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1.  Prelude: The ‘Social Quality Perspective’ and Its Frameworks 

  
Scholars who have been working with Social Quality Theory (SQT) and the Social Quality 

Approach (SQA) since the late 1990s stand out for their explicit focus on the meaning of ‘the 

social’ as the main point of departure for the ‘social quality perspective.’ In particular, they 

conceive this ontological notion in philosophical, sociopolitical, socioeconomic, sociocultural, 

and socioenvironmental terms. Initially, the European Foundation on Social Quality, and since 

the second decade of this century, the International Association on Social Quality (IASQ), 

functioned as a catalyst organization for scholars from various universities worldwide. Over the 

past thirty years, SQT has evolved. Evidence of this can be found in the multitude of research 

activities, working papers, articles in the International Journal of Social Quality (IJSQ), and 

other international journals and books. These developments are accessible on the IASQ 

website (www.socialquality.org). At present, ‘the social’ is still conceived as “the outcome of 

the dialectic between processes of self-realization of individuals and processes that result in 

the formation of collective entities.” In line with the theory, we speak of an increase in the 

‘quality of the social’ if people in their daily circumstances “are more capable of participating in 

societal relationships under conditions that enhance their welfare, well-being, capacities, and 

potential.” 

 

According to the social quality ethical perspective, ‘societal and interpersonal justice,’ ‘equity,’ 

‘solidarity,’ ‘equal value,’ ‘human dignity,’ and ‘eco-equilibrium’ (see Figure 2, Section 2) will 

be strengthened if the ‘quality of the social’ increases. This point of view contrasts with 

orientations and practices related to, for example, the individualistically oriented ‘happiness 

approach,’ supported for decades in United Nations circles. The 2022 World Happiness 

Report, based on Gallup Polls, highlights differences in happiness experiences among 

individuals in China, India, Europe, and elsewhere. However, the measuring instruments used 

are based on chosen empirical monitoring devices that do not seem to be grounded in a 

thorough conceptualization and analytical operationalization of ‘happiness’ (WHR 2022). In 

Europe and elsewhere, this individualistic approach has gained recognition through the ‘quality 

of life’ approach, which similarly pushes ‘the social’ and ‘societal collectives’ into the 

background (see Working Paper 3b, IASQ 2009). This is also evident in the report by the 

Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress (Stiglitz, 

Sen, and Fitoussi), which was produced at the request of the then-President of the French 

Republic, Nicolas Sarkozy. The Commission was tasked with identifying the limits of GDP as 

an indicator of economic performance and social progress, including quality of life (Stiglitz et 
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al., 2010). Peter Herrmann concluded that the report’s focus on technical aspects of societal 

change may undermine system-level development, as it fails to reorganize and coordinate the 

interests of societal actors. It contradicts efforts to empower people to manage their lives 

effectively and undermines systematic and holistic policy development. As Herrmann noted, 

governance and evidence-based or indicator-oriented political practices often lead to dealing 

ineffectively with complexities, offering a misleading understanding of indicators as 

measurement instruments per se (Herrmann 2012: 44-45). The report treats ‘social progress’ 

as a self-evident concept, leaving the meaning of ‘quality of life’ unclear. 

 

In September 2015, the global community adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, also known as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), as part of the ‘social 

development approach’ (UN 2015). This was an elaboration of the well-known Brundtland 

Report (UN 1987), which introduced the iconic interpretation of sustainability’s three pillars: 

economic, social, and environmental. However, as the Social Quality Think Tank on 

Sustainability noted in its Working Paper 11, the lack of any clear ontological understanding 

of ‘the social’ turns the term ‘social’ into a black box. The constant use of this black box in the 

‘social development approach’ is not a minor flaw but a fundamental problem that leads to 

misunderstandings about well-being, societal dynamics, and effective policy responses (IASQ 

2012: 4). The UN’s 2030 Agenda continues to rely on the tripartite distinction established by 

the Brundtland Report. 

