent interpretations. Like most 
unitary cases, solidarity networks are also oriented to shared goals. In 
the case of many of these solidarity movements, the goals include the 
establishment of more just social relations, whether by way of elimi-
nating oppression or exploitation, or countering coercion, or meeting 
people’s human rights, or instituting more democratic forms of gover-
nance, among other such aims. !e network solidarities may take ago-
nistic forms, characterized by mutual support among those with shared 
interests regarded as standing opposed to the interests of others, for 
example, of labor to capital (although this relation is not always con-
ceived as fully oppositional in this way). Increasingly, social movements 
see themselves as working to counter structural or systemic injustices, in 
varied senses of this term.
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I have elsewhere elaborated the connection of solidarity to jus-
tice.9 Here, we can note that these movements are not only con-
strained by considerations of justice but tend to aim at its realization. 
!ey do so by mobilizing connections not only among individuals 
but among groups, each of which a'empts to make some contribu-
tion to the overall goal from its own perspective and drawing on its 
own competences and background. !e groups (and sometimes 
individuals) stand in solidarity with each other in lending support 
to the overall e$ort. Solidarity here di$ers from charity in being— 
implicitly at least— reciprocal and as based on mutual aid. !at is, 
even though these networks may involve relatively advantaged 
people working to counter oppression or disadvantage, there is an 
expectation of reciprocal support should that come to be necessary. 
Normatively, the groups should exhibit deference to those they are 
trying to support, in the sense of taking the lead from them in regard 
to the forms of assistance that would be bene#cial.10 !is is required 
not only because those being aided are generally best acquainted 
with their particular situation and needs, but also as a mark of respect 
and to avoid potentially imperialist or dominating impositions on 
these others. Deference in this sense is nonetheless compatible with 
reciprocity. It requires making e$orts to understand the distinctive 
features of the actual social context of those one is working to assist, 
so as not to assimilate their situation to one’s own. I have also sug-
gested that participation in such solidarity networks is motivated 
partly by a sort of social empathy, but it also has roots in indignation 

9.  Carol C. Gould, “Solidarity and the Problem of Structural Injustice in Healthcare,” Bioethics, 
Special Issue on Solidarity: New Frontiers, 32, no. 9 (November 2018): 541– 552, doi.org/ 
10.1111/ bioe.12474.

10.  Gould, “Transnational Solidarities,” 157. Avery Kolers develops this aspect of solidarity at 
length in his book A Moral !eory of Solidarity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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at oppression, as well as in the rational recognition of the demands 
of equality and the importance of realizing people’s human rights.11

Such a solidarity network can be widely dispersed and its con-
stitutive groups may not always be speci#cally aware of each other 
as members of the network. In this sense, o&en there is no explicit 
process of coming to agreement on the shared aims or goals. !ese 
networks, moreover, are generally open to new participants in the 
cause, provided the newcomers are willing to do their part to help 
establish justice (or, in some cases, remediate or alleviate su$ering). 
In normative forms of network solidarity, there is an expectation of 
equality among those engaged in the struggle and even an expecta-
tion of democratic modes of participation.

In previous work, I have suggested that the particular solidarity 
network one participates in is open to choice, given the impossibility 
of joining more than a few and the vast scope of injustice. Clearly, 
solidarity remains a particularist social phenomenon, on this view. 
Nonetheless, participation can have a universalist intent, as it were, 
to the degree that it aims at the ful#llment of the requirements of jus-
tice, understood as involving the overcoming of domination, oppres-
sion, and exploitation, or meeting people’s basic human rights. !ese 
clearly normative aspects of solidarity will be discussed in the next 
section.

For now, we can observe that the social ontology of networking 
solidarity di$ers from the unitary type sketched above. It di$ers most 
notably from the original and traditional forms of unitary solidarity 
that are de#ned by a preexisting and comprehensive society in which 
people relate to each other as members. (Note that this traditional 
view #nds some resonance in more recent expositions in political 

11.  Carol C. Gould, “Motivating Solidarity with Distant Others: Empathic Politics and 
the Problem of Global Justice,” in Oxford Handbook of Global Justice, ed. !om Brooks 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), ch. 6.
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theory, including, to a degree, some of David Miller’s writing on 
national identity, Raz and Margalit’s on encompassing groups, etc.) 
With networks, in contrast, the solidarities are actively constructed. 
!e networks are also fundamentally open to new members, pro-
vided they are commi'ed to the goals (understood in terms of justice 
or remediation). In this sense, the networks are inde#nitely extend-
able rather than being understood in terms of a given whole. Clearly, 
there is no presumption of a preexisting community, based on culture 
or tradition, as a source of identity. Moreover, in contrast to the soli-
darities among individuals within a given group, networking solidari-
ties o&en transpire between groups, where the groups themselves are 
not always themselves solidary (in contrast to Tuomela’s account, on 
this point, where ingroup solidarity is generally a condition for exter-
nal solidarity12).

If we consider the more modern readings of unitary solidarity, 
which do not see individuals as gaining their identities by occupying 
a place and a role within a preexisting community, we can nonetheless 
discern some di$erences in social ontology from the network soli-
darity model. In the unitary case, the group is still taken to be singular 
and bounded, and within it, individuals experience solidarity with 
others as fellow members. As with traditional unitary solidarity, their 
relations to each other are internal, and mediated by group member-
ship. Network solidarities are not only constructed but are essentially 
open to any group or individual who wants to work for the cause. 
!e relations among participants are internal via their commitment 
to the goals and norms or to forwarding their shared interests, but 
are not necessarily directly relationships with each other. Moreover, 
the solidarity actions of networks may be outward facing, involving 
relations among the groups toward another group or groups out-
side the network (or at least not yet a part of it), in contrast to the 

12.  Tuomela, Social Ontology, 247.
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solidarity activity in unitary cases which remain relations among the 
members of the group. Although the relations within a solidarity net-
work normatively should involve mutual recognition of each as a co- 
participant in the solidaristic project, this recognition also tends to 
be constructed over time rather than presupposed or expected as a 
feature of membership.

While the unitary solidarities within a group or social whole may 
in some cases suggest the relevance of a notion of group agency, with 
shared agency and possibly shared decision- making by the mem-
bers, networking solidarities are be'er characterized as involving 
a looser form of what might be called collective agency among the 
groups or individuals participating in the network. To the degree 
that each group within the network makes relatively self- determined 
contributions based on their own goals and abilities, with only loose 
coordination with other groups, notions of corporate group agency 
are inapplicable. Yet, to the degree that the social movements or net-
works of civil society organizations o&en make use of various meth-
ods of coordinating their e$orts and contributions with each other, 
the collective agency involved is certainly far greater than is involved 
in crowds (e.g., those who gather to collectively demonstrate or 
engage in protests).

!e distinction between unitary and network solidarity may 
additionally be thought to coincide with one o&en drawn between 
social and political solidarity,13 but I think that the la'er distinction 
does not adequately capture the social ontological di$erences. A&er 
all, both forms of solidarity are social and both are political. !e 
notion of “project- related solidarity” (Rippe14) comes a bit closer to 

13.  See, for example, Sally Scholz, Political Solidarity (University Park: Penn State University 
Press, 2008), 17– 50. Scholz adds to these two a third basic type, that of civic solidarity.

14.  Klaus Peter Rippe, “Diminishing Solidarity,” Ethical !eory and Practice 1, no. 3 (September 
1998): 355– 374.
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characterizing the networking type but makes it sound entirely epi-
sodic and ephemeral. !is does not adequately account for the ulti-
mately large and enduring aims of most social movements, or indeed, 
their openness to solidarity with other such movements, with the 
goals of establishing justice and not just alleviating a particular 
instance of su$ering or harm (whether naturally or socially caused).

I have elsewhere discussed the limitations of the notion of a net-
work itself, which derives from computer networking, and bears the 
limits of its inorganic origins. !e metaphor of a web is probably bet-
ter in some respects, retaining the multiple lines of connection. But 
in its organic form, at least, it also does not necessarily connote the 
openness of solidarity networks, though it does describe their con-
structed (spun) nature.15 Moreover, the goals and norms that moti-
vate the mutual aid and joint action in the case of solidarity networks 
are missing from these various technological or natural metaphors. 
In solidarity networks, they infuse and guide the interaction of indi-
viduals and groups.

SOME NORMATIVE FE ATURES 
OF SOLIDARIT Y

With these or similar social ontological approaches to solidarity 
in mind, some may be tempted to propose a purely descriptivist 
account of solidarity as an empirical phenomenon, whether of the 
unitary or networking type. However, I am not at all sure that such a 
putatively value- neutral account is possible (or indeed helpful, were 
it possible). On such a “descriptivist” view, pernicious cases of violent 

15.  An alternative organic metaphor, suggested by Patricia Cipolli'i in discussion, is that of a 
rhizome, with its connotations of an open- ended, non- hierarchical, non- linear, and heter-
ogenous structure.
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gangs, or white supremacist groups, or virulent nationalist states, or 
alternately, neo- Nazi networks (like the older Aryan Nation or the 
more recent Identity Evropa or System Resistance Network) would 
all be cases of solidarity, albeit immoral or unjust ones. But I think 
such an approach misunderstands the nature of solidarity as itself a 
norm (and as incorporating various sub- norms). Moreover, it fails to 
recognize the values that are inevitably part of any social ontology. 
Such an approach also will not help us much with criticizing those 
speci#c nefarious cases of “solidaristic” action, inasmuch as it would 
be limited to bringing external norms to bear in an “all things consid-
ered” approach.

A similar “all things considered” approach has been advocated by 
Margaret Gilbert in her account of the normativity of joint commit-
ment as the basis of collective action. In that view, there is a non- 
moral normativity or set of obligations and rights that follow from 
these joint commitments. But these can be quali#ed by moral con-
siderations that may be brought to bear to criticize pernicious col-
lective actions.16 !ere is certainly something appealing about the 
idea of a bare normativity of joint commitments, when this is under-
stood in the simple terms of providing some reasons for action. In 
Gilbert’s approach, which sees joint commitments as primary and 
irreducible, making such commitments to others to jointly undertake 
some action binds us or obliges us (non- morally) to perform those 
actions, so much so that we are also obligated to seek the permis-
sion of the others if we no longer intend to follow through on the 
commitment. !ere are several criticisms one may make of Gilbert’s 
claims here, especially since she seems to problematically model joint 
commitment on promising, with its relatively strong obligations and 
demands. In addition, the claim that there is an obligation to seek 

16.  For Gilbert’s recent discussion, see Margaret Gilbert, Rights and Demands: A Foundational 
Inquiry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).
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permission may not in fact conform to people’s intuitions about 
actual cases, as recent experiments have claimed to demonstrate.17 
Nonetheless, if normativity is reduced to a minimal “having a reason 
to act,” then it seems plausible to a'ribute this to our commitments 
to undertake joint actions.

For Gilbert, these non- moral obligations can be subjected to fur-
ther scrutiny from a moral standpoint, although no account is given 
of what such a moral perspective entails. Moreover, it is not clear 
where social and political norms, like freedom, justice, and democ-
racy, #t on such an individualistic view of morality. Clearly, however, 
they would be regarded as external to the social dimension of joint 
commitment, which Gilbert separates out as non- moral. My own 
sense is that this division does not do justice either to social ontology, 
which to my mind is always value- laden, or to the social and politi-
cal norms themselves, which are not purely moral, at least in the way 
moral principles have been interpreted in modern and contemporary 
philosophy (primarily in terms of consequentialist, deontological, or 
virtue ethical perspectives). Nor, of course, are these social and polit-
ical norms merely legal norms, which is the only other category that 
Gilbert recognizes. (!e options for her are limited to non- moral 
social normativity, morality, and legality.)

Without going into the deep questions that are involved in a cri-
tique of that and similar views, we can focus on the question of the 
sort of normativity, if any, that is involved in solidarity. !ere is also 
the question of how solidarity fares in the company of freedom, jus-
tice, and equality. Is solidarity intrinsically valuable? If so, what can 
be said about these pernicious cases? Are those non- solidaristic? Is 

17.  Ma'hew Rachar and Javier Gomez- Lavin, “Why We Need a New Normativism: An 
Empirical Investigation into Collective Action,” unpublished manuscript; and Ma'hew 
Rachar, “How We Act Together,” doctoral dissertation, the CUNY Graduate Center, April 
2019 (ProQuest Dissertations, 2019, 13860025).
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something wrong with the very sociality of the participants? Or can 
these cases only be criticized from the standpoint of an external norm 
(even if not only a narrowly moral one)? Note that similar problems 
could be raised with regard to social cooperation, which might seem 
to be a good thing, one notably missing from much of contemporary 
society, especially given our individualistic economic life. However, 
there are certainly many pernicious cases of social cooperation as 
well, so one must proceed carefully here.

A fuller account of the problems with negative solidarity groups 
has to await a consideration of the impact of power and coercion in 
the next section, but for now, we can focus on the question of what 
could be construed as normative solidarity, especially in regard to our 
central focus on networking solidarities.

We can observe that even Tuomela’s supposedly neutral charac-
terization of solidarity in its unitary form involves signi#cant nor-
mative dimensions, at least in what he calls “an ideally functioning 
paradigmatic we- mode group.” He says that it exempli#es (following 
Lindenberg): (1) cooperativeness versus free- riding; (2) fairness 
(in the division of tasks and the fruits of cooperation); (3) commit-
ment to the group’s ethos and to helping each other; (4) trustworthi-
ness and loyalty; and (5) considerateness to fellow members.18 Even 
more interesting for our purposes, a strong solidarity group is said 
to be based on equality (though more weakly solidarist groups are 
only based on equity). Moreover, insofar as the group is based on 
collective commitment and oriented to shared goals, the participa-
tion of the members is intentional and voluntary and, we could add, 
in that sense free. And although oppressed groups are described as 
non- autonomous, standard solidarity groups are characterized as 
self- determining, and indeed in paradigmatic cases as democratic.19

18.  Tuomela, Social Ontology, 251– 254.
19.  Ibid., 17, 30, 251, 257.
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Clearly, these robust normative features that are clearly evident in 
Tuomela’s account (and in that of other theorists) go well beyond the 
bare reasons for action that result from joint commitment in Gilbert’s 
view. !ese normative aspects will prove important, especially when 
we put them in relation to actually existing solidarity groups, as they 
emerge socially and historically. Even if these normative characteris-
tics are presented via an account of “paradigmatic solidarity groups,” 
they are nonetheless held to pertain to other solidarity groups, 
though most o&en to a lesser degree.

In my own account of network solidarities, normative features of 
the account include forms of non- instrumental reciprocity, including 
mutual recognition and a disposition to mutual aid; the presuppo-
sition of equality among the individual members and the groups as 
well, except insofar as some of the la'er may be regarded as taking 
some sort of leadership role; deference to those who are receiving 
assistance; and most notably a commitment to justice, understood as 
the elimination of oppression and exploitation, and as involving the 
recognition and ful#llment of people’s human rights. Participation 
in a speci#c solidarity movement is voluntary and people are free to 
leave it. !e network would also ideally use participatory, consensual, 
and generally democratic means for making decisions, both within 
and across groups that make it up.

!ese networks also exemplify the standard solidarity features of 
“pro- social” or cooperative action, and participants show a willing-
ness to bear some costs,20 if only through the use of their time and 
e$ort. To the degree that their solidaristic action is oriented to goals, 

20.  For a discussion of solidarity that makes such a willingness to bear costs central 
to it, see Barbara Prainsack and Alena Buyx, Solidarity in Biomedicine and Beyond 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 52. For a critique of this centrality, see 
Gould, “Solidarity and the Problem of Structural Injustice in Healthcare.”
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the activity of the individuals and groups can be regarded as chosen 
and indeed as non- coerced.

I have elsewhere argued that we need to cultivate a disposition 
to solidarity. Although solidarity remains a particularist notion, ori-
ented to particular groups or involving relations among such groups, 
we can propose that the disposition to stand in solidarity with others 
in the interest of justice, or even perhaps to stand in solidarity with 
any human being who may be in need of it, can be developed as a 
general feature of character.21 Here, solidarity at a global level remains 
a limit concept, designating a horizon of imaginative possibilities, 
whether in the sense of an identi#cation with every human being or 
in a collective sense as an identi#cation with human life on earth.22 
Nonetheless, the readinesss to feel empathy with others and to stand 
with them in meeting needs through mutual aid could be developed 
as a disposition or a trait of character that is not merely particular but 
is in principle open to all generally.

!e mention of character here suggests that in its normative 
sense, the practice of solidarity can be considered a virtue of an 
individual and the solidaristic activity of groups can be viewed as a 
type of virtuous practice. Like other virtues, solidarity is likely devel-
oped through practice itself, along with the right sorts of education. 
It involves cultivating the right sorts of a'itudes of mutual care and 
concern, respect, and a recognition of interdependence. Beyond 
that, it requires developing a willingness to freely engage in concrete 
actions in support of others, and carrying through on that willing-
ness in particular contexts, in the interest of eliminating hardship and 
oppression and working with others toward establishing justice.

21.  Gould, “Transnational Solidarities,” 155; and Gould, Interactive Democracy, 127– 128.
22.  Gould, Interactive Democracy, 127– 128.
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POWER , COERCION, AND THE CORRUPTION 
OF SOLIDARIT Y

With the social ontological analysis in mind, along with the general out-
lines of the normative framework, we can now turn to our central ques-
tion and consider how white supremacist groups, violent gangs, virulent 
nationalist states, or neo- Nazi networks measure up to the requirements 
of solidarity. It would be easy to criticize these groups normatively, 
but interestingly we can wonder whether they meet even a putatively 
descriptive understanding of solidarity, as on Tuomela’s account. 
Needless to say, one major problem— probably the major problem— 
with these groups concerns their exclusionary character, and very o&en 
their deeply problematic actual treatment of outsiders. Nonetheless, 
I think even if we remain with the “internal” features of these groups, 
that is, the relations interior to the group, we see some problems emerg-
ing as to whether they measure up to existing accounts of solidarity.

To assess this requires that we consider actual social factors and 
especially the di$erential power among the members that under-
mines the claim to equality (or even equity) held to characterize 
solidarity groups. !is is most evident in nationalist states, especially 
of the fascist variety, which are marked by extreme di$erences in 
power among the participants. But it is evident also in many gangs 
and white supremacist groups that are generally organized with lead-
ers, o&en with a hierarchical arrangement as well. And while it may 
be tempting to regard all the members as freely choosing not only 
to participate, but also to follow the leaders and thus in some sense 
to authorize their power, in fact these groups o&en operate against 
a background of coercion and power relations that make member-
ship virtually mandatory. Even more evident is the fact that once an 
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individual joins such a group, whether by choice or because of neces-
sity, it can be very hard to leave it.23

!is di%culty in leaving gangs, as well as ultranationalist or white 
supremacist groups, suggests that they could be viewed as “total 
institutions” from a sociological point of view.24 While this term, 
originally introduced by Erving Go$man, has mainly been applied to 
institutions like prisons, military boot camps, or monasteries, which 
govern all of a person’s life, there is also some ground for applying it 
beyond those to social institutions from which there is essentially no 
escape. In this way, even if the entry into gangs and white supremacist 
groups may be voluntary (to a degree), the continuing participation 
of the members is not. !e recognition of these as total institutions 
in this sense, with the form of background coercion that this entails, 
casts doubt on the adequacy of the description of solidarity groups as 
involving the freedom and equality of members.

!is problem with the analysis of the nature of solidarity arises, 
I think, from adopting a social ontology that remains uncritical, by 
disregarding the role of di$erential economic and political power 
or social status within existing societies. Indeed, these theoretical 
approaches may read into the analyses of the nature of social reality 
the features of an ideally normative social life, or at least, of unrepre-
sentative forms of social life. Even where the model of solidarity is 
held to have its prime exempli#cation, namely, in “families and cer-
tain work and sports teams,” according to Tuomela,25 it is evident that 

23.  Daryl Harris, Russell Turner, Ian Garre', and Sally Atkinson, “Understanding the 
Psychology of Gang Violence: Implications for Designing E$ective Violence Interventions,” 
Ministry of Justice Research Series 2/ 11 (2011). Retrieved fromwww.jus tice acad emy.org/ 
iSh are/ Libr ary- UK/ resea rch- gang- viole nce.pdf; Sco' H. Decker, David C. Pyrooz, and 
Richard K. Moule, Jr., “Disengagement from Gangs as Role Transitions,” Journal of Research 
on Adolescence 24 (2014): 268– 283, doi:10.1111/ jora.12074; Bryan F. Bubolz and Pete 
Simi, “Leaving the World of Hate: Life- Course Transitions and Self- Change,” American 
Behavioral Scientist 59, no. 12 (2015): 1588– 1608, doi:10.1177/ 0002764215588814.

24.  I owe this observation to Michael Gould- Wartofsky, in discussion.
25.  Tuomela, Social Ontology, 254– 255.
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power di$erences between men and women or between managers 
and workers (or even between managers and players) o&en play an 
important role and undercut the putative equality.

Indeed, the recognition of the power di$erentials within various 
groups that supposedly evidence mutual aid and solidaristic support 
among members also bears on the age- old claims to this presence 
of virtue among group members, even when the group carries out 
criminal or coercive acts toward outsiders. We are familiar with the 
analogous claims summed up in the idea of “honor among thieves” 
(from Plato onward26). Nonetheless, as we have just observed, many 
such putatively solidaristic groups are in fact hierarchical and the aid 
they provide is not always fully mutual, with some (e.g., the leaders) 
demanding or ge'ing more than others (e.g., newcomers or under-
lings). Without a genuine recognition of the equality of members, the 
practice of solidarity can become somewhat or altogether one- sided, 
with the practitioners not exemplifying the relevant virtue of charac-
ter in such cases.

!ese observations concerning the role of power in undercut-
ting solidarity suggest the need for what one might call a critical 
social ontology. Such a critical theory would not only analyze basic 
processes that are manifest in ordinary interactions but would a'end 
also to the background structures of injustice and the di$erences in 
power that frame and a$ect those everyday interactions in practice. 
Such an approach would also be self- critical about the ways that the 
interests, standing, and social context of the theorists themselves 
might a$ect their theorizing.

Clearly, as a particularist phenomenon that arises and marks sev-
eral of our associations, solidarity would need to be placed in relevant 
social and historical contexts. !is is not to say that norms are at all 

26.  Plato, Republic, I. 351.
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irrelevant to its formulation, but these too need to be understood as 
partly emergent.

For our narrower purposes here, we need to acknowledge the 
ways that background power and existing economic and political 
structures that constrain people’s freedom can deeply infect groups 
and their potential for solidaristic functioning. !e model of a free 
and equal association of people who operate democratically, which 
Tuomela and others a'ribute as a basic structure of group action,27 
is clearly a normative version of solidarity, whether unitary or net-
working. To my mind, to recognize the normative dimension is not a 
negative thing and elements of this vision may well be displayed even 
in corrupt forms of solidarity, as well as in our ordinary interactions 
(e.g., with regard to mutual recognition of agency in ordinary life).28 
In fact, there is much to be said in favor of developing an adequate 
normative version of both the unitary and networking types of soli-
darity and much work remains to be done in that enterprise. But it 
is not at all clear that we can speak of violent gangs, ultra- nationalist 
groups, or virulently nationalist states, as examples of a neutral and 
“empirical” solidarity either, unless that term is stripped of many of 
the features that have been a'ributed to it. Moreover, the problem 
here is not simply that those phenomena embody solidarity, but one 
not properly quali#ed by justice or morality. Rather, the criticisms 
I raise suggest that those cases should not be considered solidarity 
groups at all, at least where these take the idealized forms that they do 
in accounts such as Tuomela’s.

Of course, this is not to say that there may not be some actual cases 
of solidarity groups that fully measure up to Tuomela’s description 
(at least for a time), or to the !ree Musketeers mo'o (e.g., a group 

27.  Tuomela, Social Ontology, 17, 30, 251.
28.  Erving Go$man, Relations in Public: Microstudies of the Public Order (New York: Basic 

Books, 1971), 5– 18; Gould, Interactive Democracy, 43.
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of close friends). And there may be solidarity networks aiming at jus-
tice that do exemplify a commitment to consensus or at least more 
minimal forms of democratic decision- making and whose members 
treat not only each other but those they are working to assist in line 
with the requirements of mutual recognition and mutual aid. Perhaps 
the groups making up the network also freely choose their joint and 
several actions toward the goals they shared, as would be required by 
the model. Here, we can see that a normative account can helpfully 
explicate both some of the values involved and how these values are 
related to each other.

But I suggest that lack of a'ention to the role played by power 
relations and to the injustice of background conditions poses a prob-
lem not only for the theory of solidarity but for the potential solidar-
ity within these groups themselves. Power di$erences can infuse and 
undercut the actual social relations among the members of the group 
or those that can exist between groups, for example by enabling 
group members to display sexist or racist forms of interaction that 
undercut any genuine solidarity among the full set of members. !is 
tendency can be found in actually existing unitary groups and in 
social movements, including those oriented to social justice. While 
this is certainly not a new observation (consider the critiques of the 
anti- war movement of the 1960s, and of Occupy Wall Street,29 etc.), 
I think that considerations of this sort have not much been applied to 
cases of solidarity, which so far have been treated in recent literature 
most o&en exclusively in positive and idealized terms.

Recognizing the ways that power di$erences and background 
structural injustice can a$ect the sociality and potential solidarity 
among group members could potentially help in dealing with per-
haps the most di%cult aspect of the theory of solidarity, namely, the 

29.  See the discussion in Michael Gould- Wartofsky, !e Occupiers: !e Making of the 99 Percent 
Movement (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).
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relation to non- members or outsiders. It has seemed to many that 
solidarity, at least in its unitary form, or even simply in virtue of being 
a particularist phenomenon, necessarily has to be exclusionary, if not 
also necessarily involving the group’s se'ing itself against an “other.” 
While I cannot address this issue at length here (and have discussed 
it elsewhere30), we can speculate that the nefarious treatment of out-
siders can be harmful to the people who do so in much the same way 
that has been claimed for oppressors in contexts of race or gender 
(whatever immediate psychological or material bene#ts they may 
derive.)31 But for more benign exclusions, for example, where an 
oppressed group seeks to organize to take some concerted action on 
its own behalf, we could certainly see an argument for the legitimacy 
of partiality, again on grounds of their actual social standing in the 
contemporary historical context.

To discern when such partiality and limited exclusion are justi-
#ed, I think we need to appeal to a notion of justice that serves as 
the overall guide for evaluating solidarities.32 Indeed, I suggest that 
the conception of justice involved has to have a certain cosmopolitan 
element to it. !is would apply di$erently to each of the senses of 
solidarity discussed above.

For networking solidarities that in fact aim at justice, their mode 
should be disposed to openness where possible. As indicated, they 
would be willing to link up with other groups or individuals who are 

30.  Gould, Interactive Democracy, 119– 131; and Gould, “Solidarity between the National and 
the Transnational.”

31.  See, for example, Derald Wing Sue, Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Race, Gender, and 
Sexual Orientation (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2010).

32.  I have myself argued for an interpretation of justice as what I have called equal positive 
freedom, or prima facie equal rights of access to the conditions of self- transformative, or 
self- developing, activity, where these conditions can be speci#ed in terms of human rights 
(on a certain interpretation, but including economic, social, and political ones). But I do 
not think that there needs to be an agreement on a speci#c conception such as this among 
those who act in solidarity.
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commi'ed to overcoming injustice. Such a network is by its nature 
an open and processive notion. !is is not to say that exclusions 
might not sometimes be justi#ed, but there would be a presumption 
in favor of openness.

In the case of unitary solidarities, which tend to be relatively 
closed, I have elsewhere argued that they need to be understood as 
framed by a similar commitment to the equal freedom of all and to 
seeing their human rights ful#lled. I have adapted Robert Goodin’s 
notion of assigned responsibility for this context (without accepting 
his consequentialism overall), to explain the idea that partiality (as 
well as delimited institutional arrangements more generally) can be 
justi#ed in economic and political contexts, provided others equally 
can meet their needs and ful#ll their rights e$ectively in similar par-
tial ways (e.g., within nation- states).33 Where people cannot do so, 
as when states fail to provide for people’s basic human rights, there is 
an important role for networking solidarities and social movements 
which act in the interest of justice. !e underlying idea here, which 
I cannot develop in this chapter, is that as fundamentally interde-
pendent beings we have responsibilities to meet each other’s human 
rights but that the devolution to smaller scale institutional contexts 
makes sense as a practical requirement and can be justi#ed in those 
terms. But where there are serious lacks in this process and existing 
groups or states fail to ful#ll these rights or meet these needs, others 
need to step in.

