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The term “order” in social order indicates the absence of chaos and the presence of principles of cohesion.  It refers to the condition of all the parts of society working harmoniously for the good of the whole in service to the members of society.  Society itself may be broadly understood as being comprised of three interrelated macro systems of organization—political, economic, and cultural—within each of which various institutions facilitate the satisfaction of the diverse material and intangible needs and desires of the members.  The question of social order, then, is how social relations are most satisfactorily governed among individuals and the institutions that make up society.


Social order, however, cannot be properly conceived of as only the structure of the sociological units.  Most fundamentally, what gives order is the collective sense of the norms and values of the people, rooted in the interaction of beliefs and the practices of everyday life.  The principles by which people live in society, whether articulated or not, have the quality of being absolutes in the sense that they are assumed to be universal—everyone more or less lives by them and they are accepted as both true and useful.  Otherwise to the extent that social principles are widely violated, disorder prevails.  Thus, social order is, metaphorically, the spirit that animates the societal body or the public philosophy that arises from tried and true social relationships.  When the validity of values and norms weaken, and when the presumptive truth and utility of certain fundamental social institutions are swallowed by the encroachments of others, the harmony and ordered balance of society dissipates.


SOCIAL ORDER AND CULTURE


It should be clear that much of the social order depends upon the cultural sphere.  Social order and particular cultural foundations are not invented per se, though they obviously reflect human choices, but rather evolve over long periods of time in complex and innumerable interrelationships.  Culture cannot be successfully constructed whole overnight or in one or two generations.  Tragically, it can fall in a short space and it is then no simple matter to rebuild.  As T. S. Eliot put it, when culture decays “you must start painfully again, and you cannot put on a new culture ready made.  You must wait for the grass to grow to feed the sheep to give wool out of which your new coat will be made.”1 As the old order declines, there follows a deepening twilight of uncertainty and confusion, the signs of which a growing number now detect.  Our practical task, then, must be one of renewal and rejuvenation, not creatio ex nihilo, to push back the approaching long dark night, if we can.


The social order falls when the culture has become discredited and the people no longer have confidence in the formerly presumed norms out of which decisions were made and public life progressed.  Many sense such decline, and the nightly pictures of social dissolution incrementally reinforce the prophecies of inevitability.  We fear that a destiny of ruin awaits us, as surely as the biblical writing on the wall: “you are weighed in the balance and found wanting.”  As fell Babylon to the Persians, we wonder about our fall, not to an external force but rather to the self-destructive tendencies of postmodernism.  Thus, like Scrooge’s desperately hopeful inquiry of the spirit of the future, we also are led to ask: “Are these the shadows of the things that will be, or are they shadows of the things that may be only?”2 


The heart of culture is morality, so that at its essence, ours is a moral crisis.  Will Herberg observed more than 25 years ago that it is not just that moral standards are too often violated; thus has it always been.  It is the far more distressing fact that “the very notion of morality or moral code seems to be itself losing its meaning for increasing numbers of men and women in our society.”3 Herberg saw the pervasiveness of relativism as leading towards a “non-moral, normless culture,” where the idea of truth is denied and therewith any sense of natural or divine law.


The validity of morality itself rests upon it being conceptualized as transcendent of mere human invention, either by virtue of the natural order or by divine design or both.  The moral order is discovered (and to the theologically committed, also revealed) and while changing circumstances engender new insights and interpretations, these do not alter the conviction that the essence of the moral life is rooted in nature and its Creator.  It is hard to fathom how morality conceived of as mere preferences of lifestyle and variable personal values, constrained only by isolated individual choices, could sustain a civil and humane order.  Yet that is the prevailing elite paradigm.  Fortunately, the mass of people, although less confident perhaps, have not as yet lost hold of their common sense notion that moral habits and the qualities of good character are defined and compelled by less arbitrary authority.  Almost everyone in American society believes in God, and the renewal of social order fails if it does not take our civil heritage of belief into account.   


