Entangled Paradoxes of Liberal, Democratic Societies
1) A sharp distinction is made between a society composed of free individuals on one hand, and a state that has jurisdiction over those free individuals on the other, but each is seen as constituitive of the other. A liberal society cannot be reliably constructed or sustained without a particular kind of state to help establish and enforce rules governing the conduct of the free individuals; but the state is supposed to be the agent of (and therefore subordinate to) the aspirations of the society of free individuals

2) The state that is appropriate to a liberal democratic society is at once the principal guarantor of individual freedom, and the particular individual rights that secure that freedom, and one of the principal threats to that very same individual liberty and those very same rights. Each of us resorts to the formal apparatus of the state when we believe our individual rights have been abused; but we also band together outside the boundary of the state (or within particular spheres created by the state) to protect our rights from inappropriate state interference.
3) The individuals who constitute the free society are thought to be free and independent, and it is this condition that the state seeks to secure and advance to the maximum degree possible (given the material interdependence of the free citizens). But in order to construct a state that can protect the liberty of all, those free, independent citizens are bound together in a democratic state that forces them to engage in the demanding collective process of self-government; thus requiring them to participate in some important kinds of collective decision-making.

4) The values that individuals hold, and the interests they recognize are understood to be fundamental individual freedom. In liberal democratic theory, these values and interests are understood to be behaviorally important since they are thought to be the things that guide individual choices about how to participate in the economy, in the society, and in the civic and political realm. They are also thought to be normatively important since individuals are understood to be the only proper arbiters of value in a free society. How good a society is, and whether it can be improved by altering its collective arrangements can only be judged by individuals affected by that policy. The right to explore and commit oneself to particular values and interests is thought to be core to individual freedom: indicative of the individual human agency that is celebrated by liberal societies, and relied upon as a basis for holding individuals accountable for their actions and their own positions in the society. At the same time, we understand empirically, that the values that individuals hold, and the interests they recognize, are profoundly influenced by more collective, social processes. These social processes operate at several different levels. First, the objective social conditions into which individuals are born have a profound effect on how each individual develops: what they value, the interests they recognize, the skills and abilities they develop that allow them to pursue those interests and values. This can be viewed as the social background effect of society on individuals. Second, what individuals can see ahead of them in the form of opportunities also has an important effect on freely choosing individuals. What they see in front of them can be viewed in either the short run where individuals make choices based on immediate incentives and opportunities; but this can also be viewed over the long run where they think about making investments in themselves and their conditions. Call this the social foreground effect of society on individuals. Third, whatever the reality of the social background and foreground facing individuals, that reality (and its normative evaluation by individuals) is profoundly shaped by a social conversation in which individuals try to make sense of the circumstances in which they find themselves. That conversation is typically a social conversation with others similarly or differently situated. Think of this as the social narrative effect on individuals. Whatever the mechanism, the point is that the particular individual agency of each citizen in a liberal democratic society – celebrated as the thing to be protected by liberal society, as the core of individual freedom – is profoundly shaped by the overall shape of society, and by social collective processes that help individuals understand, accept, or reject their place in the society, and make individual and social responses to their conditions.

5) Given the social, collective origins of our individual values and recognized interests, it should not be particularly surprising that the values we develop as individuals are usually not limited to our material self interests. We identify with the plight of others – either intrinsically, or as an object lesson of what could happen to us if we did not band together with others similarly situated. We have ideas of what constitutes fair and just treatment of each other  -- what constitutes “just relationships” – and we are willing to expend emotion and energy to try to ensure that justice is done in individual encounters with one another. We may also develop views not only about what is good and just and fair for each of us individually in our interactions with one another, but also about what is good and just and fair for the society as a whole. Once we have these views – which are views about what we want from and for society – we find ourselves locked in a different kind of interdependence with one another – the kind that comes from the fact that in order to constitute the kind of relationships and the kind of society that each of us wants, we have to persuade others that this is the kind of relationships and society they should want, too. If each of us has preferences about relationships and society that necessarily make claims on the actions and commitments of others, we have to work with those others to jointly construct those conditions. None of us can achieve our goals without the co-operation of others. 

