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Abstract  

 

The Thesis discusses the key ideas of solidarity as a tool to motivate individuals for 

more sustainable action and as an element of unifying a society in respect to the climate 

change crisis. Firstly, the conceptual background of solidarity is analysed and set into 

relation with the question what holds a society together. The limits of and threats for 

solidarity are being illustrated with current examples. Secondly, the unsolidaristic 

behavior of individuals as well as of the state in relation to the climate change crisis is 

shown by an empricial analysis of their respective sustainable behavior. Further, the 

political potential and dimension of solidarity is explained by using the concepts of 

selected philosophers and sociogists. As the main argument, the values and framework 

of a novel climate solidarity will be developed, based upon the previous findings, 

focusing on community spirit and trust inside a society. Lastly, it is proposed how these 

values can be implemented and enhanced in the economic system in Germany by using 

ideas of Social Solidarity Economics. By doing so, this Thesis argues for the importance 

of solidarity for the combat against the climate change crisis.  
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Institute of Political Studies 

Bachelor´s Thesis Proposal 

 

 The climate crisis is the challenge for our generation: If emissions worldwide are 

not greatly reduced in the coming years, it is well known that this will lead to 

irreversible terrible consequences. Germany, as one of the largest industrialized nations 

in the world, is also facing the question and task of how it can achieve its climate goals 

on a national level. The bachelor thesis furthermore deals with the question how a 

common consensus on more sustainable behavior can be developed for the individual 

and as a society as a whole. The concept of solidarity can therefore be helpful to 

encourage people to behave more morally in the form of sustainable behavior and at the 

same time to achieve a political movement that challenges the state itself to be more 

sustainable (e.g. a faster energy transition). The dissertation aims to show how the 

values of climate solidarity and their practical implementation can help unite German 

society. The research question "Can the ideas of solidarity be used to motivate people to 

behave more sustainably?" aims to provide new impulses in the current political and 

social debate about sustainability in Germany. By answering the research question, a 

proposal for improving the current economic system by incorporating social and 

solidarity ideas is made, which can be easily implemented by companies and policy 

makers. Therefore, the aim of the thesis is not to give concrete advice for more 

sustainable economic or energetic actions, but to show how the idea of solidarity can 

motivate people to act more sustainably by referring to moral obligation and voluntary 

social behavior.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Motivation 

 During the Covid19-pandemic younger generations were forced to reduce their 

social contacts to a minimum to protect themselves from a dangerous virus and protect 

elderly fellow citizens. This was considered an act of true solidarity, which the majority 

of young people didn´t question and acted out of their belief in humanity and social 

obligation. The current war in Ukraine gives another unprecedented sample of solidarity 

when many countries and individuals show their support to strangers on a higher level 

because they perceived a kind of injustice, although there is no clear community-

relation on a smaller level. In just a few weeks many people and nations around the 

globe collect(ed) massive financial or military support and nutrition or clothing. The 

refugees are highly welcome in European countries and receive immense support from 

voluntary helpers and of the official authorities and institutions. This kind of help must 

be differentiated from what is understood as charity or philanthropy. While these kinds 

of assistance for people in need, for example donating to victims of earthquakes in 

Haiti, reflect on a general human feeling of cordiality or compassion, solidarity is what 

holds a community together from inside, despite different opinions, political views, 

dispositions or beliefs. While the donation for Haitian’ citizen is based upon a general 

emotion towards people in need, the solidarity towards Ukrainian people comes from a 

different perspective, namely more similarities and shared culture as well as the 

cohesion of a community of nations.  

 Solidarity emphasises a general agreement of what people have in common and 

is a tool to overshadow disagreements or controversies within a society pointing the 

finger towards the positive aspects of living together and needing each other’s help as 

well as to the point that achieving (bigger) goals is even more probable when working 

together instead of against each other. With respect to the Ukraine war this means the 

shared values of democracy, freedom and autonomy.  

 As we can see, solidarity, as a concept of standing by with the weaker groups or 

individuals in whatever worsened conditions modern society, therefore seems to work 

in times of misery and threat and in vital crises. The question is now, why it hasn´t 

played an equally big role in the most dire crisis of our times, the climate change crisis? 

The newest IPCC report ahead of the UN Climate Conference (COP) in 2021 revealed 
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grave concerns that the goal of 1,5 degrees above pre-industrial levels of global 

warming, which would induce more far-reaching consequences for humanity, is close to 

being elusive and unreachable. UN Secretary-General António Guterres pointed out that 

especially the major industrial nations have a clear mission of being the pioneers and 

role models for other states and underscored that the solution to tackle the challenge is 

clear:  

 "Inclusive and green economies, prosperity, cleaner air and better health are 

possible for all, if we respond to this crisis with solidarity and courage" (United 

Nations, 2021).  

 

1.2. Research question  

 In this Bachelor´s thesis I intend to examine why solidarity in a society is so 

crucial for combating the climate crisis: It is a vital driver for moral actions, which in 

the end unambiguously means behaving solidaristic in terms of individual consumption 

as well as accepting nation´s efforts to reduce carbon emissions. I strive to show how 

the values of responsibility, the feeling of trust and community membership can help to 

convince others to act accordingly. My motivation comes from questioning why the 

concentration on and the managing of goals connected with the climate change often 

ends in an aggressive and not helpful atmosphere inside the society. While the task of 

achieving undoubtedly important emission goals may seem too big for individuals 

alone, an inclusive concept of solidarity could take away the fear and unify society. I 

will elaborate on what this kind of solidarity needs with respect to its political power on 

a national level and its effect on individuals and smaller communities. 

 The principles and values of Social Solidarity Economics (SSE) could provide a 

practical solution. This economic and political concept serves as a alternative to 

capitalistic systems and strives to remove inequalities in all sectors of the economy like 

production, finance, distribution, consumption and governance. In SSE ordinary people 

play an active role in shaping all of the dimensions of human life: economic, social, 

cultural, political, and environmental (RIPESS, 2022). Implementations in enterprises 

and public life that are less profit-oriented, community-based and especially sustainable 

could help raise awareness of the urgency of solidarity concerning climate change 
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issues and directly impact individualistic consumption behaviour, the strengthening of a 

broader group community feeling and trust.  

 

1.3. Methodology 

 In the following I will develop a concept of what I will call Climate Solidarity 

(CS). By illustrating the general literature on the concept of solidarity I will reflect on 

what really keeps a society together. Relating to that I will also describe the burdens and 

limits of solidarity. Based on this theoretical background, I will introduce my concept 

by arguing that solidarity is helpful to motivate other members of the society to act 

morally, and distinctively in respect to climate change goals. Therefore, I will outline 

the political framework of solidarity and its possible value for an inclusive form of 

solidarity. Additionally, I will show why the value of trust and the feeling of 

community-belonging are so crucial for my concept, as they enhance the motivation of 

acting morally immensely. To demonstrate the correlation between the lack of solidarity 

regarding to sustainable climate change behaviour, I will  take a concrete look at 

Germany´s awareness of the urgency of more sustainable behaviour while showing the 

consumption and emission rate of individual and national actors.  

 As a practical implementation I want to propose measures that could help to 

solve this problem by bringing down the philosophical and sociological theoretical 

thoughts to possible real-life changes. To show how principles of SSE could benefit 

climate solidarity, I will connect my concept with the possible practical 

implementations in the German economy with the focus on how communities in a 

society on a narrower scope can strengthen collective responsibility and the sense of 

individual responsibility for moral action.  

I will base my arguments and findings on a review of related popular literature and will 

further develop the concepts of other authors in respect to the climate change topic. In 

the empirical analysis I will use data from different platforms and official governmental 

associations to guarantee their correctness and pluralistic character.  
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2. The concept of solidarity in philosophy and sociology  

2.1. What holds a society together? 

2.1.1. Historical background 

 To understand how solidarity emerges we have to look at the historical 

background of the terminus and its shaping. While the definition of the word solidarity 

in literature isn´t very old and was first described from the 19th century onwards, a 

similar concept can be traced back to ancient times. The sense of an entirety of social 

norms and moral behaviour towards the members of a family or tribe was first extended 

to a more extended scope by the Greek school of the Stoa, which formulated an idea of 

a universal, moral community (Bayertz, 1998). In Christianity, this form of solidarity is 

understood and taught as the moral duty of helping others (in need) or as a certain kind 

of brotherhood in society, referring to relationships with people outside of the family. 

