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The purpose of this book is to set out a vision of the voluntary sector
 as a vital component of liberal democratic societies
 – one that can help such societies become more prosperous, more sociable, and more just.
 The practical goal is to help us citizens see more clearly what we have at stake in that oft-neglected sector, and to determine what policies and practices could strengthen the sector’s contribution to our individual and collective life.
 In this respect, this book is primarily about the voluntary sector. As such, it joins a scholarly tradition that seeks to identify the voluntary sector as a distinct part of liberal society, and to assess the direct effects of that sector on the wider society.


But there is a broader aim as well: to use the voluntary sector – both as an empirical fact and as a normative ideal -- as an anomaly that challenges our contemporary understanding of the nature and the potential of liberal society itself. More specifically, we can use a close analysis of the voluntary sector to re-consider at least three crucial aspects of liberal society: 1) the role that “public-spiritedness” as an individually held value plays in animating, facilitating and guiding social action; 2) the role that collectives – both voluntary and involuntary – play in shaping the quality of individual and collective life; and 3) the ways in which liberal societies have organized themselves to define and carry out public purposes. I want to construct a view of liberal society that is more sociable, more communal, more civil than the ones we currently rely on. 

The Dominant, Contemporary View of Liberal Society 


This seems an urgent task because our current view of liberal democratic society – as both a reality and an ideal – has become curiously shrunken and distorted. Somehow, our cultural commitments, our political ideologies, and our academic ideas have coalesced around a particular narrow view of liberal society. 


It is a view in which individuals are viewed as the key building blocks of society – not collectives. As Margaret Thatcher once said, “There is no such thing as society; only individuals.” It is individuals whose decisions and actions drive society. It is individuals who are the proper arbiters of the value that society is creating. There can be no such thing as a collective will – no “Vulcan mind-meld” that joins individuals in a reliable collective aspiration.


It is also a view in which individuals are seen as most commonly and most reliably motivated by material self interest. That is true not only when they are acting within the market economy, but also when they are acting in the political or social sphere. In the political sphere, they may mask their self-interest in hypocritical claims about their commitment to justice, or the welfare of society as a whole. But it is best to take such claims with a grain of salt.


It is also a view in which society as a whole is seen as being divided into two major sectors: the private (market) sector on one hand, and the public (government) sector on the other; each with its own distinctive responsibilities. The private sector takes care of organizing the production of material goods and services that can allow the individuals in the society to prosper. The public sector is primarily responsible for protecting the individual rights that allow individuals to live freely. It is also responsible for settling disputes among private parties, and for producing some particular goods and services that (for various technical reasons) cannot be supplied through free markets. 


In this view, the public sector also has some uncertain responsibilities for “protecting the public interest,” or “achieving the public good,” or assuring some kind of “social justice.” But the content of these ideas remains a bit murky. The principal reason is that these concepts take the form of collectively defined purposes rather than individual preferences, and, as noted above, we do not know how such collective preferences can be reliably constructed. 


Of course, individuals are free to have their own views of the public good and social justice. And an important part of what is called the public sector consists of the continuing political discussion about what particular conditions should become the focus of collective, governmental attention. 


But given the difficulties of reaching collective agreements about such matters, and given the tendencies of public officials to behave like everyone else and pursue their own self interests rather than the public good, it is probably best not to let the scope of these ideas of public purposes to get too large. It would be much better if the public sector would stay focused on its essential tasks, and not stray into other more speculative and more difficult areas.


It is also a view in which voluntary collective action is seen as difficult to construct and sustain. The reason is that collective action often produces significant benefits to those who participate that are much larger than the benefits that individuals could produce for themselves. Often, those benefits are available to individuals even if they do not join in the collective effort to produce a particular good. Or, individuals can ostensibly enter the effort to produce the good, but actually shirk their duty, and still earn their promised shared of the collectively produced benefit. Because individuals are seen as relatively self-interested, and since it is hard to exclude individuals who do not contribute their fair share to collective efforts from enjoying the benefits of the collective effort, individuals will be tempted to become free riders on the work of others. Since everyone can see this problem at the outset, many collective enterprises that could be successful will not be undertaken. The only way to overcome this tendency for collective effort to fall apart is to create contracts that promise individuals a particular reward for participating in the collective enterprise in a particular way, or by using some kind of coercive authority that could require individuals to contribute their fair share to the collective effort.


It is also a view which holds that the best way to evaluate the performance of society as a whole is in terms of its ability to achieve material prosperity for its individual citizens. That is consistent with the view that liberal societies can only properly be evaluated by individuals, and the view that what matters to individuals most is their material well-being. It is not that they aren’t interested in other things, and that society shouldn’t be concerned with producing these other things. It is just that securing material prosperity is should be the first order of business. There will be time enough to concentrate on these other matters when prosperity has been achieved. Besides, liberal societies know a lot more about how to organize themselves to produce prosperity than other goals such as sociability or justice, and there is a risk that it will waste a lot of money chasing after attractive but Quixotic goals. 


Now, the things that are at the center of this particular view of liberal society --individual rights, freedom to choose, markets, and material prosperity -- have always been central to the idea of liberal democratic societies. They have also formed an important part of the appeal of liberal democracy around the world. What seems different now, however, is that these goals have ceased being an important concern of liberal societies, and come closer to being their only goal and aspiration. 


Left behind in this enthusiastic embrace of liberal democracy as powerful device for assuring individual freedom and generating material prosperity is any idea that the rights-bearing, freely choosing, materially-interested citizens of liberal societies might not be satisfied with prosperity alone – that they might have powerful public- spirited values that motivated them to want to create a society that is good and just, as well as free and prosperous. Lost, too, is the expectation that those evaluations might lead them to act (individually or collectively) to transform the society in which they live. Abandoned also is the idea that these individuals might evaluate the society in which they live in terms of its justice and fairness as well as its prosperity; and not only in terms of their own well being and fair treatment, but also in the well being and quality of justice that is enjoyed by others. In short, what has been left behind in our conception of liberal society is any kind of individually held charitable, or civic, or public aspiration that longs to be satisfied in the same way that material desires do, and that energizes both individual and collective action to help liberal communities become more sociable and just as well as more prosperous.

The Voluntary Sector’s Challenge to the Dominant View 


It should be clear, I think, that even the simplest, most conventional idea of the voluntary sector challenges this particular conception of liberal society as far too individualistic, far too selfish, and far too materialist. An important accomplishment of the previous scholarship on the voluntary sector has been to point to the existence of a “third” sector that lay “between the market and the state.” What made the sector so interesting and distinctive was that it seemed to combine attractive features of both the private and the public sector. Like the private market sector, this third sector seemed animated by voluntary action guided by individual values and desires. It emerged from the authentic desires of individuals, and their willingness to do work to fulfill their desires. Unlike the public domain, this sector was neither coerced nor collective. Like the public sector, however, this voluntary third sector had as its goal the achievement of “public” and “charitable” purposes – the kinds of public goods and services that could be valued by society as a whole, but could not be sustained by a revenue stream generated by sales of these goods and services to fee paying customers. Moreover, the individuals who contributed to the achievement of these purposes, or the production of the goods and services, did not necessarily demand to be paid for their efforts. The effort was public-spirited or charitable not only in its effects, but also in the motivations that helped produce the observed effects.  


An equally important accomplishment of previous scholarship has been to begin the process of explaining why the sector exists, and tracing its impact on society. Because other powerful theories existed that explained how the needs and aspirations of citizens in a liberal society could be met by a two sector society consisting of the market on one hand and the state on the other, however, the theories gravitated toward the general idea that this sector existed to fill gaps in liberal society that were left by failures in the performance of those other social behemoths. Thus, we had economic theories that explained the existence of the sector in terms of its ability to produce social goods and services needed by society that could not be reliably produced by the market.
 We had political theories that explained the existence of the voluntary sector in terms of certain kinds of governmental failures. We even had a theory that reminded us that we probably could not rely on the charitable sector alone to deal with all the failures of the other sectors.


