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The European Theory of Social Quality and Its Applicability

to Asian Societies*

Seung-Min Park**

[ Abstract |

This paper aims to critically review the tenets of the European theory of social quality
and evaluate its applicability to Asian societies. It takes into account the constructs
behind the term ‘the social’ by focusing on its ontological, epistemological, and
ideological and ethical aspects followed by the meaning of quality. It reviews the
interaction between the vertical pillar (i.e. tension between biographical and societal
development) and the horizontal pillar (i.e. tension between the institutions and collective
or individual actions). As a result of the interaction between the two pillars, social
quality embraces four specific dimensions: social cohesion, socio-economic security,
inclusion, and empowerment. Finally, the paper discusses the benefit and limitation of

the European theory of social quality for Asian social quality research.

Key Words: Social Quality, Social Cohesion, Socio-economic Security, Inclusion,

Empowerment

* This paper is presented at the Spring Conference of the Korean Association of Converging
Humanities, 24 May 2014, Korea University, Seoul, Korea.

** Associate Research Fellow (DPhil), Korea Institute for Defense Analyses.
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1. Introduction

There have been two big issues since the 1980s in Europe regarding the formation of
society and its related policies. The first big issue was about the impact of the poverty
on society during that time period. Poverty was studied based on the concept of
‘disqualification” by ‘The Centre d’Etude des Revues et des Couts’ and ‘The
Observatoire Sociologique du Changement.” Then, a new perspective emerged, which
examined poverty from a new perspective of ‘social exclusion.” Thus the question in the
poverty research shifted from ‘Who is poor?” to ‘How do people become poor?” As
such, empirical indicators shifted from only material-oriented measures to both material
and non-material indicators (Eurostat, 1998; Atkinson, 1998).

The second big issue was the problem of converging social protection systems in
order to tackle the increasing social exclusion in European societies. The European
Commission launched an initiative on converging strategies for a social protection
system in 1992 (European Council, 1992). The initiative was concerned with a
cooperation to tackle the social exclusion. This movement attempted to establish a
framework for discussing social protection in European level in 1995 (European
Commission, 1995). The interest of the change in 1995 was broad based, and included
demography and social mobility. The change in 1997 pursued an even larger discourse
that involved impacting the economic and political development of Europe as well
making Europe more efficient and dynamic (European Commission, 1997).

After an academic meeting in November 1996 which was funded by the Ministry
of Health, Welfare, and Sport of the Dutch Government, the Social Quality Initiative
was formally established in June 1997. The core motive for launching the initiative was
to build a new perspective based on social quality to replace the old-fashioned
perspective of policy making in the discipline of public policy: social policy does not
have enough of its own coherent and logical rationale and it is subordinate to the
economic and public policy (Maesen and Walker, 2012). Moreover, the proponents of
the social quality perspective are in opposition to the economic framework regarding the
development of societies (Phillips, 2006). Therefore, the social quality perspective
fundamentally presumes that the old-fashioned view cannot supply appropriate pillars to
support just Europe. Even though the economic growth can contribute to increase the

well-being of people, it cannot be a fundamental end of human being.
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Beck and colleagues define the social quality as follows:

“We define social quality as the extent to which citizens!) are able to
participate in the social and economic life of their communities under
conditions which enhance their well-being and individual potential” (Beck,

Maesen, Thomese, and Walker, 2001: 6).

Undoubtedly, not all aspects of the European perspective on social quality can be
directly applied to Asian societies due to the different political, economic, social, and
cultural contexts. Thus the paper aims to not only critically review the core contents of
European social quality but also find some meaningful routes to develop the gap for
Asian social quality research.

The following section of this paper is comprised of five parts. First, it accounts
for the meaning behind the term ‘social’ in social quality by focusing on three
dimensions of the word: ontological, epistemological, and ideological and ethical aspects.
Second, it explains the meaning behind the term ‘quality’ in social quality. Third, it
explains how the vertical and horizontal pillars of ‘social quality’ interact with each
other. Fourth, the four core components of social quality including social cohesion,
socio-economic security, inclusion, and empowerment are explained. Finally, the paper
concludes by discussing the potential and limitations of European social quality theory

for Asian societies.

