FAMILY AND THE POLITICS OF COMMUNITY LIFE

José Pérez Adán

The coming-of-age of a progressive communitarian way of thinking. 

The communitarian paradigm describes community as a collective subject that possesses a certain sovereignty of its own, and proposes that the community be granted conceptual independence from the two dominant, monopolizing forces of sovereignty, as it is understood by modernity, the individual and the state. Communitarianism does not define community in a univocal manner - rather, it refers to communities – nor does it describe community in geographical terms - social borders cannot be drawn or seen on any map. The community is any human setting where virtue is seen to have a social dimension and where, moreover, there is a shared sense of morality. Some communities may be defined by geographical location (residential groups, for example) but other forms of community, which are not based on spatial boundaries, also exist: those based on ethnic background and heritage, shared religious affiliation, similar work forms and practices, or on technology, as with the more recent emergence of ‘virtual’ communities. 

The impulse of modern communitarian thinking originates in problems relating to the environment and to the family. These two human situations (the natural world and the home) manifest in the clearest possible way the fact that diachronic change is an intrinsically social phenomenon. The individualism of our culture has to a great extent made it more difficult to think about our society as a collective subject, existing in and through time, before and beyond the life and times of individuals and their actions. Without a sense of social history there can be no responsibility due to the next generation, nor can environmental conservation and protection be said to be necessarily better than its opposite. Without an understanding of social history, the liberal thinker, in order to justify his support for the existing social and environmental balance, is obliged to act in contradiction to his own principles. He must place a very high price on such a balance, but without considering the beneficiaries of his choices and actions (including potential beneficiaries, that is, future generations) and how much it may be worth to them, that is, the liberal ends up making decisions about what is in the best interest of others.

From a progressive communitarian point of view, not all societies are good in the same way or to the same degree. Values are frequently a matter of dispute - for example, in some societies the environment is a good to be conserved and protected, while for others it is merely ‘potential’ to be exploited. For this reason, the highest social goods can be said to exist to the degree that we can discern human settings or environments with a higher degree of social well being. This is a qualitative conception of social life and living. The community is not simply a ‘space’ in which human relationships take place; it is also and above all a sharing of values. These values are reinforced, preserved and spread within and by each community because they are considered to be the best possible values, values which act for the betterment of all in society.


It is important to qualify what has been outlined so far by saying that a commitment to shared values is not necessarily to be regarded as a defence of the state that has taken on the role of defining what values are to be shared. On the contrary, the greater emphasis on the notion of society takes attention and focus away from the powers of the state, and exposes state when it blinds us to the good, and the potential for good, of society. In affirming the importance of making the invisible (society, community, family) visible,  the social need to revitalise collective subjects against the monopolizing power of the state is also being highlighted. We need to look for the signs of collective values in social realities, as defined by the values they embody, and not in uniforms, flags, anthems and sports – a superficial sense of community often presented by the state.

The discovery of the characteristics of the social good through an understanding of social needs and priorities rooted in values is synonymous, for progressive communitarians, with the commitment to recognising the complete equality of all persons. For example, the recognition of the superiority of the right to life over the right to own private property is the basic guarantee of a just juridical order in a society of equals. In the same way, the protection of the natural world is judged to be superior to the individual’s right to choose a particular sporting activity. Likewise, in such a society, the values held and practised by the Red Cross take precedence over those of a casino-hall card-game. The communitarian defence of the family is based precisely on this line of argument, an evaluation of values: each value is assigned its place on a scale of values ordered by social priority. In an article entitled “Which values matter most?” which appeared in The Weekly Standard (20th November, 1995), Amitai Etzioni was unequivocal in this regard, arguing that “without a basic agreement on what constitutes and defines the family, there can be no discussion of stable social policies, or of basic social improvement.”

A majority of the electorate in most developed countries are now demanding that there be less state and government control and interference in the social and personal lives of citizens. At the same time, nevertheless, this demand is accompanied by a call for a substantial improvement in the public services provided by the state. The wish-list of the people, then, runs something like this: lower taxation and an increase in the range and quality of social services, shorter working hours and higher salaries, less restrictions on consumption and greater regulation of the market, less military spending and greater national security, cheaper petrol and cleaner air. Political action is reduced to voting down every government that fails to get the electorate to clarify or moderate its demands. What is really at issue in this distortion of political activity is whether or not the welfare state has succeeded in convincing people that the government alone can provide them with adequate social security. The surest way of meeting legitimate public demands, which are much less contradictory than they may seem, is to offer public services in a more organised way, not by increasing the bureaucracy of the state but rather by inviting the participation of the community. In order to achieve this involvement, however, the key roles played by various communities in society must be recognised. In the first place, by recognising the sovereignty of the family in areas like education and public representation the family can be ‘put to work’ in a way that is socially visible and beneficial. 