These basic ideas – that there exists a separate sector of society, animated by public spirited and charitable values, that helps to fill gaps in liberal society’s capacity to meet the needs and desires of its citizens – challenge the dominant view of liberal society at each point. The view that the macro-organization of liberal societies can best be analyzed in terms of a private sector on one hand and a public sector on the other is undermined by the claim that there exists a third sector of society that also plays an important role in shaping the quality of individual and social life. The view that the citizens of liberal societies have mostly selfish and material desires is undermined by the demonstration that a sector exists that responds to quite different motivations. The view that the only thing that matters to individuals is their own material welfare is undermined by the idea that individuals and society as a whole have wider purposes to which they individually and collectively commit themselves on behalf of becoming a good and just society. In all of these ways, the idea of the voluntary sector holds out an image of liberal citizens and liberal societies that is much more communal than the one that now occupies center stage in our thoughts.

A Broader View of the Voluntary Sector and a Deeper Challenge to Liberal Society 


While even the simplest view of the voluntary sector poses a pretty significant challenge to our conceptions of liberal society, embracing an even broader view of the voluntary sector makes an even deeper challenge to the dominant conception of liberal society. 


The dominant view of the voluntary sector that has emerged from past scholarship in this domain has tended to see the sector primarily in terms of a particular set of formally established associations and organizations; organizations established as nonprofit corporations, and granted certain kinds of tax exemption by government. It is the solid, concrete existence of these particular organizations that establishes the idea that there is a voluntary third sector; not the fuzzier claim that individuals in liberal societies are motivated in part by the desire to do good for others and to achieve their particular vision of a good and just society, and that part of what guides them toward these wider goals is a strong sense of empathy and fellowship with one another. 


The organizations that occupy center stage in our image of the voluntary sector are great charitable organizations such the American Red Cross, or the Salvation army: organizations, supported by voluntary private donations and different kinds of governmental support that provide services to disadvantage individuals. It is these organizations that form the moral heart of the voluntary sector; not the larger number of mutual benefit associations, or political associations that are lumped together with these truly charitable, other serving in a grab bag of collective enterprises that do not fit neatly into the private market or public state sector. 


The social goals that are enabled by the existence of a voluntary sector that is truly public spirited and charitable are those goals associated with the effort to reduce economic and social inequality by establishing a solid floor of material prosperity and civil rights for those that find themselves at the bottom of the social hierarchy. It is not the idiosyncratic ideas of important social goals embraced by individual philanthropists who put their private fortunes in service of those particular causes.


Suppose, however, that we went beyond this particular idea of the voluntary sector. Suppose we defined the voluntary sector in terms of a set of motivations and social relationships rather than in terms of a set of formal institutions. Suppose we kept reminding ourselves that the organizations that we typically include in our (organizational) definition of the voluntary sector include member serving, mutual benefit associations and political associations as well as more strictly defined charitable organizations; that the voluntary sector included churches, labor unions, and the Republican Party as well as the American Red Cross and the Boy Scouts.  Suppose we saw the voluntary sector as something that emerged from the fact that individuals in liberal societies had been given rights to spend their money as they saw fit, and to associate with one another for economic, social, and political purposes,  and that when these rights were utilized by individuals with public spirited and charitable motivations, the activities, associations and organizations that we associate with the voluntary sector appeared (along with many others); that the voluntary sector appeared as an expression of rights rather than as an instrumental device for achieving a pre-determined set of collectively defined purposes. 


Each of these ideas poses a challenge to our conventional thoughts about not only about the nature of liberal society, but also of the nature of the voluntary sector, and the ways in which the voluntary sector shapes both the reality and the potential of liberal democratic societies. An important purpose of this book, then, is to use these unconventional ideas about the voluntary sector to challenge the way we think about both the voluntary sector and liberal society as a whole. It will help us recover, or develop anew, the seemingly paradoxical idea of a liberal community; a liberal society which remains committed to the protection of freedom and individual rights, but within the individuals whose rights are protected have much different ideas about what they want in their own lives, how they understand their relationships to one another, and the various ways in which they both can and must form into collective enterprises to enhance the quality of their individual and collective lives. 


Initially, I did not have this ambitious second purpose in mind. Indeed, I hoped to concentrate narrowly on describing, explaining, and evaluating the voluntary sector as a distinct, individual component of liberal society. Yet, as I pursued my inquiry into both the nature of the voluntary sector, and its impact on liberal society, three observations pushed me away from an approach that focused on the voluntary sector as a distinct set of organizations, and saw their important role as filling in gaps in the performance of the market and public sector to a wider view that envisioned the voluntary sector in terms of motivations and relationships as well as particular institutions, that took its mutual benefit and political organizations as seriously as its charitable organizations, and that viewed the activities, associations and organizations we associate with the voluntary sector as an expression of individual rights as well as a practical tool that society has developed and used to achieve particular established goals. 

I. Doubts about the Adequacy of the Contemporary View of the Voluntary Sector


First, despite the accomplishments of scholarship on the voluntary sector, there remained some important difficulties in the conceptualization of the field. Two specific problems are worth noting. The first lies in the continuing effort to define the “essential” qualities of the voluntary sector: those qualities that make all the activities of the voluntary sector different from the market and the state on one hand, and similar to one another on the other. The second lies in the tendency to see the important effect of the sector in terms of its ability to fill gaps left by market and the state in the pursuit of some imagined ideal of social welfare.


A. Confusion about the Defining Characteristics of the Sector


At the most basic level, the effort to characterize the voluntary sector as a sector of society located in a distinct set of organizations that have some important characteristics in common, and other characteristics that distinguish them from organizations located in other sectors of society, has proven exceptionally difficult. The difficulty is signaled by the various terms we have been relied upon to characterize the essential qualities of this sector. It has variously been called the third sector, the nonprofit sector, the independent sector, the voluntary sector, and the charitable sector. As we will explore below, each of these concepts seeks to locate the distinctive essence of this sector in some quality that differentiates this sector from the private market sector on one hand, and the public state sector on the other, and that gives to the sector some kind of common characteristic that makes it something other than a miscellaneous grab bag of organizations and enterprises that do not easily fit our ideas of the market and the state. 


Despite the enormous practical appeal of locating the voluntary sector in a particular set of organizations that have some qualities that distinguish them from organizations in the private sector on one hand, and the public sector on the other, I will argue against this idea. Indeed, I will challenge it on two grounds. 


First, I will argue that it might well be a mistake to see the voluntary sector as located only within formally established organizations. I think it might be important to see the voluntary sector in a wider set of collective capacities than those represented by formally established, large scale durable organizations such as the American Red Cross, or the Boy Scouts of America. The collective capacities I have in mind could include larger numbers of more informal organizations. Many of these can be quite small – block groups, book clubs, baby-sitting co-operatives, musical ensembles. But some, such as Alcoholics Anonymous, can be quite large. I also have in mind associations that are not particularly durable – the group of individuals who combine for a short time to provide shelter to those made homeless by a fire, or to clean up a park or build a playground together, or to pressure their town government to provide more after school opportunities for kids. I also have in mind the kind of latent social connections that bind individuals to one another in some sense of social solidarity, and can occasionally be used to mobilize significant social and political action – the ties that bind individuals to others who seem situated in similar social circumstances. I even have in mind the kinds of motivations that we associate with those who contribute to the work of the voluntary sector – the desire to do good, to be a good neighbor, to do what one can to make the society as a whole more prosperous, more sociable, and more just through actions that will not necessarily be paid, or for that matter, even noticed.


Of course, once one defines the voluntary sector this broadly, it becomes obvious that one should not think of this sector as being contained only within the organizations we typically associate with the voluntary sector. Such motivations and social relationships can show up in organizations in the private and public sectors as well as the voluntary sectors. They can create capacities and commitments within organizations of all three sectors that influence the commitments and actions of those organizations. They can also form the basis for powerful movements that cut across both organizations and sectors. To see the voluntary sector in a certain kind of spirit, and in certain methods of building the collective capacity to act, then, is to burst the boundaries of a particular set of organizations. 


Second, I will also argue that to the extent that we focus our attention on more or less formal, durable, associations and organizations, the best way to think about the sector is not be in terms of associations and organizations that are entirely distinct from one another. The argument instead will be that all associations and organizations can be seen in terms of a set of dimensions that include such things as: 1) the purposes that the organization seeks to achieve; 2) the sources of revenues that the organization relies on to sustain its activities; 3) the kinds of assets held by an organization; 4) the legal structure of ownership and governing processes that simultaneously locate social responsibility for the actions of the organization in particular individuals, and give those same individuals formal authority over the use of the organization’s assets; 5) the boundaries that the organization creates between it and the wider society, and the ways in which it seeks to exercise control over those who are embraced within the organization’s boundaries of authority; and so on. For each of these dimensions it might be possible to say that some organizations are more private than public, more for-profit than charitable or public spirited, more economic than social or political, or more open than closed. 