II. What is ‘The Social’?

The meaning of ‘the social’ in social quality can be discussed in three dimensions:
ontological, epistemological, and ideological and ethical. When discussing the ontological

aspects, Beck, Maesen, and Walker (2001) suggest the following:

“It is our view that the social refers to configurations of interacting people

as social beings. There are historically determined conditions before these

1) They explained that ‘the citizens’ do not only mean the exclusive group of people in a legal
perspective but it means all people (Beck, Maesen, Thomese, and Walker, 2001).
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interactions take place at a specific place on a specific time. But when
they take place they once again change the conditions” (Beck, Maesen, and

Walker, 2001: 309).

In other words, in social quality theory, an individual is perceived as a social being
that interacts with others rather than considered just as an isolated subject as in
psychology (Seve, 1978) due to the fact that the self-realization of men is dependent on
social environment (Honneth, 1995).

More specifically, Beck, Maesen, and Walker (2001) suggest three theses to
explain the ontological dimension of the social as figure 1 shows. The first thesis is
about the composition of the social. The thesis states that the social will become true
by the benefit of inter-dependency between the self-realization of actors and the
constitution of a society’s collective identity based on various interactions. This will
create a new context and the created context makes the new inter-dependency possible
as well as allows the new social context. Because the process is not only changeable
but also unbalanced in power the social is also a transformational and unequal entity.

The second thesis is on the opportunities of the social. The thesis explains that
the opportunity of the social is determined by the four elementary conditions. They are
(1) actors who are able to interact (empowerment), (2) actors who can gain access to
the institutional and organizational context (inclusion), (3) actors who can exploit
resources for interacting (socio-economic security), and (4) communities can be
supported by the socially accepted norms and values (cohesion).

The third thesis is related to the concretization of the social. The thesis elaborates
the tensions between the vertical and horizontal aspects. The vertical axis refers to the
tension between the biographical process at the bottom and the societal process at the
top. The horizontal axis indicates the tension between systems, institutions, organizations
on the left side and communities, configurations, groups on the right side. Those
tensions play a role in facilitating the self-realization of the actors and constitution of
the collective identity.

From the epistemological aspect, the relationship between individual self-realization
and the formation of collective identities is fundamentally dialectical. Due to the both of
the processes being subject to open and unpredictable interactions, it is very much

difficult to define their nature. However, it is clear that the epistemological dimension

10
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of social quality is related to two main issues.

The first is to deny empiricism along the line of David Hume’s voice (Bhaskar,
2008; Friedman, 1999). In other words, the concept of social quality is against the
epistemic fallacy maintaining that proposition should be verified empirically otherwise it
does not have any meaning. Therefore, social quality criticises a neo-liberal perspective
that believes that society does not exist, and instead embraces the structural and
environmental power of the society.

The second is related with potential of communicative action as argued by Jurgen

Habermas. He argued that:

“To the extent that the transmission of culture and processes of
socialization become reflexive, there is a growing awareness of the logic of
ethical and moral questions. Without the backing of religious or
metaphysical worldviews that are immune to criticism, practical orientations
can in the final analysis be gained only from rational discourse, that is,
from the reflexive forms of communicative action itself. The rationalization
of a lifeworld is measured by the extent to which the rationality potentials
built into communicative action and released in discourse penetrate lifeworld

structures and set them aflow” (Habermas, 1996: 98).

However, social quality refutes the existence of ideal situations for the communicative
actions; rather, it illustrates the necessity of getting rid of inequality, social exclusion,
and the abuse of power.

The ideological and ethical dimensions must also be considered when deciphering
the meaning of the social in social quality. This is not only due to individual
realization, but also due to the formation of collective identities not being concreted in
a vacuum, but rather within a culturally embedded context. This implies that the social
is not objective but subjective in that it can produce either good or bad outcomes. This
qualitative classification of outcomes from the social suggests that the social is in fact,
ideological (Taylor, 1994). The fact that the social is inherently ideological and ethical
also means that social quality theory can be an appropriate perspective to establish the

good society.2) This nature of social quality can be a route to evade the Bauman’s

2) The ideological and ethical characteristics of the social support the human dignity that can be

11
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concern that he argued as follows:

“We tend to be proud of what we perhaps should be ashamed of, of living
in the ‘post-ideological’ or ‘post-utopian’ age, of not concerning ourselves
with any coherent vision of the good society and of having traded off the
worry about the public good for the freedom to pursue private satisfaction”

(Bauman, 1999: 8).

