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Volunteers in the USA have long provided support for refugees being resettled
through the UNHCR-based refugee resettlement program, as well as for asylum
seekers and other undocumented migrants through local community or faith-
based organizations. Individual and collective acts of solidarity on behalf of those

seeking sanctuary, asylum seekers, and refugees have recently increased, reflecting
public reaction to increasingly restrictive US immigration policies. Based on inter-
views with community volunteers and leaders, we analyse this activism in terms of
whether itconstitutessocial solidarity,civicsolidarity,and/orpolitical solidarity.We
find this solidarity action on behalf of forced migrants has been relatively ‘low-risk’
comparedtoothercountries,whereactivistshave faced imprisonmentbyengaging in
‘high-risk’ solidarity action. In the USA, these efforts have emphasized civic and
social solidarity, with limited political solidarity actions even when volunteers have
been confronted by explicitly racist and exclusionary policies. In addition, this re-
sponse has yet to develop into a broader political movement in support of refugees,
asylum seekers, and immigrants.

Keywords: solidarity, community sponsorship, voluntarism, asylum seekers, refugees,
USA

Introduction

Following sharply increased migration of refugees from the Middle East and
North Africa beginning in 2014, an outpouring of support by European citizens
sought to provide assistance to those waiting for adjudication of asylum claims.
Acts of ‘solidarity’ on behalf of asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants took
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various forms, including: ‘rescuing people at sea, offering humanitarian assistance
to refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants in need, preventing an unlawful deport-
ation which would send people to face a real risk of serious human rights viola-
tions, monitoring and reporting on refugees, migrants and asylum-seekers’ rights,
or protesting against anti-immigration groups that threaten them’ (Amnesty
International 2020: 12). In theUSA, visible acts of solidarity on behalf of refugees,
asylum seekers, and other immigrants also emerged, though on a smaller scale.
What started as a response to the Syrian refugee ‘crisis’ grew into reaction to
policies enacted by the Trump administration intended to curtail most types of
immigration (Thomas et al. 2018).
The xenophobic campaign rhetoric and restrictive immigration and refugee

policies of newly elected President Donald Trump fuelled public outrage and
led to different solidarity actions on behalf of forced migrants, often by those
with little history of such activity (Vannini et al. 2018; Harding and Libal 2020). A
series of spontaneous demonstrations occurred at dozens of US airports in early
2017, for example, as local citizens demanded the government welcome Syrians
fleeing war and persecution. In a more structured example of this phenomenon
discussed below, ad hoc grassroots groups formed to provide community-based
sponsorship of refugees and asylum seekers in several US states. These efforts
build on other solidarity activism in the USA, some decades old, in support of
undocumented migrants and asylum seekers.
In this article, we examine the recent rise of solidarity activism in the USA,

focused on those acting in support of refugees, asylum seekers, and immigrants.
We start by reviewing literature on the meaning of solidarity and its enactment by
ordinary people. Based on interviews with community volunteers and leaders in
the USA, we analyse this activism in terms of whether it constitutes social soli-
darity, civic solidarity, and/or political solidarity (Scholz 2008). These acts of
solidarity include donating funds and resources to support asylum seekers and
refugees, participating in community or private sponsorship of refugees, witness-
ing deportation proceedings, confrontationalmonitoring at sites of deportation or
borders, protests, and refusing to report those who do not have immigration
authorization.
We find that solidarity work on behalf of forced migrants in the USA has been

relatively low-intensity and ‘low-risk’ compared to other countries, for example,
where activists faced imprisonment by engaging in ‘high-risk’ solidarity action
(Gundelach and Toubol 2019). Volunteers in the USA have long provided sup-
port for refugees being resettled through the UNHCR-based refugee resettlement
program, as well as for asylum seekers and other undocumentedmigrants through
local community or faith-based organizations. Such efforts have intensified over
the past decade, especially following the 2016 election of Donald Trump. Yet,
compared to Europe, in the USA these efforts have emphasized civic and social
solidarity, with limited political solidarity actions even when volunteers have been
confronted by explicitly racist and exclusionary policies. Furthermore, unlike in
Canada (Bakardjieva 2020;Macklin 2021),mostUS solidarity activism in the past
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decade occurred at the local level and did not develop into a broader movement in
support of refugees, asylum seekers, and immigrants.

Solidarity

Concepts of Solidarity

Wilde (2013) offers a normative definition of human solidarity, which can be
understood as ‘a feeling of sympathy shared by subjects within and between
groups, impelling supportive action and pursuing social inclusion’ (1). This gen-
eral description addresses a key dimension of solidarity that philosophers, histor-
ians, and social scientists have examined since the 19th century, yet it only explores
one facet of solidarity (Bayertz 1999). As Scholz (2008) notes, ‘The term
“solidarity” is used variously to mark the cohesion of a group, the obligations
of civic membership, the bond that unites the human family, shared experience,
expressions of sympathy, or struggles for liberation’ (17). Notably, Scholz devel-
oped a taxonomy that analyses social, civic, and political solidarity, focusing on the
latter as the most radical and transformative type of solidarity enacted through
social movements in pursuit of justice.1 Scholz’s classification (2008) is helpful in
considering the varied forms of support and resistance that citizens and migrants
engage in during the 21st century, as she finds that ‘moral commitment provides
the source of solidarity’ (38).
For Scholz, the concept of social solidarity, building on the work of Jean-