The treatment of the family in the Spanish Parliamentary Elections 2000

In 1998, the average Spanish household spent 4,500 euros per person; living and food costs accounted for the greater part of the family budget. The Spanish family spent 14% more in that year than in 1992. Ageing of the population accounts for the fact that spending on private health care went up by 19.5% and spending on education fell by 16.6% with respect to the 1992 figures. These statistics show very clearly the importance of the family as a consumer-unit in Spain.

More important than this however, is the fact, demonstrated by recent studies, that the family in Spain shows signs of a genuine aspiration to develop along the lines of the communitarian framework. The family continues to have the highest importance for people, according to surveys of public opinion. The Informe Jovenes Espanoles 99 (Survey of Young People in Spain 1999) also shows clear communitarian inclinations among the members of this sector of the population, a sector that, according to the principles of comparative sociology, is most inclined to the affirmation of individuality. Family life has the highest priority for 70% of young people in Spain, and ranks ahead of friends and acquaintances, and of future work-life (in that order). Unemployment, nevertheless, continues to be considered by young people as the most pressing social problem.

If we want to find out about the society of the future we have to examine the available statistics about the family. The low birth rate, along with other indicators about family life, will determine the future of Spanish society; at the moment, the fertility rate of 1.07 is the lowest in the world. The scale of the UN projection for population-ageing predicts that 43% of the population of Spain will be over 60 years of age in 2050, a figure not reached by any other country, (nor is any other country expected to do so). This information should stimulate a lively consideration of, and strong response to, the fact that public policy relating to family matters continues to regard the family itself as socially invisible. This invisibility reveals the gap that divides the world of political life from social reality. Politicians in Spain seem to be blind. Even with the above facts as a matter of public record, Spain is the EU country that assigns the least amount of money from its annual budget for the assistance of families with children, (calculating the amount of money to be assigned according to the number of children in the family). While the European average for such spending is 7.5% of the public budget, Spain spends only 1.8%. 

In October 1999, the government approved a law designed to reconcile work and family life. According to this law, maternity leave can be shared by the spouses: the first six weeks after the birth are exclusively granted to the mother, while the remaining amount of time, up to 16 weeks, can be shared, as they decide, between father and mother. This law is still in marked contrast, however, with existing legislation in the majority of European countries, particularly that of the Baltic States, where family policies are much more generous. 

According to findings made public in 1999 by the National Institute of Statistics (cf. Indicadores Sociales de España, 1999), the number of childless couples has risen by 9.5% with respect to the 1990 figure, and couples with two children has fallen by 12.2% over the same period. Likewise, between 1990 and 1997, the figures for marital separation have risen by 50%; the number of divorces by 47%; and the average marriage-age has risen to 30 for men and 28 for women. Changes in the structure of the family constitute the most significant social changes taking place in Spanish society at this time. In this context, the introduction of a progressive communitarian analysis to the debate about society becomes pertinent and interesting not only from an intellectual or academic point of view; it also has an unquestionable socio-political importance. 

In some countries, periods of right-wing rule have at times shown an unexpectedly harsher stance taken against the family and a lower appreciation of family life – the British Conservative government led by Margaret Thatcher is a case in point.  Meanwhile, in other countries, parties who act according to standards derived from a stale left-wing inheritance play this anti-family role, the paradigmatic example being that of the Spanish Left. Thus, paradoxically, in the policy area that most clearly defines political differences in Spain – namely, family policy – Margaret Thatcher and Almunia, the Spanish socialist candidate in the latest election, have been in complete and remarkable agreement.  The Spanish Left, unlike the left-wing movements in other countries, has simply not chosen to differentiate itself from its political opposition by referring to economic performance and policy, or through its understanding of public administration, or by the focus it thinks ought to be placed on educational, health or social welfare policies. It entered the dressing room of the theatre of modern politics and re-appeared on the political stage in the last election, ready to propose conceptual alternatives to the most basic and common understanding of the family. For those who still believe in participating in the democratic process in order to bring about a society based on justice and solidarity, in the social regeneration brought about by the appreciation and rewarding of work well done, and in the possibility of bringing socio-economic development to the furthest corners of the world, this is a travesty of the generous effort made and all the good work done in and through the left-wing tradition. A survey of the latest election manifestos will shed light on some of these issues. 

Differences between various programmes for political action can be depicted and summarised in many ways. The selection presented below, though it takes some of the material out of its immediate context, is relevant to the point being made and will illuminate the line of argument traced so far. Only textual phrases, taken directly from the different and, at times, lengthy manifestos are included. 