Figure 1. The Concretization of the Social in Social Quality

Sociatal
Development

ooy )

aystems, Communities,
Institutions, Configuration,
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1. What is ‘Quality’?

The fundamental logic of quality in social quality is not just promoting economic

growth by limitless competition based on the market system, but rather is grounded on

achieved through four ontological dimensions of social quality: socio-economic security; social
cohesion; empowerment; and inclusion (Beck, Maesen, and Walker, 2001).

12
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the principles of cooperation and interaction. In this vein, the European Commission
admits the meaningful role of Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs) during policy
making process at the European level (European Commission, 2000). To make the
NGOs significantly influential, Herrmann (1999) suggested creating a new structure for
policy making at the European level. There were several suggestions: changing the
European social framework and replacing the European Union with European Federation.
However, the suggestions were not feasible due to the issue of sovereignty and
nation-state power.

In social quality, the term ‘quality’ can have diverse aims, roles, and functions
according to the context of relevant issues. In other words, the interpretation of quality
differs depending on the relationship between the relevant field and a certain issue.
Beck, Maesen, and Walker (2001) suggest that at least six issues have to be considered
for discussing the meaning of quality in social quality theory.

First, the conditions of daily life rather than an abstract and top-down perspective
should be the major point of reference when the quality is discussed in social quality.
This point is also addressed in the Agenda 2000 of the European Commission,
attempted to address the development of policies on social protection, social inclusion,
discrimination, and inequality (European Commission, 1999). Second, the quality does
not have to have fixed characteristics but instead possess a changing and flexible nature
comprised by the interaction between actors and institutions. Third, the interaction is
related with the condition that we will be confronted. In other words, the problems of
accessibility, transparency, norms, and values will be the central issue in institutions,
systems, organizations, communities, and groups. Fourth, the quality is not
mono-dimensional but multi-dimensional, and it cannot be a standardized minimum
criterion of basic life. Rather, the quality refers to the higher level of well-being of
European citizens. Fifth, the quality can be realized when actors are able to perform
their capacities. Since the human capacity is dependent on the possibility of accessing
the living conditions (Sen, 1985), people should have a proper command of available
resources, knowledge, skills, and so on. Sixth, the quality does not refer only to the
outcome but also the process. The characteristics of the system, institutions,

interventions, policy choices, and the environmental context also affect the process.

13
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IV. Interaction between the Vertical and Horizontal Pillars
of Social Quality

The social quality is an endless process that is comprised of the interaction between the
vertical and horizontal axes. Both sides are not subordinated by each other. Rather, the
results of the vertical axis affect the results of the horizontal axis and vice versa. Those
interactions are in a dialectic relation between the self-realization and formation of
collective identities. Thus, social quality is impacted and determined by those very
tensions.

The vertical axis accounts for the tension between biographical development and
societal development. The main sources of the tension between two sides are the change
of sensitivity of values in biographical development and the transformation of norms and
principles in societal development. This process is similar to the interactions between the
structure and agency that as discussed by Bourdieu (2002), Berger and Luckmann
(1967), Giddens (1984), and Unger (2004). Due to both biographical and societal
developments, the potential for changing social quality is only viable by analysing the
interaction with an understanding that they are not fixed. Furthermore, the view of an
unbalanced interactive communicative field should be applied when the tension is
analysed because the value, norm, and principles are embedded in the power relationship
(Bouget, 2001; Jessop, 2009; Gordon, 2009; Stones, 2009).

