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     From the point of view of the tasks that a family system must fulfill in order to meet the needs of  its members, we find two systematic problems: that of an optimum satisfaction of the needs, and that of effectively ensuring identity. Another systemic problem arises from the complementary point of view regarding what it is that the members’ interaction must contribute in order to attain the stability of the family system; ensuring the system’s autonomy and the self-regulation of the family exchange with its environment (its “environments”). We must also consider that a fourth systemic problem, the one that defines the family’s functional connection with the social global system, which is the problem of children’s socialization, can only be solved provided the other three are dealt with satisfactorily.                                         

                                                                                                     Jürgen Habermas.

    We start from the previous quotation in order to understand Jürgen Habermas’ proposal –which is accepted on account of being relevant– on the socialization process of those individuals who are capable of language and action, and are not just bodies that are socially subsumed by power technologies, as Michel Foucault thought. Furthermore, it is not possible to understand socialization without referring to the individuation it entails, that is, an individual’s discovery of his own individuality as differentiated autonomy: the basis for understanding the democratic individualism of a full citizen (as a person, and a civic individual).

     First let us carry out a conceptual clarification. The concept of socialization belongs to the fields of cultural anthropology, social psychology and pedagogy. It is defined (positively) as the process of learning how to behave in socially accepted forms; that means that once an individual is socialized, they find themselves adapted to their environment or socio-human circumstance, making their relationships with others balanced ones, assimilating the customs in use and the values of their environment. According to Piaget, socialization, adjustment and assimilation are related concepts. A non-socialized individual (unsociable) would be an unadjusted, excluded individual; an “outsider” as Americans would say.

     Through the socialization process certain behavior patterns that are socially accepted and approved are apprehended and learned. A socialized child is a child who has learned how to behave in accordance with certain standardized forms of behavior which characterize the group in which that child has been raised and created. The differences that can be seen in the behavior of those human beings who belong to different cultures –even within one same culture– are to a large extent due to this inter-subjective socialization process, in which language plays a fundamental role. Hence the existence of cultural forms of socialization, social forms (social classes, castes), family forms (matriarchal, patriarchal, fraternal), moral forms (civil, religious, military institutions), and educational forms of socialization (the school of life, schools of all levels and grades). A different matter to be referred to is that of the media-related socialization produced by the different types of mass media.

     All these forms have their influence on an individual’s psychological composition, which is mainly influenced by the cultural group to which the individual belongs. If, for example, a Peruvian child had been raised in India, he/she would be Indian. But this by no means implies that there are not any cultural values arising from other cultures that he/she cannot assimilate, especially nowadays, when the informational and communicational globalization is imposing many hegemonic ways and trends of culture. Besides, we cannot forget that certain cultural values become globally universalized, as it happens with the multiplicity and universalization of Human Rights in this “era of rights” as Norberto Bobbio says. However, the socialized personality and the corresponding individuation of a person is mainly due to his/her cultural characteristics, although this does not happen in a closed, autarkic way, but in a permeable way, “porously”.

     FAMILY SOCIALIZATION AND INDIVIDUATION

     Habermas considers that family is a socialization ‘agency’ located in the taut space between the system and the life-world. Functionalist society (“social cell”) has avoided a serious study of it as far as its internal communicational structure is concerned. Of course, Habermas’ analysis refers to the modern bourgeois family, which does not make it very useful for a study of poor families, such as the ones from Peru. This does not mean, however, that the analysis is not relevant. Habermas’ analyses on the small bourgeois family are useful to me in order to understand the function and structure of the middle-class family, which is very widespread in Latin America.

     It is also in the structural change undergone by the small bourgeois family where we can see how the logic that is typical of the rationalization of the life-world operates. Administrative and control systems tend to monopolize and appropriate –by means of instrumental reason– family structures in order to consolidate their survival.

