
COMMUNITY  AND  SOCIETY (*)

Natural and artificial societies

In the mid-nineteenth century a German sociologist by the name of Ferdinand
Tönnies formulated a distinction between «community» (Gemeinschaft) and «society»
(Gesellschaft) which has since become very widely used. A «community» is more instinctive
and vital in its organization and, as such, serves as the basis of culture. «Society» is more
rationally organized and accordingly serves as the basis of civilization. In the community,
bonds of a pre-rational nature such as feelings of mutual affection and sympathy
predominate, whereas in society rational and willful interests carry greater weight. In the
community, therefore, there is hardly any consciousness of rights and duties, whereas in
society the prevalence of the juridical order is emphasized. Thus, communities are found not
only among animals, in the form of beehives and ant-colonies, for example, but also among
human beings organized in families, clans or tribes. Societies, however, are only to be found
among human beings, in the historical form of the nation-state, for example, and in
associations whose membership is voluntary or free.

It is only natural that men and animals should seek to live together with their own
kind in communities in order better to satisfy their basic needs by way of reciprocal help.
Men, however, are capacitated by their spiritual nature for something greater than the mere
fulfilment of material needs. They possess a desire for the infinite, for perfection, which in
one way or another demands a response even during their earthly life.

By himself, man is incapable of complying with the essential ends of his life; he can
only meet them by joining others in society. In a previous note, we discussed man’s physical
dependence on a society such as the family for survival. Spiritually, his need is perhaps even
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greater, as evidenced by the role of tradition in his development and perfection as a person.
Tradition consists in what is freely given by society as a gift to its members; it is the set of
concrete manifestations of the spiritual component of human existence. Originating in the
past, it is nevertheless always brought to fore in the present and transmitted to the future.
Strictly speaking, tradition differentiates man completely from the animals. The primary
expression and at the same time the preferred «physical support» of tradition, the first
traditum, is language. Human language offers a lasting testimony that no man can ever reach
perfection independently of society.

Ancient Greek philosophers already realized man’s absolute dependence on society.
As a matter of fact, Socrates preferred to submit to its laws, unjust though they were, and
accept the stipulated capital punishment, rather than abandon the city limits and lead what,
by the then prevailing standards, was an infra-human existence (cf. The Apology, Crito).
Both Plato and Aristotle, for their part, had preponderantly political interests. In their
discourse they spoke of natural and artificial societies, clear forerunners of Tönnies’
«communities» and «societies». «Natural societies» were taken to include families and clans,
which are in themselves necessary in order to satisfy man’s physical needs. «Artificial
societies» such as cities and states are designed by human beings using their free will and
intelligence to satisfy other than material necessities. Comparatively speaking, there could
hardly be any problem regarding the discernment and fulfilment of the rules established and
promulgated by nature in natural societies. In the case of artificial societies, however, the
laws are more arbitrary and highly dependent on human devices.

Modal analysis of intermediate societies

Probably the best way of classifying societies is to study the ends which each
society proposes to achieve. We shall see that some of these ends are essential to human life
–e.g. the family has as its proper ends the transmission of life and the provision of basic
education– and therefore the societies that further them are necessary. Others are aims which
have a merely mediate reference to the essential ends –a sports association, for example,
which enhances physical health and strength– and are consequently voluntary and free.

This analysis may be called a modal analysis since it focuses on the different modes
of being that societies take depending on the ends they pursue. «Necessary» is said of that
which cannot be otherwise; «contingent», of that which could either be or not be, and if it is,
could adopt one form or another. Necessity could later on be predicated of a society’s
existence or its form, and the same goes for contingency. Necessity is not opposed either to
what is voluntary (i.e., whatever originates from an internal principle, as opposed to what is
involuntary or violent) or to what is free (i.e., what is undetermined).