The horizontal axis is about the tension between the institutions and collective or
individual actions. The core sources of the tension between each side of the horizontal
axis are political participation and social recognition. The horizontal axis represents the
vergesellschaftung for the institutions and vergemeinschaftung for collective or individual
actions. According to Weber (1978), the former means that the processes resulting in
social constructions are grounded on the interactions of interests whilst the latter means
that the processes of social constructions are based on the subjective togetherness. It
also can be explained by the demos and ethnos (Beck, Maesen, and Walker, 2001;
Lichtblau, 2011). In other words, demos can be compatible with vergesellschaftung
whereas ethnos can be at the same line of vergemeinschaftung. The conflicting relation
between the institutions and individual actions can change depending on time, space,
gender, life course, and so on. The tension is similar with the concept of social

integration and system integration as delineated by Lockwood (1964), the distinction of

14
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systems and lifeworld as noted by Habermas (1987), and the distinction of social and

system integration as Giddens described (1984).3)

V. The Four Core Components of Social Quality

The social quality perspective aims to build a social system that secures and promotes
the quality of society as a whole for all citizens (Wallace and Abbott, 2009). As figure
2 shows, the social quality model encompasses four core components that are
established by the interactions between vertical and horizontal pillars: social cohesion,
socio-economic security, inclusion, and empowerment.

According to Lockwood (1999), the strength of one’s primary social relationships
including family, friend, neighbour, and community is the major issue of social
cohesion. However, in social quality, social cohesion does not mean a relationship only
on the micro level. This is because that the old patterns of human relationships had
been extended to a global level due to the time and space compression effect (Harvey,
1990; Beck, 1999; Castells, 1999).

Socio-economic security refers to two dimensions. One is concerned with welfare
provisions that enable people to enjoy at least a basic life by protecting them from
various social risks. The provision includes income security, health, food, social
protection, environmental safety and so on. The other is concerned with life chances
that can increase agency in choosing various options for one’s life. For socio-economic
security, the role of state, in particular, is the key factor. However, it does not mean
that it is the Leviathan that monopolizes the power of the government (Hobbes, 2008)
but rather the separation between the legality and legitimacy (Vobruba, 2000).

The concept of inclusion is closely related with the concept of citizenship, which
refers to the possibility of joining in political, economic, social, and cultural institutions
(Comite des Sages, 1996). There are three ways of promoting inclusion: by achieving
material safety, autonomy in both private and public spheres, and voluntary participation
(Beck, Maesen, and Walker, 2001). For enhancing inclusion at the pan-European level,
the European Commission recommended community policies to promote participatory

European societies (European Commission, 1996).

3) For further discussion on social and system integration please refer to Mouzelis (1997).
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The concept of empowerment concerns on enhancing the boundary of human
choice. This dimension regards an individual as a subject of development process rather
than an object of philanthropic measures. It refers to three kinds of empowerment
(Friedman, 1998). The personal dimension of empowerment concerns knowledge and
skills that make self-development and self-realization come true. The social aspect of
empowerment is related with inter-personal relationship. The political dimension of
empowerment makes it possible to access decision making procedures, information, and

resources.

Figure 2. The Constitution of Social Quality
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m points to be considered for the Asian Social Quality
1. Asian Political Context

2. Asian Economic Context

3. Asian Social Context

4. Asian Cultural Context (Value)
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AR 53l ke A Agkltels H3e] gl S & S ekHolgh, 20000 102). H]
Ao Sk a8l EQPgA B oluet VEEd Y, BelsA 5o SHeME Aol
AR X vRE SRR 2000dFE 200057k vIE] mEAke] Qe R =EAke]
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Zog EQPFSl Aeiol FolAl HAtk d=elld HZe] AYge ERPEe agldele] vt
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2007: 32, o]eda}, 2006: 85; AAKEH, 2001: 68; Skolnick, 2005: 7).
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7} Z7R7] whEeleh(o] @A, 2006: 89),

ShH, shHo] Hlgo] Agshir AR o FPES AFHE HoFd MAE 4% o
2 glEls Aoz YeRdth 71E ool 2030tldl] AE EBIAY 45S vkl F wFA
2ol AzIYsl] whtell Yehts MR e A=, 2008: 222) YA 1990HE:
7oz gslEl= FEE BOTKAReY, 2001: 3).5 = AP}t Bekeiyle) ule} whHols sl
= %] FehEA Fgt A 2] 4t oPdeEae] el mixE ofdke] vt AAkR
Zoluw Ao Heh ofie] Al HoPt IrRIAA o =Ee] F =EeAREE S7IEICh
H 7he] = ARk S7EE AuEH o o] mE AR 19804 46, 14Kt 1995\ 48 5A1KE
o7 24ARF Z7E v B7RE B w=EARE SR L4ARES R o] wmEARE TP
ol Hrh ZA| FZIICHAERS, 2001 4). oS FHst] HY AR{Fels) o] =]
Eebgae] S7slal FakEe] 57t 7igslEwA whdo] Hlgo] solu ool AAEE)
7 =EAREe] S7FRE BloE UeRdt

