COMMUNITY BUILDING

Next: Three Steps Towards a Good Society
Amitai Etzioni

Well-formed national societies are not composed of millions of
individuals but are constituted as communities of communi-
ties. These societies provide a framework within which diverse social
groups as well as various subcultures find shared bonds and values.
When this framework falls apart, we find communities at each other’s
throats or even in vicious civil war, as we sadly see in many parts of
the world. (Arthur Schlesinger Jr. provides an alarming picture of
such a future for our society in his book, The Disuniting of America.)

Our community of communities is particularly threatened in two
ways that ought to command more of our attention in the next years.
First, our society has been growing more diverse by leaps and bounds
over recent decades, as immigration has increased and Americans
have become more aware of their social and cultural differences.
Many on the left celebrate diversity because they see it as ending
white European hegemony in our society. Many on the right call for
“bleaching out” ethnic differences to ensure a united, homogenous
America.

A second challenge to the community of communities emanates
from the fact that economic and social inequality has long been rising.
Some see a whole new divide caused by the new digital technologies,
although others believe that the Internet will bridge these differences.
It is time to ask how much inequality the community of communities
can tolerate while still flourishing. If we are exceeding these limits,
what centrist corrections are available to us?
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Diversity Within Unity

As a multiethnic society, America has long debated the merit of
unity versus pluralism, of national identity versus identity politics, of
assimilation of immigrants into mainstream culture versus maintain-
ing their national heritages. All of these choices are incompatible with
a centrist, communitarian approach to a good society. Assimilation is
unnecessarily homogenizing, forcing people to give up important
parts of their selves; unbounded racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity
is too conflict-prone for a society in which all are fully respected. The
concept of a community of communities provides a third model.

The community of communities builds on the observation that
loyalty to one’s group, to its particular culture and heritage, is com-
patible with sustaining national unity as long as the society is per-
ceived not as an arena of conflict but as a society that has some
community-like features. (Some refer to acommunity of communities
as an imagined community.) Members of such a society maintain
layered loyalties. “Lower” commitments are to one’s immediate com-
munity, often an ethnic group; “higher” ones are to the community of
communities, to the nation asawhole. These include acommitment to
a democratic way of life, to a constitution and more generally to a
government by law, and above all to treating others—not merely the
members of one’s group—as ends in themselves and not merely as
instruments. Approached this way, one realizes that up to a point,
diversity can avoid being the opposite of unity and can exist within it.

Moreover, sustaining a particular community of communities
does not contradict the gradual development of still more encompass-
ing communities, such as the European Union, a North American
community including Canada and Mexico, or, one day, a world
community.

During the last decades of the 20th century, the U.S. was racked
by identity politics that, in part, have served to partially correct past
injustices committed against women and minorities, but have also
divided the nation along group lines. Other sharp divisions have
appeared between the religious right and much of the rest of the
country. One of the merits of the centrist, communitarian approach
has been that it has combined efforts to expand the common ground
and to cool intergroup rhetoric. Thus communitarians helped call off
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the “war” between the genders, as Betty Friedan—who was one of the
original endorsers of the Communitarian Platform—did in 1997.

New flexibility in involving faith-based groups in the provision of
welfare, health care, and other social services, and even allowing
some forms of religious activities in public schools, has defused some
of the tension between the religious right and the rest of society. The
national guidelines on religious expression in public schools, first
released by the U.S. Department of Education on the directive of
President Clinton in August of 1995, worked to this end. For example,
in July of 1996, these guidelines spurred the St. Louis School Board to
implement a clearly defined, districtwide policy on school prayer.
This policy helped allay the confusion—and litigation—that had
previously plagued the role of religion in this school district.

The tendency of blacks and whites not to dialogue openly about
racial issues, highlighted by Andrew Hacker, has to some degree been
overcome. The main, albeit far from successful, effort in this direction
has been made by President Clinton’s Advisory Board on Race. And
for the first time in U.S. history, a Jew was nominated by a major
political party for the post of vice president.

