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SUMMARY

In this article, we address the crisis of 21st century society in all its economic and social institutions, with different perspectives or approaches to a new social structure that is full of diverse ideologies, technologies, and connections to the most dynamic sectors of the economy. This society of the new millennium is a society of information and knowledge, which presents us with new family paradigms. As a result, the functions that society requires of its institutions are becoming more diverse, with a greater emphasis on human capital.

Introduction

Critical analyses of social structures have resulted in the implementation of various reforms. However, in the new millennium, the crisis in social assistance and development institutions has emerged not in an isolated manner but as a set of requirements of the social structure. There are crises in the labor market, in the administrative system, in the legal system, in the family, in social, political and religious institutions, in the hierarchical value structure, in ideologies, and elsewhere. 

We are experiencing a crisis not only in the model of development and social assistance, but also in the emergence of new forms of social, cultural, economic and political organization. We are told of human development with theories, hypotheses and paradigms that are sustained by human capital, with knowledge and ultimately education as an overall concept activating this society of the new millennium.

Thus, the current crisis has not stemmed from the deficient manner in which governmental or non-governmental institutions fulfill their social objectives. Rather, we must ask: What are the functions that the institutions of the 21st century must fulfill in order to respond to this new social requirement?

One aspect to be considered is this: Who are the participants demanding this change? In the past, critics found themselves among intellectuals, researchers and academics; nowadays, they find themselves in society – civil society, globalizing society. A new society, a more participatory society, a society with new forms of social, economic, political and cultural organization, referred to as the “information society,”  the “post-capitalist society,” the “post-industrial society,” the “new middle ages,“ the “third wave,“ or the “knowledge society.” Beyond the current names that authors such as Peter Drucker
 and Alvin Toffer
 have used to share different perspectives and approaches, this new social structure is full of diverse ideologies, technologies, and connections to the most dynamic sectors of the economy.

This is a knowledge society, an information society, a society that has left behind the obsolete paradigms of the 20th century to offer a new form of human development, a society of education that proposes a new concept of reality, considering it a process in life, for life and throughout life.

Transformative Cultures of the Societies of the 21st Century 

Economic, social and political development are all linked to cultural development. Cultural changes are associated with values, habits and behavior patterns put into practice in a society, as well as with the process by which these contents are produced. Socialization processes may be analyzed by looking at the changes in productive processes and in the social relations of this new knowledge society, with a direct impact on public policy in contemporary societies. 

When we ask how this new society is and what it will be like, we are speaking of a new conceptualization of knowledge in this democratic society, in which the development of skills and the hierarchical structuring of the culturally universal values of tolerance, justice, equality and freedom are the basic elements with which to express this new social reality, at the forefront of the agenda of consensus discussions, models of social participation,  establishment of communities, processes of participation, and all those elements that characterize the society of the future – this society of knowledge and information.

In The Disappearance of Childhood,
 Neil Postman tells us that changes in communications technology have three effects: they “alter the structure of our interests: the things we think about. They alter the character of our symbols: the things we think with. And they alter the nature of community: the arena in which thoughts develop.”

This cultural change is so significant that some authors have referred to this period as a major rupture, fundamentally associated with changes in the family and changes in the manner with which the family performs its function of primary socialization.

Family Paradigms 

As we know, the classic description of the process of socialization defines two principal phases: primary and secondary socialization. Primary socialization, which occurs during childhood and normally in the family, is the process by which the individual acquires language, basic systems for interpretation of identity, and the rudiments of the apparatus that legitimizes reality. Secondary socialization comprises all later processes that introduce the already-socialized individual to new sectors of the objective world of his or her society.

Primary socialization is an affective and emotional relationship that consists of the transmission of contents and knowledge inherent to the culture, with an absolute identification with the world as presented by adults.  As argued by Berger and Luckman (1968), in primary socialization there is no problem of identification, no choice of significant others that the individual must accept as such, no possibilities for making other choices. The child does not internalize the world of his significant others as one of several possible worlds; the child internalizes it as the world, the only one that exists and that the child can conceive of. For this reason, the world that is internalized during primary socialization is implanted into the individual's conscience much more firmly than the worlds that are internalized during the process of secondary socialization. 

These characteristics of socialization are neither universal nor static. The changes in the family structure are having a significant effect on its socializing function. Available data on most western countries indicate a series of very important phenomena: an expansion of the nuclear family, a reduction in the number of children couples have, a rise in common-law relationships, a rise in single-parent households (mostly with single mothers), an absence of or frequent change of father figure, and a dissociation between the biological father and the psychological father. 

An interesting study by Ángeles Cruz and Rojas Wiesner
 cites data from Nazario
 (2002), stating that approximately 48,000 undocumented children from Mexico and Central America arrive in the USA every year unaccompanied by their parents. Two-thirds of them manage to evade the Immigration and Naturalization Service. Many of them are traveling north in search of work; others are escaping families that mistreat them. Most of the Central American children intend to meet up with one of their parents, and three-quarters of them are looking for their mothers. Some children say that they need to know whether their mothers still love them. According to advisers and immigration lawyers in the USA, only half of these children travel with smugglers; the rest travel alone. 

