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Mhat is Social Reform !

In most of the democratic countries of the West during the past few
decades, governments and citizens have learned some valuable lessons about
social reform. Open societies with representative governments have addressed
many grievous social ills that have plagued human communities througiiout
history. At the same time, they have discovered that the health and well-being
of a complex, multi-dimensional society caﬁnot be engineered from a single
center of decision making.

What do we mean by social reform in a complex soclety, and what are the
implications of the lessons that many democracies are learning? How should we
assess these developments and approach issues of social reform? These are the
questions we will try to answer,

By "social reform"™ we mean the attempts by citizens working through thelir
governments to overcome a variety of society-wide evils or injustices that
hinder human development and well-being. Among the more obvious problems that
govermments %nd citizens have tackled through social reform efforts are
illiteracy; racism; malnutrition; poor health; various forms of poverty; and
urban degradation connected with inadequate housing, high unemployment, and
high crime rates and drug abuse., From the point of view of government's
responsibility to establish justice, to uphold social order, and to promote the
well-being of citizens, most people would agree that government does have an
important obligation to address these forms of human degradation in some Way.
And from a democratic point of view, there can be no doubt that many of the

attempts to resolve thess problems have come about precisely because freely
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elected representatives of the people have worked to pass laws that put the
government on the side of social ref‘orm.1

The expression generally used in Western democracies to describe the type
of political order that now exists as the result of democratically initiated
social reforms is the "welfare state."™ In some democracies such as Sweden,
Denmark, and Holland, the welfare state requires high tax rates but also
delivers many social goods éhd services by government. In other democracies
such as Great Britain, the United States, and Canada, a smaller number of
direct services are delivered by governments, and the tax rates are not as
high. But all contemporary Western democracies take for granted that
governments should either deliver directly or require the indirect delivery of
universal education, public health protection, the alleviation of various forms
of poverty, social security services in later years, and so forth.2

What lessons have Westerners learned in the past two decades about
democratic social reform? Stated generally, perhaps the most important lesson
is that social reform cannot simply be imposed or engineered by government, no
matter how much money it spends and no matter how large the majority might be
that supports governmental reform of society. This also happens to be one of
the lessorfs ;earned in a more trying way by Eastern European countries whose
communist governments are collapsing. Government centralism in Europe has
demonstrated that fundamental aspects of a society's well-being--ranging from
family health to economic development--cannot be produced or assured by the
attempts of a totalitarian government to reform society. Many social reform
efforts in Western democracies lead to the same conclusion. The repeated
efforts of state and federal governments in the United States, for example, to
overcome poverty, stop crime and drug abuse, eliminate illiteracy, and put an

end to racism have either failed or not fully succeeded for the reason that



government cannot solve all these problems simply by majority will expressed
througn public legislation.

Does this mean, therefore, that social reform is impossible and that
democraciles should forget about it? On what basis should we evaluate the
development of welfare states, and the transformation now occuring in places
such as Eastern Europe? To help us approach these questions, it will be

helpful to consider two historical illustrations,

Ihe Rise of Popular Democracy in The Netherlands

In nineteenth-century Europe, movements for political representation and
social reform produced a variety of both constructive and destructive
approaches to the existing governments. One of the most remarkable and
constructive of those efforts was the building of two of Europe's first mass
democratic political parties in The Netherlands, The first was formally
6rganized by Protestants in 1879 as the Antirevolutionary Party; the second was
organized by Catholics and came to be known as the Catholic People's Party.3

Both parties were opposed to the central spirit of the French Revolution,
namely, the revolutionary demand for complete human autonomy in opposition to
both God and every traditional human authority. And yet both parties were
progressivg ¥n the sense of wanting to advance the development of society in
its pluralizing diversification. They were not reactionaries who wanted to
restore the old medieval society. These two parties become the vanguard of
what today is the largest and most influence group of European political
parties--the Christian Democrats.