During the early Christian times, this idea was fundamental to communities of friars, 

while in the Medieval times it developed to describe relationships between men of the 

same profession, such as members of a guild. The concept of brotherhood (fraternité) 

was finally used for political reasons by Napoleon during the French Revolution, 

together with equality and freedom, with the purpose to create a political community, 

that is pledged, for fight for equality goals and emphasises what is held in common. 

Reflecting the occurring problems of working-class members in the rise of capitalism 

and its concomitant hard-working conditions especially at the beginning of the 

industrial revolution, the sense of brotherhood in these communities was 

groundbreaking for the later usage of the term solidarity (Stjerno, 2004). While other 

authors, especially from sociology, began to develop concepts of the definition of 

solidarity influenced by these processes, crucially changing human social, economic 

and political trends, the ideas of Marx and other socialist theories have had the biggest 

influence in describing the political scope of solidarity. He argued that though 

capitalism negatively influences social bonds and relationships, its mechanism itself 

simultaneously strengthens the unity and community within the working class. But a 

genuine community could only exist without the daily struggle of the working class, as 

people have not freely joined the community but enact themselves out of the same goals 

and interests against a third party (the bourgeoise). Only free individuals can form a true 

community (Stjerno, 2004). Though not mentioning the term solidarity itself, his theory 
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became fundamental for later social science research. It illustrates the connection 

between solidarity with social and economic structures (with a high degree of 

homogeneity) and its emergence out of political practice. 

 Also, in ethical contexts, the idea of a brotherhood of all humans is central: 

Utilitarianism for example is based on the principle that all humans build a big 

community and have an “unwavering fundament of community-feeling” which 

strengthen them in their practical moral behaviour, as John Stuart Mill pointed out 

(Bayertz, 1998). In moral philosophy, this  normative component resonating with the 

terms like sympathy, charity or brotherhood is adjected to three parts, as Kurt Bayertz 

states: The interdependent relation between members of a group is based upon their 

identification with being a community. The expectance of receiving help and the 

readiness to do so as well is included, without necessarily being altruistic. And lastly, 

this help is based on its legitimation of prevailing the communities’ goals (Bayertz, 

1998, p.12).  

 

2.1.2. From solidarity in a community to solidarity in a society 

 But where is the line of a community compared to society as a whole? And how 

does solidarity manifest itself in these? To answer these questions, which are crucial for 

our further understanding of solidarity, it is useful to look back at the grave and 

disruptive effects of 19th century rising capitalism structures, especially the division of 

labour, and the rise of self-interests. It came to noticeable dissolution of known 

traditions, family life, and social bonds. The working-class communities developed to 

be the new social ties between like-minded people, simply because of similar goals and 

values. In general, these developments forced foremost sociologists to think new about 

what holds a society together. Formatively, Emile Durkheim stated that solidarity serves 

as a mechanism that integrates people in a society, which is based upon shared social 

values, norms and rituals. His differentiation between two types of solidarity has 

immense significance in further literature and is acknowledged until today (Stjerno, 

2004): In traditional societies with a high degree of homogeneity, people are tied 

together by their sameness with respect to their living conditions, shared beliefs and 

values, religion and culture. There are two types of consciousness, an individual based 

one and a community based one. In traditional societies the latter one is more distinctive 



 8 

and supports the maintenance of the cornerstones of a society: solidarity because people 

are similar and think similar, in either a broad or narrow scope (Durkheim, 1997, pp. 

39-43). He calls that mechanical solidarity. Due to Durkheim modern societies, as 

described earlier, evolved to be far more socially heterogeneous, specialised (through 

the division of labour) and de-traditionalized. People, therefore, are tied together more 

and more solely by their interdependence, concerning their work and specialisation. 

What he calls organic solidarity describes the process in societies when the individual 

consciousness dominates the community consciousness, the focus is not on traditional 

bonds anymore but on individual autonomy simultaneously with its more profound 

mutual dependence on other members of society. Organic is therefore a metaphor 

comparing a society with a body, where everything is interdependent and interwoven. 

Nevertheless it brings threats to social solidarity with it, as common shared values and 

norms are less likely (Durkheim, 1997, pp. 155-157, 172-174).  

 Striking the same note, other sociologists observed similar developments. Max 

Weber and Ferdinand Tönnies proposed a clear difference between Gemeinschaft 

(community) and Gesellschaft (society). Gemeinschaft, meaning small, family-like 

groups are characterised by their substantial and inner commonalities. At the same time  

Gesellschaft, emerged through socialisation of Gemeinschaft in modern times, in their 

words Vergesellschaftung, can be depicted as significant, anonymous  groups of people 

being connected by formal contracts and by their differences. In a Gesellschaft people 

thus live peacefully together but are substantially more divided than connected and split 

into individuals (Bayertz, 1998, pp. 25-26). Comparing this to Durkheim´s theory, 

mechanical solidarity can be found in Gemeinschaft while organic solidarity is typical 

for Gesellschaft. For Weber, solidarity follows from social actions that consider others´ 

behaviour and social relationships, which consequently arise when many other actors 

consider the actions of each other’s. While solidarity in Vergesellschaftung is 

characterised by material- and goal-orientation, apart from profound social 

considerations, in communities, solidarity includes a sense of familiarity and social ties 

(Stjerno, 2004, pp. 13-14).  

 To sum up for a moment, all authors mention solidarity as a form of social 

integration of individuals in a group, an essential part of social order inside the society 

(as what is holding it together) and as support for achieving goals and interests of a 

group. All display macro-level solidarity. When we focus on the micro-level, solidarity 
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seems to be prosocial behaviour towards other individuals or a smaller group. Due to 

Larry May there are five elements for solidarity that are constitutive to the group’s 

identification and its purpose: 1. the consciousness identification with the group, 2. 

bonds of sentiment, 3. a common interest in the group´s well-being , 4. shared values 

and beliefs and 5. readiness to show moral support (Laitinen & Pessi, 2014, p. 4). 

Whether on the micro-, or macro-level, there are nevertheless clear differences between 

two kinds of solidarity, that will play an essential role in my later discussion about the 

relationship between solidarity and climate change issues. As Bayertz concludes after 

considering similar thoughts, there is combat solidarity relating to  material/symbolic 

help and support for people fighting for their rights, goals or interests. Different to this, 

community solidarity is guided by feelings/emotions of connectedness, where group 

identity is fundamental, but this also implies partiality and exclusiveness (Bayertz, 

1998). As I will outline in the following chapters, these factors are the biggest problems 

for any kind of solidarity and its functioning.  

 

2.2. Limits of solidarity 

2.2.1. Partial concept 

 Solidarity as a concept varies significantly with respect to the concepts of justice 

and equality. If we look at solidarity on the macro-level, cosmopolitanism is an 

approach that implies a general humanism. Cosmopolitanism means universal 

solidarity, for example with the Ukraine crisis. This universalistic solidarity, in general, 

like many other macro-level solidarities, can overwhelm people, as we will see later in 

relation to the climate crisis. However, as Bayertz has already expressed, solidarity 

always has a partisanship (Bayertz, 1998, p. 49), which as a basic concept is very much 

different from fundamental, society-sustaining issues and importance, such as equality-

based issues. Nowadays, this would be topics such as gender-equality, gay marriage, 

women's share in companies and justice-based topics such as distribution of wealth, 

access to education, or rights and freedoms of any kind.  

 Why so? Because these are issues that are to be dealt with neutrally and applied 

universally, without including of group interests or goals. As we have seen, solidarity 

always refers to a certain group with which one identifies. When we think about justice, 

as we see in Rawls, for example in his concept of the veil of ignorance, a principled 
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concept of impartiality should prevail. This is not the case with solidarity in most 

circumstances, because this conveyed sense of we always imply that there is an us and a 

them. Since solidarity is often based on a sense of community and sympathy, it cannot 

be neutral. In summary, the non-judicial and partisan nature and conception of solidarity 

imply certain limits in terms of its impact and achievement of goals beneficial to 

society.  