Jacques Rousseau and Emile Durkheim, is linked to group cohesiveness. It is a
‘community relation that also entails some binding obligations’ (Scholz 2008: 21),
but these differ from political solidarity. Hechter (2001) also regards social soli-
darity, or the ‘melding of individuals into a cohesive group or collectivity’, as a
‘precondition to all nonspontaneous collective action’ (14588).
Civic solidarity concerns ‘relations between citizens within a political state’ and

the obligations a state has to provide certain resources or protections against
vulnerabilities based on the ‘social bond of citizenship’ (Scholz 2008: 27). Civic
solidarity is more commonly practiced in many European states than in the USA,
and implies a reciprocal commitment to social rights, including social security,
access to health care, and workers’ rights. While civic solidarity entails relation-
ships within a local community or nation-state, Scholz (2008) also suggests that it
signals ‘an obligation to aid distant peoples’ (31). This is particularly relevant for
solidarity movements that have addressed the needs and rights of asylum seekers
and refugees seeking protection in high income countries. This sense of civic soli-
darity thus exceeds nation-state boundaries and emphasizes a sense of ‘moral
obligation to care for all human beings, without preference to those who happen

1 Scholz identifies a fourth type—‘parasitical solidarity’—which refers to instances when
the ‘term ‘solidarity’ (47) is used to connote a variety of feelings or relations’ that are used
as a ‘rhetorical tool rather anasamoral relation’ (5).Thisdimensionof solidaritywasnot
germaine to the analysis presented here.
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to be our fellow nationals, co-religionists, or members of another “insider” group’
(Wilde 2013: 4).
Political solidarity, in Scholz’s taxonomy, requires the most radical forms of

action and participation by a collective. This ‘conception of solidarity highlights
individual conscience, commitment, group responsibility, and collective action’
(Scholz 2008: 33). Political solidarity is thus ‘a unity of individuals each respond-
ing to a particular situation of injustice, oppression, social vulnerability, or tyr-
anny’ (51). The commitment to engage in such action emanates from a range of
factors, but often when an individual or group is ‘threatened with severe harm,
violence, or death because of an injustice’, individuals join collective political
movements in the name of solidarity (51–52).
While political solidarity movements are often examined at the level of the

nation-state (Ng 2012; Papataxiarchis 2016), some have recently analysed the
emergence of global solidarity movements, particularly with respect to political
injustices that transcend national boundaries (Featherstone 2012; Wilde 2013;
Baban and Rygiel 2014). This idea relates to recent action taken on behalf of
refugees and migrants by European and US citizens. Seeing oneself in solidarity
with another person—particularly a distant other—is thus often fostered through
socialization and creating opportunities for proximity of individuals whomay not
share the same community or social ties (Brysk 2013).
Scholz (2008) also notes the challenge of distinguishing which form of solidarity is

being enacted in a given context. Indeed, our research shows that social, civic, and
political solidarity actions on behalf of forcedmigrants overlap.While no one form is
a necessary precursor to political solidarity, in a number of instances in recent years,
involvement in community sponsorship for refugees led some volunteers to politically
act on behalf of asylum seekers. Such efforts have included direct political actions in
the form of protests, accompaniment, monitoring, and supporting sanctuary and
fundraising for legal aid to assist those in detention or facing arrest or deportation.

Solidarity in Forced Migration Scholarship

Scholars examining the recent mass migration of refugees, asylum seekers, and
migrants to Europe from the Middle East and North Africa have traced how
citizens from several European countries participated in acts of solidarity, both
small and substantive, to support forcedmigrants (della Porta 2018; Lahusen et al.
2018; Koos and Siebel 2019; Agust�ın and Jørgensen 2019; Bakardjieva 2020). For
della Porta (2008), refugees and asylum seekers who try to cross borders without
authorization should be viewed as engaging in an act of citizenship in its own right;
by extension, she argues, providing social support and political advocacy to these
groups demonstrates both acts of citizenship and solidarity.
The rise of solidarity action in Europe in 2015 built on more than a decade of

efforts to support asylum seekers (Ther 2019; Toubol 2019; Carney 2021).2 As

2 Tazreiter (2010) describes an increase in protest and solidarity work both in social move-
ment coalition circles and in non-governmental organizations in Australia during the
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policies of ‘deterrence’ were increasingly enacted to prevent forced migrants from
reaching European shores (Agust�ın and Jørgensen 2019), civil society responses
grew in intensity (Ataç et al. 2016; Tazzioli 2018). Despite initial backing for this
activism, over time public support shifted and a political backlash emerged
(Gattinara 2018), while several European countries began to target volunteers
and humanitarian workers acting as ‘human rights defenders’. Suppression of
this citizen activism has involved arrests, threats of prosecution, and fines, as
well as attacks by right-wing extremists cooperating with local police in some
instances (Milan 2020). As a result, the very idea of solidarity—long seen as a
cherished value inmany countries in Europe—has been called into question, while
many solidarity actors have been jailed and intimidated into silence.
Efforts by states in the European Union to criminalize some types of political