Moral norms fundamentally restrain negative, selfish tendencies and promote a vision of the good and meaningful life.  It is obvious that those who have little or no moral discipline — who are not restrained in private life — will not be restrained in public life.  Moral relativism simply does not work and cannot inspire a vital culture or effective social order.  In challenging moments, weakly formed moral sentiments will too easily give way to expediency and selfishness or to passion and appetite.  Michael Novak puts it thus: “For how can a people profess to be capable of self-government, of government of, by and for the people, if they cannot govern their own passions?  How can a people govern a whole society who cannot, each of them, govern themselves?”4 It is senseless to speak of political freedom without moral standards.  In a democratic polity such moral laxity translates into accelerating demands for government provision and diminishing expectations of personal responsibility.


We are made to be moral-cultural beings, both by biological necessity and, if you will, by our transcendent nature.  Particular human behavior is largely learned — it is not instinctive.  Through natural processes our precursors emerged as creatures of culture whose very survival was dependent upon learned behavioral patterns of culture.  Those who exhibited moral-like qualities, perhaps grounded in affection for the young and familial attachment, leading to mutual cooperation and social affiliation, were more successful.5 We have the capacity and necessity for culture, including moral judgment.  Although the mechanisms for moral-cultural judgment are ingrained, the surety of their expression is not.  It is important to emphasize that the moral capacity is one of predispositions only with no guarantee of their on-going effective manifestation.  Successful and stable patterns of culture are required for their proper nurturance and encouragement.  Social policy that works against this nature, however well-intended, is bound to be dysfunctional in the end.


The human person is part of nature and its natural processes but also transcends nature.  We are self-aware with a unique consciousness and rational capacity that sets us apart from the rest of creation.  Particular biological developments are the necessary conditions for the existence of our transcendent qualities but ultimately, I would affirm, we owe their emergence to the transcendent Creator and they cannot be satisfactorily explained otherwise.  As rational beings, we discover the moral order in creation and as creatures of the Creator we are called to likewise be responsibly creative within that natural order.  Thus, morality and creativity are in our nature as potentialities and our cultural arrangements and social institutions must reflect and facilitate the manifestation of that nature.  


Because we are transcendent creatures and biocultural beings, personal moral responsibility and a concomitant societal moral consensus are requisite conditions of our existence.  Our human nature is such that cultural arrangements cannot be subject to limitless reconstructions which might, for example, present a false dichotomy between the individual and society, or which would tend to blur the distinctions or diminish the validity of moral life.  Individualism in its extreme form, on the one hand, and socialism, on the other, are errors of some magnitude because they have a distorted view of human nature—a nature which entails both personal moral responsibility and social cooperation.  





RESPONSIBLE FREEDOM


Moral responsibility presumes the freedom to make moral judgments so that freedom is a necessary condition of moral life.  We must be free to choose, but because human life in its fullest is not possible absent social cooperation — which requires the presumption of established norms — individual choice cannot in all cases be the ultimate standard for social resolution or organization.  Society must be ordered so as to encourage the exercise of responsible freedom, for both personal and social well-being.  It is necessary to leave much to individual preferences and life decisions for the sake of freedom, but the institutions of society must have the vigor and presumption of rightness to confidently uphold certain standards of behavior and social order.  In other words, there must be a strong sense of what is normal and good, in spite of deviations which might be freely chosen by some individuals.  Radical individual freedom cannot be established as the super-value that automatically overwhelms the normative institutions of society whenever conflicting claims are pressed; this has too often been the legal and political tendency in the moral-cultural field of our time.  The economic sphere, however, is another story where freedom has tended to be overrun by the lopsided demands of the state.  


The question then is, how do we best promote responsible freedom through culture and the social order?  Social order must be rooted in human nature if it is to be successful, that is, if it is to call forth the best potentialities in the people and assure the propagation of civil society.  The good society presumes that some measure of what was classically known as virtue must exist in the people.  The ancient Greeks recognized four cardinal virtues—prudence, fortitude, temperance, and justice, to which Christian theology would add faith, hope, and love.  Plato understood that the human person was by nature oriented to the Good, but virtuous character must be vigorously inculcated in the young until they come to love the Good on their own.  And Aristotle recognized that one acquires virtuous habits by the practice of virtue.  You learn moral habits by doing, which requires the prevalence of examples to follow and social reinforcement.  If the precepts of the virtuous or moral life are not widely held and affirmed by key institutions, society collapses.  And then what is freedom when everyday life is a struggle and basic security becomes precarious?  The late Dr. Russell Kirk insightfully expressed the contingencies of freedom: “Out of faith arises order; and once order prevails, freedom becomes possible.  When the faith that nurtured the order fades away, the order disintegrates; and freedom no more can survive the disappearance of order than the branch of a tree can outlast the fall of the trunk.”6 As we lose our moral foundations, we will hardly be able to hold onto civic freedom in any meaningful sense.