Interestingly, the major issue that led to the organizing of the two Dutch
political parties was education. Dutch liberals who gained control of
parliament in the mid-nineteenth century, before mass popular parties had been

organized, were convinced that the only way to modernize Dutch society was to



organize state schools. In the name of individual freedom and equality, the
liberals set out to establish universal state education that would in essence
shut down Protestant and Catholic schools or force them into a private
backwater with little public influence.

The Dutch‘Christians agreed, for the most part, that universal education
was essential for an expanding, differentiating society. What they objected to
was the idea that the state should monopolize such education. From the 1860s
until the 1920s, Protestants and Catholics led movements that gradually
produced a model response to this need for universal education., They backed
state financial and legal support for the education of every citizen, but they
insisted on the rights and freedoms of parents and schools to decide how to
educate children. 1In other words, they helped to create a genuinely
pluralistic system of education in which the government's funding and legal
‘ requirements make room for many different kinds of free schools and allow
parents the freedom to choose the appropriate school for their own children,
Liberal, Protestant, Jewish, Catholic, Marxist, and other kinds of schools are
all free to offer their services to students, and parents are free to make the

choice for their youngsters,
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One fan observe here the important principle of‘proporti;n;i justiée at
work, Univé%sal education may be a good thing, but a single, staﬁé;c;;trolled
school system does not allow the state to do justice to all the people and
institutions involved in education, Public Justice needs to be done to the
diverse groups and viewpoints in society. In education, the Dutch (and now
most European societies) demand proportional justice in the distribution of
educational benefits in a way that can also do justice to families and schools.

This same principle of proportionality was also acknowledged in the

structuring of the democratic electoral system in Holland before the end of the

Nineteenth Century. And it is now operative throughout most of Europe and in



many other democratic countries, though not in the United States, Britain, or
Canada. Not only do the Dutch view a one-party state as unjust. They also
believe that a simple majority system (which never allows representation of
smaller minorities) is less than just., A system of proportional representation
means that every political party gains parliamentary representation in
proportion to its vote, If a majority wins 60 percent of the vote, it will
certainly have 60 percent of the seats. But if another party wins 5 percent of
the vote, it will gain 5 percent of the parliamentary seats rather than
nothing. This is genuine pluralism, and it encourages political participation

throughout society.

Ihe Liberal-Conservative Tension in America

A secoﬁd example that will help to illustrate the relation of democracy
to social reform comes from my own country.

Soon after World War II, the federal government in Washington, D.C., which
had begun to expand considerably between the Great Depression and the War,
stepped up its efforts to deal with many social problems. The powerful Civil
Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, for example, was followed by the "War
on Poverty/' which produced massive amounts of new federal legislation during
Lyndon Johns;n's presidency. Much of this was inspired by democratic
liberalism--the American political ideology that believes government should
take more initiative to liberate individuals from poverty, racism, handicaps,
and social disadvantage. American liberals are government-oriented social
reformers just as the Dutch liberals of the Nineteenth Century were. By the
late 1970s, however, many of the government programs began to show serious
limits and failures. Much good had been done, and billions of tax dollars had
been spent, but the original goals weré not achieved, and many negative effects

from some of the legislation were also appearing.
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One reason for the failures was that the liberal ideal of a democratic
community is too simple and state-centered, just as the Dutch liberal ideal had
been. In other words, the ideal of a free and just "political community" coula
not adequately take into account the complex, "differentiated" (multi-
institutional) structure of American society. Conteﬁporary societies in almost
every part of the world today are no longer "undifferentiated" nations or
clans. They are made up of diverse families, industries, schools, religious
institutions, media, and other organizations. In the United States, those
working for social reform appealed to the government to "do good" but they did
not give sufficient attention to the independent responsibilities of schools,
families, churches, industries, enterprises, and voluntary organizations in
which most people live and work.Y

What is now becoming clear to more and more Americans is that genuine
Social reform requires that people who are responsible in different arenas of
life should fulfill their own obligations. Government cannot directly overcome
every evil aind reform all of society by direct means., Schools and families,
for example, are not merely subservient parts of a larger political ™whole,"
The state itself does not own and control everything. It is a particular kind
of 1im1te5, differentiated, public-legal.community. The nature and purpose of
a just state is to perform an inteé;éting and differentiating function for all
other institutions and communities, But the state must t;kémfor granted the
independent character of those communities and institutions--each with its own
realm of responsibility,