action on behalf of asylum seekers began well before the recent rise of solidarity
practices (Rosenberger and Winkler 2014; Stierl 2016; Tazzioli 2018). With the
development of a 2002 European Union (EU) decree on deterring migrants from
entering the EU, certain acts of solidarity with non-EU nationals could be treated
as crimes (Fekete 2009: 84). Those who participated in direct support for unrec-
ognized refugees, provided housing for asylum seekers or migrants, refused to
report information to authorities on residential status, exposed harmful condi-
tions in detention centres, or in some cases defended detainees rights could be
subject to criminal charges (Fekete 2009).
This situation illustrates that those supporting refugees and asylum seekers

operate along a continuum, which Gundelach and Toubol (2019) describe as
‘high’ and ‘low’ risk solidarity activities. The question of risk and involvement
by solidarity activists requires both understanding the legal consequences of soli-
darity action in a specific country or region, but alsowhatmotivates people to take
risks in a given country context. Low-risk activities, they suggest, include donating
or collecting funds or material goods such as food and clothing; organizing cul-
tural events to foster community-building and integration of refugees within so-
ciety; and ‘traditional protest activities such as petitioning and demonstrating’
(200). In the USA, community-based efforts to crowd-fund resources to provide
bail for detained asylum seekers, pay for housing costs, or donate goods or serv-
ices (pro bono legal aid or health care) to refugees and asylum seekers are exam-
ples of such low-risk activities. So, too, are most instances of community
sponsorship of refugees.
High-risk solidarity activities may involve assisting asylum seekers or undocu-

mented migrants with unrecognized or failed asylum claims, including

Howard Administration (1996–2007). Three issues that prompted a popular backlash
were detention, offshore processing, and forced return of migrants. The solidarity work
inAustralia tookplace in the context of privatizing detention facilities and recognition of
a rise in suicidal and self-harmingbehaviors by those in confinement. Themost impactful
outcome during this period, she suggests, is ‘heightened informal monitoring of state
action’ inAustralia regarding refugees and asylumseekers, aswell as othermarginalized/
targeted groups (Tazreiter 2010: 212).
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transporting and housing these individuals; such acts constitute civil disobedience
and are a direct challenge to what activists perceive to be unjust laws. In the USA,
this has been most visible in the efforts of human rights and humanitarian groups
to leave water and food along routes used to cross the US–Mexico border or
provide shelter to asylum seekers and undocumented migrants (Johnson 2015).
Another form of ‘high-risk’ activity, which is also a form of political solidarity, is
confrontational monitoring. Haaland and Wallevik (2019) examined citizen ini-
tiatives to create global solidarity groups in Lesvos, Greece, where tens of thou-
sands of refugees have been stuck in camps with few resources to prevent their
entry into mainland Europe. These citizen groups are not involved in civic provi-
sion of services or coordinated crisis management for new refugees, but rather act
as observers, holding government and international NGOs to account for imple-
menting international refugee policies. Loyd (2012) notes how grassroots groups
in Tucson, Arizona document abusive treatment of migrants by police or Border
Patrol agents and foster ‘community safety by organizing protection networks
among people who may be subject to deportation’ (138).
Another approach to expanding solidarity activity is explored by Bazurli (2019)

and Fry and Islar (2021), who described how urban social movements and local
governments in Italy, Spain, and Sweden can be key agents in migration policy-
making. ‘City governments are part of both the state and the urban community.
This implies a complex “tightrope walk” as they share (and compete for) power
with supra-local institutions, at the same time as having to respond to possible
conflicts and demands coming from below’ (Bazurli 2019: 344). This capacity of
local government is also evident in the USA, with the sanctuary activity—spurred
by public pressure—on behalf of undocumentedmigrants that emerged on college
campuses, in hospitals, and among cities and states. More recently, the Trump
administration sought to punish such sanctuary jurisdictions, which were enacted
in Seattle, San Francisco, Chicago, Boulder, Colorado, and other communities.
Individual and collective acts of solidarity on behalf of those seeking sanctuary,
asylum seekers, and refugees have increased in the USA, reflecting public reaction
to increasingly restrictive immigration policies. As we suggest, these represent
direct citizen responses to the heightened politicization of forced migration. Yet
while they often exemplify acts of political solidarity, these efforts have yet to
coalesce into a broader movement for refugees and immigrants at a national level.

