Foreword


This book has emerged from an unexpected intellectual journey. It began as a relatively simple straightforward effort to set out a normative theory of the voluntary sector in liberal, democratic societies. The aim was to set out the normative claims of those who championed the sector, and sought to protect its special rights and privileges in a relatively rigorous way so they could be tested philosophically, legally, and empirically. I thought it important to produce this as a kind of foundation document to allow a more considered analysis and review of our knowledge of the sector origins and effects, and to consider public policy toward the sector. On this view, it was important to have an explicit normative theory of the voluntary sector as a way of justifying and guiding the public policies that shaped it. 


Because it was impossible to engage a social science audience in a normative theory of the voluntary sector without bringing the public policies into views, and because there was a real need to clean up the public policy framework we were using to think about the voluntary, third sector, this first effort quickly broadened into a wider effort to create a book that aimed sought to develop a public policy framework for thinking about enabling the voluntary sector – what the sector was, where it came from, what effects it had, how it shaped the prospects of our individual and collective life. 


But thinking seriously about the voluntary sector in the wider context of the normative frameworks we used to evaluate the overall performance of liberal democratic forced me to re-consider some important questions that seemed settled in the way that we thought about liberal democratic societies. More particularly, it forced me to think hard about human nature (and in thinking about it, shaping it). About the way that individuals combined or aggregated up in larger units  through voluntary action or through the pressure and weight of pre-existing social conditions. And the way society itself was organized: from the individual up to and through many different kinds of collective associations and activities; and more particularly how society acted to deal with the perpetual human issues of our struggles with nature on one hand, and/or our ideas about relations with one another on the other. And the way in which society both defined and acted on problems that were in some sense either collective or public and/or governmental (recognizing that there is potentially an important difference between these two concepts.


I am trained more as a practical policy analyst and public management type. So it makes me uncomfortable as well as inadequate to the task of offering this wider view of how society is organized and organizes itself for collective action in the economic, social and political spheres. But I have been forced to think about these issues as the ground for thinking about public policy seems to have shifted under our feet.


It was a relatively straightforward problem to think about how best to accomplish public purposes that had been assigned to government by a process of collective/political choice. There were some important subtleties that needed to be handled. But it was all made conceptually clear by a collective defined purpose that was to be achieved by government. Public policy was about the deployment of state resources to achieve publicly mandated purposes. 


Things got considerably more complicated, however, when we began thinking that important contributions to public purposes were made by the private sector – both in its philanthropic, charitable, and nonprofit guise and its commercial, for profit form. It was even more complicated when these contributions were made outside the controlling framework of regulatory regimes and contracts which carried public purposes into and through both nonprofit and for profit entities. Resources were voluntarily contributed, and with that, a certain kind of freedom was found in re-defining public purposes for the collective, came. That power could be held by individuals who contributed their own resources. To through different kinds of electives using their economic and material contributions to produce results without the direct action of government. Indeed, as politics and government have become increasingly discredited, and as the wisdom of leaving more of the work to the more particularistic and voluntary organizations began to be apparent (for both efficiency and legitimacy reasons). These arrangements (once criticized as a kind of corruption that disturbed the integrity of the collective choices that should have guided public enterprises) became more widely favored and more widespeared. We cdall these things private public partnerships or collaborative governance arrangements. We hoped that corporate social responsibility and social enterprise could a vital enging for dealing with otherwise insurmou8ntable public problems. We urged the government to operated less as a director and direct producer, and more as a convenor or facilitator that brought little of its own to the agreements that could be made among private proucers. All in the interest of a kind of efficiency we associate with markets: initiative responsiveness voluntariness – nopw separated from the venal spirit of capitalism and governed instead by a desire to achieve important public purposes through market means ((organizations that acted with the initiative and imagination and flexibility/versatility of private enterprise, but without the animating greed that cause them to produce things only to satisfy the material desires of those with money to spend, and to pressure the terms of emplo0yment of those who worked for them in the interests of satisfying shareholders) a claim that had in any case, lost some of its class distincition in a world in which many workers were shareholders, andin which workers depended on thewealth of the company for which they worked to cover  health and retirement b enefits.

Abandoned in much of this enthusiasm was the important question of how a liberal society decides that something is an important enough public purposes to deserve some form of not just voluntary support motivated by greed or altruism) but also obligatory support created by governmental obligations designed to fairly distribute the burden of achieving important public purposes, as well distribute the benefits. That government suppot could range from nothing more than protecting the rights of private individuals to do what they wanted with their own time and money; and if that involved generous contributions so mcuy the better (since it presumably made byother the giver and the givee happye); or it could mean the government action to focus attention on a problem or an opportunity without itself taking any responsibility for dealing wit it. Or it could include providing exemptions from taxation and other kinds of goverhnmehnt support. Or, it could include the government accepting significant (if not exclusive) responsibility for producing the result through the use of either its regulatory authority, or its money, or its property. 