 What does this mean now? While freedom, equality or justice as concepts are 

therefore temporally infinite as well as universal, as Habermas points out (Ankersmit, 

1994), solidarity does not create this, which we will see as a problem, since the idea of 

solidarity quickly evaporates or does not have to last very long. At the same time 

questions in the upper areas are anchored in the constitution and thus have more 

enforceable power. Social changes within society can thus be strengthened primarily 

through laws and these concepts; solidarity as a mean for moral action or social 

transformation is more enforceable through social sanctions/pressure and formal rituals, 

which however can also have a lasting and powerful effect, as Lindenberg puts it 

(Lindenberg, 1998). For example, statements and gestures of solidarity from companies 

for more women in leadership positions or demanding women's emancipation in 

different sectors have yielded less than laws or gender justice debates in society (in talk 

shows and in Bundestag). Solidarity, however, is often guided by them. There is an 

inevitable interdependence since solidarity actions have these principles as background. 

As Lindenberg describes, solidarity necessarily needs a "just distribution of benefits and 

burdens" within the group constellation from which solidarity is exercised (Laitinen & 

Pessi, 2014, p. 16). Furthermore, the principles of solidarity strengthen the 

implementation and maintenance of justice and its contents. One can hold solidarity as a 

precondition for justice, since if one takes for example Rawls's Difference Principle (the 

second important principle in his Theory of Justice), one sees that solidarity expresses 

the principle of just distribution of goods and rather a social solidarity by the whole 

society (Rawls, 1971). Because according to this principle, in which measures can be 

supported that allow an unequal economic or social distribution, as long as they help 

(benefit) the worst off, there is, as Wildt puts it (Laitinen & Pessi, 2014, p. 16), a 

solidarity that reaches not only from the rich to the worse off, but also from the worse 

off to the rich (in the form of trust). Even if these inequalities and equal opportunities do 

not always fit, this idea of solidarity strengthens the overall solidarity, and those worse 
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off, since they are no longer seen as recipients (as in the form of charity) but as agents 

of solidarity. Suppose we transfer this principle to our problem with sustainable 

behaviour due to climate change, and this principle becomes important: Because often 

the worse off are not to blame for the latest developments in industry and economy 

(which drive insufficient climate balances and have blocked developments such as the 

expansion of wind power or local transport, or have co-supported these) and thus need 

the solidarity of the better off, whereby in turn they also need the solidarity in the form 

of further or renewed trust to set things straight. 

 Otherwise, the sentiment would become even more aggressive, and the 

community spirit inside a society would suffer. In summary, it can be said that 

solidarity as a means for economic or socially more just conditions has somewhat less 

assertiveness and weight, because it lacks the universally valid and impartial character. 

 

2.2.2. Exclusiveness 

 The problem of impartiality implies another weakness of solidarity, namely its 

exclusiveness. After all we have gathered so far, solidarity is always related to feelings 

and bonds between other group members. This group can vary in size, from society to 

smaller communities or groupings, which as we have seen have stronger expressions of 

relationships and feelings towards each other (which will be important in terms of 

collective action regarding the climate crisis). In order to be able to experience the 

positive benefits of solidarity, on the one hand, for example voluntary help of any kind, 

and to show solidarity with others on the other hand, it is fundamentally important to be 

a member of a group. Without the feeling of and the real belonging to a group, it is 

challenging to develop solidarity feelings and actions. But often, you do not decide for 

yourself whether you belong, but others of this group. In the historical case, class 

solidarity or working-class solidarity was tailored only to members of the working class. 

In contrast, others, such as peasants, were not part of this group feeling. This changed 

with the conceptual introduction of solidarity in which they became integrated (Stjerno, 

2004, p. 24). The unfolding of strong solidarity action by a group is underpinned by the 

dominant we-feeling, which, however, always implies an opposite pole, a you. Assertive 

solidarity behaviour towards group members does not always necessarily mean that 

another group or individuals feel negative consequences. For example, suppose a sports 

club that is doing well economically shows solidarity towards another club in financial 
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distress by hosting a charity game with proceeds benefiting it. In that case there is just a 

great we-feeling. 

 An example of solidarity behaviour of a group, which at the same time means 

the exclusion or disregard of other persons or groups, which could have been included, 

would be the financial support as Covid-aid for sports clubs by the federation, whereby 

only men's teams and not women's teams are supported (maybe since these have a more 

considerable marketing value). Despite so many commonalities, a solidarity action and 

a we stick together-gesture turns into an excluding activity. 

 On the macro level, this can also be seen in Marx's theory on solidarity: Working 

class members support each other because of their similar goals and similar difficult 

conditions, but according to Marx, there would have to be a struggle, borne of solidarity 

toward members of the working class, against the bourgeoisie or big capitalist owners to 

achieve their goals and escape conditions. In doing so, this would be an exclusive 

solidarity action in which there is a clear us versus you, that is, a clear separation of 

members (Stjerno, 2004). Similarly, Bayertz describes it in the context of his concept of 

combat solidarity, which is defined by its bipolarity, since on the one hand it has a 

positive reference to specific goals and interests in the form of joint action. On the other 

hand, it also has a negative reference due to its implementation in reality, which often 

means that specific resistances have to be overcome (Bayertz, 1998, p. 41) 

 National socialist groups show solidarity among themselves in a country or 

internationally to achieve their goals, namely less immigration for example. In doing so, 

they must overcome resistance, namely win elections and prevail against leftist/centre 

politicians. In doing so, a clear exclusivity towards foreign, non-German people or anti-

minded people is recognizable, which expresses the conflictual nature of the combat 

solidarity. As already indicated, it is similar to the community solidarity, which has a 

strong character through its feelings of connectedness but can also be characterized by 

its exclusivity and intolerance, if one does not hold the same or similar group identity or 

is not seen in that way by the group (Bayertz, 1998, pp. 40-41). Another example of 

solidarity inside nationality movements would be the case of the Basques in Spain: 

Basques show strong solidarity with one another and have a strong sense of community, 

primarily expressed only by Basques, although the province is still part of Spain and not 

a separate country. Nationalist movements, in general, can be cited as examples here. 
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 Accordingly, it is difficult for a solidarity that is supposed to be effective for the 

whole society, as it would be a climate solidarity in my concept, to ignore these 

problems. I will elaborate on this later. 

 

2.2.3. Individualism 

 Another challenge to the development of solidarity in modern society, which, as 

Weber or Tönnies described, has experienced a substantial transformation from smaller, 

family-based groupings to a socialisation, is the prevailing zeitgeist of individualism. 

Compared to earlier generations, modern western society has significantly different 

approaches and thinking, manifested in today's economic systems, religion, social order, 

or law. The rise of capitalism undoubtedly fostered the historical/philosophical mindset 

or concept of individualism. In general, individualist cultures tend to conceive of people 

as self-directed and autonomous, and they tend to prioritise independence and 

uniqueness as cultural values. Collectivist cultures, more related to what Tönnies called 

Gemeinschaft, tend to see people as connected with others and embedded in a broader 

social context. As such, they tend to emphasise interdependence, family relationships, 

and social conformity. Compared to the macro-level solidarity movements in Europe, 

the idea of the American Dream stands as an individual dream rather than a shared 

vision and, in the end, recognises what individualism is all about: personal interest over 

collective interest (Rifkin, 2005). In Europe this individualism was less pronounced 

through described solidarity relationships such as worker communities, though this has 

changed through increasing economic linkage and capitalist developments. 

 How does this manifest itself today? The economic system of today's world is 

still strongly influenced by the liberal ways of thinking of the last century: The model of 

the individual as homo-economicus has gained tremendous popularity in the literature: 

Rational individuals strive to maximise profits and are primarily self-interested in their 

actions (Harvey, 2005). As this theoretical approach gained popularity in the prevailing 

neoclassical literature and thought of the 20th century, it was carried forward in rational 

choice theory, which is one of the most popular disciplines not only in economics, but 

also in sociology and psychology, and therefore still has a significant influence in 

modern times. Individualism, in this case, focuses on the individual rather than on the 

collective interest of all members of society. It seeks to free the individual from the 

endless shackles of societal restrictions that inhibit the originality and flexibility of 
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everyone. It believes that the individual should be free from conformity to societal 

norms and expectations, especially when this runs counter to one's individuality. 

According to the concept of individualism, each person is essential. Society should 

reflect this value for each individual in its systems and activities (Harvey, 2005). It has 

linked the increase in individualistic values to the rise in socio-economic development 

and advancement. Modern examples can be found primarily in the notion of social 

media, where some people present themselves often to leave the best impression, 

sticking to values created by famous influencers and supported by the economy behind 

it, which are focusing on self-development, someone´s own strengths and benefits more 

likely than on a community feeling.  

