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Solidarity between generations. a conceptual account

Paul Spicker
The Robert Gordon University

This paper outlines a theoretical basis for the recognition of social responsibility across
generations. It uses concepts of solidarity, balanced reciprocity and generalised exchange
to analyse the pattern of obligations, the process of continuity in those obligations, and the
implications of these obligations for different forms of social security provision. It also
considers some of the difficulties inherent in this approach, of responding to social change
and the problem of dealing with social exclusion.

Solidarity

Theideaof 'solidarity’ is generdly used in two main sensesin socid policy. Inthefirs, it refersto
systems of mutua ad; solidaristic networks are formed by people acting to share mutua
respongbility for socid protection. In the second, it is taken more generdly to refer to the
development of responghility for othersin the same society or group. In Catholic teaching,
solidarity conssts of
"A firm and persevering determination to commit onesalf to the common good, thét is ...
the good of dl and of each individua, because we are dl redly responsble for each
other".*
In the socid policy of the European Union, the concept of solidarity has acquired an increasing
importance because it represents both an apped to a centra vaue in European thought, aswell as
aflexible means of developing services through the progressive extension of solidaristic networks.
One aspect of these networks concerns solidarity between generations. The termwas used in
1993, the 'Y ear of Solidarity between Generations, to a series of policy-related activity in Europe
mainly concerned with welfare for elderly people, though the term can with equd justice be
extended to refer to the respongibilities of parents for children. The United Nations has equally
adopted the concept, and the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing declares that
“Solidarity between generations at dl levels—in families, communities and nations—is
fundamentd for the achievement of a society for dl ages.

! Cited N Coote (1989), " Catholic social teaching", Social Policy and Administration 23(2) pp 150-160.
2 United Nations 2002, Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing, 2002, para43,
a http://www.un.org/ageing/coverage/action.pdf.

1



The mutud obligations associated with solidarity are complex, and any kind of obligation -
including obligations undertaken through interaction, family membership, contract and identity -
could be argued to contribute to the pattern of solidarities which apply within asociety. Martin
Rein has attributed intergenerationa solidarity primarily to a sense of identity and belonging:
the term “solidarity” is based on the idea that the feding of togetherness, based on close
family ties provides a bads for identification which, in turn, leads to awillingnessto
provide mutua assstance:
Rein is subgtituting the more limited Anglo-Saxon understanding of solidarity for the European
modd. Inthis, | think heismistaken. Mutud assistance is not dependent on identification; the
ties of solidarity are also the ties of mutua support.

In sociology, the centra norm has been represented as part of aunitary guiding principle: the
norm of reciprocity.* Reciprocity takestwo main forms. Thefirst is baanced or “restricted”
exchange. Redtricted exchange takes place when people exchange things directly - ‘things' like
goods, services, or good wishes. Thisisthe norma pattern of exchangeintradeand in
contractud relatiionships. and for the most part it is unquestioned. The second form is
“generdised” exchange. In generdised exchange, the people to whom areturn is made are not
necessarily those who have contributed, and the people who receive are not necessarily those
who have given. The circle of exchange does not have to be completed, and the boundaries of
generdised exchange are indeterminate. Generaised exchange is the normd peattern of exchange
within families and close persond friendships. Families do not, in most cases, trade or barter their
sarvices to each other; the nature of the exchange may be imprecise, but there is fill a genera
expectation that giving in some wayswill imply returnsin others. Sahlins argues that in many
ways, the pattern of exchange defines what we mean by close persond relationships. The people
we are close to are the ones we trust to engage in generdised reciprocity; the people with whom
we seek to balance the accounts are the ones we are more distant from.®

Much of socid policy, however, depends on the extension of principles of generalised reciprocity
beyond the scope of close persond relationships. The Madrid Internationa Plan of Action on
Ageing cdlsfor
“recognition of the crucia importance of families, intergenerationa interdependence,
solidarity and reciprocity for socia development”, ©
and seesreciprocity as ameans to reinforce solidarity. Systems of socid protection, insurance
and pooled risk commonly work on norms of generdised rather than baanced reciprocity: the
people who receive are not necessarily the people who pay. Titmuss swork on the “ Gift
Reationship” argued that generalised exchange could become the modd for awefare society’” -

3 M Rein, 1994, Solidarity Between Generations: A Five-Country Study of the
Social Process of Aging, Institut fir Héhere Studien Reihe Politikwissenschaft., pp 8-9
4 A.W. Gouldner, 1960. "The norm of reciprocity”, American Sociological Review, 25(2), 161-177.
5 M Sahlins, Stone age economics, London: Tavistock, 1974.
6 Madrid Plan, para12.
" R Titmuss, The Gift Relationship, London: Allen and Unwin.
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an argument which has prompted some scepticiam from economigts, but which isimplicit in many
arguments for the extenson of solidarity through socid protection.