THE AMERICAN ORDER


The founders of the American regime, themselves students of the classics, presumed a republican citizenry that possessed the characteristics of virtue.  As James Madison rhetorically inquired: “Is there no virtue among us?  If there be not, we are in a wretched situation. . . . To suppose that any form of government will secure liberty or happiness without any virtue in the people is a chimerical idea.”7 He knew that the political order must comport with human nature and called government “the greatest of all reflections on human nature.”8 


The American republic was founded upon the presupposition that there were such things as “truths” about the human endowment and a rightness of order derived from “nature and nature’s God.”  Political organization and public life in general cannot be established upon relativistic assertions about human nature, and it is foolishness beyond hubris to think any civilization can be sustained by such. 


The new American political order was not cut completely from new cloth.  Americans were accustomed to political freedom and largely unimpeded commerce, flowing principally from the ideas and social arrangements of the British civilization to which they belonged.  That is what made the hardening restrictions and disdainful behavior of King George’s government so intolerable.  They certainly in a compelling sense established a “new order for the ages,” a new political order, but it was founded upon the widely held “rights of Englishmen” and the philosophy and beliefs of the European culture to which they were heir.  It was not a radical revolution along the lines of the near contemporary French revolution of 1789 or the Russian communist revolution of 1917.  They did not create from nothing but rather built upon the deeply rooted values of the people and the best of their culture.  Thus their social history was the social history of Europe, and therefore of Rome, of Athens, and of Jerusalem.   


The American social order was constituted of Judeo-Christian religious traditions as well as the philosophical insights of Enlightenment thinking.  That is how the Founders could presume a certain degree of virtue in the people and how they could speak of “self evident truths.”  And that is how they could propose a system of government that was, as John Adams said, “made only for moral and religious people.”9 In this sentiment the Founders shared the thought of their British contemporary Edmund Burke: “We know and what is better, we feel inwardly, that religion is the basis of civil society, and the source of all good and of all comfort.”10 A well-ordered American society requires the renewal of political culture, such as envisioned by the Founders and statesmen like Burke, with its moral and philosophical presuppositions.  And, I might add, citizen-statesmen who can put the common good above narrow and special interest and self-interest.  


Yet in the last several decades especially, decades of accelerating social dysfunction, our political order—through the courts and legislated policy—has pushed the religious foundations of morality out of the public square and fostered an environment of hostility towards traditional values.  During the very time when the anomic influences of postmodernism most needed countering by confident public moral reaffirmation, the leadership of key societal institutions gave over to the false dualistic rationalism of secular extremism.  What is needed today is a renewed understanding of the indispensable connection of morality to social order and to freedom. 





SUBSIDIARITY AND 


MEDIATING STRUCTURES


The “well-ordered society” means that the key spheres and institutions of society work harmoniously and effectively in concert with the highest qualities of human nature, including the promotion of responsible freedom.  It follows that no one part can be allowed to encroach upon and diminish the other parts and that the principles and norms behind public life be transmitted and upheld in vigorous fashion.  This the concept of subsidiarity proposes and a vital system of mediating structures presumes. 


The term subsidiarity was originally formulated in Roman Catholic social teaching.  It is derived from the Latin and connotes a helping function as the purpose of higher political and social organizations or communities in relation to lower ones.  Mediating structures refer to those institutions or communities within society that mediate, or stand between, the individual and the state such as families, neighborhoods, local communities, churches, and voluntary associations.  As a system of thought, these concepts put the emphasis on the institutions and communities closest to the individual.  For instance, the vitality of the family as the closest mediating institution to the individual should not be weakened by, say, federal government policy but rather, the federal government as a higher community should help to maintain the vitality of the family.