 Why is it a problem for solidarity?  

 I must break down these developments over centuries because what counts for 

our modern understanding of solidarity is the current status quo. For the later develop-

ment of a climate solidarity, primarily the economic behaviour with respect to sustain-

ability is important. If we turn back to the socio-economical point of analysis, a case 

study brought about interesting data for the correlation between modern problems of 

individualism and solidarity. By observing 25 countries in the Western world over a 

longer period Paul de Beer investigated the extent of individualization and its impact on 

solidarity. He did not observe an overall trend of individualization in all countries, 

moreover trends back to collectivization, but investigated individualization´s impact on 

solidarity irrespective of actual trends. Individualization can be interpreted in three dif-

ferent accounts: Detraditionalization as the loosening of ties between individuals and 

traditional institutions (family, neighborhood or church for example). Emancipation in 

this sense means that people´s opinions are decreasingly determined by the collectivity 

and are becoming more likely a choice of one´s own. Finally, Heterogenization is allud-

ing to the growing differences between people, which can make it harder for them to 

identify with each other, and thus the willingness to consider others as belonging to the 

same community decreases (de Beer and Koster, 2009, pp. 10-12). Important for his 

research, he defined solidarity as “helping someone without receiving something in re-

turn immediately” (de Beer and Koster, 2009, p. 4). Solidarity thus presupposes a bond 

with the other person or with society at large. Moreover, solidarity is enhanced by nor-

mative aspects, which relate to the assumption that people act in accordance with norms 

in their community, presupposing emotional ties. This community spirit, which can be 
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referred to Durkheim´s mechanical solidarity, is based upon affection, tradition and 

identification and significantly is described as one-sided solidarity, meaning not expect-

ing an immediate return or acting out in altruistic ways. Contrary to that, individualistic 

or enlightened self-interest is defined as two-sided solidarity, meaning solidarity that 

involves costs, and may also yield a positive return or similar contribution to someone 

else in the future. It is enhanced or conditioned by mutual dependence as Durkheim 

points out in his concept of organic solidarity, meaning the notion of sharing risks for 

example, limited information (about the risks of others as under Rawl´s veil of igno-

rance) and trust (de Beer and Koster, 2009, pp. 5-7). Further, de Beer distinguishes be-

tween voluntary solidarity and compulsory solidarity. As his analysis turned out, the 

impact of detraditionalisation on two-sided solidarity is ambiguous, as ties with friends 

or networks are more occasional and not full of trust. Therefore, the future return of 

solidaristic behaviour is less predictable. Emancipation on a macro-level is expected to 

affect all kinds of solidarity negatively, as people's attitudes and behaviour will be less 

predictable and lead to less mutual trust (as people question other´s contributions if they 

are solely anonymous), which in the end hinders two-sided solidarity as well as one-

sided solidarity and poses a threat for voluntary as well as compulsory solidarity. The 

community spirit might be harmed through individualisation (one-sided solidarity), 

whereas two-sided solidarity might not be harmed by heterogenisation at all. Conclud-

ing, individualisation has a negative impact on one-sided solidarity and emancipation is 

the crucial negative driver for solidarity in general (Paul de Beer and Ferry Koster, 

2009).  

In summary, solidarity is about actions or behaviours that move away from individualis-

tic thinking and pursuit of interests towards inclusion of the goals of a group and its 

well-being. As a macro-phenomenon or zeitgeist that permeates many human institu-

tions and relationships in our modern era, individualism is a fundamental strain on soli-

darity thinking in general. Its influence at the micro-level, e.g. on the behaviour of indi-

viduals, is significant and negatively influences thinking about the relevance of caring 

about other members of our society. Since individualism has entered many areas of our 

daily life, it dramatically influences our overall social thinking. 

 As we have seen solidarity has been conceptualized in various ways and has 

different degrees of strength. If carried out it can have a great positive effect for a soci-

ety´s cohesion, the strengthening of social ties and the direct inclusion of other people in 
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one´s considerations. But solidarity can also have negative aspects in its forms where 

exclusiveness is performed and has several threats in its function and impact as its par-

tial character and individualism.  

 

3. Climate Change Solidarity 

3.1. Empirical analysis: Sustainability behaviour in Germany 

 As I now intend to show, there is a clear relation between solidarity and the be-

haviour of individual and the state as well as people´s consciousness concerning the 

climate change problem. My hypothesis, that there is too less climate change solidarity 

in the German society, will in the following be supported by a data analysis showing 

Germany´s de facto insufficient sustainable behaviour in the form of consumption, en-

ergy and mobility. I will start with individuals’ general awareness of the urgency to be-

have more sustainable, second with actual individual consumption rates, energy usage 

and other factors that are related to sustainability. Finally, I will evaluate similar factors 

on a national level. 

 

3.1.1. Sustainability consciousness 

 As one of the world's biggest industrial nations, Germany fails to transfigure 

their energy as well as their economic and social sector to standards that will withstand 

the changes and threats of future climate change aftermaths. Sluggish developments and 

bureaucratic barriers in the economy but also the true will for change seem to impede 

the country from fulfilling this goals and could cause tremendous stagnation. The 

consciousness of the urgency of changing behaviour may be already visible as protests 

for more climate change have risen in the last years. The topic has been the most 

discussed in debates around the country but the general feeling of the urgency of 

solidarity is not spread enough. 

 The general interest in Germany seems to have increased in the past four years. 

In a large-scale survey in 2017, around 15 million people aged over 14 said they were 

very interested in nature conservation and environmental protection, while 

approximately 37 million said they were moderately interested. By 2021, this figure had 

risen to 18 million very interested people and 36 million who were moderately 
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interested. At the same time, the number of those who were barely or not at all 

interested fell from around 18.5 million to 16.25 million during this period (Statista, 

2020). The majority of Germany´s 80 million citizen are also increasingly concerned 

about climate change, with a most respondents developing what is known as eco-

anxiety. Another study found that 44% of Germans think that too little is being done 

worldwide for climate protection (Deloitte, 2022).  

 But to what extent are German citizens willing to alter their behaviour? This can 

be determined, among other things, by representative surveys regarding their 

willingness to buy sustainable products, the demand for more sustainable measures by 

politicians or the awareness of the sustainability and responsibility of companies.  The 

leading political coalition is in an essential position as a direct decision-maker for more 

sustainable measures, through which more climate-friendly measures can be directly 

influenced. However, it is the will of the citizens in Germany to make sacrifices for 

their current lifestyle to live more sustainably. In this context, measures that may have 

the prospect of a price increase in the short to medium term but would lead to a 

significantly better climate footprint and a switch to sustainable energy sources do not 

yet seem respected enough. For example, in a major 2021 survey, a clear majority 

rejected the increase in gasoline and energy prices as the right measure for better 

climate protection. The majority also takes a negative view of increasing the cost of 

animal products. The majority is only in favour of a general speed limit on freeways 

(ARD-DeutschlandTREND, 2021). 

 If we look at surveys on the willingness to buy sustainable products, we can see 

that this has increased in the last four years from 2017 to 2021. In 2017, for example, 

around 22 million people said they would be willing to pay more for environmentally 

friendly products, whereas in 2021 this figure had already risen to 26.5 million (Statista, 

2021). A similar trend can also be observed regarding the question of how important it 

is to consumers that the companies behind the products also act in a socially and 

environmentally responsible manner. Thus, the proportion of people for whom such is 

(very) important also increased over the last four years (Statista, 2021). Particularly 

important for the forms and values of solidarity within companies and their employees, 

which I will discuss later, is the employees' perception and awareness of their 

companies' sustainability measures. This is already very good in Germany, especially in 
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international comparison. Germany is clearly above the global average and in third 

place worldwide (Statista, 2021).  

 Concluding, the will seems to be there in most areas, but it is still too small as 

we will see in the analysis of actual behaviour in the next chapter.  

 

3.1.2. Consumption on the individual level 

 It is essential to define what exactly solidarity-based action now means in 

relation to the climate crisis? I would define such solidarity-based action as acting 

sustainably and consciously within one's possibilities. A good indicator of how 

environmentally friendly one behaves individually but also as a nation is the Ecological 

Footprint. This shows the extent to which one's total emissions produce an ecological 

deficit, which occurs when the biologically productive area on earth, which is necessary 

to sustain a person's lifestyle and standard of living, is used up (Global Footprint 

Network, 2022). This includes, for example, environmentally damaging activities such 

as air travel, high meat consumption, high energy consumption (from non-green energy 

sources), or frequent car travel (with internal combustion engines). 