(B 1) EU3HE o4 BAZs I7te

(&9l %)
71 &4 )& i g
1980 40.0 50.8
1990 46.8 45.6
2000 48.7 47.0
2005 53.6 49.0
2006 49.5 52.5
2007 49.9 51.3
2008 49.8 50.6

E4: BAA, "AAEFeFAR, | 2008,
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9 EE AGA 58 Y, 19759 1548 244] Afole] AuZel 4R &
ol 2549} 344] Abole] PAYA S T2AROR TA FolENUT. e B

= 1,403H

AJHGAT AEF FA7)0 weAIRE wWuye Aem B 4 9oy aEy 19859 o] % o]
ek ddo] AlRIRaL 23|87 AEF A7) 25A4|9F 34AALol o] dEFe] J=FAEL]
FAE o7t Skl e Aoz yEuth olgk ool AP e ] Wsle o8 572 T
A EAo o3l A& HH7|9k 27| o Addl Uig 18T V9Ege] FAEL JE A
2 B F Juh olE md AAIV RHEHA ofAdelge] o] A FUEINY] WEeR B
F AR, 2001: 5-6)
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S Wb WHE 2TEAL ULy olAR RREe T8k - ofakd - st o} W of
2o 2Asle] Hole] ¥ WEke wwslel A AlRE RE olE A 24 ol ol
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et a7 AEHeE TS 9 9 Zolth
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2}ZMLaRossa, 1997: 34)5= ofHAREC] W32 71Ee Aldslele] 7PgdS ool S

THA A olel ERlch PRl AR FSAT ok el ofAlER 1 BjF oy
of et E¥E i), A, olslel wid, ¥ e AR VEES F50MA AlEE of
HAPES FAJslaL Stk ol 71| oprlel & lols Rl 74| oAlES A Al
2P wsl2 3 7P HE w2 =i 7P £ ARbo] §ltkal S4gch 2EuHAE
AR UBlE, A5rRE B @] AldEls 5 Al Vo] Bkt EA49
THEd, 2000: 81). 3HARE o5 oHAIES RUAEA Y IES AR 7Rl B
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1. 50| Y 2§ A B
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=0 oufdt EFol Fofelal Aol i skE2 walo] gl Lambyt 18] FRE
(1980)2 opHA|e] F=3elE Fmeh A 7he] Ao Zd528<] deahEinteraction)#} F-1
o] 2ol thek Aeld, Eel2 d A (availability), Z2]3L oFsdl] theh BEal HaE 7HEsle

Al A(responsibility) © 2 F3A3FTHPalkovitz, 1997: 20204 #{218). Palkovitz(1997: 208-210)

4 3 FYer ER3laL ol Wlshr] #I3h skl WFE i), 1, S ARl 9, R,

d BREe) o, B W, A, A, W SR B, B, o4,

st ol FHIES A7IAY shalel] Eulle ARl SRSl ARl BE , AEE
I wASHANE suEfsl], s, AHAsh)el o] odwkRl ThkeEt AftEo] e &
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£ Yol BRI 2R B sEYe] 897t ks o) Al SES T e sk
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opHA| EFol gk FEshE ofHAl EE RS
3t A2 opXEe] o3l L rhe Qe HE AP it SEARE ofHAIE £
A AFE oA B3l Tl Fefsle Aol ofdet AR opA] EF Aol et
A molEl v P us B ddd S HFEe o2 e
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o SHoXE ofmyrt ARdel o B2 =o] AREE HUl U a(Lamb&Tamis-Lemonda,
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Zro] oy Hr} =A] Qrjels ofwUe] o} Z8skal dAo)al IS ARESE Eol]l
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2 A== ek, 2005 77-79).
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Y wsoll= AaFog Fojsh= Zlo g HltKTownsend, 2005: 296).
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