Subsidiarity first became prominent public discourse in 1931 through Pope Pius XI’s encyclical Quadragesimo Anno, which was written as a commemoration of the 40th anniversary (hence the Latin title) of Pope Leo XIII’s landmark social encyclical Rerum Novarum (New Things).  The theme of Pius’s encyclical was, appropriately, “On Reconstructing the Social Order,” a phrase contained in the fuller title.


Pius XI led the Roman Catholic Church from 1922 to his death in 1939.  During his pontificate, he faced the social and political disruptions which followed in the aftermath of the first World War:  the Great Depression, the rise of fascism and Nazism, the expanding influence of communism, and the looming threat of the second World War.  Human society itself seemed threatened in this time with dehumanizing regimes in the ascendancy and economic systems in turmoil or out of balance.  He saw that the world needed true peace and a return to moral law with the principles of justice and charity at the heart of right social order.11


Pius objected both to what he called liberalism, which might be more appropriately called a type of libertarianism today, and socialism—that is, radical individualism and collectivism.  Liberalism was seen as an error because it failed to take into account the social character of private property and denied public authority any control over economic life.  Great concentrations of wealth were the result to the detriment of the mass of working people.  Furthermore, it was thought, those few in control of the wealth tended to inordinately influence the state, thus becoming an economic oligarchy and denied the state its proper function.


Collectivism, either in the form of socialism or communism, on the other hand, was in error by its denial (in contrast to liberalism) of the individual character of the right of property.  The themes of class warfare and abolition of private property were recognized as damaging to human society whether variously tempered or not.  Socialism’s emphasis on production and the material was such that the higher goods of the human person, including freedom, were relegated to secondary importance.  It implied a level of unacceptable coercion and made no place for true social authority, which rests on the Creator and not on temporal and material advantages.  Thus Pius emphatically affirmed that true socialism is incompatible with Christianity.  He also warned against those who downplayed the dangers of the brutal and inhumane communist regimes then in power.  His warnings, were vindicated in the fall of the Soviet communist empire beginning in 1989.  


Quadragesimo Anno has three major parts.  The first division (paragraphs 16-40) comments on the contributions of Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum, which focused on the conditions of workers.  The second division (paragraphs 41-98) elaborates on certain aspects of Leo’s encyclical and applies its teaching to modern conditions.  The final part (paragraphs 96 - 110) deals with the changes in economic life since Leo, the development of socialism, and the causes of socioeconomic evils and the necessity of moral reform.


It is in the second part that the concept of subsidiarity is offered, which builds upon Leo’s political economy as interpreted by Pius in the preceding part.  Pius calls for the reform of institutions and morals with the state as the most prominent of the institutions to be considered.  He qualifies the importance of the state by denying to it the ability to create “universal well-being” by its activities.  He perceives that the “rich social life which was once highly developed through associations of various kinds” has become nearly extinct with only individuals and the state remaining.  This situation he wishes to correct with a right understanding of how the state ought to function within society.  


With the moribundity of this former “structure of social governance” the state has assumed the burdens formerly borne by associations, such that it has become overwhelmed by “almost infinite tasks and duties,” causing great harm to the state itself.  In other words, there is a limit to what the state should be expected to do.  Even recognizing the changing conditions of history, Pius nevertheless affirms what he calls “that most weighty principle, which cannot be set aside or changed,” and which must remain a “fixed and unshaken” social philosophy.  This social philosophy, placing the state in the context of the overall society, he describes as follows:


Just as it is gravely wrong to take from individuals what they can accomplish by their own initiative and industry and give it to the community, so also it is an injustice and at the same time a grave evil and disturbance of right order to assign to a greater and higher association what lesser and subordinate organizations can do.  For every social activity ought of its very nature to furnish help to the members of the body social, and never destroy and absorb them.(79)  


Thus, the state should not absorb the roles of the various other institutions and associations in society in the same way that individuals should not be relieved of their responsibilities.  The state, according to Pius, should “let subordinate groups handle matters and concerns of lesser importance” leaving to it the things only it can do, which functions are characterized by “directing, watching, urging, restraining, as occasion requires and necessity demands.”  Those in authority should assure that “a graduated order is kept among the various associations” of society.  This above described social philosophy and order he terms the principle of “subsidiarity function,” that is, an order of helping relationships that respects the proper function of each social unit (80).