 Although meat consumption by Germans decreased in recent years, it has only 

fallen marginally and is therefore still at a high level. Compared to 50 years ago, almost 

twice as much is consumed per capita. The high level of consumption harms the 

environment, as meat production releases significantly more greenhouse gases than 

plant products (BMUV, 2019b). In recent years, individual air travel has also remained 

at a high level and has only declined significantly due to the Covid-pandemic.  

 Before the pandemic (2019) the level of passengers on domestic flights was 

around 23 million each year, despite the known issues. In addition, short-haul flights 

continued to account for about 54% of total flights (Destatis, 2021). In general, short-

haul and medium-haul flights, closely followed by diesel cars, are far more polluting 

and cost significantly more than alternatives such as coaches or trains in Germany 

(Statista, 2022). The environmental damage caused by individuals in Germany through 

car use (fuel consumption) is still too high to be climate friendly. Compared to 1995, 

fuel consumption increased by 2%. Although the average consumption per car has 

decreased thanks to increasing technical efficiency, this effect is offset by increasing use 

(Umweltbundesamt, 2022a). Coming back to the ecological footprint, it can be seen that 
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the necessary climate target of less than one ton of CO2 equivalent per individual in 

Germany is still clearly missed1. Mainly due to housing, mobility and other 

consumption (clothing, cell phones for example), which account for about 73%, the 

average footprint is over 11 tons (Umweltbundesamt, 2020). These figures clearly 

illustrate the lack of solidarity in respect to fellow citizens and insufficient individual 

behaviour regarding the climate crisis and lead to the question of how to improve this 

solidary behaviour. 

 

3.1.3. Consumption on the national level 

 Similar trends can also be observed at the national level. Germany has 

committed itself in various ways to more climate protection and a significant reduction 

of its greenhouse gases but is lagging far behind these goals in some cases and is thus 

not acting in solidarity with other nations globally. The goal of climate neutrality by 

2045 seems difficult to achieve unless further stringent adjustments follow, as right now 

Germany still has 739 million tons of CO2 equivalents per year (as of 2020), which also 

accounts for nearly 22% of the EU's total emissions (Umweltbundesamt, 2022). The 

expansion of renewable energy sources is expected to significantly accelerate. However, 

the assessment of the targets set will be missed in the individual sectors. The gap is 

simply enormous in some areas: In order to get from the status quo (2018) to the 2030 

targets (a percentage reduction compared to 1990), major action is needed in particular 

in the energy sector (from -33% to at least -62 to -61%), in the transport sector (-0.9% 

to -42 to -41%) or in the building sector (-44 to -67 to -66%) (BMUV, 2019a). Since the 

climate target for 2030 corresponds to an annual budget of 543 to 562 million tons of 

CO2 equivalents, this means a target shortfall of 168 - 187 million tons. Assuming a 

linear reduction trajectory, this would result in 1.315,5 million metric tons of CO2 

equivalents too much that would be emitted. In addition, Germany already has a target 

shortfall of 355 million metric tons of CO2 for 2010-2017, which would also have to be 

offset (Oei et al., 2019). 

 

 

                                                           
1 A carbon dioxide equivalent or CO2 equivalent, abbreviated as CO2-eq is a metric measure used to 
compare the emissions from various greenhouse gases on the basis of their global-warming potential 
(GWP)), by converting amounts of other gases to the equivalent amount of carbon dioxide with the 
same global warming potential (Eurostat, 2017). 
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3.2. Solidarity as motivation to act morally  

 These statistical results lead to the following conclusion: Although the 

importance and urgency of acting more sustainably are known to the state and to the 

majority on an individual level, the majority of actors still do not act sustainably 

enough. In the following, I will not explain why exactly this is the case, nor through 

which political or economic measures (such as sustainable energy development or 

incentives of various kinds) could be counteracted. Specifically, I will not analyse why, 

for example, people still fly a lot or have a high carbon footprint, nor will I initiate a 

debate about the limits to economic growth and its environmental problems. This 

chapter is rather about accepting the status quo and showing that the values and benefits 

of solidarity, which works on a societal as well as on an individual level, can help to 

motivate or commit people to a more sustainable behaviour. 

 

3.2.1. Situations of solidaristic behaviour 

 So why is solidarity so helpful, to act morally and when do we act solidaristic? 

Individuals are bound to society by shared values, norms and rituals. This culture and 

commonalities also have a moral code as a basis, as I have already described in the main 

section. In order to live up to their role and, above all, acceptance in society, individuals 

must follow this code. This can also be scientifically stated in popular rational choice 

theories: The most crucial thing for individuals (according to experiments of Ostrom) is 

to maintain and create their own reputation in order not to lose their identity in the 

group (Simpson and Willer, 2015, p. 8). If one feels part of a group or wants to remain 

part of it (at the macro-level: society) one must behave accordingly socially and in 

solidarity with it. There are several situations in which one acts irrationally by acting in 

solidarity with others and promoting the common good, but at the same time has to 

make a sacrifice. While rational choice theories cannot explain this behaviour in 

different situations in some cases, sociologist Lindenberg explains that we specifically 

behave solidaristic in situations where we help to produce a common good even if one 

can freeride (called cooperation). Furthermore, the idea of fairness often plays a role in 

the distribution of equal burdens inside a problem. In addition, the pure altruistic 

thought is often decisive for solidaristic behaviour (Laitinen and Pessi, 2014, p. 6). This 

is opposed to hedonic or gain-maximizing manners. These sociological findings show 

that solidaristic feelings help to behave morally in many situations However, social 
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pressure (an aspect of reputation) or norms are often needed to promote solidarity. If 

one does not act in solidarity with something that the majority of one's group (small 

community or large society) supports, one risks social sanctions and social pressure. In 

negative terms, solidarity can also reinforce moral behaviour in this way. For example: 

If you often fly short distances or drive to work by car, even though you can also take 

the train or public transport at the same cost, you are acting without solidarity about the 

climate crisis and can therefore experience social ostracism. However, this helps to 

rethink one's behaviour and to act in a different, morally correct, sustainable, way. 

 Cohesion and cooperation within a group are most determined by its members’ 

social and solidaristic behaviour. Solidaristic (moral) collective action, in this case 

sustainable behaviour, is carried on the one hand by the individual intentions described 

above but rather by the good feeling of a common goal. For example already 

represented in Christianity by the aspect of charity and brotherhood, solidaristic 

behaviour promotes one's sense of value, gives one's actions a greater meaning and 

strengthens one's (own) social ties to others. 

 

3.2.2. Political resource 

 Consciousness and willingness are crucial factors that lay the foundation for a 

climate solidarity. Without these general assumptions, especially those of 

consciousness, it would be impossible to build and expand such a solidarity. The 

question of willingness inevitably depends firstly on offers for more sustainable 

behaviour/consumption, secondly on the possibility to take advantage of these offers 

and finally on our known factors that make up a solidarity: Group feeling and trust in 

other participation. These are precisely the points that strengthen individual as well as 

normative solidarity. Solidarity can therefore be used as a political resource to motivate 

moral action. The concept of combat solidarity, which in Germany is mainly ignited by 

groups like Fridays for Future or Extinction Rebellion but now increasingly also by 

official media, might be necessary to convince more people to act sustainably and put 

pressure on political decision-makers. These are entangled with politics and react to 

electoral behaviour. Convincing people to act more sustainably can also stimulate major 

policy changes for sustainability on the macro-level (wind power expansion, for 

example). However, this can only succeed if this combat solidarity is inclusive, that is, 

if it does not exclude anyone. The pursued interests of a group through combat 
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solidarity are not always legitimate, but they will be, if the normative use of solidarity 

falls under the aspect of justice. The realisation of just goals is the self-understanding of 

social movements that use combat solidarity, as seen in the example of the struggle for 

human rights, e.g. in the USA against Black Suppression (Bayertz, 1998, pp. 44-45). 

 But it is precisely this vulnerability that can help to create or strengthen 

solidarity about the climate crisis. As Sally Scholz argues, solidarity is a human right. 