Methods

This article is based on data from a larger, ongoing qualitative research study on
voluntarism and refugee resettlement in the USA. Forty-six interviews were con-
ducted with volunteers (n¼ 29) and service providers (n¼ 17) in Connecticut,
Kentucky, Michigan, Minnesota, New York, Ohio, Texas, and Utah. We con-
ducted outreach with refugee resettlement organizations engaged in community
sponsorship and were in turn referred to volunteers to interview. Depending upon
proximity and participant preference, interviews took place in person at a mutu-
ally agreed upon location, by telephone, or videoconference. Interviews of
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volunteers analysed for this article were predominantly older adults who did not
work fulltime or had retired; nearly all identified as white and non-Hispanic. The
sample of volunteers included 21 women and 8 men. Interview questions focused
on understanding participants’ background, their history of working with refu-
gees and asylum seekers, and their motivations for this work, in particular explor-
ing their perceptions of the meaning of supporting resettlement of refugees and
asylum seekers. We also explored interviewees’ understanding of challenges and
opportunities for community groups sponsoring refugees or asylum seekers; their
assessment of community and social supports for refugees; relationships between
volunteers, community sponsorship groups, and resettlement agencies; their per-
ceptions of refugees’ and asylum seekers’ resettlement experiences within their
communities; and their views of federal and state policies and programs to support
refugees and asylum seekers.
Interviews lasted between 45 and 90minutes, were digitally recorded, and tran-

scribed verbatim. The majority of interviews were more than 60minutes in length.
Second interviews were conducted with four volunteers and service providers.
Interview transcripts were uploaded to NVivo12 and coded using open coding
techniques to identify key processes, attitudes, values orientations, and insights of
participants about varied approaches to community sponsorship. Our larger re-
search study has allowed us to develop insights into a range of topics within
community sponsorship of refugees in the USA. In this article, we focus on
data that addresses the practices and meanings that volunteers attributed to their
work on community sponsorship initiatives, particularly as they related to forms
of political engagement and solidarity-making. Interviews conducted during
2017–2018 provided rich insights into how volunteers understood their work
with refugees accepted through the US Refugee Admissions Program.
Interviews that took place in 2019 and 2021 reflected a shift by some groups to
work with asylum seekers through community sponsorship and voluntarism. This
change is due in part to the reduction of refugee admissions during the latter
period and reflects adaptation by resettlement organizations and volunteer groups
in the face of dramatic changes to US resettlement policy under President Trump.

US Acts of Solidarity Amidst the Migration ‘Crisis’

Community Sponsorship of Refugees as Solidarity

Amidst heightenedmedia attention of the Syrian civil war and the displacement of
millions of civilians, in 2015 the Obama administration announced a plan to ac-
cept large numbers of Syrian refugees into the USA. In response, a majority ofUS
governors announced their refusal to resettle any Syrian refugees in their states.
Symbolic of the growing global backlash against refugees, throughout 2016
Donald Trump campaigned using explicit anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim (refu-
gee) rhetoric (Bose 2022). After taking office, the Trump administration quickly
enacted a range of policies to restrict legal immigration and refugee admissions.
These included lengthening the refugee vetting process and severely reducing
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refugee admissions (which effectively banned Syrian refugees); limiting access to
all types of visas; developing family separation protocols for those without
legal authorization to be in the USA; expanding the criminalization of asylum
seekers and undocumented migrants; barring asylum seekers from making claims
at the US–Mexico border; and increasing deportations without due process
(Amnesty International 2019). Overall, this represented a radical reshaping
of US refugee and immigration policy, much of it done through presidential
executive action.
In this context, acts of citizen solidarity in support of refugees grew and—in

some instances—became more visible, especially at the local level. One particular
form of solidarity that emerged in the USA was ‘community sponsorship’, where
local residents self-organized to support new refugees or asylum seekers in their
communities. These groups were typically composed of 10 to 40 individuals work-
ing in small teams to help refugees apply for needed services, secure housing and
employment, register children for school, and attend to initial health visits.
Engaging community residents as volunteers and advocates on behalf of refugees
is part of the broader grassroots efforts in the USA contesting policies that restrict
refugees, asylum seekers, and immigrants.
While the community sponsorship groups tended to be comprised of older,

middle class individuals, many whom had retired, some were working-age volun-
teers with full-time employment. One volunteer from Connecticut characterized
the formation of groups as organic and heterogeneous in terms of religious group
affiliation, political ideologies, and professional backgrounds.

It’s totally grassroots. People in the community, you know, faith-based, faith lead-
ers from churches and synagogues, maybe mosques, former principal of a school, a
respected brain surgeon. People who had successful businesses. You know people
who are known and respected in the community – they come together and say we
want to do this. So if there’s pushback [opposition to a family resettling in the area],

they deal with it.

In Connecticut, in particular, 2016 and 2017 witnessed a surge of community
sponsorship of refugees (Libal et al. 2019; Harding and Libal 2020). With the aid
of a prominent refugee resettlement organization, dozens of ad hoc community
groups formed across the state to assist refugees with their initial resettlement,
working collectively to provide housing and access services and employment.
Importantly, activists and volunteers formed a bridge between newly resettled
refugees, local residents, and civic institutions, helping to facilitate refugee inte-
gration andwell-being into their communities. In the short term, this createdmore
capacity for resettling refugees, while also allowing localities to demonstrate that
they welcomed newcomer immigrants (Harding and Libal 2020).
Forming community sponsorship groups itself represents the process of enact-

ing social solidarity. Interfaith alliances were particularly common, though com-
munity sponsorship groups are marked by not only diverse religious group
participation, but diversity in terms of gender and to some extent age. As another
interviewee stated,
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It pulls together in some cases very differentmembers of a community. It pulls them

together for a meaningful community project. I mean you have, you know, Jews
sitting with Christians, sitting with Muslims, sitting with atheists, sitting with all
sorts of people. They’ve never met before. They come together with this long-term
community project: welcoming a refugee family. That doesn’t happen much in this
country. (Connecticut service provider, 22 November 2017)