In addition to these structural changes, there are also major changes in values and in the way they are transmitted. More and more, adults believe that they should not transmit a specific world view to their children, but instead give them the ability to independently choose and form their own ideas. In Spain, a study on values and family patterns directed by Petra Maria Pérez Alonso
 (1996) stated that the Spanish family showed a clear tendency toward nuclearization, giving little importance to the roles of grandparents, aunts and uncles, or other relatives in rearing work of bringing up new generations.

According to the survey results, most fathers and mothers believe that it is necessary to transmit values such as honesty, non-discrimination and independent thinking. The available data confirm that these trends are seen in countries all over the world, at varying levels of economic and social development.

The fundamental change that has taken place in the family is the dissociation between the spousal relationship and the relationship of parent-child filiation. In the traditional family, these two ties were indissoluble. Currently, the spousal relationship is no longer indissoluble, as it is a social tie, while filiation remains indissoluble, as it is a natural tie. In this regard, the process of secularization has brought about a transformation of spousal relationships into more temporary, egalitarian relationships. But this change to spousal relationships does not affect the permanence of filial relationships, and thus a new source of tension is created, prompting us to ask: How can we link spousal relationships with filiation? (Tedesco 2002)

The contemporary family is no longer an institution, but rather a network of relations that, instead of being responsible for transmitting the economic, social and moral heritage from one generation to another, fosters the construction of a personal identity.

Individualism and the Formation of Identity 

These changes in the family are directly linked to one of the most important cultural phenomena in western society: individualism. There is a long history of recognition and development of individual identity (Dumont 1983). In order to address the latest stages of this process, we should compare the individualism of current society with the individualism of the 19th century. The fundamental difference lies in the expansion of the areas in which individuals have the right to make their own choices. In the 19th century, freedom was restricted to the political and economic spheres: in public, individuals were required to conform to strict codes of personal behavior. Current individualism involves wider areas for choices in terms of lifestyle, with an emphasis on self-expression, respect for internal freedom, and expression of individuals’ personalities, special qualities and exceptional features. The credo of our times is that each person is unique, every individual is or should be free, and each of us has or should have the right to create or build our own lifestyle, through open, unhindered freedom of choice.

Analyzing the process of formation of identities means analyzing the processes of socialization. In traditional societies, identities were based on determinants such as gender, race, ethnicity and religion. With the advent of democracy, the importance of these pre-formed factors eroded, and they were replaced by elements such as nation, social class and political ideology. Nevertheless, the relevance of this process of construction of identities is more closely related to the active socializing role that the individual plays in the construction of his or her own identity.

However, this greater subjective autonomy is accompanied by an increasingly drawn-out period of material dependence (Meslet, 1996). Several analyses of this issue have concluded that we are witnessing two contradictory trends: while cultural autonomy in terms of lifestyle and ways of thinking is being acquired at earlier and earlier ages, material autonomy is being acquired increasingly later. Some studies in developed countries have demonstrated that, in the 21st century, the age of puberty has dropped from 13 to 11. It appears that, starting at age 11, the process of entry into the adult world begins to accelerate quickly and children look everywhere for ways of affirming their identity. The desire for autonomy is expressed through consumption, dressing, eating and communication, as well as ever-earlier initiation of sexual activity. But this expression of cultural autonomy is not accompanied by material autonomy: young people are living with their parents longer and longer. This phenomenon cannot be explained by unemployment alone, as 30% of young people who have jobs continue to live with their parents.

A study conducted by Villers Aispuro (2000)
 tells us that, in the Mexican state of Chiapas, the construction of values consists of three fundamental aspects: family, religion and school. From there, new social material is incorporated to construct representations, establish values and assume attitudes. In order of precedence, this is as follows: in first place, the family (31.90%); in second place, the church (25.11%); in third place, school (22.08%); and in fourth place, the government (9.3%). According to young people in Chiapas, least trustworthy institutions are Congress (0.64%), political parties (0.79%), and non-governmental organizations (0.86%).

Culturally, we are living in complex, interesting times. Tensions between individual freedom and social involvement, between respect for cultural heritage and the right to define one’s own lifestyle, and between material dependence and spiritual autonomy, show us that we should accept that our society is becoming increasingly multicultural. Developing each person’s ability to express themselves freely, learning to live with different types of people, and accepting diversity are the most significant challenges facing societies and individuals in the new millennium.