She points out that "the right to solidarity means the right not to be hindered by social 

vulnerabilities in the exercise of citizen rights" (Scholz, 2014, p.6). Therefore, these 

social vulnerabilities are social values, conditions, and institutions, which disadvantage 

people in participating in political decisions that directly concern them (Scholz, 2014). 

With respect to the climate crisis, I would argue that the state institutions prevent the 

citizens from participating in the decisions for a better climate protection. Although the 

last governments genuinely promised in their campaigns and during their time in  office 

to take necessary measures (e.g. expansion of renewable energies, sustainable transport 

and economy), they did not so. The German federal court even decided that their actions 

in respect to their proposed climate goals clearly insufficient and that therefore citizens’ 

rights of freedom of especially the younger generations will be violated in the future 

(Tagesschau, 2021).  

 Thus, not only were the opposition voters deprived of their participation, but 

rather also those of the respective coalitions as they also voted for more climate change 

action, which has factually not been realized. Although the voting process was 

democratically, the execution of the electoral promises violated the law. Scholz argues 

that human rights are the "institutionalization of solidarity" (Scholz, 2014, p.3) and are 

also based on this in the sense of their content but also their origin. Whether these 

human rights in the form of solidarity become a moral right or a legal right depends on 

the social conception. Derived from the individual right for solidarity the 

state/communes must ensure this human right. Concretely, this human right means the 

realisation of climate just measures and the democratic right of citizens´ participation in 

political decisions. These were heavily violated by the last governments, as they clearly 

did not so. Therefore, the human right of future just living conditions and freedom is 

also violated.  

 The presentation as a human right, i.e. the implementation and creation of a 

fundamental right essential to citizens, enables the state to make profound changes and 



 23 

justify measures that promote sustainability. Even if these encounter headwinds, this 

can now be better justified. At the same time, this can also spark a new energy or 

approach to the issue in society. In a moralized society, it must be a matter of course 

and a duty to protect human rights and act in favour of their preservation. Those who do 

not do so betray, in radical terms, the fundamental values of a society. In more positive 

terms, however, working together and fighting for the same goal, especially one of this 

dimension, can strengthen social cohesion and motivation. 

 

3.3. Values of Climate Solidarity 

 In this chapter I will provide a concept of a climate solidarity, which will have 

elaborated values and ideas that could strengthen society´s cohesion and mitigate 

generational conflicts. Therefore, the previous developed findings and arguments will 

be brought together and serve as a foundation of my concept. 

 For this concept of a climate solidarity (CS), we now need the following 

approach: As I have just described, the political charge of solidarity has immense 

power. A major change in the aspect of more sustainable action and behaviour that is in 

line with the necessary measures of the climate goals is necessary, especially at the 

national level. The combat solidarity described by Bayertz is fundamental to forcing 

politicians to approve more sustainable measurements. Community solidarity is also 

vital, but only a combination of both forms can lay the foundation. Because the combat 

solidarity unfolds its effect mainly on national level and can give direct influence on a 

systematic change by influencing institutions, key decision-makers in politics, economy 

and society by the exerted pressure carried out by a large part of the society. However, 

this combat solidarity alone is not sufficient, because even working together towards a 

(political) goal alone generates cohesion but has its limits at the individual level. 

Combat solidarity is limited to its effect of achieving a goal, but it lacks the emotional 

character in terms of a sense of community. For individual behaviour it is crucial to 

have the feeling of belonging to a community built on similar values, traditions and 

morals. Because the simple feeling of understanding, listening to each other and trust 

can also positively influence one's own behaviour, therefore must play another big role 

in my concept. The combat solidarity already takes place in a certain framework in the 

form of various protests (Fridays for Future), via communication (enlightenment) on 

social media. Accordingly, in my opinion, community solidarity in Germany must be 
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strengthened. The limits and threats to such solidarity have to be decreased. This means 

that these must be worked on by the following values and countermeasures on a 

systematic level.  

 

3.3.1. Community spirit 

 How can a sense of community within society be created and inclusive solidarity 

generated?  

 Back to the problem of what is a community and society: Through 

individualism, one could assume that heterogenisation has progressed further and there 

are problems with defining about sameness in terms of culture, values, common beliefs 

that unite society in a mechanical solidarity, to speak with Durkheim's definition. But 

what unites our modern society in Germany right now are our future living conditions. 

Even though we may differ in the other aspects, the threat of undignified living 

conditions in the future affects everyone. Living conditions in today's society may differ 

from richer (better) to poorer (worse). Still they will converge in the future because the 

consequences of climate change may be so immense that even people who are better off 

today will be affected to the same extent as people who are worse off today. There 

needs to be a combat solidarity in which every member of a society, be it a doctor, pupil 

or mechatronic can express his political demand for climate justice but as well a 

community solidarity, in which people from different backgrounds feel the same 

struggle. So, in our concept, this idea can be fundamental and strengthen the sense of 

community and inclusiveness. 

 Furthermore, a central topic in the climate crisis is the conflict between genera-

tions threatening community spirit. The older generations may see their current prosper-

ity threatened by more sustainable but also possible far-reaching measures and often do 

not want to change their accustomed behaviour. Nevertheless, solidarity must be pro-

vided to younger generations. But in the consideration of more sustainable measure-

ments, they must not be forgotten and must not feel offended by the reproaches of the 

younger generation. As Auguste Comte pointed out already nearly 175 years ago, “soli-

darity” comes from “continuity” (Stjerno, 2004, p. 24). He meant that a society that acts 

altruistically needs to encompass all parts of it with an emphasis on interdependence 

and upon our debts to previous generations. There must be more understanding from the 
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younger generation and the will to maintain inclusivity despite their current frustration 

with ineffective politics and insufficient individual behaviour. These general burdens 

need to be overcome and the altruistic intention needs to increase because approaching 

each other and trying to understand others position with respect to one´s problems of 

sustainable behaviour is necessary. The communication of the urgent need to change 

may appeal especially to older generations as too radical or groundbreaking, as for ex-

ample organizations like Fridays for Future or Extinction Rebellion do so. But their 

approaches and demands just seem so extreme to many because of the insufficient ac-

tion taken and procrastination in the last decades, to which the older generations con-

tributed. It is nevertheless not helpful to point a finger at one another and criticise one´s 

behaviour immediately but rather try to communicate problems. Without concession 

and willingness on the one side and a certain amount of forgiveness and understanding a 

community spirit with respect to climate change is not easy to create. 

 

3.3.2. Trust 

 There must be trust inside a community to further strengthen this community 

spirit and inclusiveness. The mutual dependence inside modern society also leads to the 

sharing of risks: Either one does not act very sustainably and therefore has the risk of 

losing reputation or to stand behind future trends, which is valid for the national level as 

well as for the individual level. Concrete examples would be not meeting climate targets 

as a risk, as well as continuing to use a very old car, having high meat consumption or 

doing many short-haul flights. From a rational choice perspective, sharing risks can also 

mean accepting the risk of an uncertain and possibly bad future. However, if we want to 

turn this into a positive account in the context of climate solidarity, sharing risks also 

means a sense of community of an extraordinary kind. Furthermore, there is a need for 

trust in the effectiveness of sustainable concepts in all areas. From meat alternatives in 

the supermarket or products that come from allegedly sustainable cultivation to various 

political measurements for more sustainability, such as the affordability and availability 

of renewable energy. 

 How can we gain this trust? Through more transparency and better 

communication. 
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 But trust is also immensely important on an individual level: If you do not trust 

your fellow human beings in a community and think that others do not act sustainably 

either, you have less motivation to act sustainably yourself. This leads back to the 

problem of moral overload with the situation of the climate crisis, where you know that 

you have to operate sustainably and change your behaviour, but at the same time you 

know that everyone else has to do the same. This is also known as the problem of 

collective action in rational choice theory and microeconomics. In order to increase 

collective action and order in a society or community, trust is needed above all, but also 

communication, as the economist Ostrom has found out (Simpson and Willer, 2015). 

Communication strengthens the trust in each other in a group, while at the same time 

the peer punishment or social sanctions decrease, which also have a positive influence 

on a  change of action (in our case: more sustainable) but are not genuinely desirable. 

Concretely for my concept it means that the discourse about which political and 

economic measures to enact to reach the climate goals should allow everyone to display 

their fears, discomfort or critics and their wishes, proposals or consent. This form of 

communication should strengthen the understanding of each other’s conditions from 

what should follow a less ideological fight about who is right and enhance community 

spirit. Accordingly, society as a whole and local communities need a minimum of trust 

in the actions of others, which can be written under a motto like: We can do it together.  