Volunteer groups also at times included participation by former refugees and
asylum seekers, though volunteers interviewed for this study were largely of
European descent and not first generation immigrants or refugees themselves.
Former refugees or other newcomers have participated as volunteer interpreters,
providing access to employment in businesses they own, or through support
offered to community groups from resettlement agencies where they work.
Within this context, almost uniformly, interviewees stressed the importance of
community sponsorship to create a stronger sense of local community—through
acts of social and civic solidarity—not only among local residents, but also with
the newcomer family. Another volunteer underscored this point,

We weren’t tied together by faith, we weren’t tied together by the fact that we live
on the same street. We live in the same town, sure, but it’s almost 20,000 people
in town. And I think that’s what’s really cool about it too, it’s the mission, it’s
the work that brought us together and that has kept us together. (Connecticut
volunteer, 1 December 2017).

This volunteer also emphasized the value of working across axes of difference
within the community, thus creating the possibility of new forms of social
solidarity.

Because there are different ideologies in the group, across different political view-
points, different religions, irreligious people like me, and nonetheless, we have
found the commonality that bring us all together and tie us all together, and that’s
our humanity. Sort of this shared humanity and this generosity to want to do things
to help other people. (Connecticut volunteer, 1 December 2017).

The value of making new ties and working together to ‘make a difference’ in
refugee lives as well as to strengthen one’s own community, through the process of
community sponsorship was emphasized in multiple interviews. As one commu-
nity member observed:

You’re all on this journey together, then you wind up meeting new people through
this journey . . . you just realize that, wow there’s a lot of great people out there . . ..
You could get in a funk about what’s going on in the world and then you have all
these great people that are volunteering their time that are stepping up and doing.
(Connecticut volunteer, 1 November 2017)

Community ‘sponsorship’ of refugees subsequently emerged in several other
states, though this occurred just as the Trump administration began to sharply
limit new refugee arrivals to the USA. This activity facilitated new forms of
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political engagement and lateral organizing between communities, representing
aspects of both civic and political solidarity with refugees and immigrants.
Our research thus reveals how community sponsorship of refugees is perceived

by communitymembers as both ‘humanitarian’, and, for some, a form of political
resistance. For example, several interviewees suggested that sponsoring a refugee
family in their community symbolized a rebuke of the politics of fear and anti-
refugee beliefs personified by President Trump. Their critique was often
‘embedded’ in conversation and subtle, such as invoking the ‘building of the
wall’ on the US–Mexico border to exclude asylum seekers and migrants. As one
volunteer from Kentucky asserted:

Oneofmybiggest frustrationswith the current issue thatwehave is thatwhen things
are pretty good, let’s build a wall and not let anybody else in. It’s like if they did that
to my great grandfather, I wouldn’t be in this conversation with you. (Kentucky
volunteer, 26 September 2017)

Another volunteer from New York, who described himself as having ‘very
progressive political values’, expressed a common trope of wanting to ‘get
involved’ following the 2016 presidential vote. Before Trump’s election, his local
community sponsorship group was trying to ‘fly under the radar screen because
we didn’t want all that pushback and controversy’ associated with refugees. ‘We
just wanted to work with the progressive faith communities and politically pro-
gressive community groups’. Following the election, ‘the whole situation changed,
and we realized that staying off the radar screen wasn’t going to do anybody any
good’ (New York volunteer, 31 October 2017).
Interviews conducted with local volunteers reveals that such overt expressions

of political sentiment often were tied to providing direct financial and in-kind
supports to refugees and asylum seekers themselves. In fact, many community
sponsorship volunteers simply expressed a desire to personally ‘do something’ to
fight the injustice of US immigration policies (Harding and Libal 2020).

This was also the first time in my life that I’ve been able to be part of something . . .

I’m not in some politically powerful position. I’m just a teacher. I’m an average
person, and to be an average person and to be able to do something positive like this
about something that we see on the news and that we read about, and that is so

incredibly heartbreaking [is what motivates me]. (Connecticut volunteer, 17
November 2017).

