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Justice and solidarity are generally understood by the public as values that can only be en-
dorsed together. Those who show solidarity also act justly. And anyone who wants the world 
to be a fairer place will also act in solidarity with someone who has been dealt a bad hand in 
life. Yet disparities can be found between the two. Justice is what you owe to others as a 
duty, while solidarity is any contribution that goes beyond this that is associated with sym-
pathy and empathy. Justice is the fundamental principle of moral action, which is merely 
supported by solidarity as motivation. But over the last few years there has been increasing 
public debate suggesting that justice and solidarity are opposites. For example, showing 
solidarity with all refugees can contradict the principle that it is only fair to help those fleeing 
immediate violence and discrimination, but not those seeking a better life. Furthermore, sol-
idarity is increasingly being restricted to solidarity with people in faraway countries and local 
justice is falling by the wayside. After all, it’s possible to stand up for justice even if you’re 
against far-reaching appeals for solidarity. The relationship between these two value con-
cepts is hotly disputed on a political level. 

Digitalisation is affecting the relationship between the two values. With its various technolog-
ical variants – the spectrum ranges from the use of digital media to artificial intelligence, from 
merely switching to digital forms of communication to the autonomisation of all sorts of pro-
cesses – digitalisation allows for a far higher degree of individual participation than what was 
previously possible. And it is developing communication at a global level, whether through 
business relationships or personal lives. This calls the familiar model of solidarity, in other 
words solidarity within the framework of a nation state, into question. The consequences for 
the search for justice are far more uncertain. Concepts for a new “digital justice” are as yet 
only available for certain aspects of this subject (Katsh/Rabinovich-Einy 2017). In this essay, 
I aim to clarify what the future holds for solidarity and justice in the digital age and what sort 
of relationship will exist between them. 

The different consequences of digitalisation envisaged for these two values may also be due 
to some fundamental differences between the two concepts. Justice is mandatory, it is a 
moral duty. The same does not apply to solidarity. Solidarity is not something that you owe 
anyone, it is purely voluntary. Solidarity knows no rights , it is not a term embodying legal or 
human rights. Anyone who demonstrates a lack of solidarity behaves like a “parasite”, ben-
efiting from the collective good, but without sharing in the costs and efforts associated with 
it. However, a lack of solidarity doesn’t violate any legal norms or moral obligations. This may 
give the impression that justice is the responsibility of the legal system and the state, while 
solidarity is the responsibility of civil society (Bude 2019: 140). But this would be a mistake, 
because there are forms of solidarity that are institutionalised by the state, including social 
insurance within the framework of the welfare state, which is of considerable importance for 
our coexistence.

The form of solidarity determines the reach of its influence
Solidarity is about putting the needs of others above your own, usually in the expectation 
that such behaviour would also be reciprocated in return. In contrast to charity, solidarity is 
based on the concept of reciprocal behaviour between the members of a group (Bayertz 
1998). Although a just society is also characterised by the reciprocal behaviour of all citizens, 
justice as a moral duty requires that your own actions must be absolutely just, even in the 
absence of reciprocity. In contrast, solidarity could simply erode if there was a lack of reci-
procity, for example in the wake of an increase in social relationships via digital platforms. 
However, some forms of solidarity are so asymmetrical that it is impossible to expect that the 
role of helpers and those being helped can be reversed. This is usually the case when soli-
darity is shown with a group to which those providing the help do not belong, such as in 
cases of international solidarity e.g. disaster relief. But solidarity can also be experienced 
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within a group, as in the classic case of the labour movement as a form of combative solidar-
ity against unbalanced power relations in market economies (Stjernø 2005). Exclusive soli-
darity exists when solidarity is based on opposition or hostility with another group, when 
resentment, hate and rejection are used to create a common identity. The greater the reach 
of solidarity, the less of an impact that showing of solidarity can have. Solidarity therefore 
becomes a gesture without commitment. But solidarity may also be made dependent on the 
previous actions of the other party. This type of solidarity exists when support is dependent 
on the participation of those with whom solidarity is to be shown. This is the case, for exam-
ple, in many basic social security systems. In these cases, solidarity has to be earned. Only 
when you have done everything in your power to protect yourself from hardship, yet still find 
yourself in poverty and suffering, will you be offered help. Anyone who doesn’t take respon-
sibility for themselves or who does nothing to prevent a fall into poverty won’t be shown any 
solidarity. 