This is precisely what, firstly, politicians must also convey as a message in the form of 

transparency and clarity in their actions. But in the same way, companies and 

institutions must also present their sustainability ambitions and concrete consumption. 

 

3.3.3. Limits and weaknesses 

 In this part, I have explored what a climate solidarity would have to look like 

into contribute to more moral (sustainable) behaviour positively. In doing so, it is 

important to explain that this concept naturally has some weaknesses and limits. I have 

already outlined some concrete representations of what this theoretical concept would 

look like in practice. It is important to note that, on the one hand, the theory of climate 

solidarity means for individuals in practice to include in their everyday decisions the 

idea of sustainability due to solidarity towards society. This thought can also lead from 
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fearing social sanctions, but much better from conviction, trust, and a sense of 

community of shared goals.  

 Nevertheless, it is necessary to state, that not everyone is capable of changing his 

behaviour to a much more sustainable way as demanded. For some, financial or 

structural problems hinder from changing un-sustainable manners or action, like driving 

with the car to work, if there is no sufficient public transport. Also, the question remains 

whether this kind of solidarity is possible for a longer period of time. For example, there 

have often been many solidarity campaigns against climate change in recent years, 

primarily via social media and on talk shows and in politics. It common that users of 

social networks especially want to prove their (alleged) climate-friendly behaviour and 

create attention, only to turn it off again after a certain time. In recent decades, German 

politicians have also repeatedly made promises for renewal and more sustainable 

measures due to social pressure, often remaining just promises. In addition, the idea of 

solidarity for an issue can quickly be lost over time and replaced by new problems.  

 So how can the awareness be kept high?  

 On the one hand, it is possible that the values explained could create a solidarity 

in society that is deeper and longer lasting. Historical  examples have been the labour 

movements or the fight against segregation and expanding rights for black citizens in 

the United States.  Further, this could be done through profound changes in the 

economy. The state could legitimately do this if one follows the argumentation of 

solidarity as a human right. As I can´t outline concrete changes in economy that 

improve sustainability, I think a very good link that is connecting the values of climate 

solidarity with changes on a macro-level (as it is needed since individual behaviour 

change is good but not enough) are the dissemination of the principles of Social 

Solidarity Economics (SSE) in German Economics.  

 

4. Practical measures: Social Solidarity Economics 

 In this chapter I will introduce key ideas of the economic mindset and 

philosophy of Social Economics as well as Solidarity Economics, which brought 

together form the concept of Social Solidarity Economics. The Intercontinental network 

for the promotion of social solidarity economy therefore can be seen as the most popular 

association advocating for the combined ideas of SSE.  
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4.1. Basic ideas and aim 

 To advance the necessary change in society and, above all, at the national level 

concerning sustainability, there also needs to be a systematic shift among the key 

players. On the one hand, companies must continue to make their culture and purpose 

more sustainable; on the other hand, the state must create incentives and spaces that 

help individuals to develop a sense of community for more sustainable behaviour and 

support them in showing solidarity. This is primarily aimed at cushioning social 

problems that (will) also arise in the climate crisis, which also lies primely in the 

economic sector, as this reflects the livelihood of society. Germany has been a welfare 

state for a long time with several social aids for its citizens, such as a statutory health 

insurance or strong unemployment benefit. In addition, the economic system is built on 

a social market economy, where profits are also redistributed/used for the common 

good. However, to counteract the failures of current climate policies and improve the 

necessary climate solidarity in society, principles from the field of Social Solidarity 

Economics (SSE) could bring about a turnaround. These would especially apply to the 

culture of small and medium-sized enterprises, institutions, food trade and associations 

in communities.  

 SSE in general has different meanings and approaches that have evolved vari-

ously over the last decades. The term Social Economics had its beginnings in the mid of 

the 19th century and has until today two main meanings regarding what 'social' refers 

to: On the one hand, social in this framework means that the ownership of an enterprise 

or economic organisation is by the individuals and not only stakeholders. In other 

words, one person one vote. This principle is mainly used in social entrepreneurship, 

where cooperatives and mutuals make up the majority of social economic organisations 

(Jayasooria, 2013). Their spread has increased in recent years, although there have been 

problems in the cooperative legal execution of such economic activities and still are in 

some countries. The EU tries to support such social economic through funding pro-

grams. The European Commission defines the characteristics of such organisations as 

whose "main objective is to have a social impact rather than make a profit for their 

owners or shareholders. [They] operate[…] by providing goods and services for the 

market in an entrepreneurial and innovative fashion and use[…] its profits primarily to 

achieve social objectives" (OECD, 2022). Other principles of such entrepreneurship 

include the focus on democratic control by the members, the implementation of values 
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of solidarity and responsibility and the intention to use surpluses for sustainable devel-

opment programs (Jayasooria, 2013). The other use of the term 'social' reflects the pur-

pose or sector of these activities. These are explicit activities and organisations that be-

long to the third or community sectors, i.e. non-private or non-public. These create 

added value for the local community and space for support among themselves. Areas 

include social day care, neighbourhood or health (Jayasooria, 2013).  

 The concept of Solidarity Economics looks at other values and pursues a larger 

approach: The unsustainable and unjust developments of the neoliberal capitalist 

economic system should be countered by an alternative that "re-orient and harness the 

state, policies, trade, production, distribution, consumption, investment, money and 

finance, and ownership structures towards serving the welfare of people and the 

environment" (RIPESS, 2022). People and the environment should be at the core of all 

activities and profit maximizing activities should be decreased. Through pluralistic 

approaches, individuals and local communities should also have a greater say in all 

activities in all sectors. The practices of Social Economy and Solidarity Economy are of 

different content. They are not always united to SSE as one movement, because both 

have supporters in business circles and associations that emphasise the respective 

approach. It can therefore mean either taking the principles of social economy striving 

for a solidarity economy as a system or it the combination of both in one movement.  

 These principles can be implemented not only at the non-profit and social 

economy level but can also serve as a model for the private sector. This can also be 

done in a framework that is not charged with the ideology of completely changing the 

capitalist system or turning all companies into collective enterprises, as is common in 

socialism. Instead, it should pursue more social and solidarity goals alongside economic 

goals. In terms of climate solidarity, this could be the implementation and promotion of 

sustainable projects or the inclusion of sustainable culture and values in all areas of 

activity.  

 

4.2. Principles 

4.2.1 Democratic vote in firms 

 As the firms and institutions can serve as role models for sustainability directly 

influence individuals' behaviour, the decisions taken inside them concerning their ac-
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tions and output are very important. Many are already living up to their social and sus-

tainable responsibilities, but certainly their efforts can be improved. Moreover, if com-

panies fail to meet and neglect them, their employees as well as their customers are 

frustrated by this state of affairs and in some cases would like to get involved in order to 

take an improved direction and enhance concepts. However, the respective stakeholders 

often make important decisions, employees often find it difficult to participate, even 

though the drive is there to implement more sustainability in the company.  

 The idea of a more significant democratic say (one person one vote) from the 

SSE would help to break through such barriers. Some companies already have flatter 

hierarchies and employee involvement, which promotes communication within the 

company. Moreover, in Germany, the worker´s council already have a great deal of 

power and influence over the company's decisions, but improvements are still possible 

there and certainly not equally good in all companies. But this mainly serves to establish 

more rights in general for workers as well as to improve their working conditions. A 

greater say could improve the community spirit and help to renew or constantly main-

tain the feeling of a common goal. This improves the combat solidarity within a com-

pany framework but also directly for the individuals, who feel better connected to their 

company and stand behind it. If the employees of a firm have a say in some important 

decisions through their voting rights, this can increase the pressure on the stakeholders 

to operate more sustainably. On the other hand, it also strengthens the emotional bond 

and community spirit within a community solidarity, since individuals can thus better 

understand the company or institution, bring along their own motivation and realise that 

they can directly contribute.  