For example, the family may be said to be necessary on two counts, that of its
existence and that of its form (monogamous family). Civil society, on the other hand, is
necessary only with regard to its existence, but not in the concrete historical form it assumes
(a city, a nation, a modern state, the international community, etc.) Taken loosely, we may
consider some other societies as «necessary» insofar as they are required for the balanced
development of the human person, despite the generally informal nature that they acquire: a
group of neighborhood friends, professional acquaintances, etc. Time is also a trustworthy
index of the necessity of societies: Have such societies always existed? Have they always
existed in the same form or have they undergone a certain evolution? Is one always attached
to such a society, independently of his preferences? In any case, what is important here is to
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underscore the inappropriateness of hard and fast rules regarding the classification of
societies, and conversely, the preferability of an individualized consideration of the ends or
aims of each.

Vertical and horizontal dimensions of society

The association of persons and their families, on one hand, and that of civil society
or the state, on the other, is not sufficient by itself to constitute the entire social order.
Between both terms it is indispensable to have a strong institutional fabric of intermediate
associations such as guilds, trade unions, professional associations, etc. When these are
lacking, persons and families are left defenseless against state dominance which tends to
engulf the whole of social life. With this void, the relationships between persons and
families, at one extreme, and civil society at the other is bound to develop in antinomic or
dialectical terms.

Way back in 1891, in the encyclical «Rerum novarum» § 1, Leo XIII diagnosed the
process of social disintegration under the influence of Liberalism. He denounced the
dissolution of artisans’ guilds, which left individual workers or laborers isolated from each
other and defenseless against possible acts of avarice and greed on the part of enterpreneurs
and capitalists. In fact, this phenomenon, which Leo XIII describes from the point of view of
labor relations, has a wider scope and affects other dimensions of social life.

Obviously, our aim cannot be to restore the guilds in their original medieval form,
since they would be out of date and useless for present purposes. What is needed above all is
to fill the void they have left with intermediate bodies that are adapted to the prevailing
circumstances of the period by a sound historical sense. For a healthy corporativism –which
seems to be the aim– it is necessary for there to be a web of such associations. Although not
essential in themselves, they are nonetheless necessary as a whole; individually, they may be
considered as primary derivations from the essential needs of a truly human life in civil
society.

The need to form lesser and imperfect societies (i.e., societies with insufficient
means to fulfil their ends, or with very limited ends) arises from the very principle of human
sociability –that natural propensity which leads man to constitute civil society. These
intermediate bodies are to be differentiated from civil society primarily because the end of
civil society is an all-encompassing one, the «res publica». The intermediate bodies,
however, which could only survive within the context of civil society, limit themselves to
pursuing goods for the benefit of their members.

Intermediate societies, founded on the right of free association intrinsic to all human
beings,  contribute to the perfection of civil society as a whole by furthering particular ends
of an economic, cultural, athletic, educational, religious, etc. nature. The right of association
establishes that men are free to found associations with legal recognition under private law,
as well as to choose the form of organization and the regulations which they deem most
fitting to the ends they propose.

Historically, the major lines of development of these intermediate societies are: firstly,
as a function of the family and property (belonging to a certain family entitles one to a specific
patrimony which in turn has inevitable social repercussions); secondly, as a function of one’s
work or profession; and thirdly, as a function of one’s residence or place of work.
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Estates and Classes

Estates are different from classes in that estates are based on the function, work or
social role, the activity in which a person engages, whereas classes are based purely on the
relative economic strength of the groups. Historically, estates are associated with the Ancien
régime and are divided into the aristocratic or noble estate, the clerical or religious estate,
and the bourgeoisie. Classes, on the other hand, are considered to have gained prominence
after the French Revolution and are divided into upper (the wealthy), middle (the average)
and lower (the poor). Previously, members of the same estate could be found in different
classes: this would be the case, for example, of a cleric assigned to the court (upper class)
and another assigned to the country (middle or lower class); of court nobility (upper class)
and country or provincial nobility (middle or lower class). Certain social philosophers argue
that estates have never really grown obsolete, but have simply been transformed. Modern-
day aristocracy is made up of politicians and perhaps of successful businessmen; the clerical
estate consists of journalists and all those involved in the means of communication and the
control of public opinion; while the bourgeoisie is still the bulk of ordinary people.