But all organizations will represent complex bundles of these characteristics. And the characteristics will not necessarily be highly correlated with one another. There will be some economic organizations such as Enron that are very greedy, others such as Royal Dutch Shell that have gradually come to be viewed as socially responsible, and some such as Ben and Jerry’s that are viewed as highly charitable. There will be some political organizations such as militia groups devoted to the protection of individual liberty that are very closed, and pursue a very idiosyncratic idea of the public good; others such as the AARP that are wide open, but pursue the material interests of their members; and still others that are open to all, and seek to advance causes that are embraced by many such as the Democratic and Republican parties. There will be some wide open social organizations that provide valuable services to those who join, but never engage in any political action such as Alcoholics Anonymous; and other organizations such as The Natural Resources Defense Council that are politically active and influential but never develop a mass base. 


Consequently, when one looks across these different dimensions, one will sometimes see an organization that looks very public and charitable in virtually all respects; but then turns out to have a few characteristics that make it seem pretty much like a private economic enterprise. Conversely, one can see organizations that look very private, but then turns out to have a profoundly public and charitable quality. There is no necessary expectation that an organization that is public in some respects will be public in all respects; just as there is no expectation that an organization that is private in some or even many respects, will be private in all respects. 


With a scheme that looked at associations and organizations along multiple dimensions, it might still be possible to divide liberal society into organizational sectors. One can devise some kind of scoring system that looks across the organizations on the different dimensions and scores them as more or less private, more or less voluntary or more or less public, and then assigns them to a sector based on their combined score. But such an effort would not necessarily produce sectors that had organizations that closely resembled one another, and that were neatly distinguished from the others. One would be looking at organizations assigned to one sector that shared many characteristics with organizations that had been assigned to different sectors, and perhaps only a few important characteristics that made them different from one another. Comparing associations and organizations in liberal society according to their publicness or their charitableness may resemble efforts to classify different kinds of sparrows, more than it does comparing sparrows to hawks, or birds to other animals.


B. The Voluntary Sector as a “Gap Filler”


At a far more important level, the effort to demonstrate the social impact of this sector has fallen prey to the kind of social utilitarianism that characterizes much of our current analysis of the performance of social entities. The commitment to measuring the performance of the voluntary sector against some objective standard of social welfare can also be seen in the language we use to describe the important contributions of the sector. In that discourse, we talk a great deal about the voluntary sector’s role in “filling gaps,” or compensating for predictable “failures” in the operations of the other sectors of liberal society. 


In one strand of economics-based theorizing about the voluntary sector, for example, we learn that the voluntary sector is important in “filling gaps” in the performance of the private market. For example, we learn that nonprofit organizations are important to ensure the efficient production of services to individuals when the quality of the services cannot be easily evaluated by consumers, because nonprofit organizations are more likely to feel some kind of moral or professional obligation to do the right thing for their clients even when the clients cannot call them to account for failing to do so. Thus, non-profit hospitals will provide quality medical care to patients because their governing structures are not trying to cut corners in care to deliver a financial return to shareholders, and the doctors who staff them accept a professional responsibility to provide quality care to clients. We also learn that the voluntary sector might be important in producing services to individuals who do not have the ability to pay for them, or who have not yet developed the taste for some particular things that would be good for them, and that they will eventually come to like if only they have some experience with them. Thus, voluntary organizations can be relied upon to provide food for the hungry, shelter for the homeless, and moral support to the oppressed even if the individuals who benefit cannot pay for them. Voluntary sector enterprise can also play an important role in supporting public health services, or education, or opportunities to participate in artistic endeavors not only for those who cannot pay, but also for those who could pay, but do not yet understand how such things could benefit them. And, we learn that the voluntary sector might be able to support activities that produce results that can benefit many such as basic medical research that can help produce a cure for cancer, or the creation of public parks and monuments that can help shape the collective life and identity of a particular community.  


In a second strand of political theorizing, we learn that the voluntary sector exists to fill in gaps created by governmental failure.  Government failure takes three somewhat different forms. First, in a world in which individual citizens have different ideas about the purposes that government should pursue, and at any given moment, government policy can be only one thing, it is obvious that there will be many individuals whose particular political aspirations for government action will be frustrated. I was hoping we might be able to reduce taxes significantly by reducing welfare expenditures. You were hoping that we might finally understand that we had a moral obligation as well as an enlightened self-interest in providing funds to poor parents so that they could concentrate on the important work of raising their children. Government decided to reduce payments to welfare recipients making me happy and you sad. Your sadness can be viewed as a government failure, and you can respond to that by using your own resources either directly to aid the poor you wish to aid, or to try to shift the political decision to align more closely with your views about what makes a good and just society. Voluntary associations are available for you to use in the pursuit of either course of action.


Second, in a world in which government is assigned many difficult tasks to achieve, and in which government organizations tend to take on certain bureaucratic tendencies that make it difficult for them to adapt their operations to varied individual circumstances they encounter, government may fail to provide goods and services to clients and achieve its goals in the most efficient and effective way possible. For example, it might be an important goal of a welfare program to help poor parents both care for their children and seek gainful employment. A government bureaucrat, limited to nothing more than determining eligibility for payments, may not be the best way of helping individual clients negotiate a path towards good parenting and economic self-reliance. A nonprofit organization, with the flexibility to adapt to individual circumstances, and with some kind of cultural sensitivity and local knowledge, might be better able to accomplish the public purposes of the program. Thus, the voluntary sector deals with the government failure by providing the means to achieve government’s assigned tasks more efficiently, effectively, and responsively than government agencies can.


Third, government failure could consist of the failure of government to meet the needs of the people in society. In this conception, there is an assumption that a collective agreement has been made about what constitute the needs of the people that government is pledged to meet. There may even be an assumption that there is some objective standard that defines the needs that a good and just society would recognize and seek to achieve through the use of governmental action. The way that the voluntary sector is seen as contributing to the filling of this particular gap, then, is in one of two ways. The voluntary sector is expected to fill in with the financing and provision of services to those in need that the government has neglected. Or, the voluntary sector is expected to provide some of the important political advocacy that will help the political system recognize the importance of meeting a particular set of social needs. Thus, governmental failure exists when oppressed individuals can find no one to defend their individual rights, or when poor, unemployed, sick, or uneducated individuals can find no succor. The voluntary sector fills this gap either by acting voluntarily when government will not, or by pressuring government to accept a commitment to meeting these unmet needs using the powers of the state to do so. 


And lest we think that the voluntary sector can make up for all the deficiencies in the market, in politics and in government, we learn that there can also be a charitable gap in which the voluntary sector fails to deliver what is needed to fill these various gaps that were supposed to be filled by the other sectors. Thus, the charitable gap exists when society counts on the voluntary sector to meet its social goals, and the capacity of the sector falls short of that aspiration. 


There is much that is important in the idea that certain kinds of gaps in the performance of markets and the state provide important opportunities for the organizations we associate with the voluntary sector to arise, and that this “gap filling” is an important kind of contribution that the voluntary sector makes to liberal society. At the same time, however, it is worth noting the idea that gaps and shortfalls exist to be filled implies some notion of an agreed upon social state that we seek to achieve – a telos towards which society will tend as a positive and normative matter, or some kind of social maximand that has been generated by the society itself, or that can be used by some objective social evaluator standing outside the society to determine the size and character of shortfalls in the society’s performance.