(i) Key proposals from the agreed programme of the PSOE (socialist party) and IU ( united left: communists and affiliates) put forward just before the elections:

Increasing the status of the autonomous regions from a federal perspective

A reduction of the working day to 35 hours

A revision of the regulatory system for businesses engaged in seasonal work

Abolition of the Public Health Foundations (Fundaciones Públicas Sanitarias)

Replacement of energy production by nuclear means

Design of the future Public Business Sector (Sector Público Empresarial)

Reassessment of fiscal responsibility and of the types of taxation

Equalisation of personal and family deductions for all taxpayers

Deduction of the minimum personal and family exemption from the imposed quota

Achieve more balanced public representation in terms of gender

A new abortion law that will remove current limitations

(ii) Proposals specific to the IU:

Dedicate 0.7% of the National Budget to co-operative work in developing countries, and to the remittance of the Public External Debt (Dueda Externa Pública) owed to the Spanish state by Third World countries

Dissolution of the Spanish Foreign Legion and Spain to leave NATO and the EU defence force
Grant same-sex couples the rights to marry and to adopt children

Recognition of the right to free and open-access abortion in the first 16 weeks of pregnancy

Decriminalisation of squatting (the occupation of vacant houses)

(iii) Proposals specific to PSOE:

Free educational text books

Maximum number of students in the class during the years of compulsory education: 22 (A maximum of 10 in language classes)

The provision of non-discriminatory sex education on an optional basis

Educational institutions (schools, colleges, universities) to remain open 11 months a year, seven days per week and 12 hours per day

Reform of the Electoral Law to ensure balanced representation on election lists - in a ratio of not more than 60% nor less than 40%, men to women 

Approval of an abortion law that ensures a complete programme of medical treatment for any woman who chooses the procedure 

Removal of the legal, social and economic obstacles that limit or prevent the individual’s freedom to choose his/her personal lifestyle.

Proactive policies to encourage an increase in the birth rate

(iv) Proposals of the PP (centrist party):

A National Programme of Kindergartens and Schools for young children; places guaranteed for all less than 3 years old

Release from social security costs during the period of 2 years after the birth of a child, and reduction in other financial charges 

Permit voluntary extension of the working life

Provide free schooling for all between 3 and 6 years old

Promotion of the use of school libraries outside school, class hours

Creation of the Spanish Institute of Tele-education (Instituto Español de Teleeducación) and of a Public Administration and a Health Internet portal, open access to all

Liberalisation of the postal services sector and transformation of the existing Public Postal System

National Plan for home-help services and a new law to meet the needs of large families

Combat discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation

Introduce legislation as the basis for the establishment of a National Commission on Bioethics (Comisión Nacional de Bioética)

Leaving aside the expected differences in emphasis here and there, and the different political personalities and histories, the most identifiable difference between Right and Left in Spain today, the one that will have the greatest effect on the ordinary social life of its citizens, is in the particular family-type and family social life which the respective parties are prepared to support in legislation and with public finance. With hindsight it is clear that PSOE’s position on these issues contributed greatly to its second consecutive defeat in parliamentary elections, (and, on this occasion, to an absolute majority). In PSOE we have an example of a political party being held as hostage by its past, and by a language and understanding of the family that is at odds, at least on paper, to its progressive aims. On the other hand in PP we have a self-proclaimed centrist party escaping, on paper too, from its right wing legacy. In both cases the family and not the economy is the vehicle that shows the colours. It is not surprising that both parties are showing a deep interest in communitarian ideas.

Progressive communitarian conception of the family

Robert Bellah has denounced the politicisation of visible social realities and the deliberate neglect and exclusion of the invisible carried out, in the name of individual freedom, by conservatism in the structure of the state, and liberalism in workings of the market. Bellah says: “society as it is envisioned by these two world views, which are only apparently contradictory, is composed of the same parts: autonomous individuals, states and markets. It is not the world of normal living, not even for the proponent of free trade and enterprise, nor for the ideologue of the welfare state: it is an idealised world, a state without families.” (Bellah, 1995; see also the chapter by Robert Bellah and William Sullivan on ‘Cultural Resources for a Progressive Alternative’ in Part I of this book).

The family embodies in social life and practice the connections that the political community seeks to make between the active and passive populations, between the past, passing and future generations. The consequences of economic risks taken by the present generation, or of a reduction in quality of life, can be understood, in this context, not only as the failure of a certain economic policy or policies but also as a moral failure. In so far as the public deficit or debt contributes to an unfortunate economic legacy to the coming generation, its reduction to a minimum is not only one possible political option among others but a moral duty. Those who understand rational (and political) choices in the way they are defined by neo-classical economists will and do find this a difficult position to accept. 

