
Graduate School Society and Culture in Motion 

Martin-Luther-Universität Halle-Wittenberg 

Reichardtstr. 6 

06114 Halle (Saale) 

 

 

 

21 June 2011 

Public lecture 
 

 

 

Prof. Zachary Davis 
St. John’s University, Queens, New York, Department of Philosophy 

 

 

 
The Act of Promising, an Act of Solidarity 

 

Reichardtstr. 6 

18.15 Uhr 

 
Since the events of 1789, solidarity has been historically linked to the revolutionary spirit of self-

governance and continues to yield an undeniable political force. Yet, unlike the notions of liberté 

and égalité, solidarity remains a relatively ambiguous political notion. The ambiguity stems, at least 

in part, from the difficulty in articulating a notion of solidarity and in particular the sense of obliga-

tion entailed therein that does not assume a specifically moral or religious view. As the recent 

events in Northern Africa demonstrate, persons of diverse and even opposing moral and religious 

convictions are joining and have joined in movements of solidarity, movements that bind persons 

together as citizens, as political subjects demanding the right to self-govern. The ambiguity is only 

intensified as these movements are longer limited regionally, but take on a global dimension. 

My interest in this essay is the ground or origin of the obligation persons have to one another in 

movements of political solidarity.  I examine the sense of promise making in solidarity movements, 

promises to fight for and suffer with another. The analysis of the act of promising from which I bor-

row is that given by Adolf Reinach in his work on the a priori foundation of civil law. According to 

Reinach, promising gives rise to an obligation that is not rooted in convention, but in the sense of a 

promise itself, i.e., an obligation given a priori. In respect to notions of solidarity such as the one 

described by fellow phenomenologist Max Scheler, Reinach’s analysis demonstrates how solidarity 

can have a uniquely political significance and how the collective action of a people in solidarity is 

guided by the obligation they have to one another as political subjects. 
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