For these volunteers, civic engagement became a political expression of oppos-
ition to Trump’s immigration policies. Yet more explicit forms of political soli-
daritywith these populations, such as sustained public protests, have not emerged.
Most solidarity activity in support of refugees also appears low-risk and lacking
organized political action. While overt acts of political solidarity according to
Scholz’s (2008) definition are more difficult to identify, interviews with some
volunteers and resettlement staff members suggested that acts of social and civic
solidarity themselves were ‘political’. Indeed, for many volunteers, tutoring
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refugee youth or providing transportation to their families fostered a greater sense
of empathy and commitment to engage other community members to be more
‘welcoming’ and inclusive of refugees and other immigrants. This sentiment is
evident in one Connecticut volunteer’s explanation for why he joined a commu-
nity sponsorship team:

I’ve done nothing to earn a lot of what I have, in the sense of my whiteness, my
maleness, my heterosexuality, the fact that I’m able bodied, like all these things, and
so thinking about my sons at the time, and just thinking about how there are chil-
dren who are literally running for their lives, and their parents have left everything

that they know and all their belongings in search of something as basic as safety.
Thatwas reallywhat broughtme to act, I thinkmore than anything elsewas just sort
of that awareness of my own position and wanting to do something to give back.
(Connecticut volunteer, 1 December 2017)

For others, social solidarity expressed through community sponsorship repre-
sented the most meaningful way to respond to political forces that they felt they
could not influence. This point is made by one volunteer from Kentucky who
expressed frustration with participating in formal political advocacy on behalf of
refugees: ‘I think generally folks are not big on advocacy . . . [When groups ask us
to go to Washington] I’m like, I’ve been to Capitol Hill and I think we’ve got to
keep getting the word out, but it’s not easy because I feel like we go and I walk
away knowing nobody changed their mind’ (26 September 2017). In this context,
taking action at the local level to support refugees through social and civic soli-
darity efforts was more significant.
Yet a subset of those interviewed, many who had strong ties to faith-based

organizations, were engaged in overt political action (see also Panter-Brick 2022).
Some interviewees thus emphasized that their local support of refugees (‘low-risk’
acts) led them to take more politically engaged roles, including protesting outside
immigrant detention centres or documenting deportations of asylum seekers at the
US–Mexico border (‘high-risk’ acts). Drawing upon Scholz’s (2008) framework, a
conscious commitment to challenge oppression faced by refugees and asylum
seekers led these volunteers to commit to political action to challenge ‘injustice,
oppression, or social vulnerability’ (190). We turn to a discussion of this work.

Solidarity Work with Asylum Seekers and Other Migrants

Political solidarity work in the USA on behalf of forced migrants is apparent
along the US–Mexico border (Panter-Brick 2022) and in major urban locales,
but exists to some degree across the country (Johnson 2015; Davis 2020). These
efforts are most evident where immigrant and refugee rights movements foster
actions to prevent arrest or deportation of asylum seekers or other individuals,
including permanent residents slated for ‘removal’ for having a past felony con-
viction. Such activities include: providing sanctuary in homes or faith institutions;
raising funds to provide bonds for those held in detention; protesting outside
immigration courts or detention centres; investigating, monitoring or reporting
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on detention conditions or policies such as the ‘zero tolerance policy’ which sep-
arated children from guardians; holding town hall meetings and educating com-
munity members about the harmful effects of immigration policies; and providing
resources to asylum seekers and migrants at the US–Mexico border or in other
locations. This solidarity work is relatively local, and except for periodic media
attention to immigration enforcement action, often invisible to the US public.
We view much of this work as ‘high risk’. Yet most volunteers we interviewed

involved in accompaniment at the US–Mexico border, or providing housing and
other supports through community sponsorship groups, did not encounter the
same risks that asylum seekers, refugees, andmigrants face. Volunteers’ citizenship,
economic status, and, in most cases, white racial identity made possible their pol-
itical solidarity with little fear of being targeted by police or border agents, arrested
or deported, or discriminated against in the workplace or other public settings.
In fact, in most US states activists do not face the same level of criminalization

that those in France, Italy, Greece, and Spain have endured (Amnesty
International 2020). In the past decade few people in the USA have been prose-
cuted for supporting asylum seekers or migrants with some exceptions, such as
arrests of members of a faith-based nongovernmental organization, No More
Deaths/No Más Muertes, which provides direct humanitarian support to those
crossing the border from Mexico to Arizona (Devereaux 2020). The arrests of
human rights defenders, such as members of No More Deaths, are seen by some
advocates as retaliation for publishing reports that critique the activities of the US
Border Patrol or Department of Homeland Security (Devereaux 2020). The
arrests also serve as awarning to other organizations that they toomaybe targeted
simply because they provide water, meals, or shelter to asylum seekers and other
undocumented immigrants.
Efforts by individuals and faith communities to provide sanctuary to asylum

seekers and those targeted for deportation expanded following the 2016 election of
Donald Trump (Davis 2020; Paik 2020). Like solidarity, sanctuary has a modern
secular history and use, but is rooted in faith traditions (Coutin 1993; Moffette
and Ridgley 2018). Vannini et al. (2018) define sanctuary as ‘a set of practices and
an expression of anger and outrage; as such, it offers an opportunity to engage
with new forms of social action and activism, as well as interdisciplinary research
and reflection’ (165).
The sanctuary movement came to prominence in the USA during the 1980s in

solidarity with Central Americans fleeing state-sponsored repression (Coutin
1993). US churches and synagogues—which inmany cases offered asylum seekers
direct refuge from immigration officials—played a central role.3 Sanctuary activ-
ity experienced a revival under President Obama amidst heightened government