Just as the Dutch decided to promote universal education by allowing
parents and schools the freedom to pursue education in many different ways, so
many Americans are now realizing that social reform will depend upon the

independent actions of many institutions besides those of the state, Citizens
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in a state certainly do share something in common., But the boundaries that
define their political community are different from those that mark off a
church or a family or a corporate enterprise. Political solidarity, therefore,
should not be conceived as an all-embracing community whose government has the
right to override the responsibilities of every non-political community and
organization. Genuine democracy requires an open and diversified society.
Social reform, therefore, can only occur in a healthy and enduring way if the
diverse responsibilities of non-governmental, non-political institutions are
respected and fulfilled at the same time that govermment fulfills its own
responsibilities,’

From our point of view, all citizens should share equitably in the public
goods and benefits of a democratic order. To the extent that this is not the
case, there should be democratic political reform. But to reach correct
Jjudgments about the role and limits of govermment in seeking social reform, we
must have a clearly defined understanding of government's proper limits in
relation to all those institutions and communities whiéh are not part of the
state apparatus. The American liberal ideal of democracy and equality too
easily allows for indiscriminate, loose, and often merely utilitarian efforts
on the part of political léaders and interest groups. Social reforms
under taken w;th the motivation of this ideology have often led to social
deformation, not reformation, when the consequences were governmental
interference in the legitimate responsibilities of parents, teachers, church
leaders, business people, and many others,

Partly because liberal reform efforts failed to achieve their goals in the
U.S. in the 1960s and 1970s, some Americans began to rethink the nature of
soclal reform and the limits of government. Their contributions to some
important public policy debates in the past decade have been to point out the

importance of what they call "mediating structures" in society.6 The phrase



refers to the non-political or non-governmental institutions such as family and
church, and to organizations such as schools and enterprises.

The liberal error, according to these "neo-conservatives," is not in
assuming that government bears a degree of responsibility for social reform.
Indeed, it does. Rather, the error is in failing to come up with public
policies that give proper recognition to neighborhoods, families, churches,
voluntary associations, and other social arrangements that "mediate™ between
the individual and the state, Just as the Dutch Protestants and Catholiecs '
argued for educational pluralism so that schools can maintain their
independence from the state, so this contemporary American argument insists \
that social life is made up of more than the state and individual citizens,
People actually live in a diversity of social and economic relationships.
Public policies, therefore, should be shaped to recognize the independence of
mediating structures, both to protect and to utilize them in the process of
promoting social welfare. Govermment should not try to take over or displace

such institutions but, instead, should seek to "empower" them.}

Joward a Constructive View of Democratic Social Reform

With }hese Dutch and American illustrations in mind, we should now try to
evaluate the‘brospects for democracy and social reform for ourselves. Clearly
a Judeo-Christian view of human nature and social life has had a great impact
on the shaping of Western politics and society. ' But equally as clear is the
impact of other forces and ideologies that conflict with principles derived
from the biblical tradition. We cannot Simply hold up an American or Dutch
model as the "the truth™ for all societies in all times.

What we need to develop is a perspective grounded in an understanding of
the true nature of God's creation--a perspective that can do Jjustice to the

mutliple responsibilities the Creator has given to human creatures for the



historical unfolding of his creation.! To start with a general commitment to
democracy and self-government is not enough. We need to understand the Jjust
forms of democracy and the proper tasks of government with regard to social
reform. Everything done in the name of democracy and social reform is not
necessarily good.

Return for a moment to the American liberal-conservative tension that we
discussed so briefly above. The neo-conservatives are surely correct that
healthy social reform will require a more adequate recognition of what they
call the "mediating structures" of society. The reason for this, we would
argue, is that human beings possess many different kinds of responsibilities
which require a diverse range of institutions and organizations for their
fulfillment. Any political process, even a democratic one, that tries to
centralize all authority or which tends to level society, will do an injustice
to the reality of social life in God's creation. Public law, if it is to be
just, must recognize that a variety of institutions are responsible for social
well-being and for social reform where deformity exists.

