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THE RELEVANCE OF FRATERNITY 
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also been marked by coercion, totalitarianism, and Revolutionary Terror. Thus, fraternity 

belongs more 
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such as “civic friendship,” “solidarity,” and “community.”12 However, I would argue, the 

substitution of fraternity by these ideas results in a reduction of the concept of fraternity and the 

ideals that it evokes. Even though fraternity, insofar as it is associated with help and cooperation, 

is undoubtedly close to solidarity (in some versions of this idea),13 the replacement of fraternity 

by solidarity leads to a reduction of fraternity to the offering of help to those who are vulnerable 

or in need. Such substitution emphasizes links among “fraternity,” “humanity,” “benevolence,” 

and “beneficence”14 to the detriment of other dimensions of the concept of fraternity, such as the 

affective links that bind those who are in a fraternal relation or the mutual identification among 

members who belong to a fraternal community. Furthermore, fraternal relationships are 

fundamentally relations between equals. This egalitarian aspect of the fraternal relationship is 

compromised in the substitution of fraternity for solidarity, which adopts, to a large extent, a 

perspective of victimization.15 The substitution of “civic friendship” for “fraternity” also implies 

a reduction of the concept of fraternity, insofar as it focuses exclusively on the communitarian 

feelings that serve as the basis for a given conception of social unity and cohesion. Finally, the 

substitution of “community” for “fraternity” advances a multicultural social model embodied in 

the demands of “identity politics”. This model, however, is compatible with a high degree of 

insularity between different social groups, thus importantly limiting the reach of the ideals of 

fraternity.16 Something similar can be said in relation to “recognition.” Although this concept 

captures some important aspects of the ideal of fraternity, unlike fraternity, it also places respect 

for difference at the center of political discussion.17 

 

Contemporary political theory has also attempted to address the concerns raised by the 

idea of fraternity, without actually appealing to this concept, by emptying its content in other 

central political concepts, most importantly, equality—as in the notion of social or relational 

equality—and liberty—e.g., liberty as non-domination.18 This strategy also comes with its own 

                                                      
12 Some authors have gone so far as to explicitly argue for the replacement of fraternity by other terms. See, inter 
alia, Swift (2006L 133) (arguing for the substitution of “fraternity” by “community”), Agra (1994) (favoring 
“solidarity” over “fraternity”), and Stevens (2001) (proposing the replacement of “fraternity” for “civic friendship”). 
13 See Bayertz (1999: 5). 
14 These are the terms with which it is related in the Enciclopedia, Vid. Giretti (2003: 291). 
15 Tatián, Torres, and Perié (2004: 7). 
16 Boisvert (2005). 
17 See, inter alia, Fraser and Honneth (2003). 
18 On relational equality see Fourie, Schuppert, and Wallimann (2015). 
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costs. To begin with, as argued in relation to the concepts of “civic friendship,” “solidarity,” etc., 

relational equality and liberty as non-domination emphasize some of the central aspects of 

fraternity—those that are more directly linked to equality and liberty, respectively—but they fail 

to account for the complexity of the idea of fraternity. Once fraternity is reduced to some 

conception of equality or liberty, essential aspects of this concept are excluded. In addition, the 

inclusion of some characteristics of fraternal communities—like the mutual recognition among 

community members as equals, or the fact that these are communities in which social 

relationships are not marked by domination or oppression—in the concepts of equality and 

liberty might explain the controversy over whether social equality and liberty as non-domination 

can be properly understood as conceptions of equality and liberty, or whether, to the contrary, 

they posit valuable political ideals, which are, nonetheless, distinct from equality and liberty. 

 

Notwithstanding the displacement of the concept of fraternity in favor of other notions, 

there are some approaches to this concept in contemporary literature, 



 6 

b) Republican Conceptions. Despite the fact that the concept of fraternity has a natural 

place within republican political thought, the concept is, surprisingly, absent from contemporary 

Anglo-American republican discussions.21 Nevertheless, several concepts that are central to this 

tradition—like civic virtue and, especially, the concept of liberty as non-domination—have 

important points of contact with the idea of fraternity.22 In contrast to Anglo-American 

republicanism, in other versions of republican thought the centrality of fraternity has been widely 

recognized. Antoni Domenech’s work provides an exemplary illustration of the way in which the 

republican program may give an account of the ideal of fraternity.23 Domenech starts from a 

conception of political philosophy that sees political concepts as essentially historical and that 

requires that conceptual analysis be done in a way that is responsive to the historical trajectory 

through which political concepts were forged. Domenech then examines the concept of fraternity 

in its historical context, as an ensign that was meant to transform radically the ancien régime’s 

social relations of dependence and domination. On the basis of this historical analysis, he 

defends a republican interpretation of the socialist tradition, which is best viewed, argues 

Domenech, as the heir of the fraternal, emancipating, project of revolutionary democratic 

republicanism.  