3 McWilliams (2020) traces transnational solidarity efforts byhealth activists throughoutEl
Salvador and Nicaragua in the 1980s. Their work often attempted to counteract US-led
economic andmilitary efforts that supportedmilitary violence targeting health infrastruc-
ture and healthcare workers in both countries. These efforts were waged at considerable
personal and reputational risk and exemplify acts of political solidarity (Scholz 2008).
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deportations of undocumented immigrants. During the Trump administration
dozens of US cities declared that they would not cooperate with immigration
officials in investigating, monitoring and arresting immigrants lacking valid legal
status or those legal residents with past felony convictions facing deportation
(Davis 2020). To date, this solidarity work has not been criminalized, so those
volunteering to provide sanctuary in their homes or through faith institutions do
not face immediate legal consequences.
Efforts to engage in sanctuary represent an explicit form of political solidarity.

Since 2015, growing numbers of volunteers have participated in sanctuary and
accompaniment activities on behalf of asylum seekers to challenge anti-refugee
and anti-immigrant attitudes and policies in the USA. Of note, community spon-
sorship groups in several US states that provided initial assistance to refugees
recently adapted to reduced refugee admissions by supporting asylum seekers.
One volunteer, who joined the Minnesota Interfaith Coalition onMigration after
participating in a border service trip in El Paso, committed to engage in direct
action at local detention centres in Minnesota. Another Minnesota volunteer
explained how a network of faith-based organizations and local human rights
and immigrant rights groups worked together to refer asylum seeker families to
a community sponsorship group that initially formed to support newly arrived
refugees. The group now coordinates with local legal aid organizations to assist
asylum seekers navigate the immigration court system, as well as meet basic needs.
This direct action allows volunteers to express opposition to unjust policies.

It’s terrible. It’s inhumane. And it’s all over. I mean this is Minnesota . . .. There are
five detention centers just in Minnesota . . .. I feel very strongly about this and I just
want to, well I’m alsoworking for Biden too. I neverworked on a political campaign
ever, I don’t think . . .. I just thinkwe have got to get a change. (Minnesota volunteer,
3 August 2020)

Recognizing that volunteers are not experts, one interviewee added, ‘We didn’t
know anything; we’re just regular people’ (Minnesota volunteer, 3 August 2020).
Yet, in the face of the Trump administration’s harsh immigration policies, they
were willing to assume a more intensive role of supporting an asylum seeker
family, protest at local detention centres, and accompany those being deported.
Another volunteer in Connecticut described how Trump’s radical reduction in

refugee admissions prompted their community sponsorship team to turn its efforts
to supporting asylum seekers:

With Trump closing the doors for more refugee families coming in, we decided that
we would keep an eye on the border in Texas and the people coming up from
Honduras. And that we would be alert to any needs that way – our focus sort of

shifted. And then we did find a family that came up from Honduras. (Connecticut
volunteer, 30 January 2020)

Thus, in a dramatic shift from their original mission, the group decided to
sponsor an asylum seeker family. This has entailed engaging a broader network
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of members in the group, enlisting lawyers to help make a successful claim for
asylum, and identifying mental health services to address the trauma that the
children and mother faced in Honduras and attempting to enter the USA.
Across the state dozens of volunteers who had been engaged in community spon-
sorship of refugees provided funds to support sanctuary and legal fees of several
asylum seekers facing deportation. Some of the fundraising was coordinated
by faith-based organizations, while other efforts were driven at a local community
level. Of note, these efforts also represent a shift towards overt political solidarity.
While the threat of prosecution in the USA for providing such assistance is
less pronounced than inEurope, it is nonetheless real as evidenced by prosecutions
of volunteers for NoMore Deaths in Texas. Moreover, the growing commitment
to asylum seekers who lack access to the limited safety net available to refugees
andUS citizens illustrates social, civic, andpolitical dimensions of solidaritywork.

Conclusion

In this article, we examined forms of solidarity activism on behalf of refugees and
other migrants in the USA, including acts of civic, social, and political solidarity.
Much of this activity represents forms of (low-risk) social and civic solidarity
(Gundeloch and Toubol 2019). We contrasted such efforts with more overtly
politicized—high-risk, and sometimes criminalized forms of—solidarity action.
Community sponsorship of refugees and asylum seekers, for example, appears to
be a relatively low-risk activity, when compared with aiding migrants crossing the
desert along the US–Mexico border or providing sanctuary for those facing de-
portation. Yet as Scholz (2008) and others (McAdam 1986) suggest, robust social
and civic solidaritymaybe a necessary precursor tomore explicit forms of political
solidarity. Our research shows evidence of this process; recent efforts by commu-
nity sponsorship groups to support asylum seekers in their locales represents a
shift in consciousness and commitment among citizens to take political action.
This change could form the groundwork for more politicized solidarity efforts on
behalf of asylum seekers and refugees in the future.
Despite the hopeful signs of rising levels of solidary action in the USA in recent