American liberals, on the other hand, grasp a different element of truth
in emphasizing that governments and legal systems do serve to integrate
society's‘ﬁiqersity into a common public order. Consequently governments bear
an important responsibility for the shape of that public order. The reality of
a modern society is not simply that it is highly complex and diversified, but
also that its citizens are bound together through public law and governance,

The political order, as American liberals are sometimes better able to
understand than are American‘conservatives, performs a public integrating
function and not merely a protective function for individual rights and
freedoms in society. A political order is a commonweal th, a public community.

To establish justice, governments must not only identify and protect the
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rights and identities of individuals; governments must also uphold and promote
the good of what is held in common by all participants in the public square
under public law, The task of govermment, limited as it is, should be to guard
the "commons,™ to uphold the justice of the commorwealth, to enforce laws for a
just republic (Lég publica--"public thing"). Govermment does bear
responsibility for some aspects of scocial reform that require public, legal
change.

At the same time that we try to appreciate the elements of truth in the
views of American liberals and conservatives, we should also look closely at
what they may be overlooking or misinterpreting. Conservatives, for example,
do not go far enough in articulating the standards by which to recognize and
evaluate the political order as a common, public-legal community. They
emphasize individual and associational freedom and warn of the danger in
liberalism's (or socialism's) tendency to level society and hinder freedom.
Liberals, by contrast, give insufficient attention to govermment's
responsibility to deal justly with a structurally complex socliety. They do not
articulate adequately the standards of the limited political community as the
public trust of a complex society. While properly emphasizing the injustices
of a soci%}y where people do not enjoy a fair share of the "commons," they tend
to overlook Sr underestimate the legitimate differences that should be allowed
to exist outside the "commons."™ For the most part, liberals address questions
of injustice as if all injustice is a public matter capable of being addressed
through democratic action expressed in public law, They seem to assume that
scclety is a single whole--a unitary community or "family" with one will,

Learning from the Dutch experience, I would urge that we work to develop
an adequate political perspective built upon the truths that both the American
liberals and conservatives have stumbled over. We should recognize, for

example, that justice needs to be done to the full reality of today's complex,
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differentiated societies. The history of our world keeps pushing human beings
into ever more complex and diversified social structurees. The truth behind
movements for democracy in authoritarian and totalitarian societies such as
China and the Soviet Union is the biblical truth that no human person or
institution can function in the place of God trying to rule over every thing,
Historical diversification, therefore, requires forms of public governance that
both accept the state's limited authority and respect the need for adequate,
free, and proportional representation of all citizens in the process of
lawmaking. It also demands public laws that respect the independence of
families, schools, scientific and artistic organizations, churches, and many
other kinds of social relationships.

The differentiation of human responsibilities through history implies,
from this point of view, that we should look for the underlying creational
Basis~—the principled norms or standards of God's creation order--as the
framework by which to judge between health and disease, between order and
disorder in society. Families, schools, churches, business enterprises, and.
countless professions and voluntary associations all have their own peculiar
and precious nature that should not be leveled by totalitarian dictatorships or
by tyrannfcai democratic majorities. Each sphere of human responsibility,
including the state, has its own integrity and stands accountable before the
higher authority of God.

This also means that those who bear authority in each social sphere also
bear responsibility for social reform in that arena. Soclal reform, therefore,
can never be merely or primarily political reform or reform achieved through
political means. Though, of course, reform of the political arena must be
achieved by citizens, their representatives, and their governments, in accord

with the demands of publie justice. Govermments have been ordained by God to
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establish justice. The public protection of every citizen's individual rights,
of the rights and freedoms of diverse institutions in soclety, and of the
public health as a whole--these are precisely the tasks of govermment., Social
reform, therefore, will depend on what kind of deformity exists in society and
on who is primarily responsible to initiate reforms--parents in homes, teachers
in schools, officers in various organizations, and govermment in the political
order,

Since a state or political order is a complex community built upon and
presupposing a differentiated society, the government's responsibility to
promote economic reform, for example, cannot be pursued apart from its dealing
fairly and proportionately with independent families, business enterprises,
schools, and so forth. Govermment policies, whether those of taxation, control
of the money supply, welfare, education, health care, or regulation of
_business, cannot properly be directed toward individuals alone~-simply as
individuals. The citizens of a society always live and work in a wide variety
of institutions and social relationships in addition to fulfilling their role
as "citizens" in the state.