Quite clearly, the state is conceived of as an important part of society but only a part and not, in effect, synonymous with society.  Most particularly, Pius presumes that the state is not superior to the natural rights of individuals (elsewhere discussed in the context of the right of private property) because the human person is “older than the state” and families are “prior both in thought and in fact to uniting into a polity”(49).  The fundamental function of the state is to preserve the common good.  To be sure, Pius can be interpreted as allowing quite vigorous action upon the part of the state in carrying out this duty, nevertheless, his rule is for the state to help maintain the vitality of all the parts of society and not to absorb them nor abolish the inherent freedom of the human person.  The inference is that society is built upon human nature; that is, the human person as one who is simultaneously a free, morally responsible, and social creature.


Pope Pius’s current successor, John Paul II, reaffirmed the importance of subsidiarity as the organizing principle for social teaching in his 1991 encyclical Centesimus Annus, written for the one hundredth anniversary of Rerum Novarum.  Building upon Pius, John Paul interprets the implications of subsidiarity as requiring that: “A community of a higher order should not interfere in the internal life of a lower order, depriving the latter of its functions, but rather should support it in case of need and help to coordinate its activity with the activities of the rest of society, always with a view to the common good” (Centesimus Annus 48).  The viability of mediating institutions must be affirmed and supported by the state which is subsidiary, that is, a help to society.  This is so because the social nature of the human person is such that it is “realized in various intermediary groups, beginning with the family and including economic, social, political, and cultural groups that stem from human nature itself and have their own autonomy, always with a view to the common good”(13). 


For these reasons, John Paul is particularly critical of the contemporary welfare state or what he calls the social assistance state.  He employs the concept of subsidiarity to define the state’s proper role so as to avoid “enlarging excessively the sphere of state intervention.”  Such a misunderstanding of the state creates the “malfunctions and defects” of “bureaucratic ways of thinking” leading to an “inordinate increase of public agencies” and enormous increases in spending as well as misspent human energies.  He affirms that needs are best understood and satisfied by those closest to them, which obviously assumes a prominent role for mediating institutions in providing support (48).   


As Pius implied, John Paul recognizes the family (founded upon marriage) as the primary mediating institution of society, which he calls “the first and fundamental structure for human ecology.”  In the family, the human person receives his or her “first formative ideas about truth and goodness and learns what it means to love and to be loved, and thus what it actually means to be a person.”  He reveres the family “as the sanctuary of life”(39). The state cannot truly provide or replace these functions without totalitarian pretensions although it can support or hinder the social environment necessary for family vitality.  


In the context of limited state intervention, one of the most widely discussed concepts in Centesimus Annus, and something of a watershed in contemporary Catholic social teaching, is John Paul’s strong affirmation of the free economy.  Whereas Leo’s and Pius’s criticisms of both liberalism (imprecisely assumed to apply to American capitalism) and socialism led many Catholic thinkers to look for a “third way” in political economy, John Paul seeks to put that quest to rest.  He supports capitalism understood as “an economic system which recognizes the fundamental and positive role of business, the market, private property, and the resulting responsibility for the means of production as well as free human creativity in the economic sector”(42).  Perhaps because the term capitalism has a pejorative connotation in some circles where human failings and precapitalistic political economics have been mistakenly judged as indicating the inherent fallacy of the capitalistic system, he prefers the terms “business economy, market economy or simply free economy.”  In any event, the free economy is rooted in human freedom which is a requirement of human dignity.  


The state has strong and decisive limitations in terms of interventions but John Paul is not proposing a strictly libertarian political economy.  His teaching on capitalism entails a free economic sector which is “circumscribed within a strong juridical framework which places it at the service of human freedom in its totality and which sees it as a particular aspect of that freedom, the core of which is ethical and religious”(42).  The economic system must function within a moral-cultural context and the rule of law.  The state serves society by watching over the common good and intervening in limited ways when necessary (especially on behalf of the weakest) and in a manner that is supportive of intermediary groups and individual responsibility.