If “gaps” and “failures” can only be defined with reference to an agreed upon set of purposes that society is trying to achieve, one has to ask what those purposes are, and whence they came. To some, of course, the idea of a good and just society comes from outside the actual processes of society – from some normative idea rooted in divine inspiration or some other transcendental moral philosophy. To others, the idea has to come from inside the society. In the first instance, the ideas about a good and just society have to come from the inspiration and commitments that individuals have to particular ideas of the good and the just. But in liberal democratic societies, individual views of the good and just, however important to the individuals, and however important to the society as an idea to be considered, become practically and normatively compelling as claims of the collective on the individual only when those views are shared among many different individuals in the society, and enacted in binding agreements that require individuals to contribute to a shared conception of the good and the just. That is when they acquire moral, political and legal force. A democratic system depends on ideas of the good and just that emerge from political communities in which individuals argue with one another about what we owe to one another as a matter of justice and fairness, and what we would like to achieve together as a matter of collective, social ambition. 


C. The Voluntary Sector as a the “Values Crucible” of Liberal Society


The importance of collectively identifying important individual rights to be protected, and collectively valued goals to be pursued; and deciding how this important collective work should be divided up among different social actors, raises the important question of what creates the base for such political discourse in a liberal society. It is here that the voluntary sector shows up to play not just an instrumental role in the achievement of previously established individual and social goals, but also in shaping the values that guide individual and social action. The voluntary sector plays an important role in shaping the valued purposes as well as the instrumental capacities of liberal society in two different ways, at two different levels of social action.


The most obvious contribution the voluntary sector makes to shaping the values that animate liberal society lies in the role that the voluntary sector plays in shaping much of what we would recognize as democratic politics in liberal society. It is easy to forget, for example, that the Democratic and Republican parties (as well as the occasional pesky third party!) are associations and organizations that lie within the voluntary sector. These are the organizations that liberal society relies upon to help organize citizen participation in democratic elections, that help identify and develop individuals who can hold public office, that articulate comprehensive political ideologies and programs which give voters the chance of exercising significant control over the entire direction of government. 


But politics – understood as the processes that democratic societies rely upon to decide how the collectively owned assets of the democratic state will be used – actually encompasses much more than election of candidates to hold public office. Political processes in liberal democratic societies typically include the organization of issue campaigns that culminate in public referenda, or lobbying democratic legislatures to pass particular legislation, or appearing before administrative agencies to influence their rulings, or even bringing important test cases before courts for legal decision. Each of these processes is capable of altering the uses that are made of both public authority and public money as well as the use of publicly owned material assets such as parks, and forests, and waterways. 


When we consider this wider array of political activities, the contribution of voluntary sector organizations to politics seems even more pervasive. Indeed, it is precisely here – in the organization of political movements outside of the existing political parties, or the representation of (more or less selfish) interests in legislatures, administrative agencies and in courts -- that one really sees the breadth and depth of the voluntary sector’s role in defining the purposes of the liberal state. Through these processes, the values used to animate the creation of the associations and organizations of the voluntary sector make claims on government, and through government, on all the rest of us. Their purposes – however selfish, crassly material, or idiosyncratic – become public purposes when they are incorporated within government policy as important goals to be achieved. It is in this important sense that the associations of the voluntary sector help to shape the public values and purposes of liberal societies. 


A second, potentially more important role that voluntary organizations play in helping to define the public purposes of the society is the impact that they have on the social views of individuals. Many voluntary organizations arise as an expression of individual desires to associate with one another; others are sustained at least in part by the degree to which they fulfill that desire. The desires to affiliate can be rooted in material interests: the desire to co-operate and produce more together than one can alone by taking advantage of the division of labor; or the desire to band together to protect or advance material interests that a group has in common in a society that seems to threaten them. They can also be rooted in psychological and sociological desires to develop and protect some kind of social identity that gives meaning to individuals’ lives, and allows them to enjoy a sense of fellowship with others. They can also be rooted in shared political aspirations – to find the means to create a certain kind of society that seems prosperous, or just, or both, or at least one that does not attack their shared material interests. 


When institutions arise to meet the desires of individuals for material welfare, for social connectedness, for political accomplishment, they can be seen as creating value for the individuals whose desires are being met. The individuals who join are better off than they would be in a world that did not include these organizations. 


But it is also likely that these organizations not only respond to individual values already held by individuals, but also nourish, sustain, magnify, or alter those values. The social experiences organized by these groups become part of the life experiences of the individuals who comprise them. Those individual experiences help create and concert the individually held ideas about what is materially, socially, and politically valuable. Thus, they help to form the social imagination, the cultural values, and the social norms that frame the more obvious features of democratic politics.


If voluntary associations are important in creating the values that individuals use to evaluate their own position and the society as a whole, then it follows that these voluntary associations can have an impact on economic and social life as well as political life. The reason is that the individuals who are associated with the churches, the unions, the social clubs, the block watches, the consumer co-operatives, and so on bring the values formed in these associations to other parts of their life. 


Individuals do not live all their lives within one sector of society; they move across sectors. They are simultaneously economic actors, social actors, civic actors, and political actors. While the sector within which they are acting may exercise some important influence on the values they bring to that particular set of activities, it is also likely that individuals, in pursuit of a kind of moral coherence in their lives, will not dramatically alter their values as they move from one sector to another. It is far more likely that they bring the values created within one sector to the work that they do in other sectors. 


To the extent that they bring the values that are nurtured within their social and civic life to their economic and political life, they can have a profound influence on the actions of associations and organizations within these other sectors. They can act as investors or consumers with the values that are generated in their cultural or political groups, and thus bring their influence to bear on economic organizations. They can act as voters or petitioners in political and legal processes with the values encouraged in these voluntary associations, and thus influence political action. In essence, then, voluntary organizations plausibly shape the purposes of society not just directly by taking action as organizations in the political process, but more indirectly by shaping the values of individual members who then bring those values to different roles in the society – economic, social, and political – and in doing so, shape the behavior of these other institutions and processes.


If this is true, then one can see voluntary sector not only as a part of the society that “fills gaps,” but as the ground from which society as a whole emerges, and that shapes action in economic, social, and political domains. This image of the voluntary sector as the ground from which these other institutions spring, and which they rely on to keep them oriented to their proper social tasks does not naturally occur in a conception of the voluntary sector as a subset of institutions in society that “fills gaps.” 


Such considerations, of course, would lead to a quite different picture of what the both the nature of the voluntary sector, and it contributions to liberal society. For example, we might locate what we call the voluntary sector less in specific institutions and associations, and more in the motivations and social relations that not only give rise to these organizations. We might find that instead of playing an important technical role in helping liberal society find the resources and means to achieve goals set elsewhere, the voluntary sector plays a key role in defining the individual values, and shape the collective processes through which individually held values become socially and politically compelling. 

III. The Blurring of the Lines Between Public and Private, Nonprofit and Profit Sectors 


The second reason to try to break loose from the tradition of seeing the voluntary sector as a particular subset of organizations making distinct contributions to liberal society is that liberal societies seem to be changing a great deal. Views seem to be changing both about what constitutes the important “public work” that needs to get done by liberal societies, and where and how that work can best be accomplished. In these changing views, both the concrete associations and organizations of the voluntary sector, as well as the kinds of motivations and combining mechanisms we associate with voluntary sector enterprises, are becoming more important. So, the role of the voluntary sector in society seems to be changing along with our ideas about the private and the public.


A. The Formerly Sharp Line Between Public and Private


For the last century or so, liberal societies have seen themselves as divided between a private (market) and public (governmental) sector. The institutions of the private sector were seen to be motivated by private material interests. They were not expected to voluntarily accept much responsibility for cultivating social values or defining and achieving public goals other than the pursuit of material prosperity at the individual level. This was considered morally acceptable for two quite different reasons.


First, as a matter of justice, liberal societies were committed to the idea that individuals had natural rights to acquire and own property, and to use their property to pursue whatever interests they had. It was assumed that those interests included material welfare as an important, perhaps dominant concern for most individuals. Thus, a market within which individuals were allowed to pursue their own material interests as best they could was seen as a perfectly just and appropriate social institution. 


Second, as a more practical matter, liberal societies placed confidence in an economic and social theory that demonstrated that if individuals were allowed to pursue their own material interests in market exchanges, an “invisible hand” would guide economic activity in the society to the efficient realization of individuals’ material welfare. Because individual prosperity was an important goal for liberal societies, and because the market seemed to be an important mechanism for achieving that result, liberal societies could embrace the individual pursuit of material interests not only as an inevitable aspect of human nature, but also as something that, when properly organized in free markets, would allow many individuals to benefit.