 

One of the goals of this study is to present an alternative approach, grounded in a 

philosophical-theoretical deepening of ‘the social.’ The resulting configuration of four 

frameworks aims to understand the complex nature of today’s global challenges, such as 

political shifts, increasing economic disparities, cultural upheavals, and environmental crises. 

This is a theoretical search, based on thirty years of social quality-oriented studies, to offer 

suggestions for how readers can more sharply address this complexity. In the Epilogue, we 

mention open questions, which—if this search proves meaningful—can be explored further, 

serving as an invitation for dialogue. The awareness of this historically based problematique 

in Ukraine may be one reason the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences began collaborating with 

the International Association on Social Quality (IASQ) in 2016. This collaboration led to an 

international exploration of topical societal issues, resulting in Working Paper 17/b (IASQ 

2019), which substantiates this study. Implicitly, it also offers a response to the UN’s study on 

‘from structural change to transformative change,’ maintaining the iconic distinction of 

sustainability and the concept of ‘social development’ as self-evident (UN 2018). 
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Given the current humanitarian crisis in Ukraine—addressed in the Annex to this study—our 

scientific focus on explaining and interpreting the situation may seem insignificant. However, 

the opposite is true. The far-reaching human implications compel us to create scientific 

knowledge to better understand and address the complex national and global challenges. This 

also applies to understanding contemporary forms of necropolitics, as discussed in the double-

themed issue on the societal impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, focusing on Brazil, South 

Africa, Pakistan, and India (Nijhuis and van der Maesen et al. 2021). Additionally, the 

increasing and devastating use of arms worldwide stands in direct conflict with global efforts 

to combat climate change and protect human life on Earth—key factors in sustaining the social 

quality of daily living conditions. For the scientific community, the inextricable interdependence 

of these challenges must drive a reassessment of the human sciences. The current 

fragmentation within the human sciences hinders comprehensive understanding of human 

behavior, and there is a significant divide and lack of alignment with many natural science 

disciplines (ISSC 2016). This study assumes that the lack of common ontological and 

epistemological ground between the human and natural sciences is a primary cause of this 

divide. A recent study hypothesizes that the social quality perspective may play a heuristic role 

in overcoming this gap (Westbroek et al. 2020). 

 

With this study on ‘the social,’ we aim to initiate a global dialogue on developing an adequate 

theoretical perspective to thoroughly address these challenges, bridge scientific divides, and 

move beyond current political animosities and tensions. Some interesting questions include: 

(1) how to improve indicators of conditional (objective-oriented) factors to enable realistic 

international comparisons of daily living conditions, (2) how to make SQT and SQA functional 

for contributing to overall sustainability by incorporating socio-environmental ecological factors, 

(3) how to foster a paradigm shift toward humanizing urban and rural processes, and (4) how 

to stimulate processes that contribute to realizing the five normative aspirations of SQT and 

SQA as valid and valuable contemporary ethical perspectives. This study seeks to make new 

advancements compared to previous working papers and articles in the International Journal 

of Social Quality (www.socialquality.org). These steps often include corrections to earlier 

positions. Ultimately, this is a search process. This section concludes with an illustration of the 

configuration of the four frameworks (see Figure 1), which may help readers follow the 

arguments, particularly regarding the interrelationships between these components. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.socialquality.org/


IASQ/urbanization   
Working Paper 20 
1 December 2023  
   

6 

Figure 1: Social Quality configurations of frameworks (IASQ 2023:12) 
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2. The Rationale, the Frameworks of Social Quality, and the Content 
 

Ira Gollobin referenced two ideas that underpin this Working Paper. The first comes from 

Benjamin Disraeli: “A ‘practical man’ who professes his reliance solely on ‘facts’ and considers 

theory taboo ‘practices the errors of his forefathers’” (Gollobin 1986: 381). The second is from 