In the next years, intensified efforts are called for to balance the
legitimate concerns and needs of various communities that constitute
the American society on one hand, and the need to shore up our
society as a community of communities on the other. Prayers truly
initiated by students might be allowed in public schools as long as
sufficient arrangements are made for students who do not wish to
participate to spend time in other organized activities. There are no
compelling reasons to oppose “after hours” religious clubs establish-
ing themselves in the midst of numerous secular programs. Renewed
efforts for honest dialogues among the races are particularly difficult
and needed. None of these steps will cause the differences among
various communities—many of which serve to enrich our culture and
social life—to disappear. But they may go a long way toward reinforc-
ing the framework that keeps American society together while it is
being recast.

Limiting Inequality

Society cannot long sustain its status as a community of commu-
nities if general increases in well-being, even including those that
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trickle down to the poorest segments of the society, keep increasing
the economic distance between the elites and the common people.
Fortunately, it seems that at least by some measures, economic in-
equality has not increased in the United States between 1996 and 2000.
And by several measures, the federal income tax has grown surpris-
ingly progressive. (The opposite must be said about rising payroll
taxes.) About a third of those who filed income tax returns in 2000
paid no taxes or even got a net refund from the Internal Revenue
Service (IRS). However, the level of inequality in income at the end of
the 20th century was substantially higher than it was in earlier peri-
ods. Between 1977 and 1999, the after-tax income of the top 1 percent
of the U.S. population increased by 115 percent, whereas the after-tax
income of the U.S. population’s lowest fifth decreased by 9 percent.
There is little reason to expect that this trend will not continue.

© The New Yorker Collection, 2000, Lee Lorenz, from cartoonbank.com. All rights reserved.
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We may debate what social justice calls for; however, there is little
doubt about what community requires. If some members of acommu-
nity are increasingly distanced from the standard of living of most
other members, they will lose contact with the rest of the community.
The more those in charge of private and public institutions lead lives
of hyper-affluence—replete with gated communities and estates,
chauffeured limousines, servants and personal trainers—the less in
touch they are with other community members. Such isolation not
only frays social bonds and insulates privileged people from the
moral cultures of the community, but it also blinds them to the
realities of the lives of their fellow citizens. This, in turn, tends to cause
them to favor unrealistic policies (“let them eat cake™) that backfire
and undermine the trust of the members of the society in those who
lead and in the institutions they head.

The argument has been made that for the state to provide equality
of outcomes undermines the motivation to achieve and to work,
stymies creativity and excellence, and is unfair to those who do apply
themselves. Itis also said that equality of outcomes would raise labor
costs so high that a society would be rendered uncompetitive in the
new age of global competition. Equality of opportunity has been
extolled as a substitute. However, to ensure equality of opportunity,
some equality of outcome must be provided. As has often been
pointed out, for all to have similar opportunities, they must have
similar starting points. These can be reached only if all are accorded
certain basics. Special education efforts such as Head Start, created to
bring children from disadvantaged backgrounds up to par, and train-
ing for workers released from obsolescent industries are examples of
programs that provide some equality of results to make equality of
opportunity possible.

Additional policies to further curb inequality can be made to
work at both ends of the scale. Policies that ensure a rich basic
minimum serve this goal by lifting those at the lower levels of the
economic pyramid. Reference is often made to education and training
programs that focus on those most in need of catching up. However,
these work very slowly. Therefore, in the short run more effects will
be achieved by raising the Earned Income Tax Credit and the mini-
mum wage, and by implementing new intercommunity sharing ini-
tiatives.
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The poor will remain poor no matter how much they work as long
as they own no assets. This is especially damaging because people
who own assets, especially a place of residence (even if only an
apartment), are most likely to “buy” into a society—to feel and be part
of a community. By numerous measures, homeowners are more
involved in the life of their communities, and their children are less
likely to drop out of school. Roughly one-third of Americans do not
own their residence; 73 percent of whites do, compared to 47 percent
of African Americans and Hispanics.