The institutions of the public sector, on the other hand, had to be concerned both about the material welfare of citizens in the society, and the justice of social arrangements more generally. The public sector had to protect individual property rights in the interests of justice, and in pursuit of economic prosperity. But the public sector also had to protect citizens not only from natural and external hazards, but also from man-made hazards that emerged from economic success such as the degradation of the natural environment, or the creation of dangerous or exploitive working conditions for those employed by market organizations. It also had to provide forums in which citizens could explore ideas of the common good and justice and fairness, and provide the instruments necessary to help achieve collective goals that the collective had decided were important to achieve. This was the distinctive role of the public or governmental sector in supporting a liberal society.


Thus, we citizens of liberal societies imagined that there was a natural division of labor between the private and public sectors. The private sector looked after material prosperity (depending on the state to help maintain the social conditions that allowed markets to work). The public sector took care of some economic tasks that could not be easily handled through market mechanisms (the supply of collective goods of various kinds), and established rules that forced private firms to pay attention to some social consequences that were otherwise “external” to their decision-making processes. The public sector also sought to ensure justice minimally by providing forums within which disputes could be settled, and enforcing the civil and criminal laws that defined “right relationships” among individuals in the society, and between them and the state. And in some liberal societies, the public sector was assigned the task of achieving a thicker kind of justice: one that not only guaranteed individuals in the society rights to be protected from criminal attacks by one another and the state, and to participate in the processes of directing governmental activity towards certain goals, but also one that guaranteed citizens rights to such important material goods and conditions as a job, an adequate income, decent living conditions, adequate health care, and some kind of education that would assist them in becoming good workers, good democratic citizens, and flourishing human beings.


Now, it seems that liberal democratic societies are re-thinking this basic line that divides the private from the public. In contemporary parlance, the line between the private and the public is beginning to “blur.” Things that we used to think of as being public are becoming private. Things that we used to think of being private are becoming more public. Things that we thought naturally belonged to the voluntary sector are now being picked up by the commercial and governmental sector. The blurring of the lines is happening not only at the sector level, but also at the organizational level.  


B. The Privatization of Government


The “blurring of the lines” begins with the strong political thrust that focuses on “privatizing the public sector.” Of course, there is no small amount of confusion about what we mean by “privatization.” In one version, privatization means nothing more than shifting the production of goods and services that used to be produced by government agencies to private firms. In this version, the public purposes assigned to government have remained undisturbed. The collective commitment to tax and regulate ourselves to accomplish a particular set of purposes remains intact. The only difference is that we are now prepared to imagine that the achievement of those public purposes, and the production of the publicly provided goods and services that could achieve them, might best be accomplished by contracting with private firms rather than supporting public bureaucracies to do the work. Thus, we can distinguish the idea of having a public purpose important enough to tax and regulate ourselves to produce from the idea of relying on civil servants and public bureaucracies to produce the results. 


A much different idea of privatization is not only to take the work required to achieve a public purpose, or to provide a public good or service out of the government’s hands, but also its financing. In this conception, the body politic decides to take a purpose that it previously judged to be sufficiently important to be worth taxing and regulating itself to produce, and relegates the decision about the importance of this public good or purpose to the voluntary choices made by individuals. In effect, a purpose is taken out of the obligatory, collective realm of politics, and returned to the voluntary individual realm of the market. Individuals rather than the collective can decide whether and how much of a particular good or service to produce and consume. In this conception, the size and scope of government changes: government gets out of certain businesses – not just on the production side, but also on the financing side. 


C. The Increased Public Interest in Government Supporting the Private Economy


The “blurring of the lines” does not end with the idea of privatizing purposes that used to be public; it continues with the idea that purposes that we used to think about were primarily private should now be viewed as importantly public. This shift comes with a sharpened awareness that liberal democratic societies have a strong collective, public interest in pursuing material prosperity for their citizens, that an important engine for accomplishing that public goal is the private economy, and that the public sector plays an important role in helping the private economy succeed.  There was a time, of course, when Engine Charlie Wilson’s claim that “what was good for General Motors was good for the country” was seen as an amusing error in political/economic thought. But Wilson’s claim no longer seems quite so vulnerable to contempt. The public in liberal democratic societies throughout the world seems to have embraced the idea that its future prosperity lies with the success of its private corporations, and to have encouraged government to treat the success of private enterprise as an important public goal worth using the powers of the state to achieve.


No doubt, an important part of the reason for this is the insistent pressure of global economic competition. Even wealthy, developed countries understand that their economic position in the world is somewhat precarious, and that if they wish to maintain ever increasing standards of living, they cannot take their economic performance for granted. They have to manage their economies and help their firms remain competitive so that they can maintain or increase their standard of living. 


But another reason we have come to reconsider the public importance of the private economy is more powerfully rooted in the ways we have come to think about the standards we ought to use in normatively assessing conditions in liberal democratic societies. An important feature of liberal societies is that they view individuals as the important arbiters of value in the society, and that they allow individuals to value whatever they want. Given this commitment to individuals as the arbiters of value, the natural way for liberal societies to think about the proper method for evaluating social states is by adding up the welfare of the individuals who comprise the society according to their own individual valuations of their positions. This means that when a private individual confronts the collective and the state as an individual who wants something, that private individual want has to be taken seriously, and its satisfaction or frustration recorded in the overall evaluation of the society. Thus, if consumers want low cost consumer goods and services, and employees want secure high paying jobs with lots of benefits, and investors want high economic returns, and the best way of achieving those important private wants seems to be support of the private economy, then government will have to try to pursue these goals.  In essence, since private individual welfare is a large part of what a liberal government is supposed to secure, and since individuals want private material welfare among other purposes, a liberal democratic polity will naturally and quite properly include the achievement of individual economic prosperity as an important public goal.


D. Private Contributions to the Solution of Public Problems


The blurring of the lines continues with the emergent idea that many important purposes that used to be thought of as uniquely public, and that could only be accomplished through the use of the coercive powers of the state, can actually be accomplished as well or better through private, voluntary activity. We have already noted that this idea shows up as part of the argument for the unique contribution of the voluntary sector to dealing with government failure, and with the claimed advantages of privatization; namely, the claim that private sector firms, motivated by competition for government contracts, can outperform monopolistic public bureaucracies in the pursuit of those goals. We could also say this idea has also already appeared in the claim made immediately above that the private market is the best way to solve what we now see as the public problem of ensuring future prosperity. But the idea that private, voluntary action can contribute a great deal to public purposes now seems to go beyond these important claims.


In discussing private contributions to public problems, it is important to distinguish between those contributions motivated solely by the desire to contribute to the public welfare without any expectation of a private financial return, from those contributions that are motivated at least in part by the expectation of a  private, financial return. In the first case, we have all the standard ideas about the role that individual philanthropy and charity can contribute to the public welfare. These include the claim that the nation’s great private foundations have played important roles in the development of ideas, policies, and programs that have enriched the quality of individual and social life. Also included is the observation that citizens of liberal democratic societies often give voluntarily to organizations that help others. This is mostly about money. But we also have the idea that voluntary contributions include labor and other material contributions, including both blood and organs to those who are in medical need. We also have  the famous “thousand points of light” that depend on voluntary contributions to improve the quality of life in local communities. According to many, this swell of voluntary contributions can be a potent force in dealing with important public problems. Or, put somewhat differently, if these public spirited efforts ever diminished, we would find ourselves in much worse difficulty than we are today.


In the second case – where private efforts are not purely charitably motivated, and are carried out by individuals and organizations with profit seeking motivations – there are also potential public contributions to public purposes that can be made.
 Private corporations, fore example, can provide funds, technical assistance, or other materials to organizations pursuing public purposes.
 Private corporations can also contribute to public purposes by enthusiastically embracing an ethic of corporate responsibility that requires them to take responsibility for the welfare of their workers, their dependents, or the communities and states in which they work that is beyond what they are legally required to do. And, there is the continued willingness of for profit firms to search for products and services that can be valuable in what are called developing markets, and seem to consist largely of relatively poor individuals.


Of course, there is a great deal of political controversy about the size and impact of these voluntary contributions to public purposes both in absolute terms, and also relative to the size of the “need” that exists in the wider society. And there is further controversy about whether the choices of those volunteering their contributions are focused on the most important social needs, and distribute their benefits in a fair way. But the idea that the philanthropic spirit expressed outside of or within private business organizations can and should make an important contribution to the solution of public problems, or the advancement of public purposes is alive and well in our current conceptions of liberal society. 