 Indeed, this idea does not have to take on the dimensions that are common in 

SSE, i.e. that every employee has full voting rights in most important decisions, since, 

for example, simple employees of a large clothing manufacturer do not understand the 

individual economic actions but should certainly have a right to vote when it comes to 

purchasing the preliminary products in a more climate-friendly way. This means, for 

example, that the preliminary products, which come from, for example India, should be 

produced there in the future under climate-neutral conditions. 
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4.2.2. Sustainability purpose 

 It remains a very important issue for consumers and individuals that the compa-

nies whose products they purchase act sustainably. We found this out in the empirical 

analysis in part three. How can trust in companies be further strengthened? The sustain-

ability thought, which is fundamental to the concept of SSE, must be implemented more 

strongly or anchored as the primary purpose of a company in the context of its social 

responsibility. In most companies from the SSE, this thought has top priority and di-

rectly influences every subarea and sector. Examples are so-called social enterprises or 

social businesses, which are characterized by the fact that they have a clear social mis-

sion and trade for a social or environmental further purpose (Jayasooria, 2013).  

 These can be small community-based firms or organisations that operate at the 

local level. These generate revenue by selling products or services but reinvest largely 

in the sustainable or social mission and their expansion and outreach. Firstly, the state 

should support such companies in their activities by subsidising or creating space in 

communities, and secondly, small companies should take this as a model. This strength-

ens the community spirit and the trust in sustainable action at the local level. To pro-

mote more sustainable consumption, which as we have seen is a very important compo-

nent of the ecological footprint, individuals need more trust in the producer of their 

goods to have the incentive to buy a more sustainable product. Trust in the good work 

of the local farmer/company instead of in products from Spain or even more distant 

(China) produced goods strengthens the local community spirit but also the awareness 

on national level. 

 On a local level, social businesses, which can be local producers, should be fi-

nancially subsidised if they clearly adopt the sustainable purpose. In this way, they can 

also act as local sustainable advice for consumers who want to change their lifestyle 

(nutrition through sustainably produced products, as they already exist in some organic 

or world stores). Furthermore, such community associations should be accessible to 

everyone on a local level, for which the municipality must create space and opportuni-

ties.   

 But also larger companies and institutions could integrate these principles as 

much as possible into their economic framework. This could mean reinvesting a part of 

the profit directly into own sustainable projects or supporting already existing projects. 
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Furthermore, the purpose of sustainability can be integrated into the company structure 

and processes as a top priority. Many sustainable and community-based companies in 

Germany, such as Allianz, Merck or Telefonica, which follow similar principles and are 

therefore successful and respected (Statista). Therefore they are seen as role models for 

other companies, which in this context have even more scope to achieve similar stan-

dards, similar to the purpose of social businesses, with regard to sustainable and social 

economy. Community-based management and action also mean the distribution of 

revenue within the company. An unfair distribution weakens the group dynamics and 

inhibits a climate solidarity, if a large part flows into unknown or not meaningful (sus-

tainable) projects and only benefits the stakeholders. This also means a general rethink-

ing of profit-oriented management, without acting uneconomically or losing the corpo-

rate spirit. In concrete terms, this means investing in sustainable facilities and produc-

tion methods that may be less cost-efficient but more sustainable. These are also clearly 

defined maxims of social businesses in the SSE. 

 

5. Conclusion, Appendixes and References 

5.1. Summary 

 In this work several things have been worked out: In the groundwork part, I have 

presented the historical background of the term and the concept of solidarity. In doing 

so, I have dealt with the ideological and sociological differences, showing how the idea 

of solidarity has originated in ethics and religion, to have been influential throughout 

history for various theories such as utilitarianism or in writings of socialists such as 

Marx. In the following part I have presented the differences between society and com-

munity in order to analyze what holds a society together, how solidarity is influenced by 

it or what forms it can adopt. Among other things, I have dealt with the theories of me-

chanical and organic solidarity by Durkheim and the distinction between combat and 

community solidarity by Bayertz. In the part on the limits of solidarity it was shown that 

solidarity as a concept as well as in its execution has some weaknesses. Partiality and 

possible exclusiveness were discussed, which can weaken the group feeling and the 

cohesion of a society. In addition, the phenomenon of individualism and its impact on 

different forms of solidarity was discussed. In the main part, the empirical connection 

between lack of solidarity and national and individual consumer behaviour and energy 
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consumption was presented first. Based on this background, a concept of climate soli-

darity was developed in the following chapters. In this sense, the connection between 

moral action and sustainable behaviour was drawn within the framework of its own pos-

sibilities and equated at the end. 

 Thereby it was examined how individuals and society as such can be motivated 

to moral and more sustainable behaviour. In the part describing solidarity as a political 

resource, an own continuation of Kurt Bayertz's and Sally Scholz's concepts of solidar-

ity in relation to sustainability was introduced. Subsequently, based on the previous 

findings in values of CS, an own concept of a climate solidarity was described, which 

proposes a combination of combat and community solidarity, since both would not indi-

vidually have the desired effect for more sustainable behaviour. Accordingly, it was 

shown how community solidarity in particular can be strengthened through more com-

munity spirit and trust. Specifically, on the one hand, more transparency and better 

communication of the companies and national efforts were advocated. On the other 

hand, it was described how the problem of generational conflict in relation to the cli-

mate crisis can be reduced through understanding and reflection in society. In the last 

part Practical measurement it was suggested how the elaborated theoretical concept can 

be implemented in practice. The basic ideas and the background of SSE were explained 

and concrete principles of social businesses for companies and institutions were pre-

sented, which could help to increase the community spirit and trust. 

 

5.2. Outlook 

 Tackling the climate crisis and, in this sense, complying with the adopted cli-

mate targets is a significant challenge for Germany. There is not much time left to take 

concrete and profound measures to create a turnaround and to act more sustainably. To 

implement these measures, society as a whole needs to agree and take responsibility, 

which has been described in this paper as climate solidarity. In order to achieve or 

strengthen this, improvements are needed, above all in the communication of the prob-

lem and urgency, the building of trust and transparency in more sustainable action, and 

concrete economic changes. Therefore the state should pass laws at the national level 

that force companies to be more consistent and transparent with regard to sustainable 

business practices, as these have an even more significant impact than pure solidarity 

and moral action. In this context, the principles from Social Solidarity Economics could 
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serve as a guidepost for how sustainable economic activity and social cohesion can look 

in the future in order to still avert this ecological crisis. They provide a good alternative 

to gain-maximizing economic systems.  

 The principles, concretely organizations and enterprises like social businesses, 

should be promoted by the state, since they promote sustainability, bind and strengthen 

the community and individuals attain thereby more consciousness to sustainability. This 

can also serve as a model for future entrepreneurs and companies, as well as for today's 

ones. 

 Specifically, this means more sustainable programs in companies as part of their 

social responsibility and more say in decisions that affect sustainable processes. This 

helps individuals make more sustainable decisions as they gain more confidence in the 

work of the company. Thus the sense of trust and community spirit grows to create the 

turnaround at the national level as well. The feeling of being up to the moral overload of 

the task of climate protection by seeing that others are acting in the same way as oneself 

and thus being encouraged in one's actions. To convince as many people as possible, the 

principle of climate solidarity could be constructive. As I have explained in this paper, 

on the one hand a strong combat solidarity can help to force political decision makers to 

act more in the field of climate protection (through pressure) and on the other hand a 

community solidarity can help to strengthen the individual cohesion of a society and 

thus in turn promote sustainable action in the same way. Combined, both forms create 

effective climate solidarity, which has to be inclusive in order not to offend anyone, 

including also older generations, who will not feel the direct aftermath. This happens on 

the one hand by a moral obligation of these, since unsolidaristic acting is outlawed on 

the one hand by social sanctions and on the other hand these also want to be part of the 

group (society), which exercises the climate solidarity. On the other hand, they can also 

be convinced by the arguments of a sustainable community created by the incentives 

and principles applied towards more social businesses. 

 On the other hand, solidarity also has its limits: it is not as effective as concrete 

measures, which I have outlined through the introduction of SSE. If the political dimen-

sion of combat solidarity is not sufficient to convince politicians to take concrete and 

better climate protection measures, then even a better community spirit will not help. In 

summary, Germany is facing an existentially important task. This can be accomplished, 

but it requires the cohesion of the whole society, but also the will to change oneself, but 
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also to convince other citizens and important decision-makers to do this together, in 

solidarity. 
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7. List of abbreviations 

COP = Conference of the parties 

CO2 = Carbon Dioxide 

CS = Climate Solidarity 

IPCC = Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

SSE = Social Solidarity Economics 

UN = United Nations 
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