6) Given the fact that many of the values and interests we hold as individuals are focused on relationships and aggregate social conditions as well as on our individual material interests, and that we cannot achieve many purposes without collaborating with others, it should not be surprising (but it is nonetheless a bit paradoxical) that one of the things that individuals decide to do with their individual liberty is to abandon it by joining together with others to accomplish things together in collectives. There is a particularly evanescent and odd (but nonetheless quite common) form of collaboration in liberal societies which consists of market exchanges between buyers and sellers. There is another form of collaboration for material advantage that involves the slightly more complex transactions between those with capital and ideas, and those with labor to sell. And there are the collaborations that form among individuals who share interests, and cannot pursue their interests successfully without others – those who want to sing in a group, or play bridge, or build model ships. There is the form of collaboration that involves enjoying the experience of identifying with and learning about a group with which one identifies. There is also the form of collaboration that involves banding together to advance one’s material interests with others similarly situated. And there is the form of collaboration that involves banding together in common cause to produce a social outcome, or to engage in a political effort to persuade the state to pursue a common interest. Such collaborations can be held together by economic interest. They can also be held together by commitments to solidarity. And they can be held together by commitments to common social and political goals. Whatever the underlying glue, they can also be held together by informal understandings, or by formal agreements. In both cases, a certain kind of authority is created over the individuals who are subject to these arrangements. In the case of contracts, that authority will be enforced by the state as well as informally. But an important features of these collaborations is that they are “voluntarily” chosen by individuals, and willingly entered into. This makes them different from the kinds of collaborations that are necessitated by the fact that the free individual citizens of democratic societies are bound together within a liberal democratic state, that they are obligated to direct through collective political processes, and become subject to once collective choices are made.
7) Because the core of the individual freedom enjoyed by the citizens of a liberal society is the right to decide for themselves what they value and where their individual interests lie. Consequently, the state is discouraged from any attempt to shape the values of free citizens (it is discouraged from “legislating morality”; or “acting paternalistically” with respect to its citizens). Individuals, too, are discouraged from trying to impose their own values on others. And majority groups in societies are discouraged from seeking to dominate or shape the cultures of minority groups in the society. Yet, despite all this effort to protect the rights of individuals to develop and pursue their own values and interests (however idiosyncratic they might be), individuals, society, and the state benefit from some degree of commonality and homogeneity in the values held by individuals in the society. Without some degree of homogeneity on some key issues influencing relationships in the society, it is impossible to govern a free society. At a minimum, a free society might depend on a widely shared agreement that individuals should be tolerant of the rights of others; that the state should impose laws and rules only when they are necessary and when they have been embraced by most in the society as necessary, valuable, just, and fair; and that important minority interests ought to be protected by the state even when the majority is convinced that some restrictions of those rights is necessary for some larger collective purpose. In effect, neither individual citizens in liberal societies, nor liberal societies en masse, nor liberal democratic states can afford to be value neutral. They have to be committed to the values of respect, and tolerance, and minimal intrusion on the rights of others. They also have to be committed to accepting and guarding the legitimacy of the informal processes and formal social institutions that help to ensure the continuing effort to balance individual rights and freedom with collective needs and aspirations. Only when these democratic values have been fully embraced by a democratic society, and embedded within social and state institutions can the apparatus of the democratic state be embraced as fully legitimate.

8) The state in a liberal democratic society appears simultaneously as a kind of law giver whose principal responsibility is to ensure that right relationships are sustained (to the degree possible) among individuals and offices in the society, and as a producing agent that is relied upon to materially shape conditions in society for the benefit of individuals and the society as a whole. To achieve these purposes, the state is granted the use of legitimate authority over both the conduct and the property of individual citizens. That authority can be used directly to adjudicate disputes and protect a particular structure of rights and duties established in existing law – that is, to do justice in individual cases. It can also be used to help the society achieve important common purpose – say, raise an army, guard against pollution. When the law is used instrumentally for purposes other than the establishment of justice, or right relationships, it is usually constrained by the idea that the fundamental rights of individuals not be abused, and that, to the degree, the production of a desired social state requires contributions from individuals, that those contributions be fairly apportioned. It is in this sense that we can and should think of the authority of the state as a producing asset that can achieve material purposes as well as the crucial resources that is engaged when the state is asked to arbitrate disputes of various kinds in the interests of justice. But the state can also be seen as a kind of economic producer of goods and services that citizens want from the state. It does not have to be the producer of these things directly, but it can be the financier. And, while the financing can be done in various ways ranging from pure market type transactions to exemptions from taxation, the most common form of public financing of governmental purposes is through taxation. In this role, we want the government to be an efficient and effective user of scarce resources, and we judge the value of government operations not only by its ability to produce justice and fairness, but also in its ability to produce desired results efficiently and effectively. But, because the money that is being used to produce material results comes from the use of state authority, and state authority may only be used for the good of all, and when it is used, it has to be used fairly and justly, when government is seen as a producing agent, it has to be judged in terms of the overall public value of what it is producing, and the fairness with which the costs and benefits of its production are distributed. 