One sees in Catholic social teaching a recognition that society must be organized on the basis of human nature, a nature that is inherently free and social.  It is also a nature that tends toward the good but is capable of evil.  Therefore, right social order must especially respect the family as the primary social unit wherein the moral life and highest values of humanity are irreplaceably first nurtured.  Likewise the fuller social nature of the human person presumes a network of various other affiliations, which the state is bound to respect, along with human freedom, in its service to civil society.  The concept of subsidiarity is conceived of as harmoniously balancing the individual and social aspects of the human person and orienting human activity toward the common good.





MEDIATING STRUCTURES 


AND PUBLIC POLICY


The indispensability of healthy mediating structures for a well balanced society has steadily gained broad recognition over the last couple of decades among social scientists and policy experts.  A pivotal point for greater attention to the subject was a 1977 monograph by Peter Berger and Richard John Neuhaus sponsored by the American Enterprise Institute and partially funded by the National Endowment for the Humanities.12 


In To Empower People: The Role of Mediating Structures in Public Policy, Berger and Neuhaus examined the welfare state in light of two apparently contradictory tendencies in American public opinion.  One tendency is the desire for a high level of provided services and the other is distrust of big government.  Given the assumption of the predominant existence of the welfare state for modern society, they propose “alternative mechanisms” in providing welfare state services so as to address both tendencies.  Their concern was not, however, merely for efficiency of delivery but more significantly for a recognition in public policy of the necessary “meaning and identity” bestowing functions of mediating structures.  The premise of this social vision is that mediating structures can more humanely serve the purposes of the welfare state and bridge the meaning gap between the isolated individual and the “megastructures” (most notably, the state) of modern society.13


Berger and Neuhaus chose to focus on four mediating structures, which most people could relate to and which were relevant to problems of the welfare state.  Those mediating structures—the neighborhood, family, church, and the voluntary associations—are the kind of key institutions that relate the political order to the “values and realities of individual life” and thus, provide its moral foundation.14


The crippling risk of cynicism when political life becomes detached from the foundational values of individual and community life was recognized by Berger and Neuhaus.  Although promising political and social movements have transpired since the time of their writing, the credibility of the political order, to say the least, remains a serious problem.  A majority of the population believes that most federal representatives are corrupt and sizable portions of the electorate do not see much point in voting.  It is exceedingly unhealthy in a democratic republic for politics to be held in such disrepute as it is today.  While one could examine a number of causal possibilities, the continuing breach between the life and work of ordinary citizens and that of the political leadership is no small consideration.  The term limits movement is one understandable reaction to this detachment between ordinary life and its values and a political system perceived as unresponsive and irresponsible.


A significant step towards amelioration of denigrated political life is a renewed emphasis upon, as Berger and Neuhaus phrased it, “the value-generating and value-maintaining agencies in society.”15 To help implement this effect, To Empower People presents three propositions for government that would enhance the legitimacy of domestic public policy and therefore, of the political order:


1. Mediating structures are essential for a vital democratic society.


2. Public policy should protect and foster mediating structures.


3. Wherever possible, public policy should utilize mediating structures for the realization of social purposes.16


Government concern for mediating structures does not necessarily presuppose a particular set of policies (though such needs to be offered) but it does entail taking into account the effect of proposed and existing public policies upon, especially, the family and local community affiliations, wherein real people really live.  It also means that mediating institutions and non-governmental associations should be (with all responsible considerations) favored mechanisms for public policy implementation over bureaucratic systems.  Along the lines of cost-benefit analysis, there should be a mediating structures analysis and impact statement with social welfare programs.


To effectively involve religious institutions, the current political system will need to modify the prevailing radical church-state separation ideology and return to something more resembling the founding intent of the First Amendment, which was simply not to establish a state church (as in England) and no state persecution of religious diversity, rather than the wholesale exclusion of religion from the public square.  To suppose that, as Richard John Neuhaus has disparagingly put it, “wherever the writ and coin of government run, religion must retreat,” is to abuse one of civil society’s most valuable institutions and to disturb the balance of social order in favor of the voracious state.17 True civic pluralism and freedom requires no less.  Religion’s unnatural exclusion (for example, in education) and limitation through counter-productive or denuding regulatory conditions perpetuates the perverse identification of all things public with governmental exclusivity.