E. Collaborative Governance and Private/Public Partnerships


Finally, because citizens of liberal democratic societies have lost confidence in the capacity of governments alone to deal effectively with public problems, they turn increasingly to new forms of “collaborative governance” based in “partnerships” among private for-profit, private non-profit, and governmental organizations to accomplish important public purposes.  For example, urban prosperity is often recovered by government lending its powers of eminent domain, and public funds appropriated for streets and sewers, to private developers in exchange for the production of some important public amenities ranging from increased local employment, to the creation of publicly accessible spaces that can be enjoyed by all. Similarly, government sought to increase its effectiveness in dealing reducing youth violence by creating collaborative networks that include many powerful government agencies such as the police, the courts, and the schools, but also reach out to important private actors such as corporations, local foundations, even to neighborhood churches. 


Note that in such collaborative efforts, the help of private organizations is neither paid for nor authoritatively commanded by government. Government does not define its purposes, raise funds, write a contract for performance and pay these private organizations for the achievement of government’s goals. Nor does the government use its authority to require these private agencies to contribute to its purposes. In the kinds of collaborations described above, the private organizations enter into a partnership with government for their own purposes, and with their own ideas. They offer their help to government as long as government allows them to pursue their own purposes in their own ways. Government does not command; it only invites and convenes. Indeed, it may not even do that. In some of these new partnerships, it is the private organizations that are the drivers, and government is invited in as a facilitative partner, or even left out altogether. 


An important consequence of the fact that government neither pays nor commands the effort of private organizations means that government no longer retains control over the purpose to be pursued, or the means to be used in pursuing those purposes. It is the purposes and methods of the private organizations that come to the fore. As long as they are using their own resources, the private organizations – whether for profit or non-profit – are the ones who can decide what constitutes a public problem, and what is the best way to work on it. So, it is not just that these organizations are providing the means to help government achieve purposes assigned to it by the society; the private organizations are defining public purposes to be served somewhat independently of politics and government. In the future, then, government may lose not only its monopoly on financing and acting to solve public problems, but also its monopoly on the definition of social conditions that can be viewed as public problems that require collective and civic if not governmental action.


F. Blurring of the Lines at the Organizational Level


The blurring of the lines at the sector level is matched by a blurring of the lines at the individual firm level. Two trends make it seem clear that liberal societies are increasingly relying on novel organizational forms to help it do its collective, public work. 


First, it seems as though the nature of the organizations in the market and state sectors are both being encouraged to change in fundamental ways. For example, private sector firms are being encouraged to embrace “social responsibility” as an ethic that should guide their operations. It seems clear that those who are advocating this basic change in the operations of business firms have more in mind that the firms ought to pay the taxes they owe, meet their regulatory requirements, and make some charitable contributions to local community groups (though that would certainly be a good start!). They also seem to want firms to take on some of the kinds of responsibilities for transforming social conditions that used to be assigned to government. Further, they seem to want the firms to do this, at least in part, on a voluntary, public-spirited basis without being required to do so either by government regulation, or a self-interested business calculation that makes it financially desirable for them to embrace these causes.


Meanwhile, government bureaus are being encouraged to behave more like private businesses; particularly, to become much more responsive to their customers, and to view customer satisfaction as an important goal of such agencies. Government agencies are also urged to rely more on user fees to cover the costs of their operations. And, as noted above, governments are also being encouraged to privatize their operations to secure the efficiency gains that are thought to come from the use of private sector firms to accomplish publicly authorized and financed purposes. 


At the same time that private firms are being urged to act with broader social purposes and government agencies to commit themselves to customer service, organizations in the voluntary, nonprofit sector are being encouraged to act more like businesses. For example, charitable foundations are urged to embrace the practices of venture capitalists; instead of simply giving money to worthy causes, they are urged to take an equity position in the organizations they fund, and actively help them shape and achieve their goals. Similarly, nonprofit service organizations are urged to become more business-like. This requires them to develop a more “sustainable business model;” one that relies more on revenues earned through the sale of products and services and less on charity; and that defines an explicit “value proposition” that organizes the productive work of the organization in a highly efficient, reproducible form. Even nonprofit political organizations are being encouraged to think about their financial sustainability and their production processes, and to shift their governance structures from their large, unruly elected boards to a much smaller corporate-style board that can set direction for the organization and hold it to account much more efficiently and effectively. These pressures are creating organizational forms in the voluntary sector quite different from those we have seen in the past.


Second, hybrid forms of organizations that seem to combine some features of the private sector with some features of the public are emerging. We have, for example, privately-held, for-profit organizations that have committed themselves to delivering all the profits they earn in the sale of ordinary goods and services not to the owners of the enterprise, but to public purposes of various kinds. We have private associations of residents and merchants who own property in a particular area who band together, and agree to tax themselves to provide a higher level of police and sanitation services than the city of which they are a part is willing to provide. We have public parks and schools that have formed partnerships with voluntarily established “foundations” which generate both financial revenues and a volunteer work force to increase the quality of the experiences provided by the parks and schools to those who use them. 


So, democratic societies seem to be changing in ways that blur the lines between the private and public. On one hand, this makes the voluntary sector as a separate part of society more important than it has been in the past. The associations and organizations of the voluntary sector seem to be more prominent in this new view of society than in the past. The public-spirited motivations we associate with the sector may also have become more important as something that can create and sustain the kinds of organizations and partnerships on which we hope to rely. On the other hand, these changes are also forcing us to rethink basic questions about how liberal societies as a whole are organized to identify and deal with collective problems and exploit collective opportunities.

IV. The Intellectual Challenge of the Voluntary Sector to Political Economy


The third reason to shift from a narrow focus on the voluntary sector as a separate component of liberal society and to see it in the context of our larger conceptions of liberal society is that if one does so, one is encouraged and enabled to think about liberal society in a somewhat fresh way – one that helps one deal more effectively with the changes that now seem to be occurring in liberal society, and that correct some important misconceptions we have come to rely on in thinking about liberal society.
To see this possibility, it is worthwhile to take a step back and consider the ways in which we are now encouraged to think about liberal society by our cultural traditions, by our political ideologies, and by our academic theorists, and the ways in which those ideas are confronted by a close analysis of the voluntary sector in liberal society.


A. The Current View of the Political Economy of Liberal Societies

 
As noted above, we have arrived at a place where our discussions of “political economy” of liberal society begin with three simple, strong, apparently unassailable assumptions: one about the social agents who create and evaluate liberal societies; the other about the basic institutional structure of those societies; the third about the normative criteria we should use to assess liberal societies.


    1. Individual versus Collective Actors 


The first assumption is that individuals are the key building blocks of a society – not collectives. Individuals are important in society first and foremost behaviorally as the important actors who shape the character of liberal society. As a scientific and practical matter, it is individuals’ values, choices, and actions that are thought to drive the behavior of society, and determine its shape and character. It is individuals acting within their rights, using their own resources, in pursuit of their own particular purposes, that form the core of all collective action -- in economic, social, and political spheres. We generally reject the idea that collectives can have “will” or “agency” in any important behavioral sense. We also generally reject the idea that individuals can be easily made to conform to any established social order. Beneath any collective enterprise – whether it be a business firm, a social club, or a political community -- is a buzzing collection of individuals, each with his or her own individually negotiated relationship to what might appear from the outside to be a coherent social group.


   2. Individual Welfare versus Social Justice as Criteria for Judging Society


But, important as individuals are in driving the behavior of liberal society, they are even more important normatively and philosophically as the ultimate arbiters of the value produced by a particular society.  At the heart of our current ideas of the political economy of a liberal society is the philosophic idea that individuals not only have the right to evaluate conditions in the society, but that they are the only ones whose valuations matter. In this conception, there are no other standards that can be invoked to decide how well a society is performing. The performance of society can only properly be judged by the individuals who are affected by the character and conditions of social life. Nor can individuals combine to formulate some kind of “general will” (or “social maximand”) that can do the job of evaluating aggregate social conditions, or the plight of particular individuals within the society from the point of view of “society as a whole.” As Margaret Thatcher once famously remarked, “There is no such thing as society. There are only individuals.” The only welfare standard that can be used to judge liberal societies, then, is the degree to which they satisfy the individual members of that society.