33.  Robert Goodin, “What Is So Special about Our Fellow Countrymen?,” Ethics 98, 
no. 4 (1988): 663– 686, h'ps:// www.jstor.org/ sta ble/ 2380 890. For my own dis-
cussion, see Carol C. Gould, Interactive Democracy: !e Social Roots of Global Justice 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 191; Gould, “Solidarity between the 
National and the Transnational”; and Gould, “Motivating Solidarity with Distant Others.” 
I note that Margaret Kohn also appeals to Goodin’s notion in her Chapter 10 in this volume.
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NOTES ON COLLECTIVIZING 
RESPONSIBILIT Y IN SOLIDARIT Y NET WORK S

In conclusion, we can suggest a few implications of the account of 
the two forms of solidarity, and especially of networking solidar-
ity, for understanding collective responsibility. Existing accounts of 
such responsibility in the recent philosophical literature have tended 
to focus on corporate group agents, with a view to holding them to 
account for their wrongful actions.34 !ese corporate agents may 
display some forms of what we have called unitary solidarity, but, as 
Tuomela observes, they generally do not display the “paradigmatic” 
solidarities possible in smaller group agents like families or teams.35 
Nation- states, similarly understood as unitary group agents, have also 
been called upon to rectify historical injustices and to otherwise cor-
rect for the harms that they have brought about.

A re(ection on responsibility within solidarity networks suggests 
that accounts of shared or collective responsibility need to be consid-
erably broader than these. It is not merely that existing approaches 
tend to be limited to backward- looking issues of liability for harm, 
as Iris Marion Young has argued.36 Beyond this, these accounts fail 
to see that responsibility can be (and I would argue, o&en needs to 
be) conceived in a processive and ongoing way. I call this a model of 
collectivizing responsibility.

We can see this alternative model in the activity of solidarity 
networks, as discussed above, o&en (though certainly not always) 
operating transnationally. In contrast to (relatively) unitary solidar-
ity groups, which are conceived as already existing, the network 

34.  See, for example, Christian List and Philip Pe'it, Group Agency: !e Possibility, Design, and 
Status of Corporate Agents (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 153– 169.

35.  Tuomela, Social Ontology, 242– 243.
36.  Iris Marion Young, Responsibility for Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).
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solidarities that are aimed at rectifying injustices (like practices of 
oppression or exploitation) involve processes of constituting the 
group itself in an ongoing way, in being open to all those who want to 
take up responsibility to assist others by joining the group in solidar-
ity with them and with each other.

In these contexts, moreover, people’s initial impulses to take 
responsibility for addressing existing harms and for rectifying social 
and institutional injustices can provide a motive force for forming the 
solidarity groups themselves and also can help guide the network’s 
ongoing activity. In a sense, the process of taking responsibility can 
be seen as binding together the people involved, and thus as helping 
to construct the groups themselves, in a manner that stands opposed 
to existing models that instead hold existing groups to be collectively 
responsible. !e processes of acting in solidarity with others can in 
turn enhance participants’ sense of responsibility with which they 
began the process, as well as solidifying them as a group in a collec-
tive responsibility project. !at project may also involve explicitly 
distributing responsibilities for its success among the groups that 
make up the network.

I suggest that this alternative model could be especially useful for 
understanding collective responsibility for addressing global harms 
like climate change and global economic injustices. But its further 
development would have to await another paper.
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Chapter  9

The Cost of Belonging
Universalism versus the Political Ideal of Solidarity

V É R O N I Q U E  M U N O Z -  D A R D É

What is solidarity?1 "e idea of solidarity has both a descriptive and a 
normative dimension. ‘Solidarity’ is a term which marks out an a#ec-
tive dimension by which members of a community feel a sense of 
belonging or community among themselves, and which is taken to 
express or to ground a sense of duty toward other members of that 
same community, be it one’s family, profession, social class, urban 
environment, nation- state, species, or whatever.

As David Wiggins reminds us, ‘solidarity’ in English borrows its 
meaning from French. For the meaning of the word in French con-
sider the following de$nition:

1.  "is chapter is an extensively reworked version of a paper for the workshop on “Solidarity: Its 
Nature and Value,” organized by Andrea Sangiovanni and Juri Vieho# in May 2019 at the 
European University Institute, Florence. For comments and suggestions, many thanks to 
Hannah Carnegy- Arbuthno%, Justin Broakes, Victoria Camps, David Charles, Naomi Eilan, 
Cécile Fabre, Niko Kolodny, Dan Khokhar, Cécile Laborde, Mike Martin, David Miller, 
Rowan Mellor, Angel Puyol, Joseph Raz, Andrea Sangiovanni, Tommie Shelby, Amia 
Srinivasan, Rowland Stout, Nikhil Venkatesh, David Wiggins, Lea Ypi and audiences at the 
EUI, the Nu&eld Political "eory Workshop, Berkeley, UCL, and Barcelona.
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Solidarity is no other but a relation which joins and combines 
interests, a sort of mutual insurance through which all are gener-
ally protected, and each person in particular safeguarded against 
bad luck. To have solidarity is to be responsible for each other.2

"is seems to give a good sense of the role of solidarity within well- 
functioning social institutions. But in itself it doesn’t really tell us 
what, if any, the value of solidarity is, or how this mutual concern 
should be grounded in what ma%ers. "at unclarity, one might feel, 
is re'ected practically in our ordinary political discourse. In political 
debate, appeals to solidarity seem to re'ect the sense that ‘solidarity’ 
is a warm, if fuzzy, word: its connotations are almost invariably posi-
tive and its demands not to be resisted, despite, or perhaps because 
of, its fuzziness.

In this chapter, I’ll explore and try be%er to articulate the political 
ideal of solidarity. Solidarity plays a central role in a lot of our political 
discourse. Our sense of solidarity with others, our group identi$ca-
tions, seems to be essential to the political activities and associations 
which structure social and political life. Since it is di&cult to see how 
we could live without such identities, we must recognize that these 
are to some extent at least a legitimate aspect of political life: soli-
darity is one among our political ideals. But I want here to press the 
question further: Is solidarity a value, as most take liberty to be, and 
many have supposed equality is? Elsewhere I have argued that while 

2.  “La solidarité n’est autre chose qu’un rapport qui ra%ache et confond les interêts, une sorte 
d’assurance mutuelle où tous sont protégés en général et chacun garanti en particulier contre 
les mauvaises chances. Être solidaire, c’est être responsables les uns pour les autres.” Gerald 
Antoine, Liberté, égalité, !aternité (Paris: UNESCO, 1980), 154– 155, my translation; quoted 
in David Wiggins, “Solidarity and the Roots of the Ethical,” Tijdschri" voor Filoso#e, 71ste 
Jaarg., no. 2 (2009): 253. Generally speaking, in French, but not necessarily in other lan-
guages, solidarity is one of the keywords to refer to social rights. "is is in part due to the 
nineteenth- century in'uence of the solidaristes, as I’ll brie'y explain in the following section.
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questions of equality are politically urgent, they are not to be under-
stood as grounded in some distinctive value of equality.3 And in the 
present chapter, I want also to argue that we should question whether 
solidarity could be a value in its own right. "is is not to say that soli-
darity is without value or without signi$cance: on the contrary, it is 
an important and indispensable political ideal. Solidarity expresses 
and structures the kinds of association we need to live well within 
a social and political se%ing. But the proper explanation of the cen-
tral role of solidarity in political life equally highlights the essentially 
partitive nature of this ideal. And it is this aspect of solidarity which 
rules out any fundamental role for it in an ethical theory grounded on 
equal and universal respect.

Emphasizing the essential partitive structure of the concept of 
solidarity may leave some liberal thinkers uneasy with the partial-
ity in concern that that engenders. "is might lead some to wish 
to reject entirely any ideal of solidarity. I think we should reject 
such an injunction. Any plausible account of our ethical thought 
must allow morality to include the partiality to be found in our 
familial, romantic, and friendly relations. Solidarity as a political 
idea imposes no more on us than that. So, I invite us to trace a path 
through the middle here: we must be alive and not unduly criti-
cal of the central role that ideals of solidarity play within political 
life; we must not mistake the instrumental role it plays for any fun-
damental ethical concern; but in rejecting its partitive essence as 
part of the ground of ethical life, we should not thereby repudiate 
partiality.

3.  Véronique Munoz- Dardé, “Equality and Division: Values in Principle,” Proceedings of the 
Aristotelian Society, supplementary volume 79 (2005): 255– 284.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448500068 by guest on 05 June 2026



T H E  C O S T  O F  B E L O N G I N G

249

249

SOLIDARIT Y IN THE HISTORY 
OF POLITICAL THOUGHT

Let us start with the history of the term in social and political thought. 
One of the $rst explicit theoretical e#orts at de$ning the idea of soli-
darity is found in Emile Durkheim. He describes modern societies as 
the result of a historical evolution toward more individual autonomy, 
and at the same time toward more interdependence and complemen-
tarity of social tasks. "e result of this process, as he sees it, is that 
there isn’t a loss of social cement in modern societies. Instead, soli-
darity based on similarities of tasks and values typical of traditional 
societies gives way to a form of solidarity based on the complemen-
tarity of tasks and cooperation in society at large.4 Ideally, in this form 
of modern solidarity, a person focused on one task can feel that they 
are useful in doing their part, so to speak, in bringing about what we 
might today call the fruits of social cooperation, echoing John Rawls. 
Durkheim considers that societies need some kind of durable bond, 
or solidarity. He $nds its possibility in the regulation of the distribu-
tive structures and a system of protection for all individuals and, in 
particular, the least well- o#, in the political community as a whole. As 
individuals become more independent from traditional solidarities, 
more universal forms of social protection take their place.5

4.  Durkheim’s distinction is between what he calls mechanical and organic forms of solidar-
ity. Similar ideas are found in Weber, Tönnies, and before them Adam Smith. See Émile 
Durkheim, De la division du travail social [1983] (Paris: PUF, 1930) and L’éducation morale 
(Paris: Felix Alcan, 1925). See also Marie Claude Blais, La solidarité: Histoire d’une idée 
(Paris: Gallimard, 2007), ch. 8 ; and Serge Paugam, Repenser la solidarité: L’apport des sciences 
sociales (Paris: PUF, 2007).

5.  See Stephen Lukes, Émile Durkheim, his Life and Work: A Historical and Critical Study 
(London: Allen Lane, 1973), ch. 7, 137– 178; and Lisa Herzog, “Durkheim on Social 
Justice: the Argument from ‘Organic Solidarity,’” American Political Science Review 112 
(2018): 1, 112. Herzog emphasizes Rawlsian themes that we shall return to below.
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"is view already contains some of the core elements which will 
occupy us below. It starts with small- scale examples of solidarity and 
on that basis hypothesizes a more generalized social bond to replace 
and remedy the de$ciencies that arise out of more partial allegiances. 
It also highlights the need for, and importance of, sentimental ties 
among individuals in society for systems of solidarity to work.

In this, Durkheim was essentially focused on illuminating how 
the norms of social cohesion actually function. It was le( to the soli-
daristes, the movement initiated following Alfred Fouillée by Léon 
Bourgeois at the end of nineteenth century, to translate Durkheim’s 
ideas into a normative account, and into a political ideal.6 Bourgeois 
stresses interdependence, and points out that, from the moment we 
are born, we depend on others and cannot satisfy any need without 
“drawing on the immense reserve of utilities accumulated by human-
ity.”7 For the solidaristes, there is a form of contract, or ‘quasi- contract’ 
between individuals in a given society and also between generations, 
and the state must put in e#ect this contract by guaranteeing social 
rights as well as forms of social insurance against risks. Alive to the 
fact that there is no actual consent, be it expressed or tacit, at the root 
of what they call a ‘quasi- contract,’ Bourgeois and his followers none-
theless appeal to the idea found in the Law of obligations for services 
rendered that are not the result of a contract or promise, but where 
utility or fairness demand that they be regarded as if they were. An 
example of such quasi- contracts is when the Law imposes a debt on 
a party who has bene$ted from the provision of services even if these 
services are not the result of an explicit contract: equity demands 
that these bene$ts be regarded as if they were the result of a contract. 

6.  Léon Bourgeois, Solidarité [1986] (Villeneuve d’Ascq: Presses du Septentrion, 1998), 45. 
See also Blais, La solidarité, ch. 1; and Serge Paugam, “Solidarité,” in Dictionnaire des inégalités 
et de la justice sociale, ed. Patrick Savidan (Paris: PUF, 2018), 1536#. On this period, see Jean- 
Fabien Spitz, Le moment républicain en France (Paris: Gallimard, NRF essais, 2005).

7.  Bourgeois, Solidarité, 45: “l’immense réservoir des utilités accumulées par l’humanité.”
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"ere is nonetheless still a question whether there has been voluntary 
acceptance of the bene$ts: Bourgeois and his followers are not fully 
clear on this point. "at is, they $nd it reasonable to assume that indi-
viduals accept the bene$ts of the division of labor, and so owe a social 
debt. So the question of whether they underplay the non- voluntary 
dimension of belonging to one’s political community remains.8 Be 
that as it may, their school of thought eventually played a key role 
in the genesis of organized systems of social insurance in the early 
twentieth century across Europe. And the legacy of the solidaristes is 
that the language of social solidarity still underpins the idea of social 
rights, at least in the French language.

With Durkheim and the solidaristes we see an illustration of some 
of the most a%ractive ways in which we can employ the term, and 
how otherwise disparate claims for social assistance among the needy 
come to be institutionalized as reciprocal forms of social insurance. 
"at use has now spread to other languages and cultures, including in 
the English- speaking world.9

An element of solidarity as a need and vehicle within social life 
has, as was already noted by Durkheim, a sentimental dimension: in 
order to serve its purpose, feelings of belonging need to be shared 
throughout the group. Like fraternity, with which it is sometimes 

8.  Contemporary discussions of political obligations in the light of tacit, voluntary, acceptance 
of bene$ts which have nonetheless not been requested are already present in germ in the 
solidaristes. See Charles Andler, “Du quasi- contrat social et de M. Léon Bourgeois,” Revue de 
Métaphysique et de Morale 5, no. 4 ( July 1897): 520– 530. See also, in Chapter 3 of this vol-
ume, Andrea Sangiovanni’s analysis of Bourgeois’s philosophical ideas. On the other hand, 
as Sangiovanni notes, there is also a resemblance between Bourgeois conception of a ‘quasi- 
contract’ and Rawls’s hypothetical contract.

9.  See Philippe Van Parijs, “Solidarity, Diversity, and Social Justice,” in $e Strains of 
Commitment: $e Political Sources of Solidarity in Diverse Societies, ed. Keith Banting and Will 
Kymlicka (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 425, for a brief note on how the French 
term solidarité spread to other languages over time. Van Parijs notes that in “the graphs pro-
vided by <books.google.com/ ngrams>, the 0.001 mark was reached by the French ‘solidarité’ 
around 1850, by the Italian ‘solidarietà’ around 1890, by the Spanish ‘solidariedad’ around 
1905, by the German ‘Solidarität’ in 1950 and by the English ‘solidarity’ only in 1980.”

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448500068 by guest on 05 June 2026



V É R O N I Q U E  M U N O Z - D A R D É

252

252

contrasted, but with which it has served similar purposes in the his-
tory of political movements,10 solidarity can ground this shared feel-
ing of belonging in a whole host of divergent ways. One can build 
solidarities by focusing on common features and values: this is what 
Durkheim thought was characteristic of ‘mechanical,’ that is, tradi-
tional, solidarities. However, the solidaristes highlight a di#erent 
narrative: even in the context of diversity of values and identities, a 
common response to a shared need is enough to create a solidaristic 
narrative. "is is the #rst dimension of the concept where one $nds 
some contention regarding the meaning of the term: some theorists 
expressing concerns, for example, that social solidarities and the 
welfare state are undermined by perceived increased diversity, and 
others highlighting the hope that ‘inclusive’ solidarities11 can none-
theless be forged around just institutions.

A second, related, aspect of the nineteenth- century movement is 
that it equivocates over the voluntariness of members’ belonging to a 
group. As we saw, Bourgeois underplays the di#erence between con-
tracts where bene$ts have been tacitly accepted, even if not requested, 
and obligations that the citizens of a state have toward each other. 
However, Bourgeois also stresses many involuntary aspects of the 
human condition, such as interdependence, as part of his account. 
And the legacy in political history of the solidaristes is to be found 
in the various forms of welfare state created in the last century and a 
half, all of which typically protect members of a political community. 
"at we belong to this or that political community is generally not 
voluntary: we $nd ourselves in the same boat as others, sharing some 
need for social protection, but without a common endeavor other 

10.  On this point, see Marcel David, Le printemps de la !aternité: Genèse et vicissitudes 1830– 
1851 (Paris: Aubier, 1992). See also François Dubet, “Fraternité,” in Dictionnaire des 
Inégalités, 592– 598.

11.  "e term ‘inclusive solidarity’ is used by Will Kymlicka and Keith Banting in the introduc-
tion of $e Strains of Commitment, 11#.
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than that of de$ning and sustaining forms of solidaristic help. So, is 
voluntariness at the heart of solidarity, or simply incidental?

A third aspect of contention has to do with the scale of the commu-
nity of solidarity. "e incipient welfare states of the nineteenth century 
were typically nation- based. However, the language of solidarity can 
apply to small- scale solidarities and there is also, at least in principle, 
a tendency to extend solidarity in the other direction, to the whole of 
humanity. Indeed article 22 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights declares that “Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to 
social security and is entitled to realization, through national e#ort and 
international co- operation and in accordance with the organization and 
resources of each State, of the economic, social and cultural rights indis-
pensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality.”

Article 22 of the Declaration of Human rights highlights a fourth 
possible area of contention or ambiguity: Who is supposed to have 
solidarity with whom? Who is supposed to give help, and to whom? 
"ere are at least two competing models: (i) mutual help of members 
who are both contributors and bene$ciaries; and (ii) help from those 
members who are able to provide it to those members who need it 
whatever their level of contribution. Following Van Parijs, we could 
term the $rst type of solidarity Bismarckian, a reference to the type of 
mutual insurance put in place in Bismarck’s Prussia, and the second 
type Beveridgean, a(er the famous Beveridge report Social Insurance 
and Allied Services of 1942 which served as the basis for the generous 
welfare state set up by the Labour Government elected in the United 
Kingdom a(er the Second World War.12

12.  See Philippe Van Parijs, “Au delà de la solidarité: Les fondements éthiques de l’État- 
Providence et de son dépassement,” in Repenser la solidarité, 246, for the distinction between 
what he terms a Bismarckian notion of solidarity between and for workers, and a Beveridgean 
conception. (Van Parijs himself favors a third possibility, universal basic income, inspired 
in the ideas of "omas Paine.) “Dans le modèle que j’appellerai bismarckien, les travailleurs 
renoncent obligatoirement à une partie de leur rémunération présente pour constituer un 
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A $nal, #"h, element of the contest over solidarity, to which we’ll 
return below, is that it is characterized by a dynamic which empha-
sizes one’s responsibilities toward insiders to the group. However, we 
saw that article 22 of the Declaration of Human Rights potentially 
extends social solidarity to all members of humanity: so, in some dis-
course exhibiting this trait, there are no more outsiders to be con-
trasted with. "e social models of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries ground social solidarity in special ties, feelings of common 
belonging, and communal responsibility with people we share a 
political community with. But if all that fuels the sense of solidarity 
is the necessary cooperation of many to a%end to claims of need of 
some, then it may seem that solidarity demands to be extended to 
more general duties of mutual aid or impartial benevolence we owe 
others as members of humanity. Whether this more recent develop-
ment of the ideal of solidarity is coherent is a question to which we 
turn below.

All of these divergent elements and opposed narratives persist in 
our political theory, and in the political rhetoric of solidarity. "e word 
is used to justify the existence of extended social rights such as those 
exempli$ed in the National Health Service, and, perhaps continu-
ous with this, it $gures to underpin the idea of reciprocity between 
European states to sustain social rights. Expanding and perhaps dilut-
ing this dimension, the Treaty of Maastricht calls for a deepening of 
“the solidarity between [European] peoples while respecting their 

fond qui interviendra dans le paiement des soins de santé dont ils auront besoin et qui leur 
fournira un revenu lorsqu’ils auront passé un certain âge ou lorsqu’un accident, la maladie 
ou le chômage involontaire les empêcheront de travailler. Dans le modèle que j’appellerai 
beveridgéen, tous les titulaires de revenus primaires (du travail ou du capital) renoncent 
obligatoirement à une partie de leurs revenus pour constituer un fond qui fournira à tout 
membre de la société un niveau minimum de ressources, y compris la prise en charge des 
soins de santé dont il a besoin, au cas où il ne serait pas capable d’a%eindre ce minimum par 
ses propres moyens, en raison par exemple de son âge, d’un handicap, d’un accident, d’une 
maladie ou de l’impossibilité de trouver un emploi su&samment rémunéré.”
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history, their culture and their traditions.” At a wholly international 
level a ‘solidarity’ tax was introduced in 2006 to provide help for 
AIDS in Africa, and the UNHCR calls for ‘concrete acts of solidarity’ 
by governments in order to provide solutions for the refugees. "e 
idea of solidarity is used by both sides of the dispute on Brexit, to 
de$ne the contested boundaries of collective belonging and respon-
sibility. Solidarity underpins opposing narratives and constituencies 
within feminism, where the question of who is in solidarity and with 
whom is acute and constant, as it is in about every solidaristic social 
movement, . . . the list could go on. If we are to be%er understand how 
the positive valence works through creating allegiances among selec-
tive groups, we probably need to take a step back.

"e $rst thread through this discussion is questioning whether we 
should take solidarity to introduce a distinctive value in the political 
realm. Although it is sometimes contrasted with it, fraternity is o(en 
treated as cognate with solidarity. And so, it is tempting to think that 
the holy triad of liberty, equality, and fraternity group together and 
highlight for us the distinctively political values that we should $nd 
at the heart of any well- functioning society. Elsewhere I have argued, 
in part taking my lead from Harry Frankfurt and Joseph Raz,13 that 
we should question whether equality really is a value in its own right, 
whatever political ideal, or instrumental worth, it might embody. For 
rather di#erent reasons, I shall argue here that we should also ques-
tion whether ‘solidarity’ could be the name of a distinctive value, or 
set of values, within ethical theory.14 But this is not to question in 

13.  Although Raz shares many of the criticisms of Frankfurt, he is more circumspect about 
allowing any label or slogan to summarize his critical stance. See “Equality,” in $e 
Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), ch. 9, and “On the Value of 
Distributional Equality,” Oxford Legal Research Paper Series (2008).

14.  Again, this is not to deny the valuable instrumental e#ects of solidarity. For an exploration 
of the impact of solidarity e.g. on constraining inequality, protecting vulnerable members, 
and fostering social trust, see David Miller, “Solidarity and Its Sources” in $e Strains of 
Commitment, 61#.
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either case that we should be concerned with equality or solidarity 
as political ideals. And in the middle section, I’ll set out to show why 
we should think of solidarities as an essential element in political 
society. In turn, that leads me to the third and $nal concern of this 
chapter: within liberal theorizing there is an anxiety about the status 
of solidarity. So, I want to close by evaluating the question whether 
liberal thought should have a principled opposition to solidarity.

THE PARTITIVE DIMENSION OF SOLIDARIT Y

Our brief exploration of historical uses of the idea of solidarity situ-
ates it between mere contract for mutual bene$t and an ideal of 
abstract benevolence directed at the whole of humanity. However, 
it may seem that it is in the logic of the move from small, mechani-
cal, solidarities to a more evanescent sense of solidarity that arises in 
diverse and highly complex societies where we will $nd the political 
ideal of solidarity takes on the la%er connotation of universal benevo-
lence. "is seems to be the move advocated by David Wiggins in one 
of the most interesting e#orts to date to give a philosophical analysis 
of the idea of solidarity.15

Wiggins is among those who wish to contrast fraternity and soli-
darity. He introduces the distinction so: as soon as we speak of fra-
ternity, we $nd that there is a special consideration that each of the 
brothers owes the others. Solidarity, by contrast, is a universal sense 
of human benevolence. And Wiggins wishes to give this universal 
solidarity an anti- consequentialist reading: for him true benevolence 
neither aggregates nor maximizes. In this, Wiggins takes inspiration 

15.  See David Wiggins, “Solidarity and the Roots of the Ethical,” and Ethics: Twelve Lectures 
on the Philosophy of Morality (London: Penguin Books, 2008; Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2008), ch. 9.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448500068 by guest on 05 June 2026



T H E  C O S T  O F  B E L O N G I N G

257

257

from Philippa Foot, who de$nes solidarity between human beings as 
a morality “which refuses to sanction the automatic sacri$ce of the 
one for the good of the many,” and does “not want evil, serious evil, 
to come on another, even to spare more people the same loss.” "e 
kind of solidarity between human beings is thus de$ned, Foot adds, 
“as if there is some sense in which no one is to come out against one 
of his fellow men.”16

Wiggins comments on these claims of Foot as follows:

We should see Foot’s solidarity requirement as spelling out one 
non- negotiable corollary of the transition that human beings 
make from mutual recognition under the aspect of personal 
beings to a social morality that requires personal beings to live 
out that recognition in a solidarity that is all of a piece with the 
recognition that requires each personal being to recognize the 
other one as participating in that morality and equally requires 
the other one to recognize him or her as a participant in it. [ . . . ] 
$is is the source of the supposition . . . that one who participates 
in an ethic expressive of that recognition will be disposed (in the 
way Foot describes) to refuse to contemplate the automatic sac-
ri$ce of one personal being for the good of the many or to sanc-
tion the exchanging of the serious su#ering of the one personal 
being for the lesser su#erings of a larger number [ . . . ]. In so far 
as aggregative considerations gain admi%ance to a social moral-
ity that rests on the solidarity of recognition, such considerations 
must enter only on terms that respect the ethic itself and sustain 

16.  Philippa Foot, “Morality, Action and Outcome,” in Morality and Objectivity, ed. T. 
Honderich (London: Routledge, 1985), quoted in David Wiggins, Ethics: Twelve Lectures 
on the Philosophy of Morality. In this article, Foot develops ideas which are also the focus 
of “Utilitarianism and the Virtues,” and “Killing and Le%ing Die.” Utilitarianism, she con-
tends, is a de$cient moral theory and, in particular, the coherence of the idea of good states 
of a#airs from a moral point of view ought to be called into question.
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its basis. From the same solidarity, moreover, it is another short 
step to the idea of reciprocity between personal beings, and to 
Hume’s idea that gratitude is a natural (not an arti$cial) virtue.17

For Foot and Wiggins, then, the idea of solidarity emphasizes $rst and 
foremost an anti- consequentialist thought: if you really feel solidar-
ity with other individuals, you wouldn’t wish them sacri$ced to the 
aggregative maximizing tendencies characteristic of consequentialist 
reasoning. It also takes the form of the natural virtues of benevolence 
and gratitude.18 "e two are connected. Both Foot and Wiggins are 
opposed to the consequentialism of utilitarianism: the view that 
goodness, utility, or welfare, suitably aggregated, are what morality 
requires that we should bring about. "is view goes together with the 
idea that the property through which we establish a comparison, and 
a ranking, of policy options is welfare conceived as a characteristic 
of states of a#airs as such. Foot, and Wiggins following her, use the 
term ‘solidarity’ to commend the virtue of universal benevolence to 
us in a form that is stripped of any of the connotations of traditional 
utilitarianism, or any of the sophisticated consequentialist revisions 
of it in recent theorizing.