Renewed emphasis on the significance of mediating institutions (whether the exact terminology is used or not) has arisen through various sociopolitical themes in recent years.  Much of their animating force stems from the social deconstruction undeniably progressing, as starkly enumerated by William Bennett in The Index of Leading Cultural Indicators.  The data reveals that over the last 30 years there has been more than a 500 percent increase in violent crime, an over 400 percent increase in illegitimate births, a tripling of the percentage of children living in single parent households, a tripling in the teenage suicide rate, a doubling in the divorce rate, and a 75 point drop in SAT scores.  All of this has been accompanied by tremendous increases in government spending including inflation-adjusted increases on welfare of 630 percent and on education of over 200 percent.18  


Such sociopolitical orientations as the communitarian perspective, empowerment strategies, family values initiatives, volunteerism, character and virtue education, cultural renewal projects—all of these intellectual and civic endeavors seek, in one way or another, to restore a lost balance between the individual and social nature of the human person for the sake of civil society.  Two such sociopolitical approaches will be briefly sketched to exemplify these common chords of concern for institutional well-being: communitarianism and the empowerment movement.


A salient feature of the communitarian perspective is that it recognizes that the “preservation of liberty depends upon the active maintenance of the institutions of civil society.”19 Such institutions as family, education, and local communities are the spheres in which shared values and responsible citizenship is fostered.  The family as the primary socializing institution, requires special attention.  Generally, the communitarian perspective recognizes that the best interests of children are served by stable two parent families and that social policy should encourage this mother-father child-raising pattern as normative.  Schools also should support the role of the family in the moral education of children, teaching basic values that Americans share (for example, honesty, thrift, respect, responsibility, democracy) and creating an environment where good character and civil behavior is normative.  The raising and educating of children is of first level importance for, among others, the reason David Popenoe identifies: “Successful civilizations heretofore have been based on a family foundation, one that assured that children were taught the values, attitudes, and habits of the culture and became, as adults, reasonably well integrated into society.”20


The balancing of rights and responsibilities is also an important aspect of communitarian thinking.  It aims for, as Amitai Etzioni has said, “a judicious mix of self-interest, self-expression, and commitment to the commons—of rights and responsibilities, of I and we.”21 By its nature, communitarian thought obviously perceives that the current imbalance is weighed in favor of the rights side and that community commitments need to be added to the equation without significantly tilting to either side.


The principles of sociopolitical organization that follow from a communitarian perspective echo the basic tenets of subsidiarity.  In general, social responsibilities should not be assumed by higher level or larger institutions than necessary.  This applies to social groups as well as governments so that many typical welfare state functions are best handled by those closest to the need, to the extent possible.  A preference for viable local communities means that higher levels of government should only be involved when “other social subsystems fail, rather than seek to replace them.” There may be roles for government and private partnerships but government must not, in effect, replace local communities.22


As would be suspected, there are many and varied facets within communitarian thought, and views about social policy and political economy are diverse, which cannot here be reviewed.  What is important is that common threads and connections across sociopolitical orientations can be identified, towards the revivication of social order. 


The empowerment movement is another important development for sociopolitical reform that seeks to reorder domestic policy in favor of individual, familial, and communal responsibility.  Its approach is to empower individuals and communities through grass roots organization and public policy reform.  Empowerment strategies are oriented to helping individuals and local communities take charge of their lives and to put an end to dysfunctional social conditions.  Empowerment is a practical and real life application of the movement to restore civil society.


Policy initiatives focus on housing, welfare, education, economic development, and crime and other social problems.  An empowerment approach to public housing is to turn management over to tenants and to promote private ownership.  Housing controlled by tenants themselves or where owned by individuals, is more efficaciously maintained and social pathologies (for example, crime, drugs, prostitution) are less present in the environment.  When people are systematically empowered to accept responsibility through self-management and ownership, they tend to accept it and have more incentives to do so.


People need to be allowed the dignity of responsibility, the freedom to make individual choices, and the opportunity to change their lives for the better. That should be the overarching paradigm of all welfare state policies.  In welfare assistance programs, this approach favors initiatives that promote two parent families, savings and ownership, and work opportunities.  In other words, it works to bring the poor and marginalized into mainstream society rather than perpetuating dependence.  The perverse incentives of the current system are a scandal to the good intentions of most Americans and ruinous to the citizens and communities they are designed to help.