Social classes have been a constant element of all societies with a minimum of
development. In ancient times the division was between free citizens and slaves; in the
medieval period, between feudal lords and vassals; and in the modern age, between
capitalist-owners and workers. Thus, an acceptable working definition of a «class» would be:
a social group linked by similar interests (predominantly, of activity, function, work or social
role) and sharing a desire to gain recognition of these interests within the system.
Consequently, a social class may be considered as the subject of certain legal rights, such as
that of free association for legitimate ends («class identity»), that of social action as a class,
and that of solidarity within the class and among classes.

Those who have dealt most extensively with social class, to the point of changing
its proper historical constitution and dynamics, are the Marxist theorists. It is, of course, a
truism that social classes have always existed, and that there has always been a degree of
conflict between them. But as long as this habit of setting one group against another is not
exaggerated, it can contribute to genuine social development or progress. The dialectic of
classes does not necessarily mean violent confrontation and could very well lead to the
achievement of beneficial common aims, such as the abolition of the institution of slavery,
the independence of peoples and nations, etc. Therefore, a social philosophy that wants to
get as close as possible to political truth should not understand social conflict exclusively in
economic terms –as Marxist theory claims– nor should it ever dream of eliminating social
differences altogether –as any utopian ideology does. Instead, it should envisage social
conflict constructively, since social development often owes a lot to the reciprocal action of
classes.

The initial thesis of the Communist Manifesto runs as follows: «The history of all
societies until now has been the history of class struggle.» Even the inflexible manner in
which this seemingly plausible and innocuous historical thesis is enunciated reeks of social
and historical determinism. Marx indisciminately equates the history of all societies, such as
that of families, professional groups, religious communities, etc., with the history of class
struggle; that is, with a violent confrontation or war of sorts (remember the doctrines of
Heraclitus, Empedocles, Democritus and Leucippus, from which Marx drew his inspiration),
thus ruling out the possibility of having ever achieved anything for ends other than selfish
interests or economic benefit. Property relationships determine the means of production, in
the same way that whoever owns the productive forces dictates the method of exploitation.
Together, the very mechanics of production and exploitation give rise to class struggle, a
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phenomenon which, left to its own devices, would hopefully lead to a classless society.
granted that the historical process is a necessary and determined one, neither the individual
human person nor the social class. Ultimately, plays any decisive role whatsoever.
Consequently, no notion of moral task or duty is possible at all.

Contrary to what Marx and his like-minded followers have thought, we can explain
the very existence of classes and the ever-present tension among them in realistic terms, and
not only in the doctrinaire and bellicose terms that they have chosen. In the first place, we
should recognize the fact that men are different from each other, and that this difference
manifests itself in the fact that some men are more or less well equipped to carry out certain
tasks than others. This is the reason for the subsequent division, partition or distribution of
labor, which in itself is a consummate form of social cooperation and therefore a good.
Experience shows that conflicts between human beings are inevitable. Unfortunately, the
cause of these misunderstandings is oftentimes that selfish motives predominate over
altruistic ones (i.e., the overestimation of one’s own needs and achievements as compared to
those of others). Secondly, moral conscience –the «hunger and thirst for justice», to quote a
Biblical phrase– goads oppressed social groups (those denied the just recompense or
remuneration for what they have contributed to the common good, for example) to work for
a change. But sometimes there is opposition from the ruling classes, which may have failed
to comply with the social tasks assigned to them but may nevertheless be unwilling to
renounce their hegemony or social leadership (e.g. «thirst for power» and corruption, in any
form). It then becomes advisable, perhaps even necessary and legitimate, to foment class
consciousness so that the group may act as an agent for change, as long as violence is not
espoused and objectives are submitted to a proper moral and political reckoning.