Our challenge today in every country on earth, it seems to me, is to
diseover,’systematically, how the public laws of government should be designed
both to treéi all citizens equitably in the public arena while doing the same
for the diversity of non-political institutions and relationships in which they
live and work. We need to do more than cry out for democracy, equality, and
freedom, even if fundamenpal legal reforms must occur first in order to make
possible the recognition of a differentiated society. We need social reform
that will go beyond liberalism, conservatism, and socialism,

As I see it, we should accept the state as a public-legal community
ordained and held directly accountable by God to enact legal reforms necessary

for the sake of public justice. We should value the important processes of
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full civic representation in government, of due process of law, of
constitutional limits on governmental powers, and of many other commcon features
of modern democracies. But we should also recognize that these procedures and
processes do not‘in themselves completely define the public order or articulate
the standards of justice. Many questions of substantive political good, of
civic well-being and social reform, can be answered only in the context of a
principled understanding of what constitutes a just state in a differentiated
society.

Finally, we should say a few things about the increasingly close
interconnection of all states in our world. No longer may human beings think
of public justice and social reform as issues only of domestic politics, The
vast emigration of peoples across borders, the intricate telecommunications
networks, the dense patterns of travel, commerce, and trade--these and many
other signs testify to the reality of our "shrinking globe." The very
complexity that we have pointed to in considering differentiated Western
democracies is now a fact of international life as well. Thus, an increasing
number of questions about social reform will require international cooperation
and joint fction among governments and non-governmental institutions.

Here agéin is where the contribution of a Christian perspective can be so
important--a perspective that can help us transcend the limits of merely
humanistic socialism/ liberalism/conservatism, Our legitimate democratic
concerns with due process of law, individual liberty, civil rights, and popular
representation, can contribute only so much to an understanding of the
substantive content of a just international or'der'.8 We need a clear and
principled conception of political order that grasps the full, differentiated,
and integrated character of today's global realities. The world today is not

like a single giant state in which all reforms can be achieved by governmental
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and international public organizations. But neither is our world defined
completely by the internal domestic affairs of more than 150 states. Justice,
and therefore meaningful social reforms, cannot be established without various
kinds of interpational law governing labor, the enviromment, food, health, and
so forth. Much of the "commons" today is international and not domestic.

Chriétians live by a faith that is truly global in character--faith in
Jesus Christ who is Lord of all lords, and King of all kings. He is destined,
we believe, to fulfill his rule over the entire creation to the glory of God,
This faith should motivate Christians the world over to develop a sense of
common civic responsibility and cooperation at many different levels of social
reform--both governmental and non-governmental, Christians, more than any
other people on earth, should be able to respect and appreciate the highly
diversifiéd, multicultural, multinational beauty of God's creation at this late
- date in history. They should be driven to work for the kind of global harmony
that is built upon the protection and not the destruction of the creation's
diversity.

At the same time, Christians should have a healthy and balanced respect
for the limits of the states in which they live., Without being either

nationaligtic chauvinists or anti-national revolutionaries, Christians can work
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for justice and social reforms that strengthen civic 1life both domestically and
internationally. Justice should be the standard that enlivens both their
domestic faithfulness and their international cooperation as citizens. With
immense respect for fellow human creatures, with measured skepticism about the
ability of sinners to order society properly, and with complete dedication to

the Lord who is Creator, Judge, and Redeemer, Christian should go forward

together as faithful citizens and dedicated social reformers.
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