That the family is only one among the many communities of which the individual may form a part is self-evident. The family, nevertheless, retains its primary importance. Studies in social science show clearly that a deterioration in family life leads to a corresponding rise in crime. However, there is also evidence to suggest that a good family background, backed by a quality education system does not necessarily mean that the members of the family are prepared for and situated in a socially healthy environment. This evidence indicates that other communities, from informal residential groupings to civil society as a whole, require a basic social recognition by which each can see and organise itself as a collective subject. The strengths and weaknesses of each socially visible community can then be evaluated both from within, by the people of whom it is composed, and from without, by those who do not belong to that particular community. We should continue to harbour a healthy scepticism of any well-meaning sensibility that advocates only for a rebirth in the personal responsibility of each individual; this concern is partial, and its intention selective. The argument for individual responsibility is rarely furnished with the social context that would also mark out the wider need to meet collective responsibilities, and the individual’s role in the development of social life. 

The family unit, seen in terms of the good or well-being it brings to social life, requires autonomy and power if it is to perform the functions that are expected of it. Progressive communitarians  advocate that is important to grant the family this power, and, therefore, that the sovereignty of the family as a social agent be recognised in a formal way.  It is generally known that the notion of sovereignty, as it is articulated and exercised in contemporary societies, is a closed shop. Two dominant agents closely guard the doors of this idea on the modern social stage: the individual and the state exercise, between them, each in its own way, an absolute and monopolising sovereign power. The current distribution of power, the existing definition of personal and social freedoms, legal and penal codes as they stand today, all reflect clearly that, in practical terms, there is no place for a third form of sovereignty in our highly structured modern societies. The various declarations of human rights, as well as the constitutions of many independent nations, claim a monopoly on sovereignty for the individual and the state. In this context, the status of the family, as a cultural and social reality, can only be advanced with great effort, and at a cost to the family itself; development, when it does come, is principally (if not only), in the sphere of what is called ‘private life’.

The division of labour within the family is an area of key importance to this discussion. Neoclassical economics tended to deal with the family as a single unit in terms of market activity: the decision of the head of the family was the decision of all. However, when Becker began to study how decisions were made within the family, economists of the neoclassical school saw that it became necessary to reconfigure the household as a domestic market in which two autonomous individuals, husband and wife, have a mercantile relationship that involves the exchange of goods or commodities (cf. Becker, 1974). They go on to argue that time is the commodity in shortest supply within the family, and that the division of domestic chores, as a result, acts as a mechanism by which time can be maximised for each of the individuals who together make up the family-unit. A ‘normal’ structure of the family follows: the husband’s role in domestic work is taken over by his spouse, so that he (in his external profession) and she (in the household) derive the highest time-profit possible and thus ensure that the overall productivity of the family is increased. 

The image of the family as a community of equals, and as more than merely a collection of individuals, gives the family a new and identifiable status as a collective subject.  This new paradigm of the family goes to the heart of the debate about the relative autonomy and compatibility of the public and private spheres of life. Progressive communitarian thought puts forward the model of society as a community of communities. This model could not be further from the notion of society articulated in the neoclassical mercantile approaches that envision society as a place where communities battle against one another, where it is every man for himself. In particular, according to this economic view, the family-as-community is in direct opposition to the professional community. As a result, many people are engaged in a never-ending battle between his/her professional life and performance, and his/her private life and self-fulfilment. But the time has come to abandon the idea of an absolute separation of the public from the private. A new understanding of the integrity of the public and private lives of each person will form the basis of personal and social goods of great importance: improvements in social well-being, and in the quality of family and professional life.

It is vital that our professional culture recognises that the goods and values of family life complement the goods and values of professional life. In considering the workforce, an employer should see persons-who-work rather than employees who spend some time outside their working hours attending to private concerns. The workplace and, more importantly, the community in and for which work takes place, are enriched when the employee is treated as a person and not simply as a worker. The family life and personal abilities of each working person brings an added value to the company that cannot be produced in the same way as an increase in quantifiable profits can be generated by an employer in the short-term by encouraging internal company competition. 

Similarly, it is important to see that the values and benefits of professional life constitute goods for family life as well. The culture of the family should take professional values into account and incorporate them into its life-style through a fair understanding and an appropriate recognition of professional life. The public and private spheres of life must permeate one another in the unity of life (psychological identity) of the person who participates in both areas of life. The harmony of the communities that together form society is based on the flexible and adaptable identity of the person who recognises and respects both family and work relationships. 