Albert Einstein: “There is no inductive method which could lead to the fundamental concepts 

of physics. Failure to understand this constituted the basic philosophical error of so many 

investigators of the 19th century” (Gollobin 1986: 346). This statement applies equally to the 

human sciences. The European popularity of the ‘quality of (individual) life’ approach is a clear 

example of this failure; the social quality approach aims to offer a philosophically grounded 

scientific alternative (Abbott et al., 2016:14-15; van der Maesen 2020:120-121). However, 

without a wide range of empirical research as a demonstration of the inductive method, a purely 

deductive method may lead to scholasticism, as demonstrated by the Franciscans of Oxford 

in the Middle Ages (Copleston 1990:170-72). 

 

2.1 The Rationale, Derived from Two Ancient Greek Traditions as Points of Reference 

 

At present, the material and immaterial complexities affecting people’s daily lives, both globally 

and regionally, challenge the natural and human sciences more than ever to understand these 

issues and explain their dynamics. To grasp and address the adverse effects of these 

complexities in depth, unprecedented interdisciplinary collaboration between the sciences is 

required. A crucial condition for success is the transformation of animosities between national 

governments into effective cooperation, benefitting both people and their ecological 

environments. To achieve this, we must comprehend how these complexities function to 

mitigate their negative implications. Various interconnected tendencies are at the root of these 

complexities, such as the globalization of personal, political, juridical, economic, financial, and 

cultural interrelationships; the revolution in communication technologies (e.g., artificial 

intelligence) and the risk of its monopolization by states or global corporations; the growth of 

the global population; the explosive urbanization of habitats, including the expected increase 

in slums; unexpected and disruptive pandemics; persistent planetary warming; atmospheric 

and oceanic pollution; and the destruction of biodiversity through landslides. 
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Understanding these complexities is a prerequisite for developing scientific knowledge that 

can contribute to ‘overall sustainability,’ understood as both a source and an outcome of the 

productive interactions between ecological, political, economic, and sociocultural policies. In a 

study by Westbroek et al. (2020), it was emphasized that, given the extreme material and 

immaterial complexity of pressing global challenges and their regional manifestations, 

interdisciplinary communication and cooperation between the natural and human sciences are 

indispensable. This proposition forms the central thesis of this study. Achieving the necessary 

shared understanding requires a common appreciation of meta-disciplinary core concepts that 

express the essence of human reality. Our sub-thesis, elaborated in Working Paper 11, is that 

the unsubstantiated use of the term ‘the social’ and its adjectival equivalent in sustainability 

discourse constitutes a significant obstacle to achieving the required shared comprehension 

(IASQ 2012). 

 

This study argues that, according to Social Quality Theory (SQT) and the Social Quality 

Approach (SQA), human beings are fundamentally social beings. The adjective ‘social’ is 

derived from the conceptualization of ‘the social’ (see Figure 1). The dialectical relationships 

between people, the ever-changing societal structures, and ecological conditions form the 

essence of ‘the social’ and its adjective in a specific space and time. The terms do not refer to 

a state of being socialized; rather, they describe the continuous constitution of individuals as 

the outcome of their reciprocal interactions with evolving societal and environmental 

transformations (van der Maesen and Walker 2012: 66). 

 

In addition to cognitive suppositions, propositions regarding specific ontological 

conceptualizations of human beings, as well as normative aspects of human existence, are 

indispensable. They are inextricably linked to specific ontological views of human existence. 