Where something that was plausibly a public problem or opportunity would end up would depend not only on the intrinsic material character of a good or service, not even on its moral standing in our ideas about what we owed to one another. It would depend instead on the existing infrastructure of associations and organizations. These would be important partly as the basis for a political discussion about whether something was important enough to be a public problem worth using the resources and instruments of government to solve, or whether it would be left to the more uncertain but also gentler and more nuanced efforts of voluntters. But the infrastructure would also be important as a basis for operational work. The existing infrastructure could be deemed sufficient or insufficient. It could be allowed to work independently. It could be incorporated, It could be enlarged so that the effort as a whole could “get to scale.”

This picture of a society that kept moving from concerns about individual material concerns s to collective issues not just to ensure prosperity (though that might well be an important focus of government), but also out of concerns for justice and fairness (in whcyh the material conditions of society were considered a matter of justice either as an end in itself or as a means for ensuring a just political systems) that consisted of a set of pre-existing institutions; that was open to the creation of new institutions; and when the infrastructure of institutions are engaed in a dynamic struggle for resources, to define purposes pursued by other institutions,l etc. is a very different picture of the world than one that is neatly dividedbetween a private and a public sector, and in which there are well defined technical rules that dictate what should be public and what private. I(t is a orld in wich the boundaries of the public and the private, the individual and the collective, the interests in material prosperity and justice and fairness on the other are being continually contested in an areana that gives many different opportunities for individual, collective (voluntary) and collective (state) action.


It is this old world newly reconceptualized that I have ended up exploring as I carried out my inquiry into the important social role of the voluntary sector, and how it ought to be enabled and regulated by a liberal democratic society. It forces me to explore assumptionjs we have been making about individual motivations (what they are, how they are formed, whether they ever really be seen as individual, and in what ways); about mechanisms that are constructed to allow social co-operation and the aggregation of individual action into larger entities that have important consequences for the quality of individual and social life (we can’t escape our background, we forced by convention to share interests and commitment even if we don’t want to; we make implicit and explict agreements with reasonable terms and expectations set by convention and broad norms of reciprocity); about how society is actually organieds toi deal with individual and collective problems ranging from the assurances of economic prosperity thorugh the achievement of a just set of social relations (through what kinds of transactions, associations, and institutions are individuals combined to take advantage of their joing strength to solve material or relational issues and problems; what part can be voluntary and negotiated and what part needs to be legislated as part of the political governmental system)


In the end, I have some things to say about the normative claims of the voluntary sector, about the public policies that animate the nonprofit sector, and about how we might work towards a scheme that would work better to identify the particular aspects of voluntary associations that merit public support of different kinds. 


But another important contribution of this work I hope, is to provide the basis for understanding the aspirations and organization of society in a way that will allow us to make sense of ideas (and have a more convergent discussion about) about privatization, about collaborative governance, about social enterprise, about corporate social responsibility, and about the prospects for  a civil society that has a stronger economy, a healthier set of social relations, and a more competent politics and government than we can now claim. This is the way forward.


But I do not believe that this depends on enlarging the market spaces in our society and our world. It lies as well in understanding how to ecnaourge the angels of our better nature to act, be nurtured and maintained in our culture and institutions, and to express themselves through economic, and social/civic, and political/governmental institutions and processes. That aspiration may depend more than we now know on the development of a stsrong civil society located (in part) in a particular, specialized set of institutions, but much more in the hearts of individuals who operate across the boundaries of ihnstitutionsw, and inf in those institutions and in partnerships among them, a chance to create prosperous, free, sociable, and just societies – not just in the thin liberatarianway, but in a richer way that recognizes that even aliberatarian society needs a social agreement to survive, and that the qeusiton of whether that is the kind of society that is best for humans will be decided by a human community that continues to lurch forward, seeking its way, in an inevitably interdependent condition.  

A slightly different idea: started with the idea of the voluntary sector. To understand, had to see in context of liberal democratic society. But as I did this, I found myself asking some basic questions about the conventional ways in which we were thinking about liberal democratic societies: specifically, how it thought about the public good, how it was organized to define and act on public problems, what motivated individuals in the society, and what values they used to evaluate the conditions of their lives as individuals and as members of different kinds of collectives; the relationship between politics and civil life, etc. I found I could not give a satisfactory account of the role of the voluntary sector without reconsidering many of these complex issues. So, I have written a book that is partly a reconsideration of how liberal democratic societies are constituted, and what they might be like when they are working well to produce both prosperity and justice; and a re-consideration of the role that the voluntary sector plays in this. The book is also about how society might want to structure its public policies to help ensure that the voluntary sector plays its proper and useful role, and how those who manage and lead these enterprises might best think about their work. 