The structur e of obligation

The obligations which people have to each other are formed in severa ways. Some obligations
are created: whenever people interact with each other, and more particularly when they engagein
any form of exchange, obligations are created. Some are ascribed: from the moment of their
birth, people come into a socia world where they have defined relationships and respongbilities,
and other people have responsbilities to them.

Obligations within families

The family is centrd to the initid structure of obligations. People do not come into the world as
aomised “individuas’; they have socid roles. They are children, grandchildren, members of a
society. Within the family, the obligations which people have to other generations are both
restricted and generdised. The dements of baanced exchange are straightforward: parents
support children, and this creates an obligation for children in turn to support their parents.
Bdanced exchangeis not, however, centrd to family relationships, and there are a least two
other principles which need to be taken into account. Thefirst is ageneraised obligation to older
generations. People are obliged to support their parents because their parents supported their
grandparents.  The second is a generalised obligation to younger generations. People are
obliged to support their children because their own parents supported them. Thisis apowerful
st of obligations, because even if thereis a breach of the obligationsin one respect, there may
dill be obligationsin others. It would not follow because people lived longer than their
predecessors, or because childhood had been extended, that the generation on which they
depended would be excused their respongihilities, amilarly, thereis no lesser obligation towards
old people now because their parents and grandparents received less support, or lived less long.

Solidarity within familiesis reinforced by membership and group identity, but thet is only a part of
the structure. Sahlins argues that, within families, relationships are characterised by a system of
generdised exchange. The support which family members give each other cannot be based on a
caculation of costs and benefits® If thisisright (and | think it is), then the obligation to derly
people and children falswithin agenerd paitern characterigtic of dl family relationships. The
main problem hereis that within the context of the family, the obligations which fal towards
elderly people are often specific to certain classes of rdationship - most notably, the obligations of
spouses and of women in the family. Reciprocity does not explain everything about family
relationships. There are differences, most obvioudy, in the obligations placed on men and
women, and reciprocity does not explain a dl why daughtersin law should have respongbility for
their parentsin law. There are other socid norms governing the conduct of families.

8 Sahlins M., Stone age economics, London: Tavistock, 1974.
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Reciprocity does seem to govern responsibilities for care of elderly people, and for child rearing.
People are responsible for the care of their elderly relatives both because of direct reciprocity,
and because of a generalised obligation because the old people cared for their parents before
them. They have an obligation to look after children - and, even, in some views, to have children
- because their parents looked after them. Once more, however, these relationships are
complicated by other factors and other norms. A ‘carer' is someone on whom the person cared
for depends in some sense, though the term ‘car€’ is dso overladen with an emotiona content.
The 'duty’ which families have to ‘car€ is more than a duty to provide materid support; it seems
to imply an obligation to provide love and security. In part, the confusion of such terms sems
from the development of an individudigtic underganding of 'love, ausage which is difficult to
reconcile with the norms of kinship and familid duty dominant higtoricaly and in many other
cultures. It isimportant to recognise that mora obligations are not necessarily met adequately by
the performance of specified tasks.

Obligations beyond families

The principle of generdised reciprocity extends to the relationship between generations beyond
the family. Elderly people and children have both acquired a specid status which legitimates the
receipt of socid welfare services. One of the arguments for supporting educationa provisionis
direct reciprocity. Current taxpayers have received an education, and are subsequently required
to pay for it. The generation which is undergoing education will in turn become workers,
supporting people in their old age. That iswhy not using Sate education services onesdlf, for
example because one does not have children, is not a reasonable basis for exemption from
ligbility. There are dso elements of generdised reciprocity: the previous generation paid for each
adult’ s education, and the adult now has aduty to pay. The argument in relation to pensions
schemes is more sraightforwardly generalised: most schemes rely on current contributions to pay
for the benefit of pensoners now in the expectation that the succeeding generation will help them
inthar turn. Theimage that this developsis of a society in which people are interdependent; the
power of 'solidarity’ asamord principleisthat it builds on that perception.