The idea that individual valuations matter in society is sometimes extended to the idea that what matters most in the evaluation of societies is their material prosperity and economic growth. This derives partly from the expectation that what valuing individuals will pay attention to in assessing their own welfare is their material affluence. But the idea that material prosperity is the key metric to use in gauging the success of societies is also justified on the grounds that satisfying material desires and having a strong economy is at least a necessary if not sufficient condition for pursuing other social purposes. Without food, shelter, income, and medical care, there can be little room for human dignity, freedom, and sociability. Without a strong economy, neither the society nor the state can have the resources necessary to ensure decent standards of living, or the provision of important publicly provided goods and services. In this conception, the ideas of justice and fairness are taken less as important goals of a society, and more as constraints on the means that can be used to pursue material progress in the society. The important goal of society is to achieve material prosperity for its members.


   3. Private and Public Sectors


The third key assumption is that liberal societies are best seen as divided between two distinct sectors: “the private sector,” on one hand; and “the public sector,” on the other. The “private sector” consists primarily of the market. The “public sector consists of the state, or a bit more precisely in liberal societies, politics and government. 


Of course, we can quickly see some ambiguities in this simple dichotomy. For example, we use the word “private” to describe the parts of life that are intimate, and protected from state intrusion as well as to mean the economic life of the market. And we recognize that a great deal of “public” life – including both voluntary civic and political action -- is initiated in the private sector, and operates on top of and alongside the state rather than under it. So, we understand that this simple characterization of the macro-structure of liberal societies is a caricature. But still, the concept of a private sector on one hand, and a public sector on the other shows up often in both our ordinary political discourse about liberal societies, and in our academic investigations of the political economy of liberal societies.


B. The Ideological Appropriation of Political Economy


Perhaps any political economy focused on liberal societies would have to work with these basic building blocks: individuals v. collectives, material prosperity v. social justice, and private v. public sectors. But over the last half century or so, these basic analytic building blocks have been appropriated by political ideologies and combined in particular ways. Specifically, we tend to align individualism with the private (market) sector, and collectivism with the public (governmental) sector. We also tend to align the private sector with both the important social goal of assuring individual welfare and prosperity, and the best means of achieving it; and the public sector with the important goal of ensuring equity and social justice, and the best available means for defining and assuring that complex idea. This basic alignment of ideas provides the simple building blocks of both right and left political ideologies as we are now experiencing them.


    1. The Political Economy of the Right Ideology


In the right version of this ideology, the private sector is the realm within which individuals are free pursue their own interests using their own resources, to combine with others in mutually beneficial, voluntary exchanges; and to refuse to participate in something that does not seem good or right to them. It is also the place where economic prosperity is generated. And, it is thought to be the place where hard work and merit are rewarded – an idea of a certain kind of justice as well as something that is technically efficient. That idea of justice, in turn, provides a moral justification for certain kinds of economic, social, and political inequalities that arise from the operations of the market. 


Politics and government, on the other hand, is the realm within which individual initiative and freedom must yield to the demands of the collective: where decisions about what purposes are to be pursued are made collectively rather than individually; where the burdens and benefits of the collectively defined work are allotted according to some idea of justice and fairness rather than voluntary exchange; and where individuals have no choice but to participate in the collectively defined scheme. It is also the place where individual prosperity is threatened by the weight of taxation. And it is the place in which individuals who pander to the fickle passions of the electorate acquire great power over other citizens, and are tempted to use it for their own profit, or aggrandizement, or their own idiosyncratic conceptions of the public interest.


In this increasingly familiar vision of a liberal society, it is clear what sector one wants to root for. In the private sector lie individual rights, freedom and prosperity. In the public sector lie collective responsibilities, social obligations, and the heavy weight of taxation and social regulation. The private sector is populated by honest individuals pursuing their own interests with their own capacities without apology. The public sector is populated by hypocrites who pretend to be motivated by more altruistic motives, but are really no different from others in their desires for material welfare. Given these premises, who wouldn’t want the private sector to advance relative to the public? Who wouldn’t embrace a principle that kept the public sector as small as possible?


    2. The Political Economy of the Left Ideology


This right ideology is challenged by a left ideology. Left ideology aligns with right ideology in seeing individual freedom as an important driver of liberal societies. It also sees the protection and advancement of individual freedom as an important goal of such societies. And it even shares with the right an abiding distrust of democratic politics and of government.


Left ideology departs from right ideology, however, in seeing the individuals who are its agents and its ultimate purpose as much more socially situated. Both their values and their actions are profoundly shaped by society. That creates problems for individuals, since it is hard for them to escape their current social position psychologically, socially, economically, or politically. But it also creates resources for individuals since it surrounds them both with individuals who are similarly situated and can be their allies, and other individuals who are differently situated and can stimulate their imaginations about what could be. 


Left ideology aligns with right ideology once again in accepting the key distinction between the private and public sector. The important difference is that left ideology reverses claims about the virtues of the two sectors. In left ideology, the private sector (read market) is composed of greedy, materialist, individuals. The motivations that are expressed within, encouraged by, and satisfied through the market are not motivations that are natural or inevitable in humans, but something that has been created by capitalist, commercial institutions. It views the market not as a way of promoting economic prosperity, but as a way of undermining the cultures and social relationships that can guide individuals to fuller individual lives. It also views the market and the socio-economic structure it spawns as something that prevents the society from using its governmental institutions to create social conditions that are fair for all rather than merely prosperous for some. 


It views the public sphere not as burden that has to be accepted as a necessary evil, but as a place where individuals can find freedom in the social solidarity they can find with similarly situated others, and in the understanding that comes from struggling with others who are not similarly situated. It views politics not only as the necessary price of having a democratic state, but also as a place where individuals can argue with one another about the best uses of the collectively owned powers of the state to achieve collectively defined purposes. It views government not only as a potential oppressor, but also as a potentially important institution that can protect individual rights from overwhelming economic and social power, and promote certain kinds of political, social, and economic equality among the citizenry. 


In this view of liberal society, it is also clear who one should root for. In the public sphere lies the freedom that comes from encountering differences, and the experiences that will make one generous, wise, and tolerant. It is also in the public sphere that certain kinds of justice and fairness can be guaranteed to citizens, and great projects undertaken to promote the future prosperity and glory of the society. Given these premises, who wouldn’t want the public sphere to advance in standing and power relative to the private? Who wouldn’t want to build up the public sector as the engine that could create the famously envisioned “city on a hill?” 

V. Towards a Different Political Economy and a Different Ideology


Obviously, I am caricaturing right and left political views by ignoring important distinctions among different strands of right/left ideology. But my claim is that these visions of society, even as I have caricatured them here, are quite powerful in defining the ideologies and partisan politics of our time. Indeed, I would say that it is largely these issues that have defined recent elections in the United States, and that are an important part of the political discourse across the liberal democracies of the world. As such, these views have inevitably exerted a significant influence over the character of our individual and collective lives.  


My simple claim is that while the familiar and ideologically powerful ideas described above work well politically, they fail as important empirical accounts of the nature of liberal societies, and as important philosophical guides to what constitutes a good liberal society.  They fail at the micro-level because they do not give an accurate account of what individuals value, and how they construct their relationships to one another. They fail at the macro-level because they omit some important institutional features of liberal societies (such as the existence and potentially significant impact of the so called “third sector” of society), and because they fail to account for the complex interdependence of the private and public sectors. They fail at the philosophical level because they do not adequately distinguish between the ideas of prosperity and justice as alternative normative frames for evaluating liberal societies that are actually used by citizens to make judgments not only about their own individual position in society, but also of the society in general.  Having failed in these ways, we can hardly rely on these ideas to provide much guidance as to how to act to improve the societies of which we are a part. Just as a sampler, consider the following omissions and distortions. 