Three criteria of justice: desert, need and equality
These three criteria highlight the link between solidarity and a certain form of justice - perfor-
mance-related justice. No single principle of justice has been able to establish itself as the 
generally accepted principle. Whenever we talk about justice, there are three criteria in-
volved: equality, desert (sometimes also known as merit) and need (Miller 1999). There are 
theories of justice that give one of these three criteria precedence over the others, and others 
that recognise all three and determine the appropriate criterion depending on the situation 
or social context. Exponents of an expansive welfare state policy generally view need and/
or equality as the most important criteria, while exponents of a minimal welfare state tend to 
favour desert. In justice research, a pluralistic understanding of justice has established itself 
as a situation-specific weighting of equality, desert and need (Konow/Schwettmann 2016). 
Since the time of Aristotle, the logical structure of fair distribution has been classified ac-
cording to the criteria of desert or merit. Several people and their desert, equity or efforts 
have to be compared in order to determine a fair distribution of goods. Justice requires un-
equal distribution exactly in accordance with the different degrees of desert. In John Rawls’ 
work A Theory of Justice (1971) which has largely determined all discussion on the subject 
for the last fifty years, explicitly argues that desert has only a derivative role to play in an 
adequate account of distributive justice: On the one hand, the contributions of each individ-
ual, evaluated in terms of desert, are influenced by the arbitrariness of nature (talents) and 
the advantages of origin. On the other hand, it is impossible to reach a social consensus 
about the objective to which each individual contributes. This is why, according to Rawls, 
justice depends solely on equality, which includes legal and political equality as equality for 
all but also social equality – but not in the strict sense of balancing, but rather in the best 
possible support for the weakest. The third criterion of justice, need, plays a central role in 
the development of the social state. Since research on the plight of the poor at the start of 
the 20th century, need, also known as needs-based justice, has been the benchmark of so-
ciety, in particular of basic social security. However, solidarity cannot in itself determine to 
what extent and with what distribution objective support is to be provided. Standards of 
justice then always come into play: Solidarity until all needs have been met? Until the ability 
to perform and take responsibility has been established? Or solidarity until far-reaching so-
cial equity has been achieved? There is no solidarity without a criterion of justice, it has no 
measure of its own. Without solidarity, justice lacks motivational impact.

In light of the three criteria of justice and the many forms of solidarity, the question of whether 
these two values are in harmony or not is far more complex. In driving forward individualisation, 
digitalisation could weaken solidarity and favour desert as a criterion of justice. Digitalisation is, 
however, also a key factor in worldwide communication. It changes the reach of both values, their 
relation to the close circle of family and friends, the region, the nation or even the entire world.   
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Solidarity and justice need community
The pivotal question is therefore to whom or to what do solidarity and equity apply. Let’s call 
this the reference value or reference group of these values. Justice and solidarity cannot do 
without reference to the whole to which they relate: Should justice apply to the shaping of 
“our” society, i.e. a single country, or should it apply to Europe or the entire world? Today, in 
the scientific literature, global justice is generally used as a starting point for reflection on 
justice. According to this approach, there can be no reasonably just society as long as glob-
al society is still shaped by injustice and inequality. Solidarity also requires a reference group. 
The range here is usually broader. It extends from solidarity within the nuclear family, rela-
tives, colleagues through to solidarity with certain groups of people in need in the communi-
ty, with people who live in the same city, region or country all the way up to solidarity with the 
poor in the Global South, with refugees and the exploited, and finally, with all people world-
wide who need help and support. In terms of justice, the size of the reference group deter-
mines the scope of the effort required to bring about fairer conditions. It is practically impos-
sible to always direct your actions towards global justice, so it makes sense to focus your 
efforts on small areas at a more local level (Sen 2009). In terms of solidarity, naming the ref-
erence group is given much more importance. It must be a community with a shared back-
ground in order to produce the required level of empathy and willingness to help. The philos-
opher Gerald A. Cohen has demonstrated that a just society cannot be established based 
solely on the basis of even the most refined quality standards. To ensure the stability of a 
society aiming for justice, it also requires the solidarity of a community (Cohen 2009).