Dependency refers to the Stuation in which people receive long-term support. One of the
characteristics of dependency isthat people classed as dependent are excused their obligations.
The opportunity of children and old people to reciprocate is based on presented in different
terms. children are to reciprocate in the future, while old people are presumed to have made their
contribution in the past. The basis of this exemption may be found in the issue of reciprocity;
equally, however, their dependency may lead to aloss of status. Because dependency implies an
inability to reciprocate directly, it can lead to the stigmetisation which follows a breach of sociad
norms - or, Pinker suggests, the exchange of status for support.® Certainly, dependency is
something to be avoided. The emphasisin care for ederly peopleis often built around the desire

® R Pinker, Social Theory and Socia Policy, London: Heinemann: 1971.
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to 'maintain independence for aslong as possble. The care of children is concerned with the
development of their capacity for independence. But dependency is 'socia constructed™?: neither
group is permitted to avoid their dependent status.

This obligations we have to dependent people are widely referred to in the language of ‘rights.
Rights which are associated with corrdlative obligations are referred to as clam-rights. Besides
clam-rights, there are a0 liberties, powers and immunities, codes which govern the conduct of
others without necessarily requiring specific behaviour from them.** The cregtion of immunities
(like retirement) has been an important aspect of provision for dependent people - that is, people
who receive long-term support - who are exempted from a number of socid obligations. Old
people are likely to retain the power to rgect help in away which does not necessarily apply to
other dependent groups. The attempt to frame specid 'rights for dependent people isimportant,
not only in normative terms, but aso because it identifies principles with a set of mechaniams, legd
and mord, through which the principles can be enforced.

Pensions

The gructure of pensonsis developed within this system of obligations. The obligationsimplied
between generations by this process are very broad, and loosdly defined., and thereisa
condderable latitude for different kinds of structure. Any of the most commonly occurring
systems - mutudist, occupationd, state-financed, funded and pay as you go - can be interpreted
in these terms.

We can begin with asmple modd, like mutud insurance. Within this system, agroup of
individual subscribers contract with each other to accept conditions. They contribute an agreed
amount in order to receive defined benefits in certain contingencies. Thismode is gpplicable to
certain forms of insurance, like hedth and disability, but it has to be modified in the case of
pensions. pensions are not principally based on pooled risk. The coverage of risk works by
pooling risks and resources, and alocating benefits from the poal. It follows that the primary
purpose of protection againgt contingenciesis redidtributive. By contradt, in circumstances where
the coverage of conditions of dependency (like dependency in old age) is based on mutua
insurance, the dlocated benefits have more or lessto equa the contributions. This means that the
principle ceases to be risk pooling, and becomes one of income smoothing - saving a one point in
order to benefit at another. It is complicated by the residua eements of risk-pooling, solidaristic
redistribution and loading (the addition of cogts for operation, management and profit), but the
basic principle is il that of balanced reciprocity.

10 A Walker, The social creation of poverty and dependency in old age, Journal of Social Policy 9(1)
1980
1 Hohfield, cited A Weale, Palitical theory and social policy, Macmillan 1983, ch.7.
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Elements of generaised reciprocity occur in two main ways. Thefirdt is through pay asyou go
funding. Pay asyou go schemeswork by using current contributions to pay current benefits.
Each generation supports the previous generation: the entitlement of current recipientsisbased in
their payments to the previous generation, and while current contributors will depend for their
entitlement on future contributors. Thisisaclassc example of generdised reciprocity. The
second example isthe case of solidaritic redigtribution. In cases where industria change has
undermined the contributory base, the French system has introduced mechanisms for
redistribution between schemes. The generdised nature of the exchangeislessvishble, but it is
implicit: it depends on an extenson of generdisad reciprocity from specific schemes to the overdl
system.

The digtinction between generalised reciprocity and redistribution is not very clearly demarcated:
indeed, Sahlins argues, from hiswork on triba societies, that redigtribution functionsin the place
of generdised reciprocity in circumstances where there would otherwise be no socia contact. The
lack of aclear digtinction means that the principles of obligation are not dways directly adhered
to. Inthe UK in the 1970s, earnings-related pensions were developed through progressive
increases in funding, which meant that pensions were promised to later generaions for people
who would not have to pay for improved pensons now. New Zealand has replaced insurance-
based pensions by means-tested benefits, which means that rights which have been paid for by
previous generations have been removed.