There is, unquestionably, a need to reformulate our understanding of gender roles – especially, masculine roles - as part of the process of achieving a new relationship between the public and private. Moreover, some form of public recognition of the community in which professional organisations function and serve is necessary in a world where work is becoming increasingly specialised, and forms of work are very narrowly defined. A key response to this situation will be the re-evaluation, in social terms, of domestic relationships and domestic work: time spent at home, carrying out domestic chores or not, should be given its proper social significance. In practical terms, public recognition for the ‘feminine man’ would play its part in the attempt being made by all in society to overcome the dichotomy between public and private. At least one key political goal can be derived from this argument: new legislation dealing with professional working practices and conditions should be introduced, based on a consideration of the whole person, a person who is more than simply a worker or public professional. 

The family seen from outside as a collective subject of rights

The proper understanding of society comes through a consideration of the intermediate bodies (communities) that make it up, the most important of which is the family. The family is being discussed here in terms of its importance as a social instrument; in so far as it fulfils the functions that society expects of it, the family is made legitimate by society. The new form of family being described in this chapter and for which we call for a restoration of social sovereignty, the functional family, is a community based on equal relations between its members, which has a clear set of responsibilities to the coming generation.

This reformulation of the family involves it in a power struggle. Public recognition of the discretionary freedom that the new family must have in the face of social changes implies that there must be a reorganisation of sovereignty. Without a reconfiguration of power the family will not be able to adapt to new situations or to preserve and guarantee basic standards of social well-being. Neither the individual nor the state will regard the implementation of this social necessity attractive: in the re-evaluation of sovereignty, both will be denied the monopolising power to which they have become accustomed.

In order to achieve even the minimum level of empowerment for social subjects, the redistribution of power must follow two basic principles of action: 1. a wider extension of democracy according to place and geographical sectors, and 2. the introduction of more intensive forms of democracy so that everybody (citizen and foreigner; the collective, as well as individual, subject) is included in the decision-making process. The family can and should empower itself as a collective subject through this more intensive exercise of the democratic means.

Needless to say, collective responsibilities can only be fulfilled collectively if there is a genuine and just distribution of power among the social agents who are subject to such responsibilities. The social agent is responsible to the degree that it has the power to act.  To use the language of contemporary democratic culture: participation in the process of social democracy brings responsibility for its progress. It is on this basis, too, that we can argue that the social recognition of the family as a sovereign subject will bring about a reconciliation of all the social agents that are involved in working for a better society. 

The path of social improvement is strewn with obstacles. Individualism, which constantly asserts the range of its power, and which is doing so in a particularly vehement way today, may be the greatest obstacle to be faced. Systematic individualism gives rise to a fundamental error in the notion of privacy that specifically excludes (personal and social) interdependence. Taken to its logical conclusion, this understanding of the autonomy of the individual subject undermines any and every notion of society or social living. In contrast, an understanding of privacy or autonomy that retains the notion of interdependence – between the individual and others, the natural world, his/her heritage and expectations for the future – underscores the social and relational nature of the individual subject. Arguments for the social recognition of intermediate social groups like the family find support in this characterisation of the individual. Relations of dependency can be socially legitimated in the same way, and, as a result, it becomes possible to speak of the sovereignty of the family and of the family as a social subject. This social grouping – one that has a basic social status; the right to act on its own initiative; a (socially determined) form of public protection; and a charter of freedoms, rights and duties (in particular, those that are currently denied to femininity) – is what we call a communitarian family.

The acceptance of this new definition of the family would, without doubt, make for a great improvement on the legal contracts between autonomous subjects that reflect the contemporary model of the family. The contractual arrangement appears to ensure the equality of the signatories and claims to provide the grounds on which each individual can assert his/her privacy. Nevertheless, in as much as it also refers to non-signatories (future children for instance) it is not truly representative. In this way, non-signatories are exposed to the types of social problems that individualism causes and exacerbates when those with power decide for those without it. The family constituted by contract is a social grouping whose sovereignty, as a subject, is not fully recognised; it is, therefore, denied fundamental (human) rights, and is left without the power to transform and adapt itself to the demands of the modern world.   In response to this, we would suggest that future policies for the family should reflect the following: children should be the first priority when it comes to the drafting of social policy; indirect benefits, in the form of tax deductions, for example, should be replaced by direct financial contributions in proportion to the size of the family; the active discouragement of divorce; transfer of state power to communities directly involved in the education of children, the introduction of a school curriculum to provide a virtues-based, character formation that prepare the child for social living; and, finally, the reform of fiscal, administrative and labour laws to allow both parents the maximum amount of time in the home.  
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