Since the 19th century, two main interpretations of the essence of human existence have 

emerged in the Western world. As David Phillips explains, these interpretations are rooted in 

two distinct ancient Greek traditions (Phillips 2006: 32). The first tradition is the Hedonistic 

(atomistic) tradition, which posits that people are essentially ‘human atoms’ who form societal 

aggregates. The roots of this tradition can be traced to the ideas of Epicurus, where the 

ultimate normative goal of personal life is to derive as much enjoyment as possible. This view, 

which sees individuals as autonomous entities, is closely associated with contemporary 

neoliberal conceptions of human existence. The logical consequences of this neoliberal 

atomistic view are often glossed over by European Christian-democrats who promote the idea 

of ‘social liberalism’ (Peeperkorn 2022). 
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The alternative conceptualization of humans as ‘social beings’ can be traced back to ancient 

Greek notions of ‘Eudaimonia,’ particularly in the works of Aristotle. This perspective presents 

a different ontology of humans, with distinct normative values at stake. It argues that humans 

are the product of reciprocal processes between themselves and the constantly changing 

societal and natural environments. Eudaimonic moral values such as virtue, responsibility, and 

moral obligation are inscribed within this reciprocal process (Phillips 2006: 32). From this 

ontological perspective, specific qualities of ‘the social’ (i.e., ‘social quality’) become apparent. 

These qualities are not confined to individual prosperity and happiness, nor are they primarily 

focused on maximizing personal gain. Instead, they pertain to qualities of human engagement 

with others, society, and nature (Abbott et al. 2016). The normative implications of specific 

conceptualizations of human existence are significant. The unsubstantiated and vague use of 

the concept of ‘the social’ not only causes cognitive-scientific miscommunication but also 

obscures a broader pattern of normative understandings and implications related to the 

conditions of human existence. 

 

2.2 A Configuration of Four Social Quality Frameworks: An Elaboration of Working Paper 17b 

 

2.2.1 The Conceptual Framework 

 

Recognizing the importance of distinguishing between the two distinct traditions of thought 

mentioned above, since the 1990s, social quality scholars have worked toward a valid, 

meaningful, and heuristic conceptualization of ‘the social’ (Beck et al., 1997:1-10). In SQT, ‘the 

social’ is framed as a fundamental and pervasive phenomenon in human existence and follows 

the eudaimonic tradition. It is understood as “the outcome of the dialectic between processes 

of self-realization of individuals and the formation of collective identities” (van der Maesen and 

Walker et al., 2012: 44-72). This involves the material and immaterial processes between 

human beings and their continuously evolving circumstances, as shown in Figure 2. The 

dialectical nature of this conceptualization is central to its ontological foundation; it represents 

a reinvention of ‘the social’ (Herrmann 2009). This figure was first published in Working Paper 

17b (IASQ 2019:50), preceding Figure 1. 
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Figure 2:  Rethinking the Constitutive Interdependency (Dialectic) as the Core of    
the Conceptual Framework (IASQ 2019:50) 

 
    Constituting/developing 
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Left side        Right side 
processes of   constitutive interdependency  processes of the  
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of people             (dialectic)   collective Identities  
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                steering and judging the outcomes  
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Figure 2 from 2019 was already an elaboration of the figure on the constitution of ‘the social,’ 

first published in the IASQ’s third book (Beck et al., 2012: 48). However, this figure does not 

fully capture the dialectic between the left and right sides, as it seems to imply a time-lapse. In 

reality, people are born into circumstances shaped by both recent processes and those from 

much earlier times. How can we better illustrate this dynamic? The presentation of the 

configuration of all four frameworks (see Figure 1) may provide insight into the dialectic at play. 

In the recent study by Jaap Westbroek, Harry Nijhuis, and Laurent van der Maesen on the 

necessary cross-pollination between contemporary sciences and human sciences—and the 

role of the social quality perspective—attention has already been given to this dialectic 

(Westbroek et al., 2020). This study will build upon that foundation. 

 

2.2.3 The Analytical Framework 

 
In Working Paper 17b, the original ‘analytical framework’, which consists of three sets of four 

factors, is further elaborated. Due to the growing focus on sustainability (discussed below), 

ecologically oriented factors have been added. Instruments for each set of factors are also 

indicated. With the development and application of ‘indicators’ of the conditional factors, a start 

has been made (van der Maesen and Walker et al., 2012). 

 

Figure 3:  The analytical framework as an epistemological and methodological 
challenge (IASQ 2019:13) 
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To be continued 
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