However, the criterion of shared experience generally favours family, local and professional 
reference groups. In contrast, it’s hard to imagine global solidarity based on this kind of prin-
ciple of community. If, however, the concept of humanity could be understood in such a way 
that worldwide shared experiences are gained in key issues such as war, economic and 
technical development, climate change, domination and poverty, then solidarity on the level 
of the world community is also conceivable. This would require an interplay of solidarity, 
ranging from the global level to neighbourhood and family in order to enable social cohesion 
at every level. Digitalisation should also help to promote such an expanded understanding 
of solidarity, as the same issues are being discussed more frequently and experiences ex-
changed worldwide. However, it also exacerbates the problems of justice: Anyone advocat-
ing solidarity on a global scale cannot simply accept the injustices and massive inequalities 
between the regions of the world. Solidarity and justice are inseparable here. 

In a world that is increasingly interconnected, the future of these two values depends on our 
ability to develop transnational forms of solidarity and justice and to combine them with na-
tional requirements.

Justice needs institutions advocating solidarity
Suitable institutions are needed for the values of justice and solidarity to be effective in a 
society. At the national level, welfare state institutions offer this kind of support. Welfare 
states are a form of institutionalised solidarity. They offer collective solutions to protect indi-
viduals against social risks. They do not leave individuals at the mercy of their performance. 
Although they require a certain degree of personal responsibility in the sense of participation 
in the working world, they also offer collective protection which vastly exceeds what the in-
dividual could hope to provide autonomously. Social insurance systems and their communi-
ties of solidarity have given rise to a special collective to which solidarity obligations apply, 
including for example compulsory contributions. The advantages of social insurance sys-
tems that are primarily linked to employment are that they are open to immigrants and 
non-citizens provided that they can be integrated into the labour market. Social insurance 
systems which include the entire working and resident population also give immigration reg-
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ulations a crucial importance in social policy. In view of the enormous economic differences 
within Europe and compared to countries in the Global South, large parts of the European 
population refuse to extend social welfare solidarity to migrant workers and refugees. This is 
also reflected in the rise of welfare chauvinism, which is in favour of the welfare state but only 
if social benefits are restriction to the local population. Social solidarity between generations, 
but also between people with high and low incomes, is threatened by the increase in trans-
national migration. These are the results of global economic imbalances and climate-related 
distortions between the countries of the world. Transnational solidarity therefore comes into 
conflict with traditional social solidarity. Exclusive solidarity of the national welfare state, 
however, contradicts the requirements of a just social balance and global communication 
facilitated by digitalisation. There is not yet a concept of transnational solidarity that could 
extend social justice beyond the nation state – and political efforts to this end appear to be 
stagnating. 

New forms of institutionalised solidarity are required
Digitalisation is not always a pillar of transnational solidarity. Due to the new ways of collect-
ing and analysing large amounts of data (big data), it can also jeopardise a core element of 
institutionalised solidarity: social insurance. The internet provides data on purchasing habits 
and private activities via social networks. However, as soon as highly accurate individual risk 
assessments are possible, the idea of social insurance as a pooling and balancing of individ-
ually unknown risks, including social equality, will be called into question. Instead of pooling 
risks, an individual risk premium will be offered. But customising personalised contributions  
leads to inequality due to different social risks. The insured community would break up in 
favour of a personalised premium system without social redistribution but with a shift in 
costs to the parties more affected by risks. 

Uncontrolled use of digitalisation may well undermine the foundations of solidarity and jus-
tice. To protect against this, legal regulations could be put in place stipulating which specific 
data may be utilised by social insurers. The non-use of all other data must be protected by 
law and strengthened if social insurance is to survive. A sustainable policy that safeguards 
solidarity and achieves greater (or, at the very minimum, no less) justice, therefore necessi-
tates the securing of rights of the non-analysis of data and clarification regarding whether 
citizens receive ownership rights for their data. A fair distribution of the burdens requires that 
solidarity is not undermined by increasingly more accurate individual solutions. We require 
new or renewed forms of institutionalised solidarity in order to limit individualisation caused 
by digitalisation and to preserve the principles of reciprocity and social equilibrium. Solidar-
ity will crumble without a just social equilibrium. And a more just society will never come to 
pass without forms of institutionalised solidarity.
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