 

c) Socialist Conceptions. Fraternity plays a prominent role in Gerald Cohen’s socialist 

theory.24 According to Cohen, a fraternal society is a “justificatory community” ruled by the 

principle of “communal reciprocity.” In a justificatory community, the behavior of individuals 

satisfies the so-called “interpersonal test,” which demands that arguments in favor of a given 

behavior can also serve as justification in a communicative exchange between any two members 

of that society.25 The principle of communal reciprocity is satisfied when the members of a 

community are mutually motivated not by what they might obtain in exchange, but by a desire to 

serve and be served and a concern for the needs of each of the members of the community. In 

                                                      
21 This absence might be explained by the fact that American republicanism did not need to resort to fraternity, 
insofar as the vindication of for fraternity made sense in the context of a struggle against the European ancien 
régime. Vid. Domenech (2006: 12-14). 
22 Lovett (2014). 
23 
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other words, this principle demands that people who exchange services in any way treat each 

other with the same reciprocity that is characteristic of friendship.26 According to Cohen, 

communal reciprocity 
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tradition has not addressed the concerns of fraternity by appealing to the concept of liberty (as 

non-domination), it has adopted a broadly historical perspective which, although illuminating, is 

also limited in that it fails to show the relevance of fraternity for general political thought beyond 

the scope of a given political culture. Similarly, it is difficult to extend the conclusions of the 

studies of fraternity coming from Christian thought into a political philosophy without religious 

commitments. The socialist conceptions—particularly Cohen’s— are, I would argue, promising, 

and they point to the potential to subvert the social and economic order that is commonly 

associated with the concept of fraternity. Nevertheless, before we 
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civil rights movements). In contrast to relationships based on the sharing of goods, in fraternal 

relationships, individuals share certain goals or values.32 

 

The goals or values shared by those who are linked by a fraternal bond have three 

fundamental characteristics.33 First, people who belong to the same fraternal community identify 

themselves with the shared goal (e.g., the abolition of social classes) and, indirectly, with others 

insofar as they are all committed to advancing the same end (e.g. with other proletarian brothers). 

This identification explains why an individual would feel emotions that are typically self-

regarding, like pride or shame, in relation to the conduct of others to whom that individual is 

linked by a fraternal bond. Second, the shared goals are indivisible: their achievement or failure 

is necessarily a collective question. Third, the facts that these shared goals are goals with which 

individuals in fraternal relations identify and that they are indivisible are not facts external to the 

fraternal relationship itself. Rather, agents mutually recognize that they share goals with those 

precise characteristics. 

 

The object of recognition in a fraternal relationship is not limited to shared values or 

goals that are intrinsic to the agent and have certain characteristics. Rather, in fraternal relations, 

individuals recognize each other as equals in virtue of the shared value, e.g., shared humanity, 

womanhood, belonging to a worker’s movement, etc.34 The mutual recognition of members of a 

fraternal community as equals in virtue of the shared quality also implies the reciprocal 

recognition of a certain normative status: those bounded by a fraternal relationship recognize 

each other as individuals who possess the same rights, obligations, and responsibilities deriving 

from the shared feature.35 

 

b) Affective Dimension. Individuals linked by a fraternal relation exhibit a number of 

affective attitudes. Loyalty, love, affection, trust, concern for the wellbeing of others, friendship, 

                                                      
32 Esheté (1981: 29). It is essential to note that such ends do not have to be morally worthy. It is enough to point, for 
example, to the fraternal bonds that undoubtedly existed among members of the Ku Klux Klan. 
33 Esheté (1981: 30-31). 
34 Cf. Esheté (1981: 42), who reduces the object of mutual recognition to the shared value and its characteristics, and 
claims that equality is not necessarily a part of fraternity. 
35 On the relationship between recognition and fraternity, see Barzotto (2007). 
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empathy, and subjective feelings of belonging and sympathy for the other person are some of the 

emotional attitudes that usually associated with the fraternal relationship. 

 

c) Practical Dimension. Fraternal relationships have a practical dimension insofar as 

those who are united by a fraternal link tend to act disinterestedly in
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radius of the circle being applied itself changes.”39 The affective dimension may  





 13 

cohesion as well as some questions of transitional and global justice. An adequate analysis of 

fraternity could, therefore, importantly contribute to current debates on these problems.  

 

f) Another fundamental question concerns the relationship between fraternity and 

liberalism. Is it possible to incorporate fraternity within a liberal framework? Or would such 

inclusion, to the contrary, amount to abandoning or superseding the liberal paradigm? And, what 

is the relationship between fraternity and the market economy? Can they be shown to be 

compatible? Or is fraternity an ideal that leads us necessarily to call into question some 

fundamental principles of liberal capitalist democracies?50 

 

 

V. Conclusions 

 

As I have argued, fraternity requires that a community structure its social relations in 

such a way that its members regard each other as equals, are bounded by affective ties, and have 

a disposition to cooperate and help each other. To be sure, a through development of a theory of 

fraternity poses important challenges. These difficulties are, however, worth facing. Even though 

fraternity has been marginalized in current political thought, it continu
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