Outlook for the Future

According to the conclusions of the survey conducted among youth in Chiapas, young Chiapanecos are different from other Mexican youth: they live in different surroundings, they have a history of marginalization and poverty with centuries of exploitation, and they live in the forgotten corner of Mexico, separated from today’s world. But young people in Chiapas do not experience the frustrations of not being; rather, they are, and they reproduce this by using the tools available to them: family (the fundamental support for their stability), religion, education regarding nature, decisiveness in terms of biological roles, oral culture, strong willingness to seek new opportunities in the generational mobility of labor, and free use of open space. They are faced with social and economic limitations beyond their control, but this does not prevent them from living happily in their small world of the present.

What do young people in Chiapas require from social assistance institutions? With regard to institutions, it is essential to build a State policy that is grounded in a youthful vision of social development and that is expressed clearly in plans, programs and actions for youth development. These actions should be directed at rural and indigenous youth from small communities and groups of urban youth in situations of social vulnerability and volatility, and should include training and employment for young people with little education, initiation into political participation, strengthening of reproductive health programs, promotion of gender equality in family decisions, and preservation and reinforcement of young people’s values.

Reflecting on the role of social assistance institutions means addressing the problem of defining knowledge and skills that require instruction of citizens and the institutional means for carrying out this instruction. In the past, only educational institutions were responsible for secondary socialization and transmitting knowledge from one generation to another. Now, the question is whether school will be the socializing institution of the future, or whether the instruction of new generations will require a new institutional design. Who will be responsible for instructing the new generations? And what contents, values, skills and capabilities – what concept of men and women – will should this new society transmit? 

At the close of the 20th century, there were increased opportunities for access to information and knowledge, and an accelerated development of the media permeating our daily lives and altering our processes of social participation. From this perspective and faced with this new reality, social requirements and the functions of institutions have become the great challenges of this new society of information and knowledge.

With this massive influx of information and knowledge, we must develop skills and abilities for correct decision-making in this complex, uncertain process. We face the risk of creating a polarization between those who have access and are able to evaluate and interpret this knowledge, and those are excluded from this. Developing these skills and attitudes is the basic function, and establishing connections with the economy and social development is essential for attaining sustainable development in our regions. 

According to Touraine (1997),
 the current situation presents us with a paradox: as the reflexive construction of the trust and reliability of systems is increasing, the conditions for exercising it are worsening. Increases in inequality, social polarization and exclusion are the results of an institutional system that is not accountable for the destiny of individuals. There is no protection body that can be trusted more than oneself. In a world of constant, uncontrollable change, there is no other point of support than the effort of the individual to transform lived experiences in the construction of him- or herself as an actor. However, this reconstruction of personal and collective life based on the idea of the subject requires institutional protections. Thus, these human and social development institutions are key spaces for the development of public policies for the construction of subjects. 

Proposals
This massive influx of information and knowledge requires us to develop skills and abilities within the process of economic, social and cultural formation, giving a greater level of performance to citizens in a world rife with competition, where two sets of social circumstances are polarized: those who have access to the development of these skills and abilities, and those who have historically been excluded from these opportunities.

Within this context, public social assistance and human development institutions will only be able to remain operational and current if they keep up with these changes in family models and the role of the individual development of family members, especially where the youngest persons are concerned. These institutions will only be able to remain solid and relevant if they see themselves as dynamic, active parts of the process of instructing each member of the family, based on the new paradigms described above.

The beneficiaries of these institutions must assume an increasingly central and decisive role in the care models used for them. These intervention models cannot be created or carried out without their participation, consultation or share of responsibility.

The new challenge or new function of social assistance and human development institutions will be that of keeping up with the pace of social dynamics. To this end, institutions will have to enter the public space, forge alliances with organized civil society, echo their voices and requirements, and give order and systematization to the care provided to them, all based on a democratic process of dialogue with the social bases that sustain the programs.

There are some adverse elements that will continue at least until early in the second decade of the 21st century. These include: the social paternalism that is still part of many community and family programs; the political clientelism that diminishes resources and leads to biases in the delivery of benefits; and the excessive targeting of vulnerable groups that divides the poorest communities and generates internal conflict as they compete for assistance resources.

The major challenge of professionalizing the development of social assistance and human development professionals still remains, as well as the need to certify the standards for performance of social and civil associations working in this field, preventing them from becoming simple agencies engaged in the placement of public assistance and funds – intermediaries of human need. Moreover, new legislation on social assistance must take into account all of these factors so that the social monitoring of actions may be carried out under the new regulations.

Speaking of the new functions of social assistance institutions means speaking of a restructuring not of their objectives (which would essentially remain the same) but of the way in which the fulfillment of their objectives is approached. Social investment should mean exactly that: the pooling of efforts, multi-factor actions, the democratization of decision-making, and the encouragement and enhancement of capabilities – within a framework of equality, justice and well-being for all.

In Mexico, as it looks ahead to the first two decades of this new century and millennium, and especially in Chiapas, the individual citizen and the new composition and dynamic of the family will constitute an individual, personal project, while also being part of a complex whole. There, values and points of reference will have changed, and they will require the state to provide social support, solidarity and equalization of opportunities, for a more participatory, educated, informed society.
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