years, a social movement to challenge policies targeting asylum seekers and refu-
gees has yet to coalesce. What explains the lack of solidarity and muted public
response to the ongoing violations of forcedmigrants’ human rights under several
US administrations? Some recent advocacy efforts have sought to address policies
that curtail legal immigration, reduce refugee resettlement ‘to a trickle’, and seek
to deter most migrants from seeking asylum in the USA. And, episodic protests,
litigation campaigns, and local action to create sanctuary demonstrate clear forms
of solidarity and resistance. Yet, we have a limited understanding of why broader
politicalmobilization has not emerged from these activities. In otherwords, why is
political solidarity in the USA on behalf of refugees and immigrants episodic and
primarily local?
Our research on community sponsorship illuminates the potential of engaged

communities assuming responsibilities of professional resettlement organizations
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as ameans of building a collectivemovement for refugee and immigrant rights. An
advocate with past experience in legal aid for asylum seekers expressed this po-
tential in an interview: ‘Through these relationships that happen when you have
sponsorships and you have communities engaging in resettlement in some way,
you are maybe building a more durable resettlement program because you are
building a constituency of people supportive of refugees and other newcomers’
(New York advocate, 22 November 2021). The ‘resurgence’ of interest in com-
munity sponsorship in 2021, as the USA began to resettle some 75,000 Afghan
evacuees following the US military withdrawal from Afghanistan, has created
opportunities for the expression not only of social and civic solidarity, but also
to foster greater awareness of refugee and immigrant rights. As hundreds of com-
munity sponsorship groups spring up across the country to assist Afghans in
finding housing, work, and accessing other services, a ‘broader constituency of
people who are supportive of refugee resettlement’ would be engaged, who in turn
could speak up in future if refugee resettlement was ‘threatened’ (New York ad-
vocate, 22 November 2021). Thus, these nascent forms of social and civic solidar-
ity may presage more sustained political solidarity.
We recognize that the question of what could lead to a broader campaign in

support of refugees and asylum seekers—creating an ‘oppositional politics’ of the
scale of the Black Lives Matter movement, for example—merits further consid-
eration (Scholz 2008: 116). Scholars have identified individualism as a persistent
barrier to collective action and social change in the USA (Eppard et al. 2020),
while others have described how racism operates to divide Americans who share
common economic and political interests (Smedley and Smedley 2011; Omi and
Winant 2015). Both may account for the limited and inconsistent level of political
solidarity efforts thatwe describe, as well as the inability to translate these acts into
substantive changes in federal policy. More research is needed to better under-
stand the extent of and the conditions which produce higher risk forms of political
solidarity with immigrants in the USA, and how these can be sustained. This
knowledge can help create amore substantive solidarity politics to challenge rising
intolerance and punitive policies targeting those fleeing violence and persecution.
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in Political Science 3: 643134.

Gattinara, P. C. (2018) ‘Europeans, Shut theBorders! anti-RefugeeMobilisation in Italy andFrance’,

In della Porta, D. (ed.) Solidarity Mobilizations in the ‘Refugee Crisis’: Contentious Moves.

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 271–297.

Gundelach, P. and Toubøl, J. (2019) ‘High- and Low-Risk Activism: Differential Participation in a

Refugee SolidarityMovement’.Mobilization: An International Quarterly 24(2): 199–220.

Haaland,H. andWallevik,H. (2019) ‘BeyondCrisisManagement? TheRole of Citizens Initiatives for

Global Solidarity in Humanitarian Aid: The Case of Lesvos’. Third World Quarterly 40(10):

1869–1815.

Harding, S. and Libal, K. (2020) ‘“Doing Something to Fight Injustice”: Voluntarism, Private and

Community Co-Sponsorship, and Refugee Resettlement as Political Engagement in the United

States’, In Labman, S. and Cameron, G. (eds.), Private Refugee Sponsorship: Concepts, Cases and

Consequences. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, pp. 247–263.

Hechter,M. (2001) ‘Solidarity, Sociology of’, In Smelser, N. J. (ed.), International Encyclopedia of the

Social and Behavioral Sciences. Amsterdam: Elsevier Inc, pp. 6–9. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-

08-097086-8.32147-X.

Solidarity Work as Political Action 1565

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jrs/article/35/4/1550/6588150 by U

niv of C
onnecticut user on 31 M

arch 2026

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/AMR5114072019ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/AMR5114072019ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR0118282020ENGLISH.PDF
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR0118282020ENGLISH.PDF
https://theintercept.com/2020/08/02/border-patrol-raid-arizona-no-more-deaths/
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-097086-8.32147-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-097086-8.32147-X


Johnson, L. (2015) ‘Material Interventions on theUS-Mexico Border: Investigating a Sited Politics of

Migrant Solidarity’. Antipode 47(5): 1243–1260.

Koos, S. and Seibel, V. (2019) ‘Solidarity with Refugees across Europe: A Comparative Analysis of

Public Support for Helping ForcedMigrants’. European Societies 21(5): 704–728.

Lahusen,C., Kousis,M.,Zschache,U. andLoukakis,A. (2018) ‘EuropeanSolidarity inTimesofCrisis:

Comparing Transnational Activism of Civic Organisations in Germany and Greece’.
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