     The diagnosis –as Habermas explains– on the separation between system and life-world also offers here a different perspective on the task of judging the structural change affecting family, education, and the development of personality. For Marxism-influenced psychoanalysis, the psychologically interpreted theory of the Oedipus complex was the central point for explaining how the social system’s functional imperatives could be introduced in the structures of the superego constituted by the dominant social character. Thus, Löwenthal’s researches into the drama and novel of the 19th century provide a detailed proof of how the coactions of the economic system, condensed in status hierarchies, in professional values and in sexual stereotypes, have a deep impact on an individual’s personal history and on the development of his/her personality through socialization standards and intra-familial dependence; the closeness of some hyper-personalized relationships does nothing but cover the blind violence, perceived as destiny, of certain networks of economic relationships that have become autonomous in front of the private life sphere.

     According to Habermas, family was then considered to be an agency by means of which systemic imperatives became involved in the future of pulsions; but it was not really seriously taken into account as far as its internal communicative structure was concerned. Family was only considered from a functionalist point of view, never giving it any importance of its own from the structuralist point of view. Hence the misunderstanding about the great changes affecting the bourgeois family, and, especially, the misinterpretation of the result concerning the loss of paternal authority. It seemed as if now, through the mediatization of family, systemic imperatives had the chance to play a role in the intra-psychic situations, either directly or, at the most, only filtered by the bland medium of the mass culture. But if, on the contrary, in the structural change of the small bourgeois family we can also see how the logic that is typical of the rationalization of the life-world operates; if we consider that in the equalization of relationship standards, in the individuated forms of commerce and treatment, and in liberalized pedagogic practices there is also a fragment of the potential of rationality that the communication action carries within itself, which is released as well, then the change undergone by the socializing conditions of middle-class families also appears in a different light. (In Theory of Communication Action, Pp. 547-48).

     An individual’s socialization starts at home, within his/her family, by which we mean the trilateral father-mother-siblings presence that is the basic one. There are of course other presences such as that of the grandparents, aunts, godparents, etc. A child begins to socialize as soon as and provided he/she discovers primma face that he is before an external conscience that sees, looks after and talks to him/her. Psychologist Cooley stated many years ago that culture does not directly influence individual behavior, but certain aspects of any culture are the ones that are transmitted to the individuals by means of the groups that they belong to. Family is the most important of these groups. This socialization process takes place in any kind of culture, whether the most primitive one or the most civilized or modern one; within a poor, middle-class, or bourgeois family. As far as primitive societies are concerned, it is Claude Levy-Strauss who tells us for the first time about the elementary structures of  kinship; the family creates kinship networks that are in charge of socially structuring it in order to, at the same time, cling to the communal society through institutional networks created by the community for organizing itself. Hence the fact that the origins of the primitive family have been closely related to the origins of agriculture, private property (by means of work) , and the origins of the State as a valid institution for the social contract.

     Because of the importance of family as a socializing institution, modern States-Nations have established the protection of marriage and family as a natural partnership and a fundamental institution of the Nation; and on November 20 1989 the whole world adopted the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

     LANGUAGE AND UNDERSTANDING

     A stable family is a communication-structured sphere of action in which language –through     

     family communication– is the most precise vehicle of socialization. A family that does not hold 

     any conversations –whether this is due to the inability of its own members or to the pressure of systemic circles coming from outside and blocking or weakening its liberties– is not a family. Along that line, Habermas warns us about the important phenomenon of the crisis of adolescence throughout the world. Empiric indicators, according to him, tend to show the autonomization of a nuclear family, in which socialization processes take place by means of a consensual action that is highly non-institutionalized. Infrastructures crystallize here.