In this se%ing, we must contrast di#ering conceptions of welfare 
and benevolence. "e conception of welfare involved in the utilitar-
ian account is that of an impersonal value, a value a%ached directly to 

17.  Wiggins, Ethics: Twelve Lectures on the Philosophy of Morality, 245.
18.  Wiggins $nds the roots of this meaning of solidarity as universal benevolence again in 

French thought. See “Solidarity and the Roots of the Ethical,” 252: “In the ethical sense 
it reaches England and America in the 1840s. It comes through the Fourierists. For a typi-
cal Fourierist u%erance, far wide of formulations such as Foot’s, see Hippolyte Renaud, La 
solidarité: Vue synthétique de la doctrine de Charles Fourier, . . . : ‘Tous les hommes doivent se 
ranger à la loi: c’est qu’il n’en est pas donné à quelques- uns d’être heureux pendant que les 
autres sou#rent; c’est que tous les membres de la grande famille sont liés en un seul faisceau 
par un grand principe: la SOLIDARITÉ [ . . . ] nous aurons à faire comprendre que les 
intérêts des hommes sont en tout point rigoureusement identiques.’ ”
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the outcome brought about, in contrast to a conception of the wel-
fare of particular individuals, and how some things can thereby be 
good for a given individual. Correspondingly, benevolence becomes 
an impartial concern for the level of welfare realized within such a 
state of a#airs, rather than a concern with the plight of particular 
individuals. Yet it seems incoherent, Wiggins and Foot complain, for 
the natural virtue of benevolence, once generalized as a social vir-
tue, to be conceived in such a way as “to be positively dangerous to 
moral subjects whose vital interests will be outweighed by the less 
vital interests of others more numerous than they.” We must take 
benevolence to be an a%itude essentially directed toward individuals, 
and welfare to be an aspect of individuals alone, and not individu-
als aggregated together in some overarching state of a#airs. Foot and 
Wiggins harness talk of solidarity in the service of this anti- utilitarian 
and anti- consequentialist dialectic:

To those who are impassioned [by utilitarian ideas], solidarity 
will say again: it is morally and reasonably impossible for you 
to recognize each human being as owed your abstention from 
intentional assault— and then, in your aggregative reasoning, to 
acquiesce in what you could see for yourself, if only you looked, 
is scarcely di#erent from intentional assault. How can you not 
see that the categorical prohibitions that 'ow from solidarity 
have a prior claim over bene$ts that make their appeal only to an 
unconsidered generalization of benevolence?19

Before critiquing this way of talking of solidarity, let me $rst say that 
I unreservedly share the anti- consequentialist thought. Having to 
protect individuals against the relentless pursuit of the best state of 
a#airs, when we understand this state of a#airs precisely as that which 

19.  Wiggins, “Solidarity and the Roots of the Ethical,” 256.
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promotes things which are good for individuals, is indeed deeply 
problematic. But I think Wiggins’s discussion illustrates an underly-
ing problem with taking solidarity to be fundamental in our ethical 
armory and so making this explicit allows us to draw a general moral 
here, that stands apart from Wiggins’s own speci$c commitments. 
We may side with Wiggins in his debate with utilitarians about the 
understanding of benevolence, and yet resist pu%ing this in terms 
which evoke the ideal of solidarity.

My $rst concern is purely a dialectical one. Foot and Wiggins 
wish to highlight that there are more ways to understand the notions 
of welfare and benevolence than are to be found in utilitarian and 
consequentialist discourse. But how useful is it to underline this by 
introducing a distinctive use of the term ‘solidarity’? Utilitarians and 
consequentialists of all stripes may legitimately retort that they do 
not fall short of the ideal of solidarity. Rather, they have a di#erent 
conception of what solidarity demands, one which can be only be 
defeated by proper argument rather than mere invocation of a term. 
Foot and Wiggins, of course, have arguments to launch against the 
coherence of the views that they oppose. But such arguments can 
be framed without any appeal to the notion of solidarity in addition. 
So, the merits of their particular positions will not stand or fall on 
whether we append the epithet of solidarity distinctively to their con-
ceptions of welfare and benevolence.

And this leads me to the second, and more substantial concern, 
whether the concept of solidarity can be shaped properly into the 
form that Foot and Wiggins need it to take. As the brief historical 
sketch above illustrated, the common role of appeals to solidarity in 
our political discourse emphasizes an ‘us’ whose interests we should 
focus on, and about whom we should be feeling suitably warm. In 
all actual situations of political activity and the demand of mobiliza-
tion, that ‘us’ comes with a ‘them’: others that we can be contrasted 
with. "at is to say, we should think of the common role of invoking 
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solidarity in political language as partitive: dividing the world into 
some and others. When we come to the discussion of the positive 
function of solidarity, we’ll see reasons to think that this aspect of 
the concept is not accidental. For the moment, I shall rely just on the 
thought that we have no reason to suppose it accidental. So, if our 
appeal to the notion in ethical thought requires us to leave aside this 
partitive function, we might rather fear that we have simply changed 
the topic.

And that, I suggest, is the central problem with Wiggins’s discus-
sion, and the Foot proposals lying behind it. In invoking the circle of 
all humanity (and, no doubt, beyond that, were Wiggins to encoun-
ter other species that he could not deny the same ethical standing to), 
Wiggins is seeking to leave out any contentious ‘them’ with which 
‘we’ might feel a contrast. But do we really have fellow- feeling with 
others, where it makes no sense to suppose that there are others with 
whom we do not have this bond? When someone invokes common 
humanity or asks us to imagine those in plight as if they are our broth-
ers, then rather than showing that the circle of concern encompasses 
all, they instead acknowledge the motivational force of our partial 
ties and seek to gain the motivational advantage of that in the context 
of addressing urgent needs.

"is is not to question whether we should have proper concern 
for the rest of humanity. Clearly the plight of the global poor and the 
desperate conditions of many migrants highlight a shameful stain on 
current political reality within the West. "e question is whether that 
concern is illuminated by talk of solidarity, beyond the recognition 
as such of the status of being of moral worth and being an object of 
benevolent concern. In the political arena, it is clear that solidarity 
means so much more than this. So, we are in danger of losing our 
distinctive sense of the notion, if we simply rearrange the concept so 
as to lose this partitive element.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448500068 by guest on 05 June 2026



V É R O N I Q U E  M U N O Z - D A R D É

262

262

Is the partitive element to be found in common invocations of 
solidarity really alien to the ethical domain, and is any such acknowl-
edgment of the partitive element essential to any conception of soli-
darity? Clearly, Wiggins makes no use of it and wishes to insist that 
solidarity as such is with all of humanity. But, our notional objector 
may continue, that is part of the eccentricity of Wiggins’s position. 
And that underlines why Wiggins does not provide the route to an 
understanding of the value of solidarity. It does not show, however, 
that we can make no sense of solidarity within the ethical realm. For 
example, one might imagine a suitably cartoonish version of the ethi-
cal, perhaps inspired by Schmi%ian ideas, which appeals to a contrast 
between friends and enemies, the strong and the weak, or some other 
such division: which sees the moral realm as some see the political, 
as a place of constant contest, in which there must be not only some 
winners but also some de$nite losers. If we were to think of the world 
in terms of such contest, then it might also make sense to think of the 
world in terms of groupings where we identi$ed now with the weak 
or now with the strong: celebrated being a winner; sighed at being 
a loser.

Implicitly my resistance to Wiggins’s appropriation of the con-
cept of solidarity also presupposes the rejection of such a picture of 
the ethical, and hence of what our ethical theories should be aiming 
at. And this chapter is not the place to engage in the debate about how 
we should think of ourselves either as all members of the Kingdom of 
Ends, or contestants in the latest iteration of I’m a Celebrity, Get Me 
Out of Here. I am content for this discussion simply to conditionalize 
the moral here to the claim that if one acknowledges a suitably inclu-
sive conception of the ethical domain, then in turn, one has reason to 
exclude solidarity from among the ethical concerns, however forceful 
a political ideal it remains.

And so, that makes more pressing the second question, whether 
being partitive really is essential to any conception of solidarity in the 
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ethical realm. Now it is important to see here that the proponent of 
solidarity as fundamental faces a dilemma: if they insist that the us/ 
them dynamic that we $nd in typical political discourse of solidarities 
is inessential, then they need to explain how solidarity amounts to a 
concept distinct from other ethical notions that we already clearly 
possess and understand somewhat be%er. For example, if we follow 
Wiggins in just extending the concerns of solidarity to all humanity, 
and potentially wider, to all members of the Kingdom of Ends, do we 
not then just have the idea of reciprocity and recognition that is at the 
heart of much of the discussion of relational theories of the ethical?

No wonder that some have the suspicion that solidarity can add 
something here only by inviting us to draw a distinction between 
those we stand in solidarity with and some un- named other. We 
clearly do not feel generally inclined to think of the moral in a man-
ner which has at root the possibility of excluding some from consid-
eration or moral status. To give just one example, Rawls prefers to 
put reciprocity rather than solidarity at the center of his conception 
of a just society. ("e di#erence principle “expresses a conception of 
reciprocity”; the theory of right and justice “is founded on the notion 
of reciprocity which reconciles the points of view of the self and of 
others as equal moral persons.”20)

But, of course, at the level of sentiment there is an important, and 
motivationally signi$cant element, that we $nd in solidarity and that 
is not predicted in just talking of recognition and reciprocity. Can’t 
we imagine that positive element arising without us making any use 
of a partitive element which draws a contrast between an ‘us’ and a 
‘them’? Two possibilities immediately spring to mind. On the one 
hand, think of a group of people suddenly beset by an imminent, 

20.  Rawls, A $eory of Justice, rev. ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 
88 and 424. For a fuller discussion of the idea of reciprocity, see Political Liberalism 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), Lecture 1, §3, particularly 16– 17.
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but impersonal threat: perhaps the inhabitants of a small Caribbean 
island together discover that their lives are to be upended by an 
erupting volcano, or a destructive tornado. "e calamity which besets 
them gives the islanders a cause to come together and prevail, to be 
shored up by a sense of fellow- feelings with others in their plight. In 
this case there is a focus for concern with the other, against which 
they rally, but the other is no person, or no agent.21 Here we have the 
positive feelings and motivation of solidarity without the negative 
elements of exclusion. On the other, consider a kind of case raised to 
me by Niko Kolodny. Solidarity can be vicarious: we can express our 
standing in solidarity with the members of an oppressed or marginal-
ized group. Consider, for example, solidarity with victims of racism 
by people who are not the bu% of racist a%itudes themselves. Non- 
black participants to demonstrations carrying placards stating “Black 
Lives Ma%er” express their solidarity with the su#erings of a group 
they do not belong to. Clearly the non- black participants do not see 
themselves as part of a group in contrast to others. Here again, we 
have the sense of standing together, the positive aspects of solidarity, 
but no reason to suppose that the negative elements, excluding non- 
members as other, need play any role.

Such examples no doubt help explain why it is so tempting to 
reach for the notion of solidarity in explaining some of our univer-
salist impulses. But neither really can show that we can leave behind 
the partitive structure of solidarity and still hold on to a distinctive 
notion in our ethical thought. "e case can be laid out more clearly 
with the second kind of example, but the worries raised apply equally 
to the $rst.

What the example of vicarious solidarity highlights is something 
interesting about vicarious emotions and feelings in general. "e 
kind of genuinely vicarious pride of parents for their children lacks 

21.  I owe this example to Andrea Sangiovanni.
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the kind of egotistical preoccupation that pride in your own achieve-
ments possesses. With the competitive character that school can take 
on, one may be concerned with one’s children’s success and failings in 
a too engaged manner: one thinks of them as re'ecting on the merits 
of team ‘us.’ But genuinely vicarious pride is sel'ess in a distinctive 
way: you feel proud on behalf of your child and from their perspec-
tive, whether they can see what is good about their achievements or 
not. Now, the fact that such vicarious pride is possible, and in such 
a pure form is not egotistical and self- directed, really doesn’t show 
that pride in general is not a form of self- appraisal. What it shows 
is that we can displace the proper subject of such an emotion and 
feel on behalf of another. And that is the lesson that we should draw 
about vicarious solidarity. Someone who feels solidarity with some 
oppressed group does not thereby feel themselves to be part of an ‘us’ 
which is directed against a ‘them,’ the group of oppressors. In feel-
ing the solidarity, they displace the subject of the feeling onto some 
member, perhaps arbitrarily conceived, of the oppressed group, and 
in that perspective, the contrast between ‘us’ and ‘them’ plays its role. 
We do not escape the partitive structure of solidarity, it is rather made 
clear: there is an ‘us’ among this group, the victims of oppression, 
inasmuch as there is a ‘them,’ those who are the causes of oppression.

"e di&culty of avoiding the enriching role of the imaginary 
equally plays a role in the $rst example. Suppose we do not start with 
a sudden event or disaster, as with an eruption or tropical storm, but 
simply with the general plight of people. One can think of human life 
as just misery heaped upon misery, and one can imagine some ora-
tor seeking to inspire the folk to do be%er with their lot. Perhaps in 
their Becke%ian misery, the people together have some fellow- feeling 
which motivates them in a drive to improve life. Would this be soli-
darity? It makes sense to think so, if we can think of these people as a 
distinctive group who $nd their lives a dispiriting challenge. But once 
we de$ne a de$nite group, then we have the structure of these versus 
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the rest of humanity. If we avoid that interpretation by supposing 
that each conceives of humanity’s lot as a whole as miserable, and in 
need of improvement, then we begin to lose the sense of there being 
any role for solidarity here, rather than just the concern that people 
should live life well, a concern with benevolence.

So, that suggests that it is essential that we think of the original 
case in terms of some distinctive thing or event against which those 
in solidarity are acting: it ma%ers that we can identify the volcano or 
the tornado which is responsible for our downfall, and against which 
we can stand. And once we put it in these terms, then it is natural to 
think in terms of solidarity being appropriate here precisely because 
one has personi$ed the cause of distress and thereby treated it as an 
other. One might re'ect here on the recent, and growing, popular-
ity of zombie stories in popular culture: in the cinema, in television 
series, and in video games. While this trope has had some life for cen-
turies, the focus on the zombie apocalypse and one’s need to survive 
it seems a broad popular obsession of only the last decade or so. One 
might suspect that it is no coincidence that in the same period, it has 
become extremely unfashionable to construct narratives around tra-
ditional national enemies, be that the Bosch, the Yellow Peril, or the 
dread Soviets. Zombies look a lot like people, and one can violently 
interact with them as one might one’s enemies. But in being only 
the living dead, zombies are no longer people, and so one lacks any 
concern for them and their rights which might check one’s behavior 
toward genuine enemies. In this way, one might think of zombies as 
quasi- persons within $ctional narratives, protagonists which allow 
for the pleasure of violent agency against them without any ques-
tionable moral consequences. In the same spirit, we may think of the 
volcano or the tornado as a quasi- agent, an enemy against which we 
can unify in solidarity, but with respect to which there is no moral 
consequence in deeming it the other. If this is the right way to think 
of the appropriateness of talk of solidarity here, then we still have not 
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managed to describe a genuine case in which solidarity is the distinc-
tive response to our plight and yet in which the partitive structure has 
been le( behind.

We can, of course, deny that partition. Vicarious solidarity builds 
on our universal moral concerns for justice, reciprocity, and so forth. 
"e concerns that lead us to vicarious solidarity need in no way be 
partitive. But that doesn’t succeed in showing solidarity to have a 
non- partitive character. At best, if we substituted for the feelings of 
solidarity the universalist concerns which lead to them, we would 
simply be returned to the other horn of the dilemma and the reduc-
tion of solidarity to other universal moral concerns. None of this 
leads to the rejection of vicarious solidarity as an important politi-
cal motor, but one which is instrumental to the realization of other 
concerns.

I’ve argued that we can’t hold on to what is distinctive in the 
concept of solidarity without acknowledging that it has a partitive 
aspect: that it draws some together by excluding others. It won’t do to 
reserve the label ‘fraternity’ for that notion and apply the label ‘soli-
darity’ instead to some notion of universal concern. We already have 
perfectly good notions which are strictly universal, our interest in the 
recognition and reciprocity of the Kingdom of Ends; the weak, but 
entirely pervasive feelings of benevolence which check our insensi-
tivities toward other human beings. "e history of the term teaches 
us that ‘solidarity’ is a term that applied in the context of social and 
political strife, and in that original usage, necessarily some partition 
was drawn. If we stick with a conception of the ethical as universal 
and impartial, nothing like the structure of solidarity can be at its 
foundation. So solidarity cannot be, as liberty is, one of our funda-
mental values.

If it is not a value, what else can it be? I’ve already suggested that 
we should think of it as a political ideal. What does the distinction 
between ethical value and political ideal amount to? Well, the reasons 
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for thinking of solidarity as instrumentally central to political action 
are the concerns of the next section. But $rst, let me say a couple of 
words on what makes something a value. Of course, if all it takes for 
a value to be such is for there to be a positive evaluative narrative 
associated to it, then both equality and solidarity are political values. 
Moreover, there may not be any good argument to the conclusion 
that in our metaphysics of value there is no place for equality or soli-
darity. But the claim is not that. Rather, my guiding thought is that in 
order to treat something as a value it has to do some basic explanatory 
work in our ethical thought. When it comes to equality, we can follow 
Frankfurt and Raz at least in this: the value of equality does surpris-
ingly li%le to explain and illuminate our commitment to, say, egalitar-
ian policies of distribution.22 "e value of equality is not the crucial 
input in our deliberation: rather the needs and welfare of people are 
what motivates distributing equally, and that is true more generally 
of an egalitarian political ideal. "e import of denying equality the 
status of a value is to recognize that we care about equal distributions 
because there are other values which are traduced where distribu-
tions are systematically unequal.

"e case of solidarity is di#erent. "e worry here is not that we 
can substitute through for solidarity with some other value which 
really carries the load. "e concern is, rather, if we took solidarity 
as such, rather than say universal concern, as fundamental, then we 

22.  See also the conclusion of T. M. Scanlon’s lecture on “"e Diversity of Objections to 
Inequality” in $e Di%culty of Tolerance: Essays in Political Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 218: “[R] elief of su#ering, avoidance of stigmatizing di#erences 
in status, prevention of domination of some by others, and the preservation of conditions 
of procedural fairness are basic and important moral values. Within the framework of the 
principle of equal consideration they provide strong reasons for the elimination of various 
inequalities. Taken together these values account for at least a large part of the importance 
that equality has in our political thinking. "ey may account for all of this importance, or 
there may be an important role to be played by a further moral idea of substantive equality. 
But it remains unclear exactly what that idea would be.”
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would be compelled to divide the world in ways that con&ict with our 
other ethical concerns.

Once we leave aside an entirely abstract realm of ethical thought 
and situate ourselves in the context of genuine social strife and con-
cern, one where an ‘us and them’ has already been gi(ed to you— as 
in the cases of racism and the possibility of a resulting black solidar-
ity so eloquently described by Tommie Shelby (Chapter 12 in this 
volume)— then there can indeed be a positive political way in which 
you think of solidarity with some and not others.

To say that solidarity is not a value, therefore, is not to say that it 
does not ma%er. It is certainly not to deny that it is a political ideal 
and idea which is alive and essential to healthy political discourse. 
But if it is wrong to think of it in terms of value, what other sense 
can we make of it being an ideal? "at is the question I now want to 
sketch an answer to.

IN WHAT SENSE CAN SOLIDARIT Y BE A 
POLITICAL IDE AL IF IT IS NOT A VALUE?

It will help to say a bit more about the distinctive nature of the emo-
tional commitment which underlies the sense of collective responsi-
bility characteristic of solidarity. Let us begin with a thought that Joel 
Feinberg has made explicit about sentiments of solidarity. He writes:

A group has solidarity to the degree that its members have 
mutual interests, bonds of a#ection, and a ‘common lot.’ "e 
mutual interest may be a speci$c overlap of shared interest, or 
it may be a community of interest of the sort that exists when 
each member’s integrated set of interests contains the integrated 
interest set of each of the others. Such ‘community’ is o(en asso-
ciated with bonds of sentiment directed toward common objects 
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or with reciprocal a#ection between the parties. Finally, the par-
ties share a common lot insofar as their goods and harms are nec-
essarily collective and indivisible. Where there is solidarity there 
is no hurting one member without hurting them all; and because 
of the way their interests are related, the successes and satisfac-
tions of one radiate their bene$ts to the others.

[ . . . ] "ere is perhaps no be%er index to solidarity than the 
occurrence of vicarious pride and shame. "ese a%itudes occur 
most frequently in group members on behalf either of the larger 
group, or of some other member(s) of the larger group, of which 
they are a part. Individuals sometimes feel proud or ashamed 
of their families, ancestors, countries, or races; and all or most 
members of groups may feel pride or shame over the achieve-
ments or failures of single members.

[ . . . ] We are inclined to congratulate or ‘condemn frater-
nally’ only when we feel some degree of solidarity with the other 
parties. "e solidarity is a necessary condition of the vicarious emo-
tion, which is in turn an index to the solidarity.23

Feinberg’s focus on collective responsibility is narrower than our con-
cerns, and anyway is directed at issues which would take us elsewhere. 
"ere may well be conceptions of collective responsibility which do 
not function as Feinberg’s picture suggests. But what I want to take 
from these passages is the idea that solidarity features both in the way 
in which it is expressed in certain speci$c feelings or sentiments such 
as vicarious pride and shame, when a group bonds together, but is also 
something which comes to be strengthened through that expression.

Broadly, the thought I want to explore is that which should see 
solidarity as a political ideal because it frames for us a set of a#ective 

23.  Joel Feinberg, “Collective Responsibility,” $e Journal of Philosophy 65, no. 21 (1968): 674– 
688, at 677– 678, emphasis added.
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responses which can both give expression to a well- functioning social 
grouping and can operate to motivate people to act positively in group- 
related ways which thereby help ful$ll the ends of political society. We 
cannot really imagine political life going well without suitable group-
ings within it which are bound together through appropriate feelings 
of belonging.

I suggest that we need to think of solidarity as operating in at 
least two complementary ways within political society. On the one 
hand, individuals $nd themselves through various of their identities 
to be part of certain socially recognized groups. Identifying with such 
groups gives rise to feelings of solidarity, and such a sense of solidar-
ity can play a role within political action. On the other hand, at least 
within a well- functioning society, one can feel oneself in a position 
where one is both opposed to some other group in terms of some 
political contest on some decision, or in pursuit of some resource, 
but nonetheless one recognizes the legitimacy of the opponents’ 
position. In this case, one can think of solidarity as a sense of belong-
ing to all those who are part of the society in question. And in this 
case, the expression of solidarity is a way of modifying the antago-
nistic and competitive feelings that political dispute can give rise to.

We can see such a thought at work in Durkheim, and more 
recently in John Rawls’s $eory of Justice. Rawls doesn’t use the idea 
of solidarity in outlining his theory of justice. However, he theorizes 
mechanisms of reciprocity associated with sentiments of fraternity. 
He explains, that is, how sentiments of fraternity are possible, and how 
they are necessary for stable solidarity arrangements to be generated 
and stably sustained. So, Rawls’s framework is a useful way to explore 
how these sentiments of solidarity can function.24

24.  For a discussion of the role of sentiments of fraternity in A $eory of Justice see my “Fellow 
Feelings: Fraternity, Equality and the Origin and Stability of Justice,” Daimon, Revista 
Internacional de Filosofía 7 (2018): 107– 123.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448500068 by guest on 05 June 2026



V É R O N I Q U E  M U N O Z - D A R D É

272

272

As is well known, Rawls suggests that sentiments of fraternity can 
be cultivated through principles which can be justi$ed to all, and in 
particular to the least well- o#. Rawls sees the existence of a frater-
nal ethos as one of the necessary elements of stability of just prin-
ciples. "e interesting point, however, is that an ethos of fraternity 
(or solidarity) is what results from appropriately justi$able principles 
of justice. (Contrast the view we $nd in G. A. Cohen’s assertion that 
a fraternal sentiment, or motivation, is missing from Rawls’s picture 
of principles of justice.)

Rawls starts from the threats to political solidarity: at the one 
end, the egoism of the ‘haves’; at the other, the sense of exclusion of 
the ‘have- nots.’ "is sense of exclusion explains why, for Rawls, some 
welfare state arrangements fall short of justice: not enough is done 
so that “the least advantaged feel that they are a part of political soci-
ety.” As a result, if we belong to one of the excluded categories, “we 
grow distant from political society and retreat into our social world. 
We feel le( out; and withdrawn and cynical, we cannot a&rm the 
principles of justice [ . . . ]. "ough we are not hostile or rebellious, 
those principles are not ours and fail to engage our moral sensibil-
ity.”25 How, then, do we strengthen the sense of solidarity? "is is one 
of the most directly political questions of Rawls’s theory, one which 
resonates with special intensity in troubled times such as ours.

Some philosophers see their role as laying down the rules of the 
ideal city. By contrast, Rawls begins from certain features of human 
societies and hypotheses about our moral psychology to envisage 
what the characteristics of a just society might be. For Rawls, as for 
Hume, justice is an arti$cial virtue which is made both possible and 
necessary by certain features of human societies. Like Hume, Rawls 

25.  John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2001), 127– 128.
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considers that human beings are such that they have a sense of soli-
darity and benevolence toward each other; that sentiment is however 
weak: hence the need for the arti$ce that rules of justice provide. "is 
is Rawls’s $rst empirical hypothesis: the fact of a weak sense of benev-
olence of human beings toward each other makes justice both pos-
sible and necessary. In the context of each political community, this 
initial sentiment manifests itself in an inclination to meet the needs 
of the badly- o#; in the same manner, sisters and brothers in a family 
o(en tend to help the badly- o# among them. Call this $rst rationale 
‘the lifeboat’: the idea that morality requires that we meet the needs 
of the badly- o', at least within the political community.

"is initial fraternal inclination is however not operative without 
a favorable institutional framework. Again, Rawls no less than Hume 
stresses the arti$cial nature of political society and that its virtues 
lie in this arti$ce. A political society, if well run, ought to have insti-
tutions such that the badly- o# receive the resources necessary for 
'ourishing. Given limited resources, a proper a%ention to the need 
of the least well- o# will render certain inequalities problematic. If 
some enjoy super'uous goods while the needs of others are unmet, 
society is not well run. "is tendency toward lesser inequality is sup-
plemented by a further thought: if people in a given society cooper-
ate to produce goods and services, they should receive a just share 
of the product of their social cooperation. Call this second rationale 
‘the boat we built’: fairness requires that the least well- o# do as well 
as possible. Enter the principle of fraternity: social and economic 
inequalities are to be to the greatest bene$t of the least- advantaged 
members of society. (We saw Durkheim already anticipating such a 
thought.)

To these initial points, Rawls adds two further empirical hypoth-
eses. "e $rst is that it is part of our moral psychology, of our basic 
makeup, that we a%ach value to our institutions being justi$able to 
others in the political community. "e principle of fraternity, or that 
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is to say, the Di#erence Principle, meets that demand for justi$ca-
tion. Rather than an exhortation to the be%er- o# that they do more 
to deliver more welfare or to maximize equality, it is a principle that 
can be shared by the be%er- o# and the least well- o#: all can see it as a 
rule which expresses an interest they have that society be run to meet 
the needs of each, the needs of all.

"e $nal empirical hypothesis is that the weak sentiment of 
benevolence present in human beings is forti$able by rules which are 
publicly justi$ed and regarded as just. Hence the idea of an ethos of 
fraternity, or of solidarity. "e good which results from the Di#erence 
Principle is a shared fraternal ethos: an endorsement of shared norms 
of cooperation; and this in turn makes rules of justice more stable, 
through approval of compliance with the rules. A just society, thinks 
Rawls, is one in which members shape their society together. "e 
have- nots see themselves in a position to claim resources on the basis 
of this collective enterprise: society does not only do the best by 
them, but it is also a society which they partake in shaping. In turn, 
the haves see it as reasonable for the have- nots to make that claim, 
because they identify with the community as a collective enterprise, 
and see their interest in a well- run society satis$ed. Organizing a soci-
ety alongside the Di#erence Principle thus results in all seeing them-
selves as properly belonging.

We might suggest at least three dimensions in which feelings 
of solidarity provide for a well- functioning polis, without mean-
ing to rule out further functions or other elaborations and re$ne-
ments. First, as our brief discussion of Rawls brings out, there are 
both positive and negative grounds for generating a sense of group 
membership. Rawls’s stress on the idea of the fruits of cooperation 
o#ers a ground which can only be understood positively: the indi-
vidual moves from the recognition of something of value to a sense of 
belonging with others in having collectively had some claim to have 
a causal role in bringing this about. On the other hand, Rawls’s other 
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ground, the sense of sharing a common fate through somehow being 
passively thrown together, emphasizes a sense of common fate which 
can also arise just from involuntary belonging: living on this, alleg-
edly small, island, or having the same hair color, the same sex or eth-
nicity, and so forth. And this sense of common fate can be given both 
a positive and a negative gloss. One may feel pride in one’s tribe and 
express outwardly the valence of this identi$cation. Or one might 
rather come to know one’s belonging through discovering how oth-
ers think of one, and how they group you together with others to be 
treated in some negative way.

Once there is such identi$cation, then there is the possibility of 
distinctive motivation to act to help others who are part of the same 
group, and to pursue ends together. One of the most important, but 
di&cult to articulate properly, aspects of such group- identi$cation is 
the way in which solidarity can reduce the amount of political delib-
eration. In many representative democracies, particularly those with 
alternating parties, there is a need to create coalitions of interests in 
order to have e#ective political agency.26 Were one simply to vote on 
preference, issue by issue, then no aggregation of interest need come 
about. On the other hand, the demands on one’s time to decide the 
shape of a governmental manifesto would potentially be ever increas-
ing. "e Rousseauian idea of justi$cation to others of our joint politi-
cal institutions is fundamental; however, in the hands of some it gets 
transformed into an idyll where the shape of teaspoons and the exact 
number of grains of sugar to be added to a cup of tea can rationally be 
debated and collectively decided upon: most of us shrink from such 
unmoderated political engagement. "e chance to be commi%ed to 
some political end simply because that is what we believe in should 

26.  For a discussion of some aspects of the role of solidarity in political agency, see Andrea 
Sangiovanni, “Solidarity as Joint Action,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 32 (2015): 340– 359.
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not be underestimated. Solidarities allow for e&cient coalition of 
interests and ends within a political society.

"at is to say, in many forms of well- ordered political society, we 
would look for nested solidarities among political agents. For political 
deliberation to be e#ective and to be responsive to the various social 
groupings to be found within a society, we must expect there to be 
solidarities among the group identities that exist there. At the same 
time, for the political contest to be suitably constrained, and for us 
to avoid any tyranny of the majority, or of the loudest, there needs to 
be a mutual recognition of the claims of others. So, the society itself 
needs a solidarity which cuts across these sub- groups and can help 
lead the various di#erent members to recognize their commonality.

It is at this level of political sociology and collective a#ective sci-
ence that we should locate solidarity as an essential element in the 
happy body politic. While some libertarians dream of direct democ-
racy, with individual consumers advising their personal connected AI 
of their vote in the privacy of their isolated dwellings, we might rather 
recognize that successful social interaction requires that we recognize 
ourselves as both part of some group or groups that has/ have politi-
cal signi$cance, as well as one among all the others who are party to 
this political engagement and dispute.

Suppose, then, that we think of solidarity in this way— not as 
some fundamental value to which our political strivings must answer, 
but as an ideal of political life, in the sense of one of the e#ective sen-
timental mechanisms by which we can provoke coordinated decision 
and action within political society. Should we then rest content with 
the centrality of solidarity in political life? It is time now to address 
the concern running through liberal theory that a genuinely egalitar-
ian liberal should reject all talk of fraternity or solidarity, and simply 
embrace thoughts of universality.
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CONCLUSION: LIBER ALISM AND 
THE POLITICAL IDE AL OF SOLIDARIT Y

Solidarity has not been the central focus of liberal discussion. But 
more than that, many such writers seem to evince a reluctance to 
embrace any demands that arise from solidarities. If the sketch of the 
last section is correct, then we should anticipate in well- functioning 
polities, solidarity plays a key role. Are concerns with solidarity ones 
which draw on questions of principle, or are they principally worries 
about the practicality of organizing our politics around fellow- feeling?

"ere are, I suggest, two obvious grounds of concern resting on 
ma%ers of principle. "e $rst we touched on in our discussion of 
Wiggins and the impulse to create a properly universal form of soli-
darity. At that stage, I noted that our political discourse in terms of 
solidarity exploits a partitive element: an intended audience is moved 
by thoughts about an us to be contrasted with some them. "e prin-
cipled concern here would be against enshrining that contrast within 
our picture of the ethical realm. Social interactions constantly re'ect 
di#erences of group and the very real presence of hierarchies and dif-
ferential power relations. But the pa%erns of duties and obligations 
on us all, one might think, leave aside such di#erences as non- ideal. 
We are all together members of the Kingdom of Ends, and our actions 
must be justi$able to each and to any. Such a picture of the pa%ern of 
moral demands would be upset if we took as part of the fundamen-
tal concern our segmentation into groups. On such a picture, some 
might properly be stigmatized as the other: the same concern would 
not be due them as one’s in- group. Any universal principles would 
be derived in part through the concerns of how one could make the 
in- group 'ourish.

As I have already indicated, if this is the ground of a principled 
rejection of solidarity as a political ideal to guide our conception of 
political order, then I think we should indeed reject solidarity. We 
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should not suppose that solidarity forms one of the basic structur-
ing principles of ethical life. To the extent that notions of solidarity 
are essentially partitive, we should rather conclude that solidarity 
cannot be expressive of a distinctive ethical viewpoint. What I have 
urged, though, is that such a conclusion should not lead us to reject 
solidarity as part of our political vocabulary and ideals: it is through 
appeals to solidarity and fraternity that we build e#ective coalitions, 
the possibility of collective political agency. Solidarity may properly 
be grounded in the political world even if it is not further re'ected in 
the foundations of moral thought, in terms of some further distinc-
tive value, or some way of structuring the pa%ern of care.

"is is not the only source of principled concern, or so some 
would press. If our solidarities are motivationally e#ective, then they 
will move us to action which is directed in favor of some, helping or 
furthering the interests of an ‘us,’ and leaves us indi#erent to the con-
cerns of others, not moving us to pay the same a%ention to the claims 
of those who are merely ‘them.’ "e critic may then object that this 
leads to a pa%ern of concern and of behavior which is necessarily par-
tial and that that in itself, from a moral perspective, is objectionable.

But we should equally resist this objection. "e fact that one is 
partial in concern and action does not itself seem to be a forceful 
complaint.27 "ose who took the universalizability of practical com-
mands as the mark of the distinctively moral may have been inclined 
to suppose that all genuinely moral or ethical demands are them-
selves impartial, requiring even and equal treatment of all people. But 
it is clear that such a picture of the ethical misrepresents the relations 
in which we stand to many of those around us. One responds to the 

27.  See Joseph Raz, “Identity and Social Bonds,” Joseph Raz (edited by Ulrike Heuer). 2022. 
"e Roots of Normativity. Oxford: Oxford University Press. (chapter 11).
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needs of one’s partner not because they happen to occupy the role of 
being one’s partner and one is sensitive to a universal principle that 
humans should a%end to the cares of those in romantic connection to 
them. Rather, in loving that person in the way one does, their needs 
and cares become an object of focus, and that shapes one’s practical 
concerns and what one does about them. Human life is necessarily 
partial, one’s a%ention is drawn to some things and not to others. 
A proper description of the demands of morality must take such facts 
into account.

It is in the natures of both friendship and solidarity that I cannot 
bear such relations to absolutely everyone in the world. But the dif-
ference between friendship and solidarity is located in the reasons to 
exclude. "at I have a special relation to my loved ones doesn’t need 
justi$cation, but if asked why I care particularly about my grandson 
and not in the same way about all the other kids in his class, my reason 
is that I love him. It is this which gives him a special standing in my 
concern. I do not thereby have reasons to exclude others. Solidarity, 
by contrast, relies on a logic of the following sort: we are us and they 
are them. It works particularly well, or so I tend to think, when we 
are in a group where the reason to be in solidarity is involuntary: that 
you are oppressed, excluded, but also trapped in the same situation, 
bound to others you haven’t chosen but with whom you face a similar 
fate. ("is is what Tommie Shelby would call ‘thin’ solidarity.28) "at 
we face a similar fate gives us cause to be in solidarity. But there is the 
temptation, well- illustrated in social movements such as feminism, to 
say too much about why what binds us is positive features and why 
what excludes the others is negative features (the enemy and friend 
narrative). In loving my grandson, it is this positive relation alone 
which is the ground of my a%itude; in the relation to others I am in 

28.  See Tommie Shelby, “A Tale of Two Tenths: Race, Class, and Solidarity,” Chapter 12 in this 
volume.
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solidarity with, it is the boundary between the in-  and the out- group 
which is the focus.

But more importantly there is a (universal) value in friend-
ships. Is there such a value in groups of solidarity? I have answered 
in the negative (other than instrumental to the political). "e value 
in friendships is focused on the loved ones. If we say the same for 
solidarity, then we treat it as a larger group of friends. But if we think 
there is more, or something else, then that is a ma%er of groups of Fs 
versus not- Fs. And that being the grounds of concern goes against 
universalism.

So, the complaint that solidarities issue in a pa%ern of partial 
concern and action cannot in itself be a principled basis of rejection. 
However, the critic may continue, it is not merely that solidarities give 
rise to partiality in this way. Solidarity, as we have stressed above, is 
essentially partitive: it involves treating some as ‘us,’ belonging to an 
in- group, and others as ‘them,’ excluded. "is categorization need not 
be part of the partiality of concern with loved ones. "at one loves 
one’s partner or one’s sibling may be the ground of the pa%ern of con-
cern that one has, but this is not to say that one treats it as a further 
reason for the concerns that one has. So one doesn’t divide the world 
into those one loves, and those one doesn’t. "e re$ned objection to 
solidarity, then, may insist that it is this additional structural feature of 
solidarity which is of concern: that it invites one to think of the prac-
tical world in terms of such categories, and hence to o#er justi$cation 
for one’s lack of concern, or one’s outright hostility, to some.

I do not want to deny that there is a genuine practical concern 
here, and it is to that which I wish to turn in just a couple of sen-
tences. What is at issue at this point, though, is whether there is an 
objection of principle: Does thinking of others through the lens of 
solidarity necessarily con'ict with a properly ethical outlook on the 
world? And here, still, I want to suggest that the case has not been 
made. It may well be essential to the invocation of solidarity that one 
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focuses on some as belonging to one’s in- group and in need of dis-
tinctive concern and lets one treat others as outside of this charmed 
circle, not in a position to make demands, or anyway not in a posi-
tion to make demands of the same urgency. But the objection needs 
something more than this: it requires that this sorting of the world 
that solidarity provides also further provides a rationale for one’s dif-
ferential a%itudes: that one can say that one ought to look a(er these 
people because they are one’s own, and that one ought to reject the 
claims of others because they are mere outsiders. "is further level 
of justi$cation in terms of the structure of groups, this idea that one 
ought to look a(er one’s own because they are one’s own, doesn’t 
automatically 'ow just from the partitive structure of solidarity itself. 
Solidarity can be socially and politically useful to us through direct-
ing our a%ention in partial ways without that in addition generating 
further reasons to justify this partiality.

And so, one can respond to the critic by insisting that we don’t 
have this additional layer of reasons. We are not required when moved 
by feelings of solidarity to think of some people as merely other and 
thereby less important. Rather, our solidarity simply makes us think 
with greater focus of some people, and to $nd ourselves more engaged 
by their concerns. It needs no deeper rationale than that, no need to 
$nd this pa%ern vindicated through the greater objective importance 
of my group over others.

But that is not to deny that there clearly is a ma%er here of great 
practical importance. For the mere fact that our concerns can be 
structured partitively, to be concerned with an in- group and to draw 
a contrast with an out- group, can allow for just such corrupting 
thoughts. On the one hand, the drawing of this division allows us 
now to focus a%ention on the in- group, or now to direct our a%ention 
outward. Likewise, we can associate with either direction a positive 
or a negative valence. We can seek to increase the bonds of solidar-
ity by ge%ing members of our group to feel be%er about each other 
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through such membership. Or we can look to increase the bonds by 
casting aspersions on those who are not us.

Many of the positive consequences of solidarity 'ow from the 
positively valenced in- group focus: one thinks particularly of these 
people, one is moved by their claims, one identi$es with their ends as 
one’s own. "e out- group in such thought is marked simply by one’s 
lack of a%ention to them. But in much political discourse, people are 
e#ectively bonded together and moved to collective action more eas-
ily by the opposite strategy: highlighting an other toward whom vari-
ous negative feelings can be generated.

"is seems clearly part of the focus of recent critiques of popu-
lism. Talk of ‘we the people’ pretends to an inclusivity of all within 
political society, while clearly encouraging its audience to exclude 
those who are in political disagreement with the movement. So, we 
have a contrast of us and them, where the them is taken somehow to 
be illegitimate.

It is de$nitely the case that the presence of solidarities in our 
social lives and our political discourse allows for such negative uses, 
which leads to the stigmatization of some, and the potential escala-
tion of negative consequences. So, it might well be true that in a world 
without solidarities, these risks would be diminished. But, I think, we 
should hold o# supposing that this is the appropriate lesson to draw. 
"inking in terms of solidarity allows for such negative projects, but 
it really doesn’t mandate it. Moreover, there is much in political life 
which clearly 'ourishes in the context of recognizing one’s distinctive 
alliances. "erefore, I suggest, we should rather see this as one of the 
practical risks of thinking in terms of solidarity. Our broader ethical 
concerns should lead us to police the ways in which we think about 
the body politic in terms of solidarity.

Liberal thought has o(en been driven by positive impulses of uni-
versalism and the recognition of our shared duties and claims. In this 
context, it can feel unse%ling to recognize that we nonetheless have 
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sentiments which bind us together with only some and not others. 
One response to this, we have seen in Wiggins and Foot, is to seek to 
remove the partitive elements of solidarity: we are to $nd fellow feel-
ing with all humankind, or with all persons. I’ve suggested that this 
bleaches out of solidarities precisely that which is politically essential 
to them. Faced with this recognition, it is tempting to $nd the liberal 
unease with the claims of our various identities as nothing more than 
a distaste with the political.29 "e only ways that we have learned to 
be political agents and successfully to act collectively is by $nding 
solidarity with some against others. To wish to leave that aside and 
focus just on what is universal and common to all seems nothing 
more than an impulse to leave the political aside entirely.

29.  For a discussion of liberal anxieties with identity solidarity, see T. M. Scanlon, “Ideas of 
Identity and "eir Normative Status,” manuscript. See also Tommie Shelby, We Who 
Are Dark: $e Philosophical Foundations of Black Solidarity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2005).
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Chapter  10

Solidarity
The Link between Facts and Norms

M A R G A R ET  KO H N

In the early days of Covid, signs started appearing in my neighbor-
hood: we are all in this together. Some commentators pointed out that 
this wasn’t accurate. Frontline workers and vulnerable, o!en racial-
ized, people experienced the crisis quite di"erently from profession-
als zooming in from vacation properties. #e critics were right, but 
the factual claim of interdependence was o!en intended as the foun-
dation for a normative argument about obligation to others. It is this 
politically potent but philosophically confusing blending of fact and 
norm that I try to unpack in this chapter.

From the very beginning, the concept of solidarity connected 
descriptive accounts of interdependence with political theories of 
obligation. #is may look like faulty logic, but it was an e"ective strat-
egy for motivating fellow citizens. In late nineteenth- century France, 
a group called the solidarists justi$ed investments in public health, 
housing, and sanitation using both self-  and other- regarding argu-
ments. Citizens should care about the well- being of others, but they 
would also bene$t themselves because disease would not spread as 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448500543 by guest on 05 June 2026



T H E  L I N K  B E T W E E N  F A C T S  A N D  N O R M S

285

285

quickly in a healthy population. Solidarism was an alternative to the 
individualism of classic liberalism and the collectivism of socialism. 
#e solidarists argued that industrial society had created highly pro-
ductive forms of interdependence that could enable human %ourish-
ing, but they also thought that this potential would only be realized if 
the social virtue of solidarity prevailed over egotism and greed. #e 
solidarist philosopher Alfred Fouilée thought that Kantianism was 
a dead- end. It couldn’t provide a justi$cation of positive duties and 
it couldn’t motivate citizens to discharge negative duties. #e soli-
darists used a combination of descriptive sociology and normative 
theory to establish solidarity as a distinctively democratic virtue, one 
that justi$ed the nascent welfare state.

Solidarist ideas also play a role in social liberalism, social democ-
racy, and even American pragmatism, but solidarism, in a narrower 
sense, refers to a group of philosophers, political economists, and 
politicians allied with the Radical Republican group in the National 
Assembly in France.1 #ey embraced a form of civic solidarity 
founded neither on ethno- nationalist identity nor on constitutional 
patriotism but rather on a theory of social property. Solidarism 
advanced a theory of quasi- contractual obligation based on social 
debt. #e solidarists argued that the productivity of industrial and 
commercial societies was due to the advanced division of labor and 
the technology and infrastructure inherited from the past.2 #ey 
were troubled by the fact that this vast and growing social wealth 
was accompanied by high levels of destitution and su"ering and 
concluded that the bene$ts of social cooperation had been allocated 
unfairly. Based on the principle of restorative justice,3 the solidarists 

1.  Hayward, “#e O&cial Social Philosophy of the French #ird Republic”; Spitz, Le moment 
républicain en France.

2.  Kohn, “#e Critique of Possessive Individualism,” 2016.
3.  Fouillée, “La Fraternité et la justice reparative”; Fouillée, “Le progrès social en France.”
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argued that those with too much owed a debt to those with too li'le.4 
At the same time, solidarity was understood as a virtue, the willing-
ness to discharge a collective obligation to repair unjust social insti-
tutions. #e solidarists also proposed ways to inculcate this virtue in 
citizens, notably through public education and the shared enjoyment 
of public infrastructure.

#e primary contribution of this chapter is a defense of civic soli-
darity that draws on the arguments of the solidarists, but also engages 
the work of contemporary thinkers in order to clarify the relation-
ship between the descriptive and normative dimensions of solidarity. 
#e $rst section introduces key arguments from the political theory 
literature, with a particular focus on Habermas’s shi!ing account of 
the relationship between justice and solidarity. #e second section 
reconstructs the main objections to civic solidarity, and the $nal 
section argues that the solidarist approach, in conjunction with the 
‘assigned responsibility’ model of political obligation, can satisfy the 
main objections.

SOLIDARIT Y— BET WEEN FACTS AND NORMS

Solidarity suggests a willingness to carry out acts in order to support 
others.5

#e term ‘solidarity’ is French in origin, and it was used to indi-
cate commonality and mutual obligation. Contemporary philoso-
phers have understood the normative signi$cance of solidarity in 
di"erent and sometimes contradictory ways. #e main approaches 
fall into three categories: the interpretive- constructive, the a"ec-
tive, and the praxis- based. #e interpretive approach was endorsed 

4.  Blais, La solidarité; Audier, La pensée solidariste.
5.  Rippe, “Diminishing Solidarity.”
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by Richard Rorty, who argued that solidarity is “made rather than 
found, produced in history rather than recognized as an a- historical 
fact.”6 According to Rorty, solidarity expands our sense of we- ness as 
far as possible.7 Individuals extrapolate from the experience of car-
ing for family to caring for neighbors, and the underlying principle, 
which may be reciprocity or the prevention of su"ering, is stretched 
to apply to more distant others.

John Rawls endorses what I call the a"ective approach. In the 
voluminous literature on John Rawls, li'le a'ention has been paid 
to his account of solidarity, yet the concept plays an important role 
in his justi$cation of the di"erence principle.8 Rawls explains, “#e 
di"erence principle, however, does seem to correspond to a natu-
ral meaning of solidarity: namely, to the idea of not wanting to have 
greater advantages unless this is to the bene$t of others who are less 
well o".”9 Rawls also connects fraternity to the problem of moral 
motivation. #is is signi$cant, given that critics have identi$ed an 
inadequate account of moral motivation as an important weakness 
of Rawls’s abstract approach. In A !eory of Justice, Rawls associates 
fraternity with “sentiment and feeling” and the desire to live together 
with others on terms that are mutually bene$cial. Ultimately, how-
ever, Rawls’s discussion is confusing because he fails to clarify the 
relationship between solidarity (the a"ective dimension) and justice.

While Rawls introduces solidarity only brie%y, Habermas exam-
ines the concept in depth. In his writings on solidarity, there are three 
di"erent approaches: the earliest one emphasizes praxis and ‘ethical 
life’; the middle period highlights discourse; and the $nal iteration 
is similar to Rorty’s interpretive account. In the context of an early 

6.  Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, 195; Rorty, “Solidarity or Objectivity.”
7.  Rorty, “Solidarity or Objectivity.”
8.  Estlund, “Debate: Liberalism, Equality, and Fraternity”; Rawls, A !eory of Justice.
9.  Rawls, A !eory of Justice, 292.
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essay on Kohlberg, Habermas introduces the idea that solidarity is 
embedded in social relations and calls it “the reverse- side of justice.”10 
Abstract morality is the face of justice, and the reverse side includes 
the concrete institutions and practices of everyday ethical life. In 
later work, Habermas still calls justice and solidarity “two sides of 
the same coin,”11 but he also speci$es that discourse binds these two 
sides together. Justice is produced through reason- giving, but the 
practice of deliberation is also a ‘social bond’ that fosters a sense of 
belonging to a community of communication. In a recent lecture on 
the European Union, however, Habermas rejects his earlier approach 
and argues that solidarity is forward- looking and inventive, and 
should not be construed as a product of existing social relations. In 
order to decide whether this new account is a rejection or a modi$ca-
tion of the earlier theory, we must examine them more closely.

In an early essay entitled “Justice or Solidarity: On the Discussion 
of Stage 6,” Habermas notes that solidarity concerns not only the 
welfare of individuals who share a way of life, but also “the integrity 
of the way of life itself.”12 He suggests that solidarity, rooted in “the 
certainty of intimate relatedness in a shared life context,”13 is intrinsi-
cally valuable. How should we understand the connection between 
abstract moral principles, particular obligations to others, and con-
crete ways of life? #e connection could be understood in at least 
three di"erent ways: functional, duty generating, or motivational. 
#e connections fostered through intersubjective relations could 
be a kind of functional social capital that makes it possible to ful$ll 
moral obligations. For example, an individual may have a duty to care 
for vulnerable elderly people, but if he is a member of a church, it 

10.  Habermas, “Justice and Solidarity,” 244.
11.  Habermas, Autonomy and Solidarity, 251.
12.  Habermas, “Justice and Solidarity,” 244.
13.  Ibid., 246.
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is easier to discharge this obligation since he knows speci$c elderly 
people and understands their needs. Alternately, intersubjective rela-
tions could generate a duty. I could have an obligation not to wrong 
strangers and an obligation to provide assistance to members of my 
group. Finally, social connections could strengthen the motivation 
to perform a duty. #e term ‘motivation’ describes how commi'ed 
one is to an undertaking.14 I could have a duty to help the needy, but 
I only discharge this duty in relation to my neighbor because I care 
about his su"ering, which provides the motivation to act.

In a lecture published under the title “Plea for a 
Constitutionalization of International Law,”15 Habermas rejects part 
of the praxis/ discursive account.16 He denies that solidarity must be 
embedded in concrete ways of life, an approach that he now describes 
as “depoliticizing.” In a footnote he writes, “I no longer uphold the 
assertion that ‘Justice conceived deontologically requires solidarity 
as its reverse side.’ ”17 His new position is that justice requires the cre-
ation of solidarity- enhancing institutions and practices. #is reversal 
comes in the context of a lecture about solidarity in the European 
Union. Habermas favors European solidarity but also recognizes 
that it doesn’t emerge naturally from concrete ways of life in member 
states. Habermas points to the “o"ensive character” of solidarity, by 
which he means that political solidarity is constructive and forward 
looking.

What then is solidarity? According to Habermas, solidarity must 
be distinguished from both legal and moral duties. He links solidar-
ity to ethical life (Si"lichkeit) and ‘supererogatory’ duties that extend 
what we owe to other people in general.18 For example, caring for a 

14.  Taylor, “Solidarity: Obligations and Expressions.”
15.  Habermas, “Plea for a Constitutionalization of International Law.”
16.  Pierce, “Justice without Solidarity?”
17.  Habermas, “Plea for a Constitutionalization of International Law,” 12.
18.  Ibid., 10.
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distant sick relative is neither a moral nor a legal duty, but it is an 
other- regarding action that one might be motivated to carry out 
on the basis of social ties. He also notes that solidarity is akin to 
Si"lichkeit, but it corresponds to political communities rather than 
pre- political associations like the family.19 We could summarize his 
position as follows:

Solidarity should be understood neither as a natural foundation 
for moral and political obligation nor as a synonym for an abstract 
principle of justice.
Solidarity is linked to ethical life (concrete practices of social inte-
gration and sources of moral motivation) but not exclusively to tra-
ditional forms of ethical life.
Solidarity has a creative dimension and is not determined by natu-
ral a&nities.

Habermas does not explain precisely how these $t together, but 
I think it is possible to make sense of them by returning to Rorty’s inter-
pretive approach to solidarity. Solidarity is neither a fact about the social 
world nor an abstract principle; instead, it is an interpretation of our 
social relations that a'aches us to more extensive obligations to others. 
Solidarity adds new obligations and stretches and expands our ethical 
practices through re%ective judgment based on narrative or analogy. 
Understood in this way, solidarity is not the reverse side of justice, as 
Habermas originally suggested, but rather a social virtue and the glue 
that a'aches people to a widening circle of imagined communities to 
whom we have obligations.

#is reconstruction of the concept of solidarity provides support 
for Habermas’s suggestion that solidarity is the struggle “to discharge 

19.  Ibid., 11.
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the promise invested in the legitimacy claim of any political order.”20 
A political order is legitimate if it is an order in which the bene$ts and 
burdens of social cooperation are shared fairly. It must also have insti-
tutions that provide individuals with equal opportunities to defend 
di"erent views about what constitutes fairness and how to achieve it. 
#is much is not too controversial but the terms ‘struggle’ and ‘prom-
ise’ require further a'ention. #ese terms suggest that the legitimacy 
of the political order is not fully realized and perhaps that it cannot 
be. A promise is something that will be achieved in the future, and the 
term ‘struggle’ implies that it will be di&cult to realize it.

Habermas explains the “forwarding looking character” of soli-
darity by pointing toward the tension between existing norms/ insti-
tutions and the force of “systematic interdependencies” which are 
not always recognized or acknowledged. Habermas’s point is that 
European economic integration has exceeded normative and politi-
cal integration. Interdependence generates dependency and domina-
tion that must be controlled through democratic institutions, but the 
construction of political institutions is di&cult because the required 
a"ective solidarity is absent. #e solution is to establish practices 
that forge practical connections and feelings of solidarity and also to 
interpret facts about interdependence through an expansive interpre-
tation of our existing values.

Solidarism provides an illustration of how this interpretive 
approach can be applied to civic solidarity. Writing in the late nine-
teenth century, the solidarists emphasized two key facts: the vast 
social wealth produced through a complex division of labor and the 
persistently high levels of destitution that accompanied it.21 #ey 
also o"ered an interpretation of these facts that drew on, and trans-
formed, existing norms. #e destitution experienced by members of 

20.  Ibid., 11.
21.  Bourgeois, Solidarité.
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the working class seemed to contradict the promise that legitimized 
the social order: that social cooperation should bene$t all partici-
pants, or at least ensure a minimal level of well- being.22 In the emerg-
ing commercial, industrial societies of the late nineteenth century, 
existing forms of ethical life such as charity and gleaning were unable 
to prevent destitution. A new, civic commitment was needed.

#e solidarists argued that economic interdependence bound 
the members of society together and produced overall social bene$t. 
Furthermore, they claimed these bene$ts rested on trust and stabil-
ity, which would be impossible to maintain in an economic system 
with high levels of domination, inequality, and poverty. Yet the fac-
ticity of interdependence was not a natural foundation for moral and 
political obligation. If it were, then the political project of solidarism 
would not have been necessary. Solidarism was a creative set of argu-
ments intended to convince elites that their enjoyment of jointly pro-
duced bene$ts justi$ed a corresponding obligation to share some of 
the bene$ts. #e solidarists claimed that a more equal allocation of 
social property would be good for the group and a higher contribu-
tion from the wealthy was reasonable.

#e solidarist concept of ‘quasi- contractual debt’ was an inter-
pretation that linked facts and norms. In Solidarité, Léon Bourgeois 
argued that value produced by society was actually due to contri-
butions inherited from past generations in the form of technology 
and social infrastructure.23 According to the solidarists, individuals 
deserve the fruits of their labor but not a disproportionate share of 
this inheritance. #e vast inequalities of wealth are evidence that 
some people have taken a disproportionate share of this patrimony. 
#e argument in favor of expanding the scope of obligation to strang-
ers relies on a certain kind of analogy between the family and the 

22.  Bouglé, Le Solidarisme.
23.  Bourgeois, Solidarité.
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society. Bourgeois doesn’t argue that society is the same as a family, 
nor does he say that individuals should treat familial and social obliga-
tions in the same way. Instead, he suggests that in light of a key simi-
larity between the family and state (the fact that we receive unearned 
bene$ts from both), citizens should apply the norms of gratitude in a 
more expansive way. #ey should recognize reciprocal obligations to 
needy members of society. To summarize, solidarity is an interpreta-
tion of ethical life that expands the scope of obligation. Furthermore, 
by linking self- interest to collective identity, it heightens the motiva-
tion for civic action. Solidarism was a particular form of solidarity 
focused on civic solidarity and the recognition of social rights, an 
approach that is still worth defending today.

CRITIQUES OF SOLIDARIT Y

Solidarity was the key concept in the late nineteenth century, but it 
plays a much less visible role today. Perhaps this eclipse is due less 
to the coherence of the concept and more to the harmful conse-
quences of solidarity when put into practice. Solidarity has been the 
focus of some explicit critiques, and relevant objections to solidarity 
come up in related literatures on communitarianism, constitutional 
patriotism,24 and liberal nationalism.25 Jacob Levy’s article “Against 
Fraternity: Democracy without Solidarity” provides a particularly 
clear articulation of the objections to the concept of solidarity.26 In 
this section, I will summarize three main critiques of civic solidar-
ity: the liberal- pluralist; the anti- communitarian; and the ingratitude 

24.  Yack, “#e Myth of the Civic Nation”; Markell, “Making A"ect Safe for Democracy?”
25.  Mason, Community, Solidarity and Belonging.
26.  Levy, “Against Fraternity.”
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critiques. In the $nal section, I will address the most relevant and 
challenging features of the critiques in more detail.

#e pluralist critique holds that solidarity is impossible because 
shared identity is disappearing in modern political communities.27 
Modern polities are complex societies with high levels of diversity. 
Citizens and residents do not have the opportunity to meet face to 
face. Bureaucratic institutions undermine the importance of net-
works of mutual aid. Moreover, racial, religious, ethno- cultural, and 
ideological heterogeneity make it di&cult for citizens to even imagine 
themselves as belonging together. As Levy put it, “#e inhabitants of 
a political community are more like strangers who $nd themselves 
locked in a very large room together than they are like an extended 
family or a voluntary association united in pursuit of a common pur-
pose.”28 According to the pluralist critique, civic solidarity rests on an 
inaccurate picture of modern societies, which, in reality, are deeply 
divided by demographic di"erences (race, ethno- cultural identity, 
immigration status) and normative disagreements (religion, political 
values).

#ere are two main ways of responding to the pluralist critique. 
#e $rst response concedes the empirical accuracy of the pluralist 
account but insists that it is irrelevant because the most persuasive 
justi$cations of solidarity rest on ‘joint action’ rather than shared 
identity. If you are locked in a room together, you still have to $nd 
a way to live together and solidarity will help. According to Andrea 
Sangiovanni, the reciprocal obligations of solidarity are produced 
through our joint action as authors of political and social institu-
tions.29 Solidarity need not be grounded in a collective identity such 

27.  Mason, Community, Solidarity and Belonging; Alexander, !e Antinomies of Classical 
#ought, 303.

28.  Levy, “Against Fraternity,” 107.
29.  Sangiovanni, “Solidarity as Joint Action.”
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as ethnicity or nationalism. #e French solidarists also advanced a 
version of the joint action approach, one that emphasized the shared 
enjoyment of common wealth inherited from past generations and 
the joint production of social wealth in the present.

#e second response to the pluralist critique also accepts the 
descriptive account but derives a di"erent normative conclusion. It 
emphasizes that the pluralism of modern society makes a politics of 
solidarity necessary. #is response builds on Durkheim’s sociology. 
Durkheim thought that solidarity was mechanical or autonomic in 
traditional societies.30 In pre- modern times, individuals produced 
things largely for their own consumption, but other people did the 
same, which meant that an individual’s way of life was very similar to 
that of other members of her society. A sense of common values and 
identity re%ected a shared way of life. In modern societies, however, 
the reverse is true. #e division of labor is complex and each indi-
vidual depends entirely on others for his or her basic needs. At the 
same time, each task is distinct and this di"erentiation of tasks leads 
to di"erentiated identities. #e result is a high level of interdepen-
dence but a low level of mutual identi$cation. For Durkheim, there 
were both positive and negative sides of this development. #e posi-
tive side was the increasing opportunity for individual freedom and 
autonomy. #e downside, however, was what he called anomie, a kind 
of alienation caused by the loss of orienting values. In modern, plu-
ralistic societies an explicit project of solidarity becomes necessary.31

Pluralists have the following concern: if the absence of solidarity 
is described as a lack of shared identity, then the remedy for this lack 
will be the promotion of ethno- nationalism or thick civic identity. 
#e worry is that the binding force of shared identity undermines the 
ability to recognize obligations to diverse others. Durkheim himself 

30.  Durkheim, !e Division of Labor in Society.
31.  Ibid.
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was a Dreyfusard and an opponent of the ethno- nationalism sweep-
ing France in the late 1800s. He thought that the idea of law or right, 
rather than ethno- nationalist identity, could itself be a way of bind-
ing citizens to the state.32 Nevertheless, the history of the Dreyfus 
a"air reminds us that shared identity is o!en created in relation to 
a constitutive outside. Civic nationalism, of course, is an a'empt to 
avoid this type of division by fostering identity around the consti-
tution and the law, but critics argue that this is more di&cult than 
proponents assume.33 If justice is a'ached to membership in a polity, 
then it becomes all too easy to treat outsiders as people not worthy of 
protection of the law.34

According to Levy, the best way to avoid the exclusionary e"ects 
produced by solidarity is to reject the concept altogether. He claims 
that nothing is lost and much is gained through this minimal-
ist approach. People can still enjoy the bene$ts of the rule of law 
because a limited state can be justi$ed on the basis of rational self- 
interest alone. He argues that even a robust redistributive state can be 
defended in much the same way, as a feature of a peaceful system of 
social cooperation.35 Redistribution can be justi$ed as a feature of a 
peaceful system of economic and social cooperation— that is part of 
the solidarist project— but very di"erent systems with much greater 
levels of economic inequality and poverty can be justi$ed too. #e 
relationship between political ideology (social democracy, conserva-
tism, and liberal- individualism) and redistribution has been the focus 
of a vast scholarly literature. In his in%uential !ree Worlds of Welfare 
Capitalism, Esping- Andersen demonstrated that the solidaristic 
welfare states took a distinctive form (the provision of tax- funded 

32.  Durkheim, Emile Durkheim on Morality and Society; Durkheim, Durkheim on Politics and 
the State.

33.  Miller, On Nationality.
34.  Levy, “Against Fraternity,” 111.
35.  Ibid., 115.
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universal bene$ts) and subsequent research has shown that such pro-
grams are the most e"ective at limiting economic inequality.36

Klaus Rippe also argues that solidarity is unnecessary because the 
state itself is a su&cient source of social integration. Liberal democ-
racies are able to secure justice without relying on the anachronis-
tic and conceptually imprecise virtue of ‘solidarity.’ He argues that 
adequate levels of social integration can be secured through commer-
cial relations and participation in voluntary associations and politi-
cal institutions. How we assess this claim depends on the meaning of 
adequate social integration. From a purely functionalist perspective, 
the claim may be correct. Law, citizenship, and commerce may be 
strong enough to prevent the dissolution of society, but the term ‘ade-
quate’ can also be interpreted in a normative sense. Adequate social 
integration, in this deeper sense, means something like a widespread 
belief that the existing order is a fair system of social cooperation, or 
at least that the social order incorporates adequate mechanisms for 
rectifying injustices. #e rise of populist movements and economic 
inequality suggests that there is a crisis of both social integration and 
social justice.37

Rippe’s descriptive claim about the character of social integration 
in modern societies is not that di"erent from the solidarist approach; 
the disagreement stems from their respective assessments of its ade-
quacy, both in terms of stability and legitimacy. Following Durkheim, 
the solidarists argued that the high level of functional integration did 
not automatically generate a corresponding recognition of interde-
pendence. Modern society enables freedom and individuality, but 
such individuality, if unmoored from its social foundation, can turn 
into sel$shness, indi"erence, and ultimately social dissolution. #is 

36.  Esping- Andersen, !e !ree Worlds of Welfare Capitalism; Rueda and Pontusson, “Wage 
Inequality and Varieties of Capitalism”; Pontusson, “Once Again a Model.”

37.  Pike'y, Capital in the Twenty- First Century.
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seemed particularly obvious in the Belle Époque when extremely high 
levels of economic inequality were accompanied by u'er destitution 
among the poor and rising levels of violent class con%ict. Durkheim 
argued that abstract humanism was, at most, a very weak source 
of normative guidance and social integration. Solidarists such as 
Célestin Bouglé proposed strengthening social ties through the legal 
protection of social rights.38 #is initially seems like an odd position, 
at least when it is viewed in light of a long line of le!ist criticism that 
treats rights as atomizing, but Bouglé thought that legal rights need 
not lead to atomization. If the doctrine of social right is the glue that 
binds society together, then it must be defended as a collective ideal.

#e liberal- pluralist critique emphasizes that solidarity is unnec-
essary or impossible. #e anti- communitarian critique, on the 
other hand, holds that it is normatively unappealing. Klaus Rippe 
rejects the view that traditional modes of solidarity based on the 
family and the village are normatively desirable. Rippe’s critique of 
solidarity, however, is based on the fallacy of composition, which 
is the mistake of con%ating a part (a particular form of solidarity— 
communitarianism) with the whole (solidarity in general). Rippe 
argues that traditional forms of social integration such as the village 
and family did not necessarily produce just forms of cooperation, nor 
are they well suited to addressing large- scale social challenges today. 
#is is correct, but it is akin to rejecting the principle of democracy 
because earlier versions excluded women or relied on slave labor.

#e anti- communitarian argument, however, is an exaggerated 
form of a more plausible argument that any type of solidarity rests on 
a constitutive outside. Binding group members closer together inevi-
tably reinforces exclusion and marginalization of outsiders. In a pre-
scient essay on constitutional patriotism, Patchen Markell explained 
the paradox of civic solidarity like this: “Even the reproduction of 

38.  Bouglé, Solidarisme et libéralisme.
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civic a"ect proceeds by tying its citizens to historical institutions 
and concrete cultures that are never quite equivalent to the universal 
principles they purport to embody.”39

Markell is right, but this is an ontological objection, and even 
though it cannot be overcome, its negative e"ects can be mitigated. 
By that I mean we should endorse a form of civic solidarity that moti-
vates the greatest commitment to vulnerable members while pro-
ducing the least indi"erence to non- members. Solidarity takes many 
forms, from the solidarity among workers in a revolutionary move-
ment to the solidarity among citizens in a social democratic welfare 
state. #e question is less whether we need solidarity than what 
kind we need. #e solidarist approach does not try to recreate the 
‘mechanical solidarity’ of the village community nor does it rest on 
the kind of ethno- nationalist identity that is most likely to justify the 
exclusion of outsiders. #e best one is an account that draws out the 
normative and practical signi$cance of the modern division of labor.

Recent empirical research has pointed to an inverse correlation 
between ethnic diversity and support for redistribution, and some 
have even suggested that the tension between redistribution and 
multiculturalism constitutes ‘a progressive’s dilemma.’40 While this 
research suggests a general trend, there is also a great variation across 
di"erent countries and contexts. In his study of multiculturalism in 
Canada, Banting $nds remarkably li'le tension between ethnic diver-
sity and support for redistribution. Banting suggests that state- led 
e"orts to foster an inclusive identity have played an important role 
in bringing about this outcome.41 Embracing multiculturalism as a 
form of civic identity can diminish tension between multiculturalism 
and redistribution, and a particular kind of narrative about solidarity 

39.  Markell, “Making A"ect Safe for Democracy?”
40.  Kymlicka, “Solidarity in Diverse Societies.”
41.  Banting, “Is #ere a Progressive’s Dilemma in Canada?”
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can play a role in this process. Some kind of solidarity is necessary to 
motivate citizens to support the sharing of risks and bene$ts, but the 
basis of civic solidarity need not be the traditional community or the 
ethno- cultural nation. If we understand solidarity the way Rorty and 
the later Habermas do, as something creative, then we can tell a story 
about the facticity of interdependence that activates latent propensi-
ties to care about others.

In “Diminishing Solidarity,” Rippe introduces a third line of cri-
tique, focused on the normative foundation of solidarity: ‘grateful-
ness argument.’ Why do members of a community or polity have 
obligations to one another that exceed the obligation to follow the 
law? #e gratefulness argument is a reciprocity- based argument that 
obligation is a way of repaying society for bene$ts received by the 
individual. Rippe summarizes the gratefulness argument as follows:

 1. #e human being is dependent on social existence within a 
community.

 2. #e individual owes her values to the community.
 3. #is dependence upon the community generates rights and 

obligations for the individual. She has a right to a propor-
tion of the goods generated by the community. She also has 
obligations toward the community, as well as toward other 
members of that community.

 4. #is network of joint rights and obligations is known as 
solidarity.42

#is is a fair approximation of the normative argument made by the 
solidarists, and, if Rippe provided an adequate critique, then it would 
be strong grounds for rejecting solidarism. His critique, however, is 
not persuasive.

42.  Rippe, “Diminishing Solidarity,” 71.
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Rippe rejects the $rst two premises, arguing that they rest on a 
false analogy. He calls this logical fallacy “the non- sequitur from the 
Family to the Nation.” He accepts the widely shared moral intuition 
that we owe a debt of obligation to our parents or caregivers. Since 
each person received care and sustenance without providing any-
thing in return, the principle of reciprocity implies that each person 
has a debt to discharge. Where he di"ers from the solidarists, how-
ever, is his view of the identity of the creditor. He thinks the debt is 
owed to the direct caregivers, usually parents, but not to society.

Rippe gives three reasons for rejecting the analogy between a 
debt to one’s family and a debt to society. First, he challenges point 
two, explaining that the nation is not the primary source of individ-
uals’ values. He denies that the nation plays a fundamental role in 
individual development equivalent to that of the family. #e case for 
‘civic solidarity,’ however, does not rest on the claim that the commu-
nity or state is the primary source of values. In liberal states, the role 
of the government in the reproduction of values is supposed to be 
limited to the cultivation of a disposition to tolerance and willingness 
to peacefully resolve con%ict. #e more plausible argument is that 
the individual owes the community or state for her education and 
for the material conditions that enabled her to develop and exercise 
her capacities.43 #e family’s ability to convey its values rests on the 
foundation of a socially guaranteed minimum of material and intel-
lectual capital.

Next, Rippe objects to claim 3, insisting that most exchanges of 
goods are based on mutual advantage and do not produce residual 
obligations. According to Rippe, networks of commercial relations 
create and circulate the things that people need to live, and the mar-
ket mechanism ensures that adequate compensation is given to those 

43.  Alperovitz, Unjust Deserts.
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who provide these goods and services. Once the market price is paid, 
there are no residual obligations.

Rippe also considers the signi$cance of goods that do not circu-
late as commodities, such as language. He argues that while citizens 
may bene$t from things like language and culture— things Charles 
Taylor called irreducibly social goods— these bene$ts do not gen-
erate a corresponding obligation. According to Rippe, “Our depen-
dency on it [language] and our gratefulness towards it are far more 
similar to the dependency on and the gratefulness for the existence 
of the sun than of a family.”44 Since we do not have obligations to the 
sun, we do not have obligations to society.

#is argument is not convincing because it rests on a false anal-
ogy. Language, history, and culture are not like the sun. #e sun is 
a natural object that pre- dates human existence. Language, history, 
and culture are human creations, which contribute to the value of 
human products. #is social dividend is obvious if we compare the 
di"erence between what an individual can produce alone on a desert 
island and her proportionate share of the things produced through 
the division of labor. #e aggregate productivity of the division of 
labor and the corresponding larger individual share are due to social 
cooperation, which is made possible by language and culture.

Levy also challenges the gratefulness argument, but his critique 
focuses on the misalignment between the source of the duty (soci-
ety) and the bene$ciary (fellow citizens, the state). According to 
Levy, the problem with the gratefulness/ shared inheritance approach 
is that it does not provide a foundation for civic solidarity.45 Even if 
human beings do bene$t from accumulated irreducible social goods 
such as technological knowledge, infrastructure, and social capital, 
any resulting debt is not owed to fellow citizens. By this he means 

44.  Rippe, “Diminishing Solidarity,” 371.
45.  Levy, “Against Fraternity,” 108.
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that the members of any particular polity are not united by a demar-
cated society to which individuals owe gratitude for these inherited 
advantages.46

#is section has shown the weaknesses of most of the objections 
to solidarity and identi$ed two objections to civic solidarity that 
deserve fuller consideration. #e $rst is the claim that the bene$ts 
enjoyed by members of society do not justify reciprocal obligations 
to society. #e second is the claim that even if there are social obliga-
tions, they are not tied to a speci$c polity. Similar arguments were 
made by nineteenth- century liberals in France, and the $nal section 
of this chapter revisits the philosophy of solidarism for some con-
vincing responses.

THE DEFENSE OF SOLIDARISM

In his book La Proprieté Sociale, the solidarist philosopher Alfred 
Fouillée explained why the individual has a debt to society.47 #e 
premise of his argument is the claim that property is composed of an 
individual and a social share. #e individual share corresponds to the 
individual’s contribution to the value of the product. #e social share 
is composed of the value of the raw material and the social infrastruc-
ture. Following Locke, Fouillée thought that all property was origi-
nally common to all mankind. When individuals produced things by 
mixing labor with raw materials, the resulting entitlement was only 
partial. #e individual could claim the value of the improvement 
through labor but not the value of the raw materials. In early stages of 
society when there was lots of common property, there was no scar-
city and therefore the value of raw materials, including land, seemed 

46.  Ibid., 108.
47.  Fouillée, La propriété sociale et la démocratie.
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small compared to the labor invested. In la'er stages, however, when 
demand outpaced supply, causing the price of materials to rise, it 
became clear that those who had taken what they did not legitimately 
own (e.g., increasingly scarce land and raw materials) owed a debt to 
those who had no similar access to the common stock.48

#e second source of social debt is social infrastructure. According 
to the solidarist theorist Charles Gide, the value of a piece of urban 
land provides a clear illustration of the way that social infrastructure 
contributes to value.49 If two brothers each buy a parcel of land for 
the same price, but one parcel happens to be located in an area that 
subsequently develops into a metropolis, the value of the urban par-
cel will become one hundred or even one thousand times higher than 
the rural one, even though neither brother invested any labor. All of 
the increase in value is due to the proximity to value created by oth-
ers, including roads, factories, schools, and shops. #e increase in 
value is produced socially, but under the system of private property, 
it is appropriated by the titular owner. According to solidarists, this 
rent or unearned increment is a way of privatizing social value and 
therefore it creates a debt to society.50

Tom Malleson and Igor Shoikhedbrod describe this socially pro-
duced value as the understructure of economic production, which 
includes physical, political- legal, cultural, knowledge, and care infra-
structure.51 #is understructure magni$es the productive capacity of 
individuals. While it is di&cult to quantify the proportionate share 
credited to these social inputs, economists52 estimate that as much 
as 80 percent of the economic growth over the last century is due 
to technological processes rather than the inputs of labor or capital. 

48.  Fouillée, La propriété sociale et la démocratie.
49.  Gide and Rist, A History of Economic Doctrines.
50.  Bouglé, Solidarisme et libéralisme.
51.  Malleson and Shoikhedbrod, “On the Very Idea of Private Property.”
52.  Abramovitz, “#e Search for the Sources of Growth.”
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Like the solidarists, Malleson and Shoikhedbrod argue that property 
is not produced by atomistic individuals but rather by individuals 
who are embedded in a social structure that provides both direct and 
indirect contributions to their productive activities, which are o!en 
uncompensated.53 Direct contributions include the technology and 
know- how needed to produce things. Indirect contributions include 
everything that is necessary to reproduce life itself.

#e understructure should not be viewed as something natural 
like the sun, which we can use freely without generating any corre-
sponding obligation.54 #e understructure should be seen as more 
akin to a rental than a gi!.55 When we make use of the understruc-
ture, we are bene$'ing from the labor of others, and the principle 
of reciprocity requires a corresponding obligation. In other words, 
when we bene$t from the understructure we incur a debt.

A critic might accept this argument in the abstract, but still 
insist that this obligation is owed to humanity in general, but not 
to citizens of a particular state. According to Levy, if the bene$t is 
not created by a particular polity, then the debt is not owed to the 
state, and it is not an adequate way to ground civic solidarity. #is 
objection is partially, but not entirely, correct. Some components 
of the understructure, things like roads and schools and national 
health care and courts, are public goods that are organized and paid 
for by the state. Much like individuals owe obligations of reciproc-
ity to family for the care they received, citizens owe obligations to 
the state for its role in providing health services, education, and 
other forms of care, but the term ‘understructure’ describes some-
thing much more expansive. It includes elements of culture and 
knowledge that are be'er understood as a commons56 rather than 

53.  Malleson and Shoikhedbrod, “On the Very Idea of Private Property.”
54.  Ibid.
55.  Sternberg, “#e Knowledge Inheritance #eory of Distributive Justice.”
56.  Hardt and Negri, Commonwealth.
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state- provided public goods. Furthermore, the physical infrastruc-
ture of a particular country may have been funded by land, labor, 
and materials expropriated in distant colonies and in that case any 
debt would be owed to distant others rather than members of one’s 
own polity.57 Civic solidarity doesn’t seem like the best way to dis-
charge these debts.

My response is that the social property argument is best under-
stood in conjunction with the assigned responsibility model of 
obligation.58 General obligations are most likely to be discharged 
when they are assigned to particular agents. #ere are good reasons 
to focus on the needs of those close to us. Less geographic distance 
decreases the transaction costs of providing aid. O!en, we respond 
more e"ectively and appropriately to the needs of people we know. 
Finally, shared political institutions enable people to deliberate 
together about the extent of their responsibilities and the best 
ways to meet them. #e debt is owed to society but, in the absence 
of a global institutional structure capable of discharging redis-
tributive obligations, it makes sense to start by using the instru-
ment of existing state institutions. A pragmatic focus on existing 
institutions, however, does not preclude ‘social property’– based 
arguments about debts to non- citizens. Contemporary theorists 
of global justice build on this approach when they emphasize the 
associative duties generated by the legacy of colonialism and the 
fact that much of the wealth created in Europe during the indus-
trial revolution was originally funded by the proceeds of slave 
plantations.59

57.  Ypi, Goodin, and Barry, “Associative Duties, Global Justice, and the Colonies.”
58.  Goodin, “What Is So Special about Our Fellow Countrymen?”
59.  Williams and Palmer, Capitalism and Slavery; Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights; Ypi, 

Goodin, and Barry, “Associative Duties, Global Justice, and the Colonies”; Wenar, Blood Oil.
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CONCLUSION

Solidarity among citizens is the necessary precondition for the practi-
cal realization of social rights in a democracy. Unlike negative rights, 
which are a way of ensuring the state does not become an agent of 
domination, social rights require positive action by citizens to share 
resources. We prioritize the needs of others because we care about 
their %ourishing and the world we share. #e motivational force of 
solidarity comes from the way it connects obligation with a"ective 
a'achment and self- interest. #e sense of obligation stems from the 
fact that every person alive was born dependent and vulnerable and 
survived due to care provided by others. We reach adulthood with 
a vast debt of care, including an obligation to care for the material 
and social worlds, but it is not self- evident what this requires in prac-
tice, which is why interpretation, imagination, and deliberation are 
necessary.

#e concept of solidarity is somewhat Janus- faced. It binds us 
to others, thereby motivating us to overcome egoism and engage in 
actions that bene$t others. At the same time, there is a constant dan-
ger that the very ties that bind us to people near us will make distant 
others seem more distant and alien. An interpretive approach to soli-
darity does not fully resolve this conundrum, but it does provide a 
way of addressing it. It urges us to constantly consider whether the 
concrete practices that connect us to speci$c others might rest on 
principles that apply more broadly. It is also important to remember 
that solidarity by itself is unlikely to bring about a most just society. 
#e powerful do not give up their power and privilege out of a sense 
of noblesse oblige. #e $ght against anti- black racism reminds us that 
struggle almost always comes before solidarity and confrontation 
precedes recognition. We see this pa'ern in the labor movements in 
the nineteenth century that demanded the things that the solidarists 
helped secure, and it is true for the movements for racial justice today.
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Chapter  11

Transnational Solidarity
A Durkheimian View

A L E X A N D E R  S O M E K

1. INTRODUCTION

As is well known,1 the concept of solidarity has one most prominent 
descriptive usage; more commonly, however, is it invoked prescrip-
tively or in a less imposing normative mood.

!e descriptive use of the term emerges in nineteenth- century 
French sociological theory2 and addresses the phenomenon that 
modern societies are integrated— held together— in spite of giving 
more room than ever before to individual choices. What explains 
this new form of social integration, according to Durkheim, is the 
social fact that the division of labor gives rise to altruism and an 
inchoate feeling of responsibility toward other members of society. 

1.  See, for example, Kurt Bayertz and Susanne Boshammer, “Solidarität,” in Handbuch der 
Politischen Philosophie und Sozialphilosophie, ed. S Gosepath, W. Hinsch and B. Rössler, vol. 2 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008), 1197– 1201.

2.  See Steinar Stjernø, Solidarity in Europe: !e History of an Idea (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009), 26.
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Even though this engagement with solidarity is chie#y interested in 
explaining why societies are not torn apart by the anarchical forces 
of individual ambition, it nonetheless establishes a tight connec-
tion between solidarity as a virtue3 and an institutional context from 
which it arises and that helps to sustain it. It links the existence of 
certain a$itudes with the integration of society.

Prescriptive uses, by contrast, generally invoke solidarity in order 
to muster support for other people and to engage a readiness to incur 
sacri%ces on their behalf.4 In this respect, acting in solidarity is di&er-
ent from pursuing intentionally one’s individual self- interest.5

It should not come as a surprise, however, that the most intrigu-
ing uses of “solidarity” combine a descriptive and a prescriptive or 
less strongly articulated normative element. !is is the case for 
a$empts to identify and to use, purposely, structures of interaction 
that are supposed to bring about solidarity qua cohesion that is sup-
ported by individual virtue as a desired result. !ey are based upon 
the intuition that the moral demands of solidarity can be best satis-
%ed based on modes of cooperation that somehow trigger sympathy 
or compassion among the participating members.

!e deliberate creation of such structures is, in a sense, more 
than an exercise in large- scale nudging. Supposedly, these structures 
establish the conditions necessary for generating moral a$itudes 
behind the backs of individuals. !e idea is that, while each individ-
ual engages with others for his or her own bene%t, eventually, if all 
goes well, everyone begins to care about all others.

3.  As a virtue, solidarity is a mindset that translates into dispositions, for example, the disposi-
tion to support the oppressed. See Andrea Sangiovanni and Juri Vieho&, Introduction to 
this volume.

4.  For a recent and highly sophisticated philosophical reconstruction of the appropriate condi-
tions, see Andrea Sangiovanni, “Solidarity as Joint Action,” 32 Journal of Applied Philosophy 
(2015): 340– 359.

5.  For a well- received philosophical account of solidarity as a duty to support “the underdog,” 
see Avery Kolers, A Moral !eory of Solidarity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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In this vein, since the days of the Schuman Declaration,6 European 
integration has been predicated upon the con%dence that increasing 
economic interpenetration and interdependence will in the long run 
give rise to solidarity among the peoples of Europe. Such a trans-
national solidarity is supposed to involve not only abstention from 
violence in the conduct of international a&airs, but also a growing 
readiness, on the part of Europeans, to make sacri%ces for the ben-
e%t of nationals of other Member States and on behalf of the larger 
European house.7

Within and outside the European Union, however, the quest 
for transnational solidarity is notoriously set to end in disappoint-
ment and trailed with appeals to keep our hopes up. !e following 
contribution would like to show why this is not accidentally the 
case. Transnational solidarity is, where it exists, composed of three 
elements: doux commerce, cosmopolitan concern for individual 
su&ering, and faith in a future union. !ese three elements are genea-
logically connected. Taken together, they indicate the absence of 
“organic” solidarity in a transnational context.

As the language used already indicates, this conclusion is reached 
by drawing on Durkheim’s classical framework.8 Durkheim assumed 

6.  See h$ps:// www.rob ert- schu man.eu/ en/ doc/ questi ons- d- eur ope/ qe- 204- en.pdf.
7.  For a rather skeptical perspective on whether this form of “positive solidarity” has already 

arisen, see Graham Butler and Holly Snaith, “Negative Solidarity: !e European Union and 
the Financial Crisis,” in Transnational Solidarity: Concept, Challenges and Opportunities, ed. 
H. Krunke, H. Petersen, and I. Manners (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 
128– 165 at 131, 162– 163. For a more optimistic outlook, see Floris de Wi$e, Justice in the 
EU: !e Emergence of Transnational Solidarity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).

8.  Methodologically, the contribution o&ers hermeneutics with a de dicto a$itude. It is based 
on the con%dence that interpreting the thoughts of another author is a way of discov-
ering the truth. See Robert B. Brandom, Tales of the Mighty Dead: Historical Essays in the 
Metaphysics of Intentionality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 99– 102. 
Any interpretation engages in a conversation with the author. !is activity is not external 
to human reason, rather, it is essential to its exercise. See Hans- Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit 
und Methode: Grundzüge einer philosophischen Hermeneutik, 4th ed. (Tübingen: Mohr 1975), 
350– 360; Cristina Lafont, !e Linguistic Turn in Hermeneutic Philosophy, trans. J Medina 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999), 95– 107.
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plausibly that prior mutual sympathies (e.g., among members of a 
nation) and joint reactive a$itudes toward deviant behavior (i.e., what 
he called “mechanical” solidarity) are necessary in order for market 
integration and the division of labor to generate another, superven-
ing form of social connection. In his view, decentralized social coop-
eration that builds on existing sympathies and reactive a$itudes gives 
birth to “organic” solidarity. Its terms and conditions, as it were, are 
articulated in widely shared ideas concerning the just distributions 
of goods and a fair allocation of opportunities.9 !e relevant ethics 
of reasonable and equitable competition is indicative of a closer con-
nectedness than the prudent etique$e of doux commerce, which, in 
spite of its gentle manners, has no mercy with losers.

At the same time, Durkheim seems to have also believed that 
an e&ective and mature division of labor is already pregnant with 
another form of solidarity that is remarkably cosmopolitan in its ori-
entation. Its manifestations are #eeting and transient, as its relevant 
emotional cord is struck by accidental encounters with individual 
misfortune. Owing to its focus on the individual, its sensibility is 
not tied to the institutional context of a particular community or 
an ethos of fair and equitable dealings. !is explains why its opera-
tion is in principle severed from existing structures of cooperation 
and collective action. Like the elementary forces of cohesion that 
precede organic solidarity— forces that are manifest in collective 
reactive a$itudes10— its mode of operation is mechanical. It comes 
to the fore in emotions that are triggered by the spectacle of human 
misery.11 Substantively, it is di'cult to reconcile it with the bounded 

9.  See Lisa Herzog, “Durkheim on Social Justice: !e Argument from ‘Organic Solidarity,’” 
American Political Science Review 112 (2018): 112– 124.

10.  See P. F. Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment,” in Perspectives on Moral Responsibility, ed. J. 
M. Fischer and M. Ravizza (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993), 45– 66.

11.  See Lilie Chouliaraki, !e Ironic Spectator: Solidarity in the Age of Post- Humanitarianism 
(Cambridge: Polity, 2013) at 2, 45.
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horizon of the genuine organic solidarity from which it nonetheless 
emerges.12

2. DOUX  COMMERCE

!ese are the famous words from the Schuman Declaration:13

L’Europe ne se fera pas d’un coup, ni dans une construction 
d’ensemble: elle se fera par des réalisations concrètes, créant 
d’abord une solidarité de fait.

Europe will not be made all at once, or according to a single 
plan. It will be built through concrete achievements which %rst 
create a de facto solidarity.

What is to be achieved, obviously, is “une solidarité de fait.”14 It is 
rather obvious what solidarity does not designate here, namely, 
any readiness to share one’s fate.15 !e “solidarité de fait” is merely 
expected to avoid another cataclysmic catastrophe. !e next sen-
tence provides the context that clari%es.

Le rassemblement des nations européennes exige que 
l’opposition séculaire de la France et de l’Allemagne soit élimi-
née: l’action entreprise doit toucher au premier chef la France et 
l’Allemagne.

12.  See, for example, Richard Vernon, Cosmopolitan Regard: Political Membership and Global 
Justice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).

13.  See note 6.
14.  On the historical genealogy of this idea in French thought, see Herman- Josef Große Kracht, 

Solidarität und Solidarismus: Postliberale Suchbewegungen zur normativen Selbstverständigung 
moderner Gesellscha"en (Bielefeld: Transkript, 2017), 199, 242.

15.  See Sangiovanni, “Solidarity as Joint Action,” note 4 at 347.
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!e coming together of the nations of Europe requires the 
elimination of the age- old opposition of France and Germany. 
!e action undertaken must primarily a&ect France and 
Germany.

!e submission made in the Schuman Declaration is, therefore, mod-
est. !e de facto solidarity would make countries abstain from actively 
harming others. !is, at any rate, would be the %rst step. !ere may 
be further steps. Since the Declaration is framed in anticipation of 
greater economic interpenetration in the %elds of coal and steel it is 
fair to say that the solidarity envisaged in the Schuman Declaration is 
somewhat reminiscent of the old doux commerce idea.16 !e disposi-
tions necessary in order to engage permanently in mutually bene%-
cial dealings with others is expected to drive out more martial human 
impulses and to enhance industriousness, suppleness, and probity.17 
But we should not expect more than that.

Generally, in a commercial society, humans are supposedly 
inclined to be serviceable to others at least as long as being so reaps 
adequate rewards. Hopefully, commerce and industry will give rise 
to a strong distaste for the turmoil and turbulence associated with 
war and bloodshed.18 In this vein, the %rst achievement of Schuman’s 
solidarity would have to be a negative one: abstaining from the use of 
force. People stick together in order to sort their di&erences out. !ey 
respect one another.

16.  See Montesquieu, !e Spirit of the Laws, trans. A. M. Cohler, B. C. Miller, and H. S. Stone 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), XX.1. at 338.

17.  See Albert O. Hirschman, !e Passions and the Interests: Political Arguments for Capitalism 
before Its Triumph (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977), 59– 63.

18.  For a brief description of the doux commerce thesis, which had its heyday in the eighteenth 
century, see Albert O. Hirschman, “Rival Interpretations of Market Society: Civilizing, 
Destructive, or Feeble?,” Journal of Economic Literature 20 (1982): 1463– 1484 at 1465.
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3. NEG ATIVE AND POSITIVE SOLIDARIT Y

Schuman’s rather modest submission is consistent with Émile 
Durkheim’s view of what he calls “negative” organic solidarity (which 
he later does not even count as solidarity proper).19

Generally, organic solidarity has its source in an increasing 
division of labor.20 In its negative form, it is just about mutual non- 
interference. It facilitates social interaction as though this concerned 
the smooth and collision- free movement of planets. Society is “in 
order” as long as each gets out of the way of the other.

What makes Durkheim so intriguing, however, is his remark-
able submission that negative solidarity cannot stand on its own 
feet. Rather, it presupposes positive solidarity. Here are Durkheim’s 
words:21

In reality, for men to acknowledge and mutually guarantee the 
rights of one another, they must %rst have a mutual liking, and 
have some reason that makes them cling to one another and to 
the single society of which they form a part. Justice is %lled with 
charity, or to employ once more our expression, negative soli-
darity is only the emanation of another solidarity that is positive 
in nature: it is the repercussion of social feelings in the sphere 
of “real” rights which [the feelings, A. S.] come from a di&erent 
source.

19.  See D 166, 168, 171– 172, 468; E 91, 92, 94, 310– 311. I am quoting from the German 
and the English translation using either “D” for the German or “E” for the English version. 
!e relevant translations are Über soziale Arbeitsteilung: Studie über die Organisation höherer 
Gesellscha"en, trans. L. Schmidts, 2nd ed. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1992) and !e 
Division of Labor in Society, trans. W. D. Hall (New York: Free Press, 2014).

20.  See D 109, 200, 478; E 50, 116, 317.
21.  E at 95.
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While much remains strange and obscure in this statement— for 
example, one cannot but wonder why people would ever have rea-
son to respect the rights of strangers— it also demonstrates why 
Durkheim’s theory continues to a$ract our interest. !is statement 
holds out the promise that there is already more of a connection among 
people and greater mutual benevolence even though we perceive only 
mutual non- interference. Durkheim reassures us of this promise by 
claiming that organic solidarity is initially “unconscious.”22

Indeed, Durkheim insinuates that solidarity23 is the source of feel-
ings, while law and morality are proper ways of articulating their nor-
mative signi%cance:24

[ . . . ] [M] oral rules [ . . . ] enunciate the basic conditions of social 
solidarity. Law and morality represent the totality of bonds that 
bind us to one another and to society, shaping the mass of indi-
viduals into a cohesive aggregate.

It does not contradict this %nding that Durkheim explains solidarity’s 
e&ect entirely in moral terms, namely, as regulating the action of man 
“by something other than the promptings of his own egoism.”25 Moral 
and legal precepts are the e#ect that the growing division of labor has 
on individual consciousness while the division itself — in particular 

22.  See D at 469. See E at 311: “Conscience is a poor judge of what occurs in the depths of one’s 
being, because it does not penetrate that far.”

23.  Very o(en in Durkheim’s text, “solidarity” does not designate a virtue (see above note 
3) but the force of the social that precedes individuation and hence gives the lie to “atom-
ism.” On the la$er, see, prior to Charles Taylor, G. W. F. Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy 
of Right, trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), §§197, 303, 
pp. 197, 343– 344. “Atomism” reconstructs society based on the primacy of individuals and 
individual choices.

24.  E at 310. For a similar approach, see David Wiggins, “Solidarity and the Root of the Ethical,” 
Tijdschri" voor Filoso$e 71 (2009): 239– 269.

25.  E at 311.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448501059 by guest on 05 June 2026



T R A N S N A T I O N A L  S O L I D A R I T Y

319

319

when it gives rise to conventional dealings with one another26— is 
the cause of organic solidarity.

It remains largely unclear, at %rst glance, how and why the divi-
sion of labor is capable of exercising this normatively guiding e&ect. 
Durkheim goes to some lengths in explaining that even though the 
division of labor is undoubtedly economically bene%cial, solidarity 
as a virtue and its a$endant sentiments are not a ma$er of rational 
insight into the long- term bene%ts of social cooperation. Hence, what 
gives rise to solidarity is not the smart realization that morality is in 
one’s own best self- interest.27

4. MECHANICAL SOLIDARIT Y

What translates the de facto interdependence among people into a 
sense of obligation toward others, however, seems to remain just as 
mysterious as the origin of connectedness in the case of mechanical 
solidarity. Durkheim sometimes claims that mechanical solidarity 
rests on similarity.28 Actually, he explains that it emerges when the 
image of the other and the image of oneself coalesce into one. Indeed, 
he le( it to his sociology of religion to explore the mechanism of 
fusion.29

It is not, however, entirely clear who or what the agent of the 
underlying synthesizing activity is. !e impression of similarity 
does not in and of itself lead to a merger. !e only candidate for 
such an agent that we encounter in Durkheim’s text is the “collective 

26.  See D 435; E 286.
27.  See, notably, David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. E. Mossner (London: Penguin 

Books, 1985), III.2 at 540– 544.
28.  On similarity qua source of mechanical solidarity, see D 109; E 50– 51.
29.  See Émile Durkheim, !e Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. C. Cosman 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).
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consciousness,” which is the totality of shared beliefs concerning 
what one must not do.30 It seems as though this consciousness, which 
is regenerated in religious e&ervescence and ecstasy, carries out the 
fusion for us, for Durkheim frequently presents it as acting upon us 
qua force that has the power to obliterate individuality completely.31 
In a like manner, when we are a&ected by emotional outrage over a 
criminal act or the fear of foreign intruders we are beside ourselves 
and totally taken over by sentiments that we have inasmuch as we are 
encumbered by the collective consciousness of one particular soci-
ety.32 Hence, it would be consistent with this role of collective con-
sciousness to regard the identi%cation with those whom I believe to 
be like “us”— my fellow Austrians, for example— as triggered by this 
very force. But none of this emerges clearly from Durkheim’s analysis.

5. ORG ANIC SOLIDARIT Y

When it comes to explaining organic solidarity, however, Durkheim 
provides us with be$er clues. His remark that, “however the result 
is accomplished,”33 the division of labor produces among people the 
feeling of being constrained by the legitimate demands of others 
suggests that he is a(er an invisible hand e&ect.34 Repeatedly, we are 
told that solidarity emerges from a spontaneous division of labor and 
that spontaneity is essential to it.35 He suggests, for example, that the 
rules governing fair competition follow in and of themselves from the 

30.  See D 181; E 82.
31.  See D 181– 182, 156, 466, 364; E 82, 101, 263, 309.
32.  See D 151, 224, 413; E 77– 78, 132, 269– 270.
33.  E 46.
34.  An invisible hand e&ect is of human making, but not of human design. See Edna Ullmann- 

Margalit, Normal Rationality: Decisions and Social Order, ed. A. Margalit and C. Sunstein 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), at 130.

35.  D 256, 434, 444– 445; E 158, 286, 294.
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division of labor.36 Generally, Durkheim says that it is su'cient for 
individuals to devote themselves to special functions and they will 
“discover inevitably” that they are in solidarity with other people.37

But what must appear, undoubtedly, as a hastily diagnosed and 
not terribly well corroborated invisible hand e&ect indicates also 
something that cuts anthropologically deeper. !is is revealed rather 
early in Durkheim’s Division of Labor38 where he discusses what a 
simple exchange “implies and what results from it.”39 In his view, the 
fact that we depend on exchanges reveals an essential incomplete-
ness about us.40 We can be whole only if “[ . . . ] [t] he image of the 
one who complements us becomes inseparable within us from our 
own.”41 Moreover, Durkheim actually suggests that an exchange— 
at any rate, if it occurs regularly and repeatedly— is, semiotically 
speaking, a symbol of a deeper condition of individual incomplete-
ness. Once people have, if only intuitively, grasped the signi%cance 
of exchanges, they come to see themselves as parts of a larger whole, 
and this means that, within their conception of who they are, being 
part of the whole becomes an essential component of their identity. 
People put themselves, inevitably, at the center of the world; but they 
do so intelligently only if they also de- center their position within it.

At a later point in the theory, not just single exchanges, but the 
division of labor as a whole is cast in this symbolic role. Durkheim 
suggests that by virtue of the division of labor, human beings come to 
realize their dependence on society.42

36.  D 434; E 286.
37.  See E 158.
38.  See above note 19.
39.  E 50.
40.  Cast in the idiom of Axel Honneth’s social philosophy, one could say that it also indicates 

that our freedom is not an individual possession but socially shared. See his Freedom’s 
Right: !e Social Foundations of Democratic Life, trans. J. Ganahl (Cambridge: Polity, 2014).

41.  E 50.
42.  See D 470; E 311– 312. At the same time, the whole can come to itself only on the basis of 

parts that conceive of themselves in this manner. See D 429; E 292.
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It must appear, therefore, that Durkheim regards social solidarity 
as an ontological ma$er. Against this background, “organic” is indeed 
the adequate a$ribute for this type of cohesion. !eir ontological 
quality of being a part of a whole is revealed to individuals through 
the normative language of morality and law, for compliance with the 
relevant precepts allows them to be who they really are. Pathologies 
and anomies excluded, people will be at ease with themselves and 
content with the way they live if they embrace their dependence on 
others and take some active interest in their well- being. Stated in 
Hegelian parlance, this means that organic solidarity is possible only 
if by virtue of morality and law people are for themselves what they 
are in themselves.

6. THE MECHANICAL ROOT 
OF ORG ANIC SOLIDARIT Y

Durkheim leaves no doubt that organic solidarity has to grow out of 
a preexisting connectedness:43

Work is not shared out between independent individuals who 
are already di&erentiated from one another, who meet and asso-
ciate together in order to pool their di&erent abilities. It would 
be a miracle if these di&erences, arising from chance and circum-
stance, could be so accurately harmonized as to form a coher-
ent whole.

Market dealings are rendered as interactions among strangers and 
tend, thereby, to obliterate what makes them possible. !e genealogy 

43.  E 216.
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of organic solidarity suggests, however, that certain ideas of justice 
governing a liberal society are either transformations of a more 
archaic and arcane form of connectedness or at least depend for their 
emergence on these roots:44

What draws men together are mechanical forces and instinctive 
forces such as the a'nity of blood, a$achment to the same soil, 
the cult of their ancestors, a commonality of habits etc. It is only 
when the group has been formed on these bases that coopera-
tion becomes organized. [ . . . ] It is true that once cooperation 
has made its appearance, it tightens social bonds and imparts to 
society a more complete individuality. But this integration sup-
poses another sort that it replaces. For social units to be able to 
di&erentiate from one another, they must %rst be a$racted or 
grouped together through the similarities that they display.

Apparently, just like competitive market dealings are sustain-
able only if they are constrained by organic solidarity, the la$er 
depends for its emergence on the blind instincts of its mechanical 
counterpart.45

!is genealogical connection holds true, according to Durkheim, 
for the creation of larger units that might transcend the bounds of 
the nation.46 !ey do not simply emerge on the basis of exchanges. 
Rather, they %rst have to be “blended together in the sense of a sin-
gle and identical common consciousness so that the process of dif-
ferentiation can begin or begin again.”47 In this context, Durkheim 

44.  E 217.
45.  Not by accident, Durkheim observes the requisite struggle between individualization and 

“normalization.” See D 344– 345; E 223– 224.
46.  See D 341, 475– 476; 219, 315– 316.
47.  E 217.
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contrasts a future European society with the establishment of mere 
“mutuality” among nations, that is, conditions under which states 
cooperate merely for the sake of mutual advantage.48 In a long foot-
note49 Durkheim explains that transnational commerce that is based 
on mere mutuality may leave existing social segmentation in place. 
!e economic division of labor can thus develop without any appre-
ciable change in the social structure.50 Such doux commerce merely 
makes strangers disposed to sort out their di&erences peacefully. 
At the same time, their mutual benevolence is likely to be highly 
circumscribed.

Organic solidarity, by contrast, is rooted in a deeper and more 
opaque form of connection. It is an extension of an existing sympa-
thy among members of society to contractual relations of exchange 
and to the competition for opportunities and goods. Since, indeed, 
the interacting persons become less alike, it appears as though 
organic solidarity is taking over from its mechanical predecessor. 
Nevertheless, remnants of mechanical solidarity remain in place and 
come to the fore when the question has to be answered as to who 
belongs in the circle of bene%ciaries. All of a sudden, “similarity” and 
“likeness” claim their relevance again if only at a remove, for exam-
ple, when they are inferred from a certain length of participation in 
society.51

48.  See D 342; E 219– 220.
49.  See D 342– 343 footnote 31; E 221.
50.  Quite remarkable is his observation about how acquiring the requisite professional training 

leaves the foundations of the psychological life of the individual quite una&ected. !is gives 
us Durkheim’s explanation for why people who have been socialized in illiberal cultures can 
successfully participate in a global market economy or any market economy, for that ma$er.

51.  See, for example, on “a certain degree of integration into society” as a condition of eligi-
bility for student loans, Case C- 209/ 03, !e Queen (on the application of Dany Bidar) 
v. London Borough of Ealing, Secretary of State for Education and Skills [2005] ECR 2005 
I- 02119, para. 57.
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7. COSMOPOLITAN 
SOLIDARIT Y: THE INDIVIDUAL

Not surprisingly, mechanical and organic solidarity remain di'cult 
to disentangle. Yet, upon closer inspection it turns out that Durkheim 
must have been a(er a quite remarkable phenomenon, which he him-
self may not have understood all too well.

!e diversity of human activities in a context of interdependence 
explains why individuals can conceive of themselves as parts that 
require complementation by other such parts. And yet, the poten-
tially in%nite interaction of parts can only give rise to the impression 
among these parts that they are parts of a whole if their perception 
of mutual partiality is complemented with the sense of unity. Such 
unity, however, cannot be generated by the parts themselves or grow 
out of potentially in%nite structures of horizontal interaction. It can 
only be nurtured by the similarity that underlies mechanical solidar-
ity. !is explains why an interconnection of parts that is not uni%ed 
by the prior ties of reactive a$itudes can yield merely doux commerce, 
which is essentially indi&erent to the well- being of these parts. !e 
connection among the parts remains, thus understood, external.

At the same time, the force that accounts for the fact that the 
external relation among strangers is rendered as an internal relation 
among, say, compatriots or those living in the same region is itself 
external to the form of horizontal interaction within the division of 
labor. It is the mechanical solidarity among those who by virtue of 
their reactive a$itudes mutually consider each other alike. Put in 
other words, the external relation among parts is transformed into 
something internal (i.e., a genuine concern for others) by something 
that is itself external to the internal relation. It should not come as a 
surprise, therefore, that the residual energies of mechanical solidarity 
become easily diverted from social justice qua articulation of organic 
solidarity among parts to the well- being of these parts themselves. 
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In order for that to happen, individualization merely has to reach up 
to the level at which each perceives individuality as what makes all 
individuals alike.

In this vein, Durkheim observes that the intensity of “collective 
sentiments” within the division of labor decreases generally with the 
exception of sentiments concerning the individual.52 He claims that 
the respect for individuals even rises to the level of religious venera-
tion.53 Durkheim gives us only hints as to why he believes this to be 
the case. !e inevitability and opportunity for individuals of having 
to %nd their niche of specialized activity encourage them to explore 
new things on their own initiative. Socially, individuals become thus 
rendered as “autonomous source of action.”54 !ey are able to enact 
credibly such independence if there is, indeed, some special talent 
or ability that appears to be distinctively their own. Since survival 
and well- being under conditions of intense division of labor depend 
essentially on being a self- directing and self- enacting individual,55 
the collective consciousness of society adopts this type of being as 
its core ideal. !e collective consciousness reduces itself, according 
to Durkheim, to the “cult of the person” and of personal dignity;56 it 
no longer serves the function of tying the individual to one particular 

52.  See D 205, 222; E 119, 130. Durkheim is also quite explicit about the social nature of obli-
gations. !e obligation that an individual has toward itself is in fact an obligation toward 
society. See D 470, E 311– 312.

53.  See D 227, 478; E 133, 316. See also Emile Durkheim, Physik des Rechts und der 
Si%en: Vorlesungen zur Soziologie der Moral, trans. M. Bischo& (Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp, 1991), at 102, 163. For a fresh elaboration of this Durkheimian theme, 
see Hans Joas, Die Sakralität der Person: Eine neue Genealogie der Menschenrechte (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp, 2011).

54.  E 314; D 474.
55.  It gives rise to the respective “governmentality” that we now associate with neoliberalism. 

See Nikolas Rose, Powers of Freedom: Re&aming Political !ought (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999).

56.  See D 470; E 311– 312.
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society.57 What Durkheim anticipates here are evidently varieties of 
cosmopolitan concern.

Hans Joas has gone so far as to claim that this new and univer-
sal mechanical solidarity rests on the belief in the “sacredness” of 
the person.58 !is explains why the spiritual and bodily integrity of 
human beings appears to be of utmost concern. Violating this per-
sonal integrity is just as taboo as the intrusion of a sacred space or the 
desecration of a holy object.59

Durkheim, however, unearths a remarkable dialectic. !e rules 
of distributive justice adhered to in a society depend for their real-
ization on relatively closed social units. !ey lend expression to 
organic solidarity and hinge substantially on conditions of reciproc-
ity. If you serve me, I serve you. If you bene%t us, we are there for 
you. We respect your individual e&ort if you adapt to what we want. 
Amending Durkheim, one is inclined to add: If you fail owing to the 
vagaries of market forces, I will be there for you because my well- 
being depends on your having taken the risks involved in market- 
participation. Not by accident, organic solidarity is spelled out in 
terms of merit, equality of opportunity, leveling the playing %eld of 
fair play.60 But in order to be relevant to others, one has to be expe-
rienced as belonging to the world of which one is (merely) a part. 
At the same time, the overwhelming relevance of interdependence 
creates pressure to specialize. Specialization fosters individuality. 
At the end, the individual becomes the one moral idea to which the 
collective consciousness of all market- integrated societies a$ributes 
supreme value. Remarkably, the individual comes to occupy the 

57.  See D 228; E 228.
58.  See Joas, Die Sakralität der Person, note 53 at 85.
59.  !e assimilation of human dignity to sacredness may be duly doubted. Violations of human 

dignity are not trailed with the sense that the perpetrator has aroused the wrath of the gods 
or is in any other way doomed.

60.  See D 462; E 306.
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center of a collective consciousness that transcends, oddly enough, 
the bounded and desert- oriented con%nes of organic solidarity.61 !e 
cult of the individual breaks the shackles of reciprocity. !is explains 
why, cast in Durkheimian terms, justice, which readily recognizes 
inequalities as long as these are based upon some form of desert or 
mutual advantage, is eventually superseded by charity that accords 
equal value to all human beings regardless of their merits or accom-
plishments.62 !e ultimate focus of this new form of mechanical soli-
darity is located at levels below and beyond any integration in organic 
terms. It engages the respect for individuals without regard to their 
membership in a group or concrete achievements.

8. TR ANSNATIONAL SOLIDARIT Y IS FR AGILE

Mechanical solidarity is the soil out of which organic solidarity can 
grow. But once organic solidarity has developed within bounded soci-
eties, mechanical solidarity becomes boundless from within. Its focus 
comes to rest on the individual. !e moral sentiments unleashed by 
the Syrian refugee crisis are testament to a cosmopolitan concern that 
re#ects universal mechanical solidarity. Indeed, its articulation may 
even be made easier by the fact that solidarity extends to relatively 
distant strangers. In their case, the love of humanity63 is not circum-
scribed by controversy about the merits or demerits of bene%ciaries. 
It is easier, indeed, to be kind to a distant stranger with whom one 
does not share a history than with compatriots whose demands strike 
one as presumptuous in light of their failings. It is in this context that 

61.  !e relation between solidarity and justice is di'cult to disentangle in Durkheim’s work. 
See Herzog, “Durkheim on Social Justice,” note 9.

62.  See Durkheim, Physik, note 53 at 303.
63.  See ibid.
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the “communication of solidarity becomes simultaneously the com-
munication of cosmopolitan dispositions,” that is, the readiness to 
bene%t strangers without any expectation of reciprocation.64

!e cosmopolitan transcendence of particular social worlds, 
however, comes at a cost. It lacks support from adequate structures of 
social action. !is is the case, not only because their realization would 
require a more centralized mode of global governance; we are also 
not sure as to how we might weigh adequately other values against 
the universal respect for the human person. Ordinarily, existing insti-
tutions have already done the balancing for us. But these institutions 
seem to be increasingly inadequate in the face of the global omnipres-
ence of individual su&ering.

We can now identify more clearly two of the elements of which 
transnational solidarity is composed, namely, doux commerce, on the 
one hand, and cosmopolitan concern, on the other. Where transna-
tional solidarity basically amounts to doux commerce it can merely 
amount to civility and not to solidarity, properly understood. !is is 
re#ected in the ethos underpinning various Euro crisis se$lements.65 
States are ready to support others more or less self- interestedly so 
long as the bene%ciaries are pledging to repay their debts.

Universal mechanical solidarity is at stake, by contrast, in the con-
text of the refugee crisis. But one should not be surprised to see that 
some states appear to be impervious to it, for this form of solidarity 
is beset with its own problems. It operates, indeed, mechanically. It is 
chie#y triggered by images or stories that give rise to a compassion-
ate response.66 We all remember the image of the Syrian boy whose 

64.  See Chouliaraki, !e Ironic Spectator, note 11 at 2, 45.
65.  See Butler and Snaith, “Negative Solidarity,” note 7.
66.  See Chouliaraki, !e Ironic Spectator, note 64. It may be objected that by classifying such a 

response as “solidarity” the concept becomes in#ated and thereby recklessly assimilated to 
charity. Yet, the genealogy of such cosmopolitan concern in Durkheim’s work suggests that 
the response bespeaks mechanical solidarity, for it manifests what people take themselves 
to be: either compatriots or “deracinated” individuals.
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dead body was washed to the European shore. We cringe. !e major 
emotional vehicle of such solidarity is pity. While the mechanical 
quality of our emotional response explains its strength, it also makes 
it vulnerable to individual or collective a$empts to turn the trigger o& 
either by looking away or by demonizing those who su&er as evil or 
dangerous people. Moreover, as Nietzsche perceptively observed,67 
there is something inherently aggressive about pity. It hits us over the 
head from without and gives rise to feelings of guilt. Not by accident, 
we feel emotionally a$acked by people whom we suspect to reckon 
with our compassion. We resent them. !e wholesale moral vili%ca-
tion of the indigents and outsiders is the reply of resentment.

9. IMAGINE NO COUNTRIES

In light of the ascendancy of the second form of mechanical solidar-
ity, its organic counterpart begins to look hidebound and partial. 
Nevertheless, cosmopolitan concern is o(en fortuitous and only 
weakly supported by existing political structures. As a result, this 
new form of solidarity amounts to a negative sum that explains the 
consciousness (“mindset”) of the contemporary liberal bourgeoisie. 
It pairs haphazard cosmopolitan concern with a waning belief in the 
priority of concern for compatriots, for such a belief becomes di'-
cult to reconcile with the urgency to bene%t strangers that are far less 
well o&.

Undoubtedly, in this form, transnational solidarity is perplex-
ingly underdetermined. In an a$empt to %x this, an a$itude has 
emerged that can be called, for want of a be$er concept, 'uid organic 
solidarity. Sketches of it can be found in the works of Claus O&e and 

67.  See Friedrich Nietzsche, Die &öhliche Wissenscha", 2nd ed. (Leipzig: E. W. Fritsch, 
1887), at 42.
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Jürgen Habermas. It emerges from a$empts to reconcile context- 
transcending moral intuitions with imagining future “organic” 
connections.

One can put up with feeling obligated to share goods or resources 
with others if this feeling is complemented with the expectation that 
sharing is in one way or another also somehow in one’s own interest.68 
!e ways in which people imagine their interest to be served may 
range from future reciprocation by those whom they bene%t or some 
di&use belief in bene%cial indirect e&ects. !e faith that one or the 
other might come to pass is essential. If solidarity were perceived 
entirely as a one- way street and not as tied to what one believes to 
be durable forms of interconnection, it would most likely cease to 
exist. !is psychological factor explains why the moral high ground 
of universal mechanical solidarity is abstract.69 If only certain mem-
bers of society were to pay for bene%ts while a potentially unlimited 
number of others with whom the payers feel unconnected bene%ted, 
redistributive programs would simply not be sustained. Owing to a 
lack of closure or reciprocation, the paying members would no longer 
rationalize transfers by telling themselves that they will somehow— 
in the future or indirectly— partake of the bene%ts. A world in which 
compatriots and foreigners alike had equal claims to welfare would 
be composed of Nozickian minimal states. In such a world, the gov-
ernment may not even make e&orts to educate their population, to 
have them learn languages and to acquire the discipline indispens-
able for earning a living. !e Western European dreamlands to which 
refugees feel for very good reasons a$racted would cease to exist in 

68.  See Claus O&e, “P#ichten versus Kosten: Typen und Kontexte solidarischen Handelns,” 
in Transnationale Solidarität: Chancen und Grenzen, ed. J. Beckert et al. (Frankfurt am 
Main: Campus, 2004), 35– 50, at 40– 43.

69.  “Abstract” in the Hegelian sense of “one- sided.” See G. W. F. Hegel, “Who !inks 
Abstractly?,” in Hegel: Text and Commentary, trans. W. Kaufmann (Garden City, NY: Anchor 
Books, 1966), 113– 118.
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their current form. Solidarization along the universal mechanical 
dimension would be trailed by de- solidarization along the organic 
dimension. Social programs would be replaced with what one writer 
pithily called the “hypocrisy of helping the poor.”70 !ere would be 
charity on the part of those who bene%ted from the demise of social 
programs, but it would actually go to places where reports of doing 
good produced the best public relations.

Offe’s observations actually offer a clue as to how fluid organic 
solidarity can grow out of a faith in anticipated connectedness. 
Habermas71 reminds us, correctly, that the solidarity of the work-
ing class was an attempt to redeem relations of mutual support 
that had become obsolete in the course of industrialization. 
Workers were forming alliances for their mutual support across 
the divides of competitive labor markets. The internal logic of 
binding oneself and others, however, amounts to the same. Acting 
in an ethically appropriate way or extending solidarity to others 
means doing more than one owes to strangers, while doing so is, 
perhaps, also in one’s own long- term interest in the event that the 
ties of solidarity become tighter and fasten into shared under-
standings of justice.72

And yet, it is precisely the problem of proletarian solidarity that 
teaches us why a more ambitious form of transnational solidarity is 
possibly destined to remain a noble dream.

70.  See Paul !eroux, “!e Hypocrisy of ‘Helping’ the Poor,” New York Times, October 2, 2015.
71.  See Jürgen Habermas, “Democracy, Solidarity and the European Crisis,” h$ps:// www.acade 

mia.edu/ 4259 473/ Democracy_ Solidarity_ And_ !e_ Europea n_ Cr isis _ By_ Jürg en_ H 
aber mas (last visited October 8, 2020). See also his Philosophische Texte, vol. 3: Diskursethik 
(Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2019) at 353.

72.  For a reconstruction of the relevant reasons for action, see Sangiovanni, “Solidarity as Joint 
Action,” note 4.
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10. EX ALTED PROLETARIAN SOLIDARIT Y

!e major problem of proletarian solidarity has always been that on 
the level of the actual consciousness of groups the proletariat appears 
to be less homogeneous than it really is from an economic point of 
view. Hence, the brotherly and sisterly sentiments that do not exist 
even though they ought to exist have to be somehow supplemented 
in order to make proletarian solidarity real. As is well known, for 
Leninism it was a foregone conclusion that class- consciousness had 
to be mediated by an intellectual and political vanguard that inte-
grates the daily business of class struggle with the pursuit of “the %nal 
aim.” !e party was supposed to be the external deposit, as it were, 
of that class consciousness of the proletariat which did not actually 
exist. By being guided by the party, the proletariat was to come to 
exist objectively for itself even if its members did not subjectively rec-
ognize who they were in themselves.

Lukács conceded that in exercising its function to synthesize vari-
ous groups into one class, the members of the party must have been 
perceived as acting like the elect leaders of a sect. From its members 
it had to demand the full embrace of “ancient liberty,”73 that is, the 
readiness to submit their “whole personality” to the movement.74 It 
also had to expect from the working class a quasi- religious readiness 
to incur sacri%ces for future generations.

Evidently, an a$itude of this type is not congenial with our 
twenty- %rst- century self- loving liberal subjectivity. Proletarian soli-
darity lends itself systematically to authoritarian uses. !is is manifest 
already in the act in which the party identi%es itself as the external 

73.  See Benjamin Constant, “On the Liberty of the Ancients Compared with !at of the 
Moderns,” in Political Writings, ed. B. Fontana (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1988), 307– 328.

74.  See Georg Lukács, Geschichte und Klassenbewusstsein: Studien über marxistische Dialektik, 
10th ed. (Neuwied: Luchterhand, 1988), 486, 488, 508.
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deposit of the class consciousness of the masses. !e revolutionary 
vanguard comes into existence on the basis of its self- identi%cation 
and self- authentication.75 Once it is constituted, it decides for itself 
for whom it speaks since its central task is to synthesize groups into 
the proletariat and to mold their class consciousness. !e la$er is, 
as Lukács memorably explained, not a psychological fact but a his-
torical possibility to be actualized by the party. It stands for view-
ing society in a manner that is adequate to the social position of a 
social class.76 It is, thus understood, entirely correct to view society 
from the perspective of the bourgeoisie in the terms of liberal politi-
cal economy. !is outlook matches the social position of the bour-
geoisie. It is nonetheless false consciousness in the sense that it does 
not permit to solve the problems that have historically arisen.77 By 
contrast, while the actual consciousness of the proletariat may well 
be wrong when it is diverted by more short- term concerns, the pos-
sibility of viewing society from its point of view gives in principle 
access to the objectively adequate view of historical developments.78 
!e empirical consciousness of proletarians may o(en be confused. 
It is the task of the revolutionary vanguard to straighten it out. Such 
an epistemic authoritarianism remains largely indi&erent to what the 
folks on the ground may think.

In its vanguard party format, proletarian solidarity is not a sib-
ling of liberty. It is no longer right for us. Just like we are no longer 
material for ancient liberty,79 we are not material for the elite party 
either.

75.  See Lukács, Geschichte und Klassenbewusstsein, note 74 at 499– 500.
76.  See ibid. at 444.
77.  See ibid. at 448.
78.  See ibid. at 450.
79.  See Nietzsche, Die &öhliche Wissenscha", note 66 at 286.
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11. CONCLUSIONS

With that we arrive at the following conclusions:
First, organic solidarity comes in various colorations: it can seem 

to be what it in fact is not, in which case it is merely doux commerce, 
but also genuine or #uid. Only in its %rst and third form is it relevant 
to the transnational se$ing.

Second, the transnational se$ing is marked by an ascendancy of 
cosmopolitan concern with individual su&ering, which, as Durkheim 
suggests, supervenes on organic solidarity.

!ird, transnational solidarity is manifest in various a$empts to 
integrate cosmopolitan moral intuitions with the workings of #uid 
organic solidarity. !e la$er stands for imagining mutually bene%cial 
connectedness where one has not perceived it before. For example, it 
is revealed in a$empts to envision and to construct future reciprocity 
with strangers, in particular by taking tentative %rst steps. It is a way 
of overcoming at an entirely symbolic level the loss of solidarity that 
is inherent in combining doux commerce with cosmopolitan concern.

Fourth, cosmopolitan moral sensibilities may push for antici-
pating connectedness and reciprocity in spite of inertia by local 
populations and groups. !is is reminiscent of the predicament of 
proletarian solidarity, at any rate, in its most exalted form. Since the 
solidarity inherent in class consciousness is underdeveloped in the 
relation of various groups, it has to be actively synthesized by the 
communist party. However, supplementing #uid organic solidarity 
with morally (or historically) elitist leadership results in authoritari-
anism. It is inconsistent with our penchant for modern liberty. !is 
leaves us with the interplay of cosmopolitan sensibilities and #uid 
organic solidarity as the only defensible form of enacting solidarity 
in a transnational se$ing.

Fi(h, interconnection, taken by itself, is insu'cient to create 
organic solidarity. What ma$ers is identi%cation with being part of a 
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whole. Identi%cation with “Europe” would be key to the emergence 
of a genuinely organic solidarity. It may have been the mistake of the 
founders of the Union to assume that such identi%cation would sim-
ply spring from economic interconnectedness as such.

Of course, it may be suggested that solidarity ought to be extended 
to all with whom we happen to be interconnected. But even assuming 
that we ought to extend solidarity beyond national bounds, the sheer 
fact of interconnection does not provide us with a su'cient moral 
reason to do so. In the larger scheme of things, we are all intercon-
nected with ISIS, Hamas, American libertarians, and, in particular, 
with the National Security Agency (NSA). But this does not mean 
that we owe them any support.
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Chapter  12

A Tale of Two Tenths
Race, Class, and Solidarity

TO M M I E  S H E L B Y

!is chapter tackles one of the biggest challenges to contemporary 
black political solidarity: class di!erences among black Americans.1 In 
light of such di"erences, many Marxists are sharply critical of black 
solidarity and antiracist identity politics.2 !ey are convinced, for 
example, that this form of politics, if it has any value at all, largely 
serves the interests of the black professional class. !e black working 

1.  For helpful feedback on this chapter, I am grateful to the participants in the Workshop on 
Solidarity held at the European University in Florence in 2019 and to this volume’s editors, 
Andrea Sangiovanni and Juri Vieho". Versions of this chapter were presented at Dartmouth 
College, University of Michigan, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, University of 
Pennsylvania, and the American Philosophical Association Eastern Division Meeting, and 
I’m grateful for the questions and comments I received on those occasions.

2.  See, for example, Adolph Reed, Jr., “Black Politics a#er 2016,” Nonsite 23 (2018); Adolph 
Reed, Jr., “Antiracism: A Neoliberal Alternative to a Le#,” Dialectical Anthropology 42 (2018), 
105– 115; Adolph Reed, Jr., and Merlin Chowkwanyun, “Race, Class, Crisis: !e Discourse 
of Racial Disparity and Its Analytical Discontents,” Socialist Register (2012), 149– 175; 
Walter Benn Michaels, "e Trouble with Diversity: How We Learned to Love Identity and Ignore 
Inequality (New York: Macmillan, 2016); Jacqueline Jones, A Dreadful Deceit: "e Myth 
of Race #om the Colonial Era to Obama’s America (New York: Basic Books, 2013); Cedric 
Johnson, “!e Panthers Can’t Save Us Now,” Catalyst 1 (Spring 2017), 57– 85.
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class would, these le#ists insist, do much be$er to %nd allies among 
the broader multiracial working class and in the labor movement.3 
Such Marxists also maintain that race- based politics wrongly subordi-
nates class to “race” rather than viewing racism and class exploitation 
as inextricably related and fundamentally structured by capital- labor 
relations. I believe these criticisms are serious and merit a considered 
response. In fact, I share some of the skepticism that thinkers on the 
le# have toward identity politics and antiracist activism. But I think 
they o#en take their criticisms too far and consequently undervalue 
black solidarity, which is, in my view, still absolutely vital. In an 
a$empt to show this, I draw on some insights from W. E. B. Du Bois, 
Martin Luther King, Jr., and Cornel West.

One limitation of this le#ist critique— and the central theme of 
this chapter— is that it relies on a paradigm of solidarity that has its 
source in the Marxist theory of working- class politics. !is concep-
tion generally gives too much weight to the role of shared material 
interests in binding a group together politically, thus ignoring other 
reliable sources of group cohesion. And it gives too li$le weight to 
the ethical considerations and moral virtues that sometimes dispose 
people to put aside narrow self- interest to act for the common good.

Let me distinguish three subgroups in the U.S. black population. 
!e %rst group is similar to what Du Bois referred to as “the talented 
tenth.”4 !is is the black professional class. College education, high- 
status occupations, and high incomes de%ne them. !ese are the 
black doctors, lawyers, engineers, bureaucrats, executives, and small 
business owners. I refer to them as black elites. !e second group is 
similar to what Du Bois referred to, in "e Philadelphia Negro, as “the 

3.  !ere is a similar le# black nationalist critique of the black professional class that charges this 
stratum with self- hate, a pathological thirst for white acceptance, and insu'cient love for 
black peoples, particularly for the black working class and the black poor.

4.  See W. E. B. Du Bois, “!e Talented Tenth,” in "e Future of the Race, ed. Henry Louis Gates, 
Jr., and Cornel West (New York: Vintage, 1997), 133– 158.
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submerged tenth.”5 !e group is made up of those in chronic poverty. 
!ese are blacks who have very limited education and work experi-
ence, and many of whom are jobless, dependent on public assistance, 
have access to only dead- end jobs that pay below a living wage, or 
earn income through activities in the informal economy.

!e majority of black Americans do not fall into either of Du 
Bois’s “tenths.” !ey are instead solidly working class and employed 
in the formal economy, and their situation is precarious though less 
dire than the marginalized black poor. But the black elite and the black 
poor are both relatively large, provide a stark contrast, and are o#en 
thought to be sharply at odds, making the relationship between them 
a good test case for the viability of black solidarity in the post- Obama 
era. If black elite- poor solidarity is possible, solidarity between the 
black professional class and the black working class should also be 
viable, as the division between these two segments of the black popu-
lation is, overall, less antagonistic.

In speaking of the black elite and the black poor, I am referring, 
not to class background or origins, but to current class position. 
Some defenders of black solidarity deny that a serious class divide 
exists by calling a$ention to the fact that many black elites come from 
working- class and even poor families and that they continue to have 
deep ties to their poor kin. Many black elites provide regular %nan-
cial support to their disadvantaged family members and go to great 
lengths to help them when they are in urgent need (bailing them out 
of jail, caring for their children, paying their rent so they won’t be 
evicted, providing %nancial loans, etc.). !is has led some to conclude 
that most black elites must strongly identify with the black poor. But 
this would be a hasty inference. Solidarity with one’s poor kin does 
not necessarily extend to the broader black poor. And though people 

5.  W. E. B. Du Bois, "e Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1996), 311.
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o#en help disadvantaged kinfolk out of a sense of familial obligation, 
many resent having to do so. Moreover, some black elites believe that 
because they were able to pull themselves out of poverty without 
such assistance, other blacks, including their kin, could and should 
do the same.

Whatever the merits of Marxist class analysis, it is evident that 
class position does not strictly determine a person’s political com-
mitments. Even Marx allows that “communist consciousness,” 
while emanating primarily from the proletariat, “may, of course, 
arise among the other classes too through the contemplation of the 
situation of this [proletarian] class.”6 !ere are black elites who are 
progressive, even radical, in their politics, and some have sacri%ced 
much to advance the cause of racial justice and to help other blacks 
in need. Indeed, some of the harshest le#- wing critics of black politi-
cal solidarity are themselves members of the professional class, o#en 
holding tenured positions at elite private universities. Do they regard 
themselves as exceptional, that rare breed of radical that can empa-
thize and act with the working class? If so, what accounts for their 
exceptionalism? If they do not regard themselves as exceptional, 
what justi%es their belief that other black elites couldn’t be brought 
around to a similar position?

We should also note that many among the black poor are politi-
cal reactionaries and prey on and exploit other vulnerable blacks. 
As West rightly reminds us, “there are numerous instances of ‘%eld 
negroes’ with ‘house negro’ mentalities and ‘house negroes’ with 
‘%eld negro’ mentalities.”7 So although we shouldn’t ignore sources of 
class- based tension and con(icts of interest, nor should we romanti-
cize the political consciousness of the poor and working class.

6.  See Karl Marx and Fredrick Engels, "e German Ideology, in "e Marx- Engels Reader, 2nd 
edition, ed. Robert Tucker (New York: Norton, 1978), 193.

7.  Cornel West, Race Ma$ers, 25th anniversary edition (Boston: Beacon, 2017), 98.
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Still, utopianism (in the bad sense) is a danger. Yes, we can’t be 
certain of a person’s politics if all we know is their class position. But 
there might be a strong correlation between class position and political 
commitment such that skepticism toward interclass black solidarity 
is warranted. We might put the question like this: Are the di"erences 
in material interests, social status, and political power between black 
elites and the black poor such that political solidarity between these 
two groups is unwise or impractical?

In We Who Are Dark: "e Philosophical Foundations of Black 
Solidarity (2005), I suggested the answer to that question is “no.” In 
particular, I argued that black solidarity is still viable despite class 
division in the U.S. black population and notwithstanding the geo-
graphic separation of black elites from disadvantaged black commu-
nities (sometimes called “ghe$os”). I must confess, though, that I am 
not con%dent about this. But nor am I fully persuaded by Marxist 
critiques of black solidarity. So, here I return to the subject.

I will consider seven challenges to the viability of black solidar-
ity. Some are old, dating back to the early twentieth century. Some 
are more recent, with roots in the Civil Rights/ Black Power era. And 
some are new, coming in the wake of Barack Obama’s presidency.

CHALLENGE 1: BL ACK ELITES DON’T 
BENEFIT FROM MAINTAINING SOLIDARIT Y 
WITH OTHER BL ACK S

Some argue that it is not in the interests of black elites to commit to 
black solidarity or to push a racial justice agenda. Black professionals, 
despite the odds, have managed to succeed in the highly strati%ed and 
competitive U.S. social order and are largely insulated from the most 
burdensome or lethal forms of racial injustice. !ey live comfort-
able lives, o#en in integrated communities, and enjoy considerable 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448501590 by guest on 05 June 2026



T O M M I E  S H E L B Y

342

342

social status. !ey get along reasonably well with other white elites 
and have been largely incorporated into the mainstream of American 
society. And they are keenly aware that “playing the race card” (or 
even proudly asserting “Black Lives Ma$er”) tends to alienate, and 
even anger, many of their white peers and that most whites regard 
black solidarity as unjusti%ed and possibly even racist.

To be sure, black elites are sometimes subjected to racial insults and 
slights (sometimes called “micro- aggressions”), and racial bias might 
cost some a recognition, reward, promotion, or job opportunity. But, 
in the wider scheme of things, these are minor inconveniences and 
temporary setbacks in an otherwise good and prosperous life. And, 
all things considered, black elites may be be$er o" downplaying racial 
issues than joining fellow blacks in militant modes of resistance.

To address this challenge, we %rst need a working conception of 
solidarity. What characteristics must a group of people exhibit to be 
correctly said to have “solidarity”? I believe solidarity has %ve core 
components:

  1.  Mutual identi%cation: group members openly empathize 
and publicly identify with one another other.

  2.  Special concern: members come to the aid of others in the 
group (especially to the aid of the worst o" among them), 
even if this might call for some personal sacri%ce.

  3.  Common values or goals: a set values or objectives are 
widely shared in the group and known to be widely shared.

  4.  Loyalty: group members stick by one another and abstain 
from actions that would undermine the group’s basic aims.

  5.  Trust: group members are con%dent that others within the 
group are doing, or will do, their part to defend the group’s 
values and to advance its fundamental goals.
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!ese %ve elements comprise a type of commitment, one that an indi-
vidual may undertake or refuse. !is commitment is a pledge or vow— a 
way of sincerely binding oneself to others in a cause. Having made such a 
pledge, one’s fellows in solidarity (“comrades,” we might call them) may 
rightfully hold one accountable. Solidarity has the same normative struc-
ture whether the cause is racial justice, gender justice, or economic justice.

Among the moral duties we are all bound by is the duty of justice. 
!is is the duty to support just social arrangements and to help bring 
about social justice where it fails to exist. If an individual seeks to cor-
rect a structural injustice, they will, typically, need to do so in concert 
with others. Because such e"orts almost always face strong opposi-
tion, it is generally useful, and sometimes essential, for those most 
directly burdened by the injustice to form bonds of solidarity among 
themselves. !e fundamental purposes for which these bonds are 
formed are to advance the cause of justice, to defend group members 
against unjust treatment, and to provide in- group mutual support.

!ird- party bystanders can of course sometimes make good com-
rades, and there may even be members of the dominant group who will 
defect and come over to the side of the oppressed. Yet, the most trust-
worthy and loyal allies will o#en be drawn from the oppressed group 
itself, given their obvious personal stake in the liberatory e"ort and their 
mutual understanding born of the shared experience of subordination. 
I contend that the duty of justice is the normative ground of black politi-
cal solidarity. It is the fundamental principle from which the claims of 
solidarity are derived. It is the primary reason why blacks can be justi-
%ed in making the mutual commitment of solidarity to one another.

Some may value or seek solidarity with others because of its 
intrinsic merits (e.g., because of the sense of community it pro-
vides).8 However, it is perfectly legitimate to embrace or seek it, at 

8.  For more on this point, see Lawrence Blum, “!ree Kinds of Race- Related Solidarity,” 
Journal of Social Philosophy 38 (2007): 53– 72.
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least initially, because of its extrinsic value (for instance, because it 
may help in resistance to injustice). In light of solidarity’s value as 
a tool for correcting or mitigating injustice, it is rational for one to 
commit oneself to solidarity with others (provided that others simi-
larly situated are willing to reciprocate) and thereby to be bound by 
its norms.

I do not believe (as some black nationalists do) that blacks have a 
fundamental duty to form and sustain political unity. Black solidarity 
in the pursuit of racial justice is, however, a morally permissible and 
sometimes e!ective way to carry out the duty of justice. When one 
undertakes this commitment of solidarity, one thereby commits one-
self to in- group obligations of loyalty, special concern, and mutual 
trust. Although black solidarity may not be the only way to ful%ll the 
duty of justice, it is an approach that has proved valuable in earlier 
struggles against slavery and Jim Crow.

In Race Ma$ers (1993), West doesn’t o#en use the language of 
“solidarity.” He writes instead about a “politics of conversion” and a 
“love ethic.” A politics of conversion is similar to a pledge or vow in 
that it calls for the converted to sincerely accept that there is hope 
for fundamental change and meaning in collective struggle to achieve 
justice. !is political conversion is maintained through a love ethic, 
which goes beyond a commitment to a shared conception of justice. 
!is ethic, he explains, is about cultivating and sustaining agency in 
the oppressed by keeping alive the memory of past achievement and 
successful resistance and by a'rming the humanity of the downtrod-
den.9 !ose who fully embody this love ethic have self- respect, cour-
age, and integrity.

Whether one uses the language of solidarity or love ethic, the 
thing to notice is the role of moral commitment and individual vir-
tue in creating and sustaining meaningful collective resistance to 

9.  West, Race Ma$ers, 19, 37.
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oppression. If a member of the black elite acts politically solely out 
of self- interest, then either they don’t understand what solidarity 
involves or they reject its requirements. It may be that, from a strictly 
cost- bene%t standpoint, the personal costs or risks to many black 
elites of openly %ghting anti- black racism, racial inequality, and black 
poverty outweigh the personal bene%ts of participating in the collec-
tive e"ort. However, if black elites are so unprincipled and sel%sh that 
they are willing to compromise with racial injustice to protect their 
relative privilege, then a solidarity that includes them would be inef-
fective or worse.

On the account of solidarity I defend, self- interest is, at best, only 
a supporting reason to commit to solidarity. Such interests cannot do 
their work alone— that is, apart from ethical considerations or moral 
motivation. Although black people share many important interests, 
their interests are not entirely aligned. Even where there are interests 
in common, free- riding on the sacri%ces of others would inevitably 
occur in the absence of loyalty to the group and its cause.

I don’t doubt that openly condemning racial injustice increases 
white racial resentment and hostility toward blacks. However, on 
grounds of justice, integrity, and self- respect, black elites should not 
accommodate themselves to these sentiments. Insofar as black elites 
are moved by considerations of justice and their identi%cation with 
other blacks, consideration of self- interest can supply a secondary 
reason to contribute to the group’s historical struggle against racial 
domination.

!ere is, ultimately, no philosophical solution to this challenge. 
!e most that philosophers can do is to explain why there are good 
practical reasons, moral and prudential, for blacks to cultivate and 
maintain solidarity despite existing class cleavages. !e viability of 
black solidarity, across class lines, turns on whether there are a suf-
%cient number of black elites willing to carry the collective project 
forward even if this would involve some personal sacri%ces or risks.
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CHALLENGE 2: BL ACK SOLIDARIT Y IS A 
FORM OF “IDENTIT Y POLITICS” THAT 
REIFIES “R ACE” AND ROMANTICIZES 
SO-  CALLED BL ACKNESS AND THEREBY 
OBSCURES CL A SS DIFFERENTIATION AND 
DIVERGENT INTERESTS AMONG BL ACK S

Many who call for “black unity” uncritically rely on the dubious 
race concept when doing so. !ey fail to appreciate that there are 
no races but only a distorting racial ideology that legitimizes mate-
rial inequality and economic exploitation by infusing social mean-
ing into super%cial physical traits. Race- thinking makes “blackness” 
(like “whiteness”) seem magical, like a necessary feature of a mean-
ingful and valuable life. !ose in the thrall of “blackness” downplay 
di"erences among blacks, exaggerate di"erences between blacks and 
whites, and aggressively guard the boundaries of black identity. !ese 
dynamics generate an unhealthy in- group conformity and silence 
dissent from a presumed (though largely illusory) group consensus. 
And, given the centrality of “race,” racism becomes the singular focus 
of political energy, marginalizing the signi%cance of other forms of 
injustice, particularly those arising from political economy.

To respond to this set of concerns, we %rst need clarity about the 
“black” in “black solidarity” and the relation of blackness to “race” 
and identity. !e %ve elements of solidarity previously outlined— 
mutual identi%cation, special concern, common values/ goals, group 
loyalty, and mutual trust— constitute solidarity’s general form. All 
robust kinds of group solidarity, including working- class unity, have 
these characteristics. We can distinguish di"erent types of solidar-
ity by two things: (1) the criteria used for determining member-
ship in the group; and (2) the speci%c values or goals to which these 
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members jointly commit themselves. !ese two features constitute 
the content of solidarity.

So who is “black” for purposes of black solidarity? It is helpful 
to distinguish thin from thick blackness. "in blackness is a category 
within a historically speci%c and socially imposed classi%cation 
scheme. One needn’t believe in races as biological kinds to accept 
that there is such a social system of classi%cation and that this classi%-
catory scheme has practical consequences for those who fall under 
it. !e category “black” serves to mark o" a set of individuals within 
the United States on the basis of their having sub- Saharan African 
ancestry and sharing certain visible, inherited physical characteristics 
(chie(y dark skin and tightly coiled hair). !in blackness is an indel-
ible mark, a salient social fact, and generally carries social stigma. 
A person cannot choose whether to be black or to stay black in the 
thin sense.

"ick blackness, on the other hand, is a social identity— say, an 
ethnic or a cultural identity— that can be adopted, altered, or lost. It 
is o#en embraced as a positive dimension of a person’s self- concept. 
Black identities are generally components of a conception of the fun-
damental aims of human life. Given a thick conception of blackness, 
it can make sense to encourage someone to “stay black” or to hold 
%rmly to their black heritage. It can also be coherent (though not nec-
essarily fully justi%ed) to say that, though someone is unambiguously 
black in the thin sense (i.e., clearly satis%es conventional ascriptive 
criteria for the racial classi%cation), they aren’t “really” black (that is 
to say, don’t exhibit or subscribe to our favored conception of thick 
blackness).10

!e thin/ thick distinction is meant to distinguish the uncho-
sen aspects of blackness from those dimensions that are subject to 

10.  Some disputes over who is “really” black are best understood as disagreements about what 
the relevant ascriptive criteria are or about whether a particular person satis%es the criteria.
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individual will. !e distinction is not meant to deny that unchosen 
factors— whether biological or cultural— shape who we are. Not 
only is racial classi%cation a ma$er of birth, many of us have been 
or will be socialized into a practice of cultural blackness. We can’t 
change these facts about ourselves. What we can do, though, is decide 
what signi%cance we will a$ach to these facts, and in particular we 
can choose whether to positively identify with and thus a'rm our 
blackness as a component of our self- concept and ongoing conscious 
practice, even if we sometimes unwi$ingly or involuntarily exhibit its 
hallmarks.

I have argued that blacks, in the thin sense, should not demand 
a shared thick black identity as a condition of solidarity. Nor should 
blacks treat the conservation or valorization of thick blackness as a 
de%ning element of black solidarity. !is does not mean that blacks 
must abandon all recognizable genres of thick blackness if they are 
to share bonds of solidarity. Nor does it mean that those who choose 
to celebrate their thick blackness cannot draw on their identity as 
a source of strength or inspiration in the %ght for justice. And I am 
emphatically not saying that thin blackness and the stigma it carries is 
all there is to being black.

I would, however, urge greater tolerance toward di"erent views 
about the meaning and value of thick blackness. And, perhaps more 
controversially, I believe that such tolerance should be extended even 
to those who, though thinly black, reject all modes of blackness as 
de%ning their positive sense of self. !e criteria for thin blackness is 
all that is needed to determine group membership; and thick black-
ness should not be a requirement for full standing in the group.

Moreover, the category of thin blackness is all that is needed to 
enforce antidiscrimination law, because the targets of anti- black rac-
ism are those who are thinly black, where this thin blackness is a puta-
tive sign of inferiority, a mark of a supposedly deeper di"erence. In 
this way, we emphasize the link between the criteria for who is black 
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with the point of black political solidarity, which is to resist and pos-
sibly end racial injustice. !e a$ribution of thin blackness makes all 
blacks vulnerable to racism and thus makes the common experience 
of racial mistreatment possible. It is this common experience, not thin 
blackness, that generates spontaneous black bonds.

!e precise content of black solidarity is de%ned, not only by its 
criteria for group membership, but also by its speci%c aims and values. 
!is content has appropriately shi#ed with historical circumstances. 
In past eras, blacks have focused their energies on ending slavery, 
Jim Crow, and ghe$oization and on %ghting racism and discrimi-
nation generally. In the current era, blacks are still faced with many 
challenges, some old, some new. !ere is continuing discrimination 
in housing, lending, employment, and law enforcement. !ere is a 
wide range of troubling racial disparities (e.g., in wealth, educational 
opportunity and educational achievement, access to health care and 
health outcomes, and employment and incarceration rates), which 
are, in part, a legacy of the racial subordination and exploitation of 
past eras. !ere is the persistence of ghe$o poverty and its associated 
ills— teenage pregnancy, joblessness, high drop- out rates, unstable 
families, crime, and mass incarceration.

!ere are also deep in- group cleavages, not only along the lines 
of class, but also along the lines of gender, sexuality, generation, and 
national origin. And there is a general social climate within the United 
States in which most people, even many who are ostensibly commit-
ted to racial equality and antiracism, are simply tired of hearing about 
black people’s grievances and problems— which we might call “race 
fatigue”— and are now inclined to believe that blacks continue to lag 
behind whites largely because of self- defeating a$itudes and a refusal 
to take advantage of existing opportunities. Any a$empt to specify 
the appropriate content for contemporary black solidarity must take 
into account these and other social factors that de%ne the post– civil 
rights era in the United States.
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In view of the circumstances that blacks currently face, I suggest 
that the content of black solidarity be de%ned in terms of a joint com-
mitment to antiracist values and to the goals of reducing racial dis-
parities and ending ghe$o poverty. In a phrase, black solidarity in the 
post– Jim Crow era should be fundamentally about advancing a racial 
justice and antipoverty agenda.

I conceive of “black interests,” within the context of group soli-
darity, as interests for which it is reasonable to expect all blacks to 
commit to advancing and that blacks share because they are black. 
Because the duty of justice is binding on all, it is reasonable to expect 
blacks (and those who aren’t black) to do their part to correct ongo-
ing racial injustices and to remedy harms due to past race- based 
wrongs. Because they are black (in the thin sense), all blacks have a 
tangible and durable self- interest in ending racial injustice, especially 
those forms rooted in anti- black prejudice and bias. !us, it is ratio-
nal (in the instrumental sense) for blacks to support a joint e"ort to 
further this cause, provided they have reason to believe this coopera-
tive venture has some prospects for success.

It is undoubtedly true that not every racist idea or type of racial 
injustice a"ects all blacks. And among the forms of racism that do 
a"ect all blacks, they obviously do not a"ect all blacks in the same 
way or equally. Moreover, there are racist stereotypes that target spe-
ci%c black subgroups rather than all blacks (e.g., the stereotype of the 
poor black female welfare cheat or the stereotype of the young black 
male criminal). However, the widespread assumption that blacks are 
intellectually inferior, lazy, and prone to violence certainly a"ects all 
blacks negatively even if it does so in di"erent ways. And the stereo-
type of the young black male criminal can negatively a"ect blacks 
that are not young or male.11

11.  See Khalil Gibran Muhammad, "e Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making 
of Modern Urban America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010).
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!e speci%c political content of black solidarity is now, and has 
always been, contested among blacks. Such disagreement, which is 
o#en deep, is not simply about which strategies would be best (some-
thing to be expected within any solidarity group) but also about basic 
values and ultimate aims. Not all blacks have the same conception of 
social justice, not even of racial justice, and blacks disagree about the 
degree to which racial injustice remains a problem and about the 
underlying causes of black disadvantage. !ese facts should neither 
surprise nor alarm us. A#er all, blacks are a people, not a political 
party. !ere is no o'cial political platform, nor could there be. And 
no one should expect blacks to subscribe to the same political philos-
ophy. Still, I think that blacks do have interests that converge around 
the agenda I’ve outlined and that there is a stable consensus on these 
fundamental values and goals, which largely cuts across ideological 
di"erences.12 Black solidarity can, and should, be maintained despite 
these inevitable disagreements about ideals, objectives, and strategy.

!ere is nothing in this account that precludes or discourages 
debate about the speci%c values and goals that should underpin black 
solidarity. Even the black consensus— what in my book I call the 
“implicit black constitution”— is not immune to revision or amend-
ment. In fact, it has changed over time in response to debate and 
altered circumstances. I do however believe that we should be slow 

12.  !ough few in number, there are black conservatives who believe that racial justice has 
already been achieved and that continuing black disadvantage is the result of some com-
bination of blacks’ self- defeating a$itudes and behavior and of an overly generous welfare 
state predicated on white liberal guilt. Since black solidarity is rooted in opposition to what 
is taken to be an unjust social order, black conservatives will naturally refuse to join the 
e"ort, and black progressives (from liberals to radicals) will have li$le reason to regard black 
conservatives as reliable allies. !e two sides may, however, sometimes agree to support 
speci%c social service programs or in- group self- help initiatives. For comparative research 
on black conservative political a$itudes, see Andrea Y. Simpson, "e Tie "at Binds: Identity 
and Political A$itudes in the Post- Civil Rights Generation (New York: New York University 
Press, 1998); and Michael C. Dawson, Black Visions: "e Roots of Contemporary A#ican- 
American Political Ideologies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 281– 313.
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to make changes and that the burden of proof should be on those 
who propose such changes. Why? Two reasons.

First, these consensus values and goals (and not “race” or “iden-
tity”) are the glue that holds the group together, and this group 
cohesion (when accompanied by su'cient numbers) is the primary 
source of the group’s political power and e'cacy. I am not saying that 
blacks, as a collective, would be powerless without black solidarity— 
multiracial coalitions and modus vivendi black politics are still avail-
able. But I think it is fair to say that a black politics that eschews black 
solidarity would be needlessly discarding what historically has been 
the group’s greatest weapon of self- defense and group advancement.

Second, as blacks debate what values and goals they should be 
commi$ed to in the post– Jim Crow era, they should not regard them-
selves as starting from scratch. !ere has been a long, black debate 
over many generations about how to respond to white domination 
and its consequences. !rough this historical debate blacks have 
forged their current political consensus. At the risk of sounding like 
a Burkean conservative, I believe there is wisdom in these traditional 
black ideas. !ere is, no doubt, error too, some of which I sought to 
expose and correct in my book. But ultimately, my goal is to draw out 
and defend the essential truths of black political common sense.

Without common values and goals, we cannot make sense of 
group loyalty and mutual trust, which are partly constitutive of sol-
idarity. Loyalty and trustworthiness are to be judged by %delity to 
group values and goals. !e traitor or “sell- out” is the person who 
fails to be faithful to the group’s values and goals. And I think most 
blacks have a rough sense of what these values and goals entail even 
if they disagree about their precise content. My aim in identifying 
and defending these shared values and goals is rooted in the objective 
of demonstrating the cogency and viability of black solidarity in the 
face of skepticism, not in a desire to provide indubitable foundations 
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for black political practice or to prevent debate about the content of 
black solidarity.

Blacks could of course jointly commit themselves to promoting a 
social justice agenda far beyond racial justice and antipoverty— and 
by all means should. But for a variety of reasons that I explain in We 
Who Are Dark, such a joint commitment to a broad progressive agenda 
is unlikely to form among blacks. We simply cannot expect that kind 
of political cohesiveness within such a diverse and internally strati%ed 
population. I still think a progressive form of black solidarity is pos-
sible and desirable, but I don’t want to downplay or ignore its limits.

CHALLENGE 3: BL ACK ELITES GENER ALLY 
HAVE CONTEMPT FOR THE BL ACK 
POOR OR , AT BEST, ACT ON THE BA SIS 
OF PATERNALISTIC NOBLESSE OBLIGE

Many black elites don’t identify with the black poor. Indeed, many abhor 
(what they take to be) the black poor’s habits, a$itudes, and lifestyle. 
!ey believe that poor blacks tend to have self- defeating values, behave 
irresponsibly, and fail to take advantage of available opportunities. !e 
result, they feel, is that the race looks bad, stereotypes are reinforced, 
and therefore black identities are further stigmatized and black lives are 
devalued. Moreover, black elites o#en resent the fact that “ghe$o” modes 
of blackness are viewed in the wider society as representative of black 
life. So they seek to distance themselves from poor black people or sup-
port measures that aim to make the black poor conform to “mainstream” 
values. From the point of view of the black poor, this stance is naturally 
unacceptable and insulting, thus making fruitful solidarity infeasible.

Even if these moral criticisms of the black poor have merit, the social 
structure that poor blacks have inherited and confront is manifestly 
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unfair. Moreover, the black poor, like many other blacks, are bur-
dened by the legacy of past racial injustices. !us, even if the black 
poor could do more to help themselves, as a ma$er of simple justice 
they are nonetheless entitled to good schools, be$er job opportuni-
ties, decent housing, and a fair criminal justice system. Disapproval of 
the choices that poor blacks make in response to their unfair circum-
stances does not justify abstaining from actions that would improve 
the circumstances— the unjust social structure— they face.

It is well known that class di"erences correlate strongly with dif-
ferences in lifestyle and tastes. Blacks are not immune to this. But 
I see no reason to suppose that blacks must have a similar lifestyle 
or approve of one another’s lifestyles to share a commitment to %ght 
racial injustice. Blacks can respect (or at least tolerate) diverse ways 
of living as a black person while working together to remove unfair 
burdens that group members face.

Moreover, blacks don’t have to love each other to have solidarity. 
Now here West might disagree. Much will depend on whether feel-
ings of a"ection and a'nity are necessary components of his pro-
posed love ethic. West does tell us that a love ethic is not a ma$er of 
“sentimental feelings” or tribal allegiance.13 Here I read him as follow-
ing King, whose love ethic is not a ma$er of passion but of mutual 
respect and empathy. But West also emphasizes, and praises, the fact 
that Malcolm X’s love for black people was not “abstract” but passion-
ate and concrete— which partially explains why he remains a revered 
%gure among black Americans.

!e commitment of solidarity should, I think, be distinguished 
from the feeling of solidarity and also from liking those with whom 
one has solidarity. !e commitment can of course be accompanied or 
prompted by feelings of a"ection or a'nity toward fellow members of 
the group. And it is entirely appropriate to have such feelings toward 

13.  West, Race Ma$ers, 18.
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one’s comrades. But these feelings are not the foundation of solidarity. 
Such positive sentiments are neither necessary nor su'cient: one can 
be steadfast in one’s commitment and yet lack the feelings; and one can 
possess the feelings without undertaking or honoring the commitment.

In addition, the feeling of solidarity is o#en a spontaneous emo-
tional response and not an act of will. But the commitment that o#en 
springs from such sentiments need not be unre(ective and is never 
involuntary. !ose with the feeling of solidarity— just like those 
who fall in love— must still decide whether, when, and how to act on 
this sentiment. Feelings of a"ection and a'nity can no doubt create 
greater cohesion within a group. And such sentiments can be a pow-
erful motivating force when the going gets tough. But solidarity is, 
ultimately, an ethical commitment.

Some might concede that feelings of solidarity are not su'cient 
for sustained collective resistance but insist that such feelings are 
necessary. Our will is too weak to remain steadfast in their absence, 
they might say. Yet here the comparison with working- class unity is 
instructive. Marx insisted that solidarity is the fundamental principle 
of the labor movement, and he thought such solidarity can and must 
bind together workers of di"erent countries.14 !is kind of solidarity 
could certainly rest on common values and objectives, the common 
experience of oppression, and perhaps shared enemies. It could not, 
however, rest on feelings of a"ection and a'nity, given how large and 
diverse the international working class is. It would not therefore be 
fair for Marxists to fault black solidarity for failing to possess virtues 
that working- class solidarity is incapable of exhibiting.

14.  In a speech delivered in Amsterdam on September 8, 1872, at a congress of the International 
Working Men’s Association, Marx says, “Citizens, let us think of the basic principle of the 
International: Solidarity. Only when we have established this life- giving principle on a 
sound basis among the numerous workers of all countries will we a$ain the great %nal goal 
which we have set ourselves.” See Karl Marx, “!e Possibility of Non- Violent Revolution,” 
in Marx- Engels Reader, 524.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448501590 by guest on 05 June 2026



T O M M I E  S H E L B Y

356

356

CHALLENGE 4: BL ACK ELITES CARE 
ABOU T R ACISM BU T DON’T HAVE A STAKE 
IN ENDING BL ACK POVERT Y

It might be thought that although black elites have a vested interest 
in defending civil rights, preserving a'rmative action, and enforcing 
antidiscrimination laws, they do not have a stake in ending black pov-
erty and its associated ills. A#er all, black elites are no longer forced 
to live in segregated poor neighborhoods and are not relegated to the 
low- skilled labor market. !ey do not depend on public assistance to 
meet their basic needs. !eir highly valued and scarce skills, which 
enable them to get high- paying jobs, protect them from the precari-
ous lives of the black poor. !ough black elites may empathize with 
the plight of the black poor, there is li$le reason to believe that they 
are invested in actively %ghting poverty.

Conversely, the black poor are primarily concerned with “bread 
and bu$er issues.” !ey need to acquire jobs that pay a living wage 
and to %nd a"ordable housing in safe neighborhoods. !ey need 
decent schools for their children and basic public services. !ey need 
access to inexpensive and e'cient public transportation. !ey feel 
they are facing a police state that is highly punitive and violent toward 
the black poor. And the most dangerous stereotypes target the black 
urban poor, not blacks in general. Black elites and the black poor are 
not therefore having the same “black experience.” In light of these 
di"erences in interests and priorities, it is not realistic to expect soli-
darity that cuts across this vast class divide.

!e existence of black slums, the achievement gap in education, high 
black jobless rates, and racialized mass incarceration are all, in the 
minds of many, conspicuous con%rmation of familiar negative black 
stereotypes— that blacks are unintelligent, lazy, irresponsible, imprudent, 
and violent. !ose in the grip of these stereotypes are o#en disposed to 
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interpret these disturbing racial disparities, not as a sign that there are 
further racial injustices to address, but as empirical support for their low 
opinion of blacks and as justi%cation for their resistance to policies that 
might create greater racial equality. !erefore, sharply reducing these dis-
parities and eradicating ghe$o poverty is in the interests of black elites.

If black identities are stigmatized because of their association 
with intellectual inferiority, indolence, irresponsibility, folly, and 
crime— as they clearly are— then black elites have a stake in breaking 
that association. As Du Bois o#en lamented, the black population in 
America is generally judged by the behavior and condition of its most 
debased members, and the condition of the worst- o" is treated as a 
sign of the inferiority of blacks as a whole. Moreover, the black elite 
(or at least some of their kin) are sometimes mistaken for members of 
the black poor and mistreated as a result. !is can have deadly conse-
quences for advantaged blacks when the abuse comes at the hands of 
the police. Such facts give black elites a practical reason to be person-
ally invested in the eradication of ghe$o poverty.

However, quite apart from their personal stake in eliminating 
black urban poverty, black elites should, on grounds of solidarity, 
do their part to alleviate the burdens of the black poor. Recall that 
solidarity entails special concern— a commitment to aid one’s com-
rades in need even if in doing so one receives no reciprocal bene%t. It 
would be utopian and impractical to expect broad- based solidarity in 
the absence of shared interests. To be sure, there will always be some 
heroic and self- sacri%cing individuals who will commit to solidar-
ity with others in the cause of justice despite having li$le if anything 
to gain personally. But most of us are not moral heroes. We o#en 
need incentives to live up fully to our political commitments. In the 
absence of a personal stake in the outcome of a political struggle, we 
can %nd ourselves without the will to contribute much to the %ght. 
But, as I have emphasized, it would also be a mistake to a$empt to 
ground solidarity solely in shared interests.
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CHALLENGE 5: BL ACK ELITES HAVE 
AN INCENTIVE TO PAY LIP SERVICE 
TO BL ACK UNIT Y BU T THEN SUPPORT 
POLITICAL ME A SURES THAT ADVANCE 
THEIR NARROW CL A SS INTERESTS

Many black elites do take pride in being black and don’t like being 
regarded as “uncle toms” or sell- outs. !ey resent having their black-
ness questioned, and they know that poor blacks o#en view them 
with suspicion if not disdain. Insofar as they value their black identity 
and a'liation with other blacks, they have an incentive to appear to 
support the most disadvantaged in the group whether or not they 
actually have this commitment.

!ey may say all the right things in public, using the familiar 
rhetoric and tropes of black political culture, and express their black-
ness through recognized cultural markers and consumption pa$erns 
while actually supporting policies that favor the a)uent. West makes 
a similar point about the public performance of black anger and 
appeals to black sentimentality and nostalgia.15 Recognition of the 
divergent interests between black elites and the black poor might lead 
the la$er to reasonably wonder whether they can actually trust black 
elites. !e interests of the two groups might be thought to diverge 
so sharply that the black poor are rightly concerned that black elites, 
despite their professed commitment to group solidarity, will not care 
enough about the needs and priorities of the worst o" in the group.

!is question turns on whether we have reason to believe that black 
elites, in virtue of their relative privilege, have an insincere or a weak 
commitment to black solidarity such that when asked to sacri%ce 

15.  West, Race Ma$ers, 38.
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or risk some of their advantages, they will betray their downtrod-
den brothers and sisters. !is problem is real. !e right response 
to it, though, is not to write o" all black elites as untrustworthy. 
Rather, given these legitimate concerns, the black poor should 
demand some positive signs of good faith, trusting only those black 
elites with a demonstrated commitment to racial equality, rather 
than giving every black elite that avows solidarity the bene%t of the 
doubt. Less weight should be given to ethno- cultural signs of black-
ness when it comes to determining who is a good comrade. More 
weight should be placed on concrete evidence that would- be allies 
are commi$ed to advancing the cause of racial justice and reducing 
black poverty.

King considered this problem. He argued that nonviolent direct 
action erases class distinctions by making all sectors of the commu-
nity vulnerable to being convicted on public order violations and 
perhaps sharing a jail cell. His general point could be extended to 
calling on black elites to share the same neighborhoods and schools 
with the black poor.

CHALLENGE 6: BL ACK ELITES VIEW 
THE WORLD THROUGH A NEOLIBER AL LENS

Many now understand freedom and fairness as no more than eco-
nomic mobility using market mechanisms uninhibited by discrimi-
nation. In light of this, some Marxists argue that black elites regard 
the social conditions that would advance their interests as identi-
cal with the conditions that would advance the interests of the 
black population as a whole. Too o#en, black elites view their own 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/56434/chapter/448501590 by guest on 05 June 2026



T O M M I E  S H E L B Y

360

360

individual successes as victories for the group and as positive signs 
of racial progress. In other words, black elites have a systematic class 
bias in their political perspective. Regardless of their level of goodwill 
and commitment to the black cause, this bias distorts their judgment 
about what would be best for the black poor.

I would not deny that there is such bias. However, provided blacks 
do not tie their solidarity to a Du Boisan talented tenth doctrine, 
this bias need not undermine solidarity. Instead of elite- driven 
politics, there should be no presumption that elites are the “natural 
leaders” of the collective e"ort or that elites should set the group’s 
agenda. As West emphasizes throughout Race Ma$ers, black poli-
tics, like all politics, should be rooted %rmly in critical dialogue 
and democratic accountability, where all participants, regardless 
of class, have equal standing. !ose persons who are chosen to lead 
various initiatives should be responsive to the criticisms of those 
they expect to follow them; and those who choose to follow oth-
ers’ lead should submit these leaders’ political proposals to close 
scrutiny, checking not only for con(icts of interest and bias, but 
making sure that these proposals treat the interests of all segments 
of the group as equally important.

!e threat of elite bias could be signi%cantly mitigated through 
the mechanisms of a black counter- public, where issues that a"ect 
the group are openly debated and the voices of the marginalized 
are not silenced or ignored. Yet, the democratic ethos among 
blacks is not currently as robust as it could or needs to be. And 
the suppression of open black debate— sometimes by black elites 
themselves— that occurred during the Obama years may have done 
lasting damage.
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CHALLENGE 7: GIVEN THE DIVIDED 
ALLEGIANCES OF THE BL ACK ELITE, 
THE BL ACK POOR (WHO ARE RE ALLY 
MEMBER S OF THE WORKING CL A SS) 
SHOULD SIMPLY MAKE COMMON CAUSE 
WITH WORKER S OF OTHER R ACIAL GROUPS

To secure the interests of the black poor, a radical transformation 
of society needs to occur. Although black elites oppose racial dis-
crimination, they have an obvious stake in preserving the economic 
status quo— that is, the concentration of wealth in the hands of the 
few (and the power that comes with it), low taxes on high- income 
earners, and great income inequality, where the bene%ts of economic 
growth go largely to investors and the professional- managerial classes. 
Moreover, as West points out, black elites’ preoccupation with white 
peer recognition could lead them to be overly invested in standards 
of evaluation or “merit” that bu$ress our highly unequal social order. 
Indeed, if black elites were to get what many seem to want most— 
namely, their “racially proportionate” share of status, income, and 
wealth— this would still leave a whole lot of broke black people. Even 
if the black poor were to face no racial prejudice and their fortunes 
were no worse than poor whites, they would still be poor and thus at 
the mercy of the rich and powerful.

!is assessment, it seems to me, is basically correct. !e black poor 
should seek multiracial working- class solidarity and participate in 
the labor movement. But they should also maintain solidarity with 
other blacks to %ght racial injustices and anti- black racism. !ere are 
no perfect allies awaiting the black poor. !ere are deep cleavages 
within the working class as well, as many among the white work-
ing class seem to identify more strongly with rich whites than with 
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disadvantaged people of other races. And therefore it seems to me, 
as it did to Du Bois in the 1940s, that the black proletariat should 
not abandon its traditional ties to progressive elements among the 
black elite.

In “The Paradox of African American Rebellion,” West takes 
a position on the black elite that still strikes me as entirely apt.16 
He argues that the black freedom struggle cannot be re- energized 
without a critical mass of the new middle class. Black elites pos-
sess vital skills, resources, and power, and most blacks look to 
them for leadership. But black progressives and the black working 
class must hold the black elite accountable and push them beyond 
their neoliberal reformism. And yet, West suggests, reliance on 
the black elite is only a temporary measure, a pragmatic compro-
mise until more reliable progressive forces can be mobilized and 
organized.

CONCLUSION

!ere is no question that black solidarity is currently fragile. Blacks 
are not as cohesive as they were during past eras, when very few could 
expect to acquire signi%cant wealth, status, or power and almost 
every black person’s life prospects were far below that of the average 
white person. It can be di'cult to trust those that clearly bene%t from 
the status quo and have something to lose by participating in the col-
lective struggle. Black unity cannot therefore be the emancipatory 
tool it once was. Nostalgic calls for the degree of solidarity charac-
teristic of the civil rights era are unhelpful. And we cannot expect 

16.  Cornel West, “!e Paradox of the African American Rebellion,” in Is It Nation 
Time?: Contemporary Essays on Black Power and Black Nationalism, ed. Eddie S. Glaude 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 22– 38.
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black solidarity to be the solution to every social injustice that a"ects 
blacks. It is not the best vehicle for all the hopes and aspirations of 
progressives. Yet when it comes to demanding racial justice, greater 
racial equality, and an end to ghe$o poverty, I believe that black soli-
darity still serves a vital progressive function.
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