Various provisions allowing those with limited resources to get
mortgages through federally chartered corporations like Fannie Mae,
which helps finance mortgages for many lower-income people, have
been helpful in increasing ownership. More needs to be done on this
front, especially for those of little means. This might be achieved by
following the same model used in the Earned Income Tax Creditin the
U.S. and the Working Families Tax Credit in the United Kingdom:
providing people who earn below a defined income level with “earned
interest on mortgages,” effectively granting them two dollars for
every dollar set aside to provide seed money for a mortgage. And
sweat equity might be used as the future owner’s contribution—for
instance, if they work on their own housing site. (Those who benefit
from the houses that Habitat for Humanity builds are required to
either make some kind of a financial contribution themselves or help
in the construction of their homes.) Far from implausible, various
ideas along these lines were offered by both George W. Bush and Al
Gore during the 2000 election campaign, as well as by various policy
researchers.

Reducing hard core unemployment by trying to bring jobs to poor
neighborhoods (through “enterprise zones”) or by training the long-
unemployed in entrepreneurial skills is often expensive and slow,
and is frequently unsuccessful. The opposite approach, moving people
from poor areas to places where jobs are, often encounters objections
by the neighborhoods into which they are moved, as well as by those
poor who feel more comfortable living in their home communities. A
third approach should be tried much more extensively: providing
ready transportation to and from places of employment.
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Measures to cap the higher levels of wealth include progressive
income taxes, some forms of inheritance tax, closing numerous loop-
holes in the tax codes, and ensuring that tax on capital is paid as it is
on labor. Given that several of these inequality curbing measures
cannot be adopted on a significant scale if they seriously endanger the
competitive state of a country, steps to introduce many of them
should be undertaken jointly with other Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, or better yet,among
all the nations that are our major competitors and trade partners.

One need not be a liberal—one can be a solid communitarian—
and still be quite dismayed to learn that the IRS audits the poor
(defined as income below $25,000) more than the rich (defined as
income above $100,000). In 1999, the IRS audited 1.36 percent of poor
taxpayers, compared to 1.15 percent of rich taxpayers. In 1988, the
percentage for the rich was 11.4. In one decade, there was thus a
decline of about 90 percent in auditing the rich. This occurred because
Congress did not authorize the necessary funds, despite the General
Accounting Office’s finding that the rich are more likely to evade
taxes than are the poor. This change in audit patterns also reflects the
concern of Republican members of Congress that the poor will abuse
the Earned Income Tax Credit that the Clinton administration has
introduced. It should not take a decade to correct this imbalance.

Ultimately, this matter and many others will not be properly
attended to until there is a basic change in the moral culture of the
society and in the purposes that animate it. Without such a change, a
major reallocation of wealth can be achieved only by force, which is
incompatible with a democratic society and will cause a wealth flight
and other damage to the economy. In contrast, history from early
Christianity to Fabian socialism teaches us that people who share
progressive values will be inclined to share their wealth voluntarily.
A good society seeks to promote such values through a grand dia-
logue rather than by dictates.

The Next Grand Dialogue

The great success of the economy in the 1990s made Americans
pay more attention to the fact that there are numerous moral and
social questions of concern to the good society that capitalism has
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never aspired to answer and that the state should not promote. These
include moral questions such as what we owe our children, our
parents, our friends, and our neighbors, as well as people from other
communities, including those in far away places. Most important, we
must address this question: What is the ultimate purpose of our
personal and collective endeavors? Is ever greater material affluence
our ultimate goal and the source of meaning? When is enough—
enough? What are we considering the good life? Can a good society be
built on ever increasing levels of affluence? Or should we strive to center it
around other values, those of mutuality and spirituality?

The journey to the good society can benefit greatly from the
observation, supported by a great deal of social science data, that ever
increasing levels of material goods are not a reliable source of human
well-being or contentment—Iet alone the basis for a morally sound
society. To cite but a few studies of a large body of findings: Frank M.
Andrews and Stephen B. Withey found that the level of one’s socio-
economic status had meager effects on one’s “sense of well-being”
and nosignificant effect on “satisfaction with life-as-a-whole.” Jonathan
L. Freedman discovered that levels of reported happiness did not
vary greatly among the members of different economic classes, with
the exception of the very poor, who tended to be less happy than
others. David G. Myers reported that although per capita disposable
(after-tax) income in inflation-adjusted dollars almost exactly doubled
between 1960 and 1990, 32 percent of Americans reported that they
were “very happy” in 1993, almost the same proportion as did in 1957
(35 percent). Although economic growth slowed after the mid-1970s,
Americans’ reported happiness was remarkably stable (nearly al-
ways between 30 and 35 percent) across both high-growth and low-
growth periods.

These and other such data help us realize that the pursuit of well-
being through ever higher levels of consumption is Sisyphean. When
it comes to material goods, enough is never enough. This is not an
argument in favor of a life of sackcloth and ashes, of poverty and self-
denial. Theargument is that once basic material needs (what Abraham
Maslow called “creature comforts™) are well sated and securely pro-
vided for, additional income does not add to happiness. On the
contrary, hard evidence—not some hippie, touchy-feely, LSD-in-
duced hallucination—shows that profound contentment is found in
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nourishing ends-based relationships, in bonding with others, in com-
munity building and public service, and in cultural and spiritual
pursuits. Capitalism, the engine of affluence, has never aspired to
address the whole person; typically it treats the person as Homo
economicus. And of course, statist socialism subjugated rather than
inspired. It is left to the evolving values and culture of centrist
societies to fill the void.

Nobel laureate Robert Fogel showed that periods of great afflu-
ence are regularly followed by what he calls Great Awakenings, and
that we are due for one in the near future. Although it is quite evident
that there is a growing thirst for a purpose deeper than conspicuous
consumption, we may not have the ability to predict which specific
form this yearning for spiritual fulfillment will take.

There are some who hold firmly that the form must be a religious
one because no other speaks to the most profound matters that trouble
the human soul, nor do others provide sound moral guidance. These
believers find good support in numerous indicators that there was a
considerable measure of religious revival in practically all forms of
American religion over the last decades of the 20th century. The
revival is said to be evident not merely in the number of people who
participate in religious activities and the frequency of their participa-
tion in these activities, but also in the stronger, more involving, and
stricter kinds of commitments many are making to religion. (Margaret
Talbot has argued effectively that conservative Christians, especially
fundamentalists, constitute the true counterculture of our age; they
know and live a life rich in fulfillment, not centered around consumer
goods.) Others see the spiritual revival as taking more secular forms,
ranging from New Age cults to a growing interest in applied ethics.

Aside from making people more profoundly and truly content
individuals, amajor and broadly based upward shift on the Maslovian
scale isa prerequisite for being able to better address some of the most
tantalizing problems plaguing modern societies, whatever form such
a shift may take. That is what is required before we can come into
harmony with our environment, because these higher priorities put
much less demand on scarce resources than do lower ones. And such
a new set of priorities may well be the only conditions under which
those who are well endowed would be willing to support serious
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reallocation of wealth and power, as their personal fortunes would no
longer be based on amassing ever larger amounts of consumer goods.
In addition, transitioning to a knowledge-based economy would free
millions of people (one hopes all of them, gradually) to relate to each
other mainly as members of families and communities, thus laying the
social foundations for a society in which ends-based relationships
dominate while instrumental ones are well contained.

The upward shift in priorities, a return to a sort of moderate
counterculture, a turn toward voluntary simplicity—these require a
grand dialogue about our personal and shared goals. (A return to a
counterculture is not a recommendation for more abuse of controlled
substances, promiscuity, and self-indulgence—which is about the last
thing America needs—but the realization that one can find profound
contentment in reflection, friendship, love, sunsets, and walks on the
beach rather than in the pursuit of ever more control over ever more
goods.) Intellectuals and the media can help launch such a dialogue
and model the new forms of behavior. Public leaders can nurse the
recognition of these values by moderating consumption at public
events and ceremonies, and by celebrating those whose achievements
are compatible with a good society rather than with a merely affluent
one.

But ultimately, such a shift lies in changes in our hearts and
minds, in our values and conduct—what Robert Bellah called the
“habits of the heart.” We shall not travel far toward a good society
unless such a dialogue is soon launched and advanced to a good,
spiritually uplifting conclusion.
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