A. Individuals in Society


First, the ideas described above do not really cope very well with what might be described as the combined individual and social character of human beings. The right ideology errs by seeing too little social influence in the development of individual human beings.  Individual human beings do not emerge with a particular set of values to use in guiding their conduct; their values are shaped by the social circumstances in which they are nurtured. Nor does their behavior emerge directly from the values that individuals have embraced; it emerges both from the (socially constructed) opportunities they see before them as well as the values and aspirations they have. Thus, society shapes individuals both by acting on the background of individuals by shaping the development of their values, skills, and character; and in the foreground of individuals by shaping the opportunities they see for themselves going forward.  


Of course, a liberal society can choose (as a collective commitment) to reject this empirical understanding of the influence that social structures have on individuals. It can decide to view individuals as acting on their own, and therefore morally and legal accountable for the consequences of their action. But the empirical fact of the matter is that the individuals whom we choose to see as individual agents in liberal society – expressing their own ideas, advancing their own values, using their own resources to pursue their purposes – are importantly social creations. Much of what they now use to size up and exploit the opportunities in front of them was produced by the cumulative impact that society has had on them up until that time. 


The left ideology, for its part, often errs in viewing the individuals as too much the product of the social forces that surround them. Of course, the left ideology wants to celebrate individual freedom and diversity as much as the right ideology does. But while the liberation of individuals is an important goal in left ideology, the left imagines that such liberation can only be truly achieved when social conditions make it possible for each individual to develop in a way that promotes their autonomy. That, in turn, requires individuals to enjoy certain material conditions that allow them to act as autonomous humans such as food, shelter, clothing, and medical assistance when needed. But it also requires individuals to have certain social relations in which they have strong individual rights, and are treated both legally and socially with a kind of dignity that establishes the most important kinds of social equality.  


In short, the left sees enormous obstacles to individual freedom in the social, economic, and political inequality that has been inherited from the past and continues unabated in the present. This inequality works on the minds of individuals to lower their expectations, and with that their sense of dignity. It works on the real objective opportunities that present themselves to individuals in the society. Until these important inequalities are eliminated, then, one can say as a formal matter that individuals are free to act as individuals in pursuit of their own cause, but the freedom they enjoy is not a kind of freedom that is worth having. It is too much constrained by social conditions. Some collectively constructed social engine has to come forward to establish the material and social equality that can give individuals true freedom and autonomy.


While there is much in this left account that seems both positively true and normatively important, two key points are omitted or underemphasized. The first is that it may be both empirically and philosophically important for liberal societies to act as though individuals are essentially free agents (and equal in their independence and individual responsibility) even when we know that some have more substantive freedom than others. It may be that the only way individuals can have a chance to act as important agents in the shaping of their own lives and the collective institutions through which they work is for all of us to act as though we were free to choose, even though we might be less free than we imagine. Thus an important paradox: it is only through social supports that we can act as individuals. But in order for that mechanism to work well, we really have to act as though individual agency mattered, even though we have our doubts.


The second is there may actually be an individual at work creating his or her own life, and building collective institutions around him or her, despite the enormous social pressures that influence them. It is not that the individual stands apart from social pressures; it is instead that the individuals become themselves in the way that they react to the social pressures operating on them. Individuals emerges from the story they tell about themselves that makes their actions seem consistent over time. It is that work of constructing an account of oneself, that goes on partly in one’s own head, partly in discussion with others, and partly in response to the behavior of others, that produces distinct, particular, idiosyncratic individuals with significant agency even in the midst of powerful social pressures. 


So, just as it would be wrong to see individuals as standing apart from society; it would be equally wrong to see individuals so deeply mired in society that they had no autonomy, no ability to shape their own lives, and no ability to shape the collective institutions they inhabited. Indeed, it may be very important for the success of liberal societies to set up its cultural and formal institutions to operate on the alternative ideas: to insist that individuals be viewed as individual agents even when it is not entirely sure that this is either an accurate or a just way to view individuals; and to expect them to act as individuals, bringing their own judgments, visions, and desires to social life, even when much that they bring as individuals was inherited from the wider society. Without that commitment, something that is valuable for driving liberal society forward (namely, the experience and consciences of individuals) is lost; and something that is worth trying to achieve as an ultimate goal (namely, individual autonomy) will be lost. 


B. Individual Values and Social Aspirations


Second, the ideas presented above do not do a very good job of helping us understand that individuals want and desire in their lives, and in their relations with others.  For example, the right ideology gives a great deal of emphasis to individuals’ material desires – both as a motivating force, and as an important way that individuals and societies should evaluate their individual and aggregate social conditions. This seems safer as an empirical claim as to what it actually is that animates human beings, and as to the standards that human beings might actually use to evaluate their own condition in a society than as a normative claim about what should drive individual behavior, and individual valuations of collective conditions in a society. And it is the “realism” of this claim that gives it much of its standing as an important idea in understanding and evaluating liberal societies. 


But it also seems clear that individuals attach value to material conditions and human experiences beyond their immediate material welfare. They seem to be interested in the material welfare of others as well as their own. For some of us, that sphere of concern is pretty limited: we are willing to do small favors and make small gifts to those who are near and dear to us such as families and old friends. For others, the sphere of concern widens to include workmates, neighbors, relatively causal acquaintances, and larger gifts to these more distant folks. For still others, the sphere of concern extends to those who are known only abstractly: those with whom we share an ethnic identity, or those whom our religion directs us to treat as a “neighbor” whose welfare ought to be “valued as our own.” For some saints, the sphere of concern can extend all the way to all mankind, or even to all of God’s creations. However many “degrees of separation” our sympathy traverses, and however much that sympathy motivates us to give over to others, it seems to be a general human quality that we are willing to make at least some sacrifices for the welfare of others, as long as we are in reasonably good shape, the sacrifice is not too large, and the beneficiary of our largesse is relatively sympathetic.


Individuals also seem to be interested in the regard that others have for them (their status or standing), and in the quality of the relationships they enjoy with one another. They seem interested in their status not only as a means for acquiring more material goods in their interactions with others through the willingness of others to kowtow or to treat them as worthy individuals, but also as something that can be intrinsically enjoyed. It is as though living in right relationships to others – of being seen as a good and virtuous person – is also something that individuals value.


It also seems clear that individuals have values attached to the overall shape of the societies they inhabit. We can think of these as their political views, or their views of social justice. They have certain ideas of what it means to be treated fairly by other individuals and by the state; what sorts of rights they ought to have, and ought to be extended to others in the society. They have ideas about the aggregate material conditions they would like to see in their society; not just what they have, but what the overall society has, and how it is distributed. They have ideas about what constitutes political, social, and economic justice. Of course, their views of what constitutes political, social and economic justice might be powerfully influenced by their own material needs. And individuals may use their political rights to advance the economic and social interests of the class to which they belong. But the point is that they are willing to spend time, effort, and money to enter into a public discussion where they will be asked why their particular interests ought to be considered part of the public interest. 


To leave all this out – to fail to acknowledge the power of empathy and love, the power of social duty and obligation, the power of ideals of justice and fair treatment both to animate individual behavior, and to use as criteria for evaluating aggregate social conditions – is to leave out much of what makes us human. Individuals that concerned themselves only with their material welfare could be viewed as fully human, of course. And societies that were capable only of delivering material welfare to individuals could be viewed as fully successful in realizing human potential. But such ideas seem to caricature the real experience of being human, and to sell short the possibilities of creating a particularly good society in which humans could live.


The left ideology, for its part, is quick to point to the importance of these “other-regarding” human motivations, and their powerful presence in individual and social life. But they are much less clear on where such motivations come from, how they can be sustained, and whether there is enough of these motivations in the world to allow us to reach our social goals without a bit of help. A vulnerability in left ideology is the romantic view that all individuals are at heart virtuous, and that it is only society that corrupts humans. Whether there ever was a Garden of Eden in which individuals were intrinsically good, and whether there ever can be again, can be temporarily set aside in favor of the idea that individuals seem to differ in their capacity for virtue, and that at least some of that difference comes from the same combination of social conditions and individual reactions to those social conditions described above.  


Once again, then, it seems dangerously wrong to assume either that individuals are only materially self-interested and greedy, or that they are generally capable of generosity, responsibility, and a fervent desire to make a good society. All these motivations are among us. They are held in varying degrees by different individuals. And different individuals may hold them to varying degrees at varying times. The challenge is to find a way to social processes and institutions that can simultaneously support (even demand) the creation of these socially attractive values among individuals, and make it easy for individuