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Introduction
Solidarity is regarded as a core value and principle in the social work profession, paying attention to social justice and inclusion. Practitioners are expected to stand with people in vulnerable life situations, recognizing and supporting their rights and dignity. Nevertheless, the concept may remain abstract, appearing more like a moral ideal or an honorific term to underscore the noble intention of goodness. In this paper, we tend to explore different origins of the concept in the social sciences and exemplify how solidarity may be promoted in a training program for educational professionals and social workers in the field across five European cities.
The Global definition of social work (IFSW and IASSW 2014) states in its core mandate:  
In solidarity with those who are disadvantaged, the profession strives to alleviate poverty, liberate the vulnerable and oppressed, and promote social inclusion and social cohesion.
The Global Social Work Statement of Ethical Principles (IFSW 2018) highlights Building Solidarity in paragraph 3.5 
Social workers actively work in communities and with their colleagues, within and outside of the profession, to build networks of solidarity to work toward transformational change and inclusive and responsible societies.
The definition and the statement link solidarity to social inclusion and community work to achieve a better society. Paragraph 3 is about promoting social justice, challenging discrimination and institutional Oppression (3.1), respect for diversity (3.2), access to equitable resources (3.3) and challenging unjust policies and practices (3.4). The statement acknowledges that social workers work in and with conflicts, and it is stated that social workers are not compelled to act when it would put themselves at risk.
Solidarity is thus not only a moral imperative but also a strategic approach to achieving social justice. It implies mutual support, collective responsibility, and shared commitment to human dignity and rights. Solidarity, as articulated in the Global Statement, is a dynamic and multifaceted principle that must be continuously negotiated in social work. By examining its application in research, education, and practice—and through concrete examples, we can better understand both its transformative potential and its limitations. Doing so, we invite further dialogue on how solidarity can be ethically and effectively enacted in a globalized and pluralistic world. We start by tracing the history of the concept and introducing some contemporary theories before presenting examples from social work practice in the LOCUS project.

The foundation of the concept of solidarity
The early legal and linguistic origins of the concept may be traced back to the Latin term 
´in solidum´ (Roman law) and meant joint responsibility among co-debtors which was an early form of shared obligation (Bayertz, 1999). The French “solidarité” first appeared in the 1765 Diderot & d’Alembert Encyclopédie, signifying mutual responsibility and interests. During the French Revolution in the late 18th - early 19th century, “solidarité” became widely used to express unity and collective identity among revolutionaries and through the 19th century, it became linked to labour movements and political ideologies, gaining traction in both progressive and conservative currents (Metz, 1999).
In his study of solidarity in Europe, the Norwegian sociologist Steinar Stjernø (2004, p.16) distinguishes analytically four aspects of solidarity:
•	The basis or foundation for solidarity
•	The objective or function of solidarity
•	The inclusion, who is included and who is excluded
•	The collective orientation, the strength and allowance for individuality and individual freedom
Stjernø emphasises the recognition of sameness in terms of belonging to a larger group or community as crucial for solidarity as well as a feeling of interdependence. In social theory, solidarity entails two core items: the relationship between I and we, and a relationship between them and us. Moreover, consideration of the relationship between the individual's freedom and autonomy and the individual´s preparedness to subordinate this to the group is essential, alongside expectations of obligations and duties (Stjernø, 2004).
In modern social sciences, solidarity refers to social cohesion and mutual support within a community or society. It is rooted in shared norms, collective identity, and moral obligations. Notably, the classical sociologist Émile Durkheim (1893; 2018) distinguishes between mechanical solidarity, based on similarity and tradition, and organic solidarity, based on interdependence and specialisation, in modern societies. Solidarity thus serves as both a descriptive and normative principle for maintaining social order. The German philosopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas (1996) proclaims, for example, that solidarity sustains deliberative democracy and communicative action, which is vital for social integration, whereas the American political and legal philosopher John Rawls (1999) connects solidarity to principles of justice and fairness, and underpins cooperation in a well-ordered society 
Conversely, in the theory of science, solidarity manifests as epistemic cooperation among scientists. It emphasizes shared methodological standards, trust in collective inquiry, and mutual critique to ensure the reliability of knowledge production. This form of solidarity is procedural and epistemic rather than moral, focusing on sustaining the integrity of scientific practices.
Nevertheless, similarities across the social sciences and the theory of science include their reliance on collective norms, cooperation and trust to maintain stability, respectively social stability and epistemic reliability. Differences arise in their domains, goals, and foundations. Social solidarity is grounded in identity and values, aiming for social integration, whereas epistemic solidarity is grounded in methodological commitments, aiming for credible knowledge.

Further perspectives on solidarity
The American philosopher, critical theorist and feminist Nancy Fraser has also engaged in discussions on solidarity. She builds her perspectives on Habermas and Benhabib, relying particularly on social justice, feminist theory and critical theory. A key contribution can be found in her essay "Toward a Discourse Ethic of Solidarity" (Fraser, 1985), where she discusses how dominant groups have privileged access to what she calls the “socio-cultural means of interpretation and communication. She claims that these vocabularies generally constitute people as rational and self-interested, mainly reflecting the experiences and point of view of white Europeans. Consequently, this moral or political vocabulary would hardly give voice to people experiencing ongoing dependency, such as (sub)cultures of subordinated racial and ethnic groups. Women, people of colour, the poor and other groups in disadvantaged positions may be structurally hindered from participation and belonging with members of dominant groups in processes of communicative interaction. Fraser sees solidarity as a form of resistance against structural injustice. It is not merely emotional bonding, but a political and social struggle to change the institutional and cultural structures that produce inequality. Consequently, she argues for three dimensions of justice: Redistribution (economic justice), recognition (cultural justice) and representation (political justice) (Fraser, 2005). These perspectives are highly relevant to social work practice, where social workers with middle-class backgrounds work with disadvantaged individuals and groups, aiming to empower their position and dignity. Social work concerns supporting and caring in everyday life, on different levels, negotiating with individuals, families, neighbours and colleagues, which is a form of solidarity. Moreover, supporting groups of inhabitants by sharing information about injustice, mobilising actions and protests is solidarity in action. Learning about others’ experiences and perspectives—especially those of marginalized people—and challenging one´s own biases is a key practice of solidarity.
After the Second World War, the welfare state became essential to secure democracy against the threats from totalitarianism. Social work was an important part of this project and the aforementioned mandate to secure solidarity while respecting and enhancing personal autonomy (Lorenz, 2025).
On an institutional and political level, welfare systems such as universal healthcare, free education, and social support are expressions of solidarity. They are built on the idea that people have a responsibility toward one another. Trade unions are classic examples of solidarity in practice, where workers unite to secure rights and improve working conditions. This is particularly relevant in the Nordic countries, where trade unions and professional associations are merged in social work national organisations. Humanitarian aid, climate justice and support for democratic movements in other countries are crucial expressions of international solidarity across borders.
Currently, social work is under threat from both neoliberalism and populist nationalism. Wars, health insecurity, race and gender conflicts, climate crisis and crisis of identity as splitting tendencies that change the nature of social solidarity and fundamentally contrast with the approach characteristic of social work, namely basing solidarity on a collaborative commitment to practising shared goals, values of social justice and projects. Lorenz proposes a democracy-promoting approach to social work skills and methods to strengthen marginalized people's capacity to address conflicts and exclusion and to engage collaboratively in political change processes (Lorenz, 2025).
Academic social work is for and foremost, about promoting social justice. In teaching and research, solidarity is expressed by including marginalised and anti-oppressive perspectives in the curriculum in inclusive learning environments. However, solidarity in teaching and research can also encompass including marginalised people or service users in processes of knowledge production, teaching or dissemination (Aaslund, 2023; Beresford, 2012). Laging and Heidenreich (2017) have conceptualized how lecturers need to balance educational aims against empowerment aims. Simultaneously, students report solidarity as an outcome of working side-by-side with residents in marginalised communities (Aaslund & Woll, 2019).

Building solidarity across borders
A relevant example of solidarity in social work education is the LOCUS project (Labs of Contextualized Urban Social Work), a collaboration and innovation among students, urban residents, and community-building professionals across European countries. Social work students in five cities (Madrid, Oslo, Amsterdam, Antwerp, and Tallinn) participated in collecting data alongside practitioners and residents in target communities. A database of audiovisual material based on survey data of over 2000 residents was developed in collaboration with residents, social professionals and lecturers. Additionally, the students performed face-to-face interviews and participant observations.  
The overall aim of the LOCUS-project was to prepare social work students to contribute to social inclusion and community building in 21st-century European cities, thereby fostering solidarity in practice. The core ambition was to enable students to contribute to a better understanding of the needs and lifeworld perspectives of residents in diverse, multicultural and fast-changing and/or marginalized urban neighbourhoods.  Todo this, lecturers, researchers and fieldwork partners worked together to decide on interesting neighbourhoods’ questions, methods and ways of feeding back the research findings to residents and other stakeholders. To extend the experiences from the partnership and cooperation, specific training programs were developed for educational professionals, respectively, and employed social workers in the field. Lecturers are instructed how to establish a strong partnership with social work organisations, develop research skills with their students, and engage in ethnography in collaboration with citizens, social workers and students, whereas social workers are trained on how to facilitate social science research in their organisation in collaboration with Higher Educational Institutes, their students and citizens. Furthermore, a manual or step by step-plan, is offered to show how this educational program can be implemented in specific contexts. (LOCUS – HOME 2025)
A partnership between higher education institutions and fieldwork partners creates dialogue among students, residents, professionals, and educators. In this manner students experience how solidarity works on different levels. To illuminate the learning process, we draw on experiences from students' fieldwork in Oslo during a two-week period in 2025. 
· Grass-roots solidarity: Students have diverse backgrounds and may lack knowledge of living conditions in the different boroughs of Oslo. Some areas are depicted in the media as dangerous and poor, with fewer resources than other parts of the city. Many of the students have not been to these areas. By meeting and communicating with local people and engaging in activities, students reported that they had changed their views of the area and the people living there, and that they found the people to be resourceful and caring about their neighborhood. Moreover, they had a stronger understanding and sympathy for their problems. One student even reported being told off by a resident for coming to their community and calling it a deprived area, as they were tired of the negative focus of the community. Students and fieldwork partners were also involved in the organisation of community meetings where residents and other local stakeholders provided feedback on students’ findings and discussed neighbourhood needs and opportunities for a better future of solidarity.

· Intra-student solidarity: Actually, at the same time, a large minority of our students originates from the south or eastern parts of Oslo. In some groups, this led to a different dynamic among the students, since these minority students had insider knowledge of the community and the local areas where they were doing fieldwork. Some even had useful language competence. Some majority students reflected on feelings in a role as a minority.

· Institutional solidarity: For the field partners, a central aim of the project was to become attractive workplaces for social work students and, at the same time, contribute to providing knowledge about social work in an urban context. This is a required competence for employment in the municipality. This shared responsibility for educating social work practitioners extends beyond the usual university–field placement relationship. It involves a shared commitment to emphasizing community work to strengthen solidarity.

· International solidarity: Moreover, the international cooperation includes building international solidarity between students, field partners and academics across borders. By meeting students, field partners and academics from other countries, solidarity is built across borders. Observing and talking with people living in different areas contributes to more fun and better learning conditions for students. 

Towards an enhanced understanding of solidarity on social work. 
In this paper we have argued that solidarity, too often treated as a self-evident virtue in social work, demands both conceptual specification and practical realization. Classical and contemporary theories illuminate its stakes. Durkheim anchors solidarity in interdependence, the social fact that individuals are constituted through relations. Habermas positions solidarity as a precondition for communicative action and deliberative democracy, a normative bond that sustains social integration through reason-giving and Rawls links solidarity to justice and fair cooperation within basic institutions. Fraser reframes solidarity as the achievement of participation, drawing attention to the structural and cultural barriers that exclude some from co-determining social life. Stjernø’s analyses of the four aspects of solidarity and Lorenz’s reflections on the ethos of European social work considering the challenges from neoliberalism and populist nationalism further foreground the tension between collective commitments and individual autonomy that practitioners must navigate.
The LOCUS project exemplifies how solidarity can be built as practice rather than proclaimed as rhetoric. By inviting residents to explore their neighborhoods together and co-shape local initiatives, LOCUS works across the very obstacles to participation Fraser identifies—status subordination, misrecognition, and resource constraints—thus widening who is present in the conversation and how decisions are made. Crucially, such projects reveal that solidarity is not merely a moral disposition, but a set of situated practices and learned attitudes cultivated in encounters with others.
For social work, the key implication is that solidarity must be given concrete content in education and fieldwork. Curricula should situate solidarity historically and philosophically, enabling students to recognize how interdependence, public reasoning, fairness and participatory justice articulate distinct but complementary dimensions of the concept. This theoretical grounding should be integrated with field experiences that create “communicative spaces” where students, inhabitants and community members deliberate as epistemic peers. 
In future work, field practice could be designed to make inclusion work visible and accountable. Students can be tasked to do participate observations, mapping who is absent from participatory processes, identifying material, cultural, and procedural barriers. Moreover, students may be trained to perform scientific methods like surveys and qualitative interviews.
Lorenz’s emphasis on professional identity as a moral-practical craft is relevant to strengthening solidarity. Students learn to balance between supporting individual autonomy and nurturing collective capacities. Designing tasks that require collective decision-making and shared accountability help students rehearse this balance in practice. Partnerships with community projects like LOCUS can provide iterative sites for such learning, ensuring that solidarity is experienced as co-production rather than instruction. The international partnership is paramount to enhance solidarity and meet the European challenges. 
Solidarity in social work is both a normative horizon and a repertoire of practices. It is enacted in everyday interactions, sustained by democratic communication, and tested at the boundaries of inclusion. If it is to matter beyond being an honorific, it must be taught, practiced, and evaluated. Social work education is crucial for this work. Giving students theory and structured opportunities to practice solidarity equips them to combine interdependence, justice, and participation into the fabric of collective life.