At the same time, the strength of solidarigtic arrangements sometimes seems greater than a dtrict,
narrow interpretation would account for. The French pensions system was based on
occupationd groups, often according those groups privileges denied to othersin the population.
The effect of changing indudtrid structures has meant that in some key indudtries, including
raillways and mines, the numbers of employees has fallen beyond the point necessary to sustain
current lidbilities. This Stuation has been dedt with through the expansion of generdised
reciprocity: other socid security schemes have contributed, through solidarity funds, to maintain
non-viable sysems. This seemsin principle to be the most likely development for European
provison in the future if, as seems likely, the working population fals while the ageing population
grows.

Benefits for children

There is perhaps abias in the literature on intergenerationd solidarity towards support for elderly
people, but the terms aso relates to children and future generations. An analogous but distinct set
of issues to pensions provision shape the provison of benefits for children. Lane suggeststhat, if
anything, development policies for intergenerationd solidarity have focused on younger people
rather than older ones.”?

12 R Lane, 2002, Intergenerational relations: should we be looking towards intergenerational
policies?, at http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/helsinki/ch15_intergenerations |ane.doc
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In principle, children occupy two digtinct positions in the pattern of exchange: they may be seen as
the dependents of adults, or as beneficiariesin their own right. As the dependents of adults,
alowances for children seem to be made on the basis of direct reciprocity and pooled risk.
Provison for dependants and survivors can be seen as part of the terms on which people join
mutudist organisations. As beneficiaries in their own right, provision for children cannot be eesly
related to mutuadism. Rather the principle is one of generaised reciprocity: the obligation to
support children is composed partly of an obligation to previous generations (to do for the next
generation what was done for this one), and partly in the hope of future reciprocity (support for
children is ameans of securing areturn in the future).

Bettina Cass observes that, depressingly for feminigts, family benefits which are amed at children
seem markedly more generous than those which are centred on women.** Arguably, this might be
basad in the inferior status of women, though that view is difficult to sustain, because it would dso
imply that girls should receive less support than boys. Part of the explanation is rdigious. support
for the family in continenta Europe has traditionaly been understood within a framework of socid
Catholicism, which emphasises particular forms of solidarity. Part isbased on amora view of
dependency: the dependency of adultsis less legitimate than the dependency of children. But
both of these views are consistent with obligations based on reciprocity and generalised
exchange. The core argument for solidarity through families, and the reason why the dependency
of children islegitimate when that of adultsis not, are both based in reciprocity and solidarity with
future generations.

Extending inter generational solidarity

Solidarity islikely to be exclusve aswdl asinclusve. However networks of responghility are
defined, they identify people to whom there is no responghility as well as those for whom there is
aresponghility. The pogtion of people who are not included in existing networks of socid
support is one of the primary understandings of the concept of “excluson”.**  Much of the thrust
of government intervention in this field, including intervention by the European Union, has been
the extension of solidarity and inclusion of those who are otherwise excluded.

There are two main arguments for extending solidarity outwards. Thefirst isagenerd argument
about obligations towards every human being: people have human rights.  The main difficulty here
isthat human rights, by their very nature, extend beyond the scope of existing dates. If every
human has aright, and other humans have the respongbility to respect those rights, there would
be a rather more extensive commitment to internationa aid than is currently recognized. It could
be argued that human rights have to be expressed through the action of pecific governments:
governments accept responsibility for people who are within their territory, and who are not the

13 ¢ Badock, B Cass, 1983, Women, socia welfare and the state in Australia, London: Allen and

Unwin
14 R Lenoair, 1974, Les exclus, Paris: Editionsdu Seuil.
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respong bility of another Sate, a the time when their needs are expressed.  Although thisrule
generdly appliesin internationa law to stateless persons, it is not generally accepted for others
who are not protected by their own governments, and hardly any governments have accepted
responsibility onthisbasis. (Exceptiondly, the British Nationd Health Service did so from 1948
to 1981, offering free hedth care to dl vigtors, including tourigs.)