Empowerment means better and greater choices in life and that is nowhere more applicable than the education of one’s children.  Education is the key to the future as most parents realize.  Parents should have the opportunity to send their children to the schools that best meet their goals and needs.  In many places, especially in economically depressed urban areas, predominantly minority communities, parochial and independent schools clearly provide a superior learning and social environment.  The monopolistic and centralized approach to education has most dramatically failed people who are poor and they, above all, know it.  A voucher system empowers parents and their children and would help spur the educational revival the country as a whole increasingly needs to compete in the world and to provide an expanding quality of life.


We have to overcome the notion that public education necessarily means government-run education.  The principle of subsidiarity, recognition of mediating structures, and communitarian principles, as well as the failing achievement of many government schools, all logically compel a revamping of the way education has come to be primarily delivered.  One of the crucial misjudgments in the history of education was the trend of centralization and consolidation of schools away from their natural communities as well as increasing political control.  Education is fundamentally parental and communal in nature and the dominant political system has largely absorbed and displaced these qualities, sometimes in service to special interests, rather than helping to support them.


Other empowerment approaches focus on economic development and job opportunities through such programs as enterprise zones, investment assistance, technical assistance, and so forth.  Efforts to restore community security through crime watch and other neighborhood programs are also important.  Fundamentally, the empowerment approach seeks to eliminate barriers to individual and community betterment and to inspire citizens and policymakers to this orientation. 


Across the spectrum of responsible and pioneering sociopolitical thought, the common principles of social governance that emerge involve a recognition of four things:


1. The practical and moral indispensability of reinvigorated mediating institutions, especially the family, for a free and civil society.


2. The vital necessity of moral renewal and social reinforcement of responsible behavior.


3. The understanding of government as a help to and not a master of individuals and mediating institutions—government as a servant of civil society. 


4. The fundamental duality of freedom and responsibility and the individual and social nature of the human person, which is at the heart of each of the above.


�
CONCLUSION


Building the well ordered society, or restoring the social order, entails reinvigorating the mediating institutions of society that transmit and reinforce personal and social responsibility and moral constraint—and it entails restoring the public (including the state) recognition of normative values that bind citizens and their institutional affiliations into a truly civil society.  In a country where the state has incrementally absorbed many social functions and where the political system has become so debased as to have largely lost its moral and philosophical moorings, the renewal of political culture needs necessarily to be among the high priorities in rebuilding the well ordered society. 


American society is in trouble and almost everyone knows it.  We are in trouble because too many of us and our intellectual, social, and political leaders have forgotten or denied that society is not endlessly malleable just as individuals are not.  We must return to the understanding that there is a created human nature out of which flows a moral order and “self evident truths.”  A democratic republic is an experiment in ordered liberty and cannot be grounded on less than the presumption of enduring principles and the rightly formed character of its citizens.


The shaken Scrooge had asked if the dark shadows of the future which were shown to him might yet be changed.  And from the innate well springs of the hope of a converted man he answers his own question: “ ...if the courses be departed from, the ends will change.  Say it is thus with what you show me!”23 Say it is thus.
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QUOTES





Most fundamentally,  what gives order [to society] is the collective sense of the norms and values of the people, rooted in the interaction of beliefs and the practices of everyday life. 





As T. S. Eliot put it, when culture decays “you must start painfully again, and you cannot put on a new culture ready made.  You must wait for the grass to grow to feed the sheep to give wool out of  which your new coat will be made.”





The state has assumed the burdens formerly borne by associations, such that it has become overwhelmed by “almost infinite tasks and duties,” causing great harm to the state itself.





John Paul recognizes    the family (founded upon marriage) as the primary mediating institution of society, which he calls “the first and fundamental structure for human   ecology.”





The state serves society by watching over the common good and intervening in limited ways when necessary (especially on behalf of the weakest) and in a manner that is supportive of intermediary groups and individual responsibility.





A democratic republic is an experiment in ordered liberty and cannot be grounded on less than the presumption of enduring principles and the rightly formed character of its citizens.