     The antagonism between the ‘man’, who in private educates himself for freedom and humanity, and the ‘bourgeois’, who responds to functional imperatives in the sphere of social work was always ideology. That antagonism, however, has acquired a new meaning. The family life-worlds face the imperatives of the economic system and the administrative system that come to them from outside, instead of being mediatized by them a tergo. A polarization between action spheres that are communication-structured and formally-organized ones can be seen. Both of them place socialization processes under different conditions and expose them to different types of risks. This is what is shown –in general terms– by two of the symptoms that have been  pinpointed by social psychology: the decreasing importance of the oedipal problem and the increasing importance of adolescence crises. (In Theory of Communication Action, p. 548)

     Human beings cannot possibly live together authentically without language, understanding and communication. In that case there would only be a coexistence of mere things, for only animals and things coexist; the living-together dimension belongs to the human sphere: that is, sharing experiences with the other (singular) and the others (the different plurality of people). Old Aristotle had realized that the human being is not self-sufficient: human beings need each other. The human being needs to be socialized. Only God and the beasts do not need the others, he said. God, because He is self-sufficient, and the beasts, because they can only live in a state of autarkic savagery. Although, theologically, God exists as long as He is acknowledged by the believers through faith and reason; and the beasts need other beasts as a herd in order to form –from the sphere of the adversaries, including men, and from the sphere of the ‘chiefs’ in charge of protecting the groups– what zoologist Desmond Morris defines as the ‘animal contract’.

     FAMILY AND ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION

     Unlike animals and plants, which only exist and coexist naturally amongst each other, human

     beings, by means of dialogic language and culture, live together amongst them. This life in common, which involves sharing vital experiences in solidarity, has its origins in family socialization. Traditional family (marriage with children, which involves responsible motherhood, fatherhood and filiation), is the primary school of communication, defined as a tool for communication and for the search of common objectives.

     Communication is a central and indispensable element to ensure family peace.

     The behavior of human beings in the future depends on this first seed, or on its absence. Many analysts state that the contemporary urban society is going through a crisis, precisely because of the lack of communication between parents and children. Prodigal children (according to Catholic Scholastics) no longer leave their homes, they only need solitude and silence in their homes. The lack of communication is such that it seems to show that we are on the brink of establishing thing-like relationships of coexistence rather than living-together relationships.

     Recently in Italy, children aged 8 to 11 answering a survey said that they only ‘speak’

     (communicate?) with their parents ten minutes a week, because they only live for work, are very            

     busy outside and do not have (or make) the time to be with their children.

     With the appearance of electronic information devices in the home, there have also appeared       new forms of communication that do not require the presence of an interlocutor. Computer screens are being used instead of the home’s dining table.

     In the opinion of analyst Sue Shellenbarger, the use of technology is not limited to such activities as buying, sending messages or chatting with friends; it is also a basic tool for family communication. The unusual thing is that parents and children do not see each other, or listen to each other, they do not share the same floor of the house either. In order to communicate they send instantaneous messages to each other, each one in their room, from two of the six networked computers that, in general, an American middle-class family owns, according to Sue Shellenbarger.

     Through this network, the individuals involved in this type of electronic family conversation –which is able to avoid the good aspects, the weaknesses and idiosyncrasies of conventional family conversation– have multiple-way conversations, send gifts, leave messages, run the house, tell jokes and the latest gossip, with no impertinence. On a first name basis.

     The activity of typing on the keyboard has replaced conversation, oral communication. This phenomenon has been occurring since the beginning of the eighties in developed countries, and in many of the developing ones.

     Some psychotherapists have warned us about the fact that each family member could end up as an isolated being, an insular being, due to the technological explosion. Furthermore, the absence of affection, the fact that the intention of people’s look and physical contact (a hug, a pat, which are basic elements in the relationship between parents and children) are undervalued, could aggravate these personal solipsisms.

      This online communication however, eliminates family conflicts. Instead of yelling at each other from every room giving the children orders of doing their homework, authority is exercised through the Internet. The children say this is a good way of verifying that they received an order, since the system records everything.

       On the other hand, thanks to electronic work networks, many parents are able to work at home and share their time with their children, which could strengthen family unity. While this is taking place in rich countries, in poor countries, where this electronic conversation forum is not always available for everybody, the bonds created by oral and presence conversation still prevail, giving more importance to everyday social relationships which are typical of the life-world.   
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