The main dternative mode is based in a concept of nationd solidarity: governments recognize a
respongibility to their own citizens. Necessarily this fals somewhat short of agenera human right,
but within the territorid confines of a government’ s sohere of authority, it would imply both a
commitment to comprehengve coverage and a continuing commitment to expetriate citizens.
Some governments do accept the principle of comprehengve coverage, though commonly thisis
done through supplementary residud services. Many governments do accept responghbility for
their own expatriate citizens, ether through the development of reciproca agreements or the
continued provision of benefits to citizens living abroad.

| have argued that obligations to previous and future generations are devel oped through networks
of reciprocity. Inamode involving generdised reciprocity, we have responghbility for the older
people who supported us when we were children, and for future generationsin recognition of the
previous generations who supported current ones. | think these principles can be extended to
judtify the inclusion of citizenswho are currently excluded; that is the main way in which the
security of future generations will be protected. There are, then, good reasons for the extension
of solidarity from the perspective of those who are currently included.

By contrast, the mativation to contribute for people who are excluded isless clear. Where
reciprocity has not been established, incluson seemsto depend on an individud, rather than a
socid, cdculation. People are who are not part of existing arrangements may not find it in their
intereststo join. Part of the principle of solidarity between generations relates to a system of
obligations, and the obligations may well outweigh the perceived benefit. For example, someone
working on alow income may find the cost of contributions outweighs the potentiad persond
benefit: and a migrant worker may not see much advantage in supporting elderly people in return
for very incomplete penson rights. Whether or not people accept the mordity behind the ides, it
becomes, smply put, a condition of joining the club.

Adapting solidaristic networks

There is no reason to suppose that solidarity will necessarily be extended. The genera arguments
for extending solidarity may be competible with the interests of people within the existing
networks if the cogts of including more people do not outstrip the benefits of including them. The
effect of expanding a network can be to reduce vulnerability to particular events, and so to



smooth risks. There are however severd reasons why people who are participating in a
solidarigtic network might not wish to extend the network to include people who have previoudy
been excluded. Thefirgt isthe contributory base. The ability of people on lower incomesto
contribute islimited. Equaly, their employers are often lesswilling to contribute, because the
employment islow-paid, because it ismore likely to be temporary or insecure, and of course
because poorer people are less likely to have stable employment relationshipsin the first place.
The second problem is the nature of the need: people on lower incomes not only have alower
ability to contribute, but in some respects - including hedlth care and employment insurance - their
risks are greater. (The exception is penson entitlement, where people who are less able to
contribute may make up for it by their shorter life expectancy.) Thethird problem isingitutiond:
once a solidaristic organisation has been set up, there is of necessity a complex series of rights
and obligations governing its action. Government arrangements are characterised by legidation to
dlow variations of ams and objectives, private enterprise is generdly able to adapt to new
circumstances at the behest of managers. By contragt, voluntary, not for profit organisations are
much more redtricted. Charities which have outlived their usefulness have the means, through the
doctrine of cy-prés, to change their mode of operation. Mutuaist organisations, by contrast, are
nominaly owned by the members, and can be varied only with the explicit consent of the
membership. The standard indtitutiona response to a declining mutudist base is not to extend
new forms of membership, but to close, ether through merger with competible organisations or
through digtribution of the society’ s assets.

The most obvious problem with the structure that | have outlined is that it does not alow
adequately for change. Where there are changes affecting the participating membership, it is not
clear that solidarigtic arrangements will ater dong with them. Where there are changesin
underlying conditions, such as changes in the structure of professond groups which affect the
contributory base, there is no intringc reason why benefits should continue to be paid: no-one has
the obligation to meet them. Where peopl€ s needs increase beyond the commitment of the
schemes they have participated in - for example, because of the growing numbers of dependent
elderly people - there is no guarantee that the scope of provison will extend to meet those needs.

The growth of new rights and obligations seemsto require asort of socid contract, in which
people are engaged (either activey or tacitly) in the development of solidaristic agreements by
consent. Higtoricaly, this has happened principaly through a gradua process of expansion: from
aninitid bads, membership of mutudist groups has expanded to incorporate new members.
There are some cases of a scheme being introduced through alarge-scae agreement: oneisthe
pioneering extenson of socid protection in Germany to include provision for the dependency
needs of very dderly people, a measure subsequently imitated elsewhere.  More typicdly,
however, the settlement has to be negotiated politicaly, and ingtituted by government, precisdy
because it is only through externd intervention that the limits of solidarity can be overcome. Many
governments have come to wefare late in the day, and the main effect of action has been to push
the boundaries of solidarity outward, ensuring (often through the introduction of some element of



compulsion) the inclusion of people who might otherwise not have been included. Thereis
nothing within the process of mutuaism that promisesto produce asmilar effect, and it is unlikely
that this would have happened without externd intervention.
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