Roles and status

Roles are linked to estates, whereas status is linked to classes. Roles are determined
by the active relationship of a subject to society, whereas status refers more to the position
that a subject «passively» occupies on the social (predominantly economic) ladder. Roles
therefore have a more «personal» foundation, related to virtue and achievement. Status, on
the other hand, depends almost entirely on the recognition or consideration (a judgment
based on appearances) one receives from society in general.

Professional associations and trade unions

Professional associations are similar to estates, but even more particularized and
specialized. The trade union is a class organization, parallel to the professional association,
in which a defensive attitude predominates, i.e., the desire of its members to protect
themselves against a common enemy which threatens interests of an economic nature. For
this reason, trade unions are forever defending their rights. Both professional associations
and trade unions belong to the juridical or legal level –they may even be juridical persons–
unlike estates and classes, which belong to the social level of organization.

The rights of professional associations do not fall on individual persons as such, but
rather on the role they play as a limited component of the production process (their superior
dignity as human beings notwithstanding). The profession is a «natural» principle of
organization for socio-economic and legal cooperation. Men contribute through the practice
of their profession to the good of society, and should therefore be protected in the exercise of
the same against intrusions by the state or other social groups.
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Trade unions are constituted to defend group interests against threats posed by an
overly powerful market. Their principal tasks are to monitor work supply (in terms of the
collective bargaining of contracts and social security benefits, for example) and to support
their members in emergency situations brought about by closures or strikes.

Guiding principles for intermediate societies 

As opposed to an attitude of continuously trying to obtain the maximum economic
leverage from work relationships for ourselves, we should try to encourage an attitude of
service. This means that fulfilling a social task is in itself enriching, since it gives the agent a
chance to practice and cultivate all sorts of excellences and virtues (first and foremost of which
is, of course, that of justice in giving each his dues). He who serves is in no way lower in dignity
or on any relevant scale than he who is served. And as against an attitude of constantly trying to
ignore the legitimate differences between human beings, with the ultimate aim of achieving a
single egalitarian and homogeneous class, we should stress the value of free exchange. An
exchange is meaningless if differences are not recognized (i.e., a mere substitution). A
harmonious and cooperative unity is more desirable than an egalitarian one.

Another guiding principle to be encouraged in the relationships among intermediate
societies is that of respect, the full expression of which is to be found perhaps only in
Catholicism, as against mere tolerance, which seems to be more at home in Protestant
cultures (especially after the European «Wars of Religion»). Tolerance simply bids one to
contain himself and bear with the other in a seemingly relaxed environment; it is an attitude
of condescension on the part of the more powerful or majority group, which nonetheless is
not powerful enough or does not have sufficient majority to suppress its opponents. Respect,
on the other hand, means recognizing the other’s differences as something good and
beneficial, thus leading to genuine harmony and peace. Respect demands the re-affirmation
of the other as such, precisely in his «otherness», without taking oneself to be his rival, or
superior or inferior in dignity to him.

With regard to its relationships with intermediate associations, the state should both
respect and favor their initiatives, thus invigorating society as a whole (cf. Rerum novarum
§§ 26, 38). State subsidiarity towards intermediate bodies fulfills a double function. First of
all, a «negative» function whereby tasks which individual persons or groups can do on their
own should not be taken out of their hands and appropriated by the state. And secondly, a
«positive» function whereby the state should provide help for legitimate private initiatives.
By «legitimate» we of course mean something more than mere legal recognition; we take it
to be equivalent to whatever furthers the common good of society. Correlative to this
principle of subsidiarity is that of solidarity among the minor or lesser members of civil
society. This consists in the conviction that something better –not something necessarily
more in quantity– is to come out of the concerted efforts of the many, as opposed to the work
of isolated individuals; it is the putting into practice of synergy, as against pitting resources
against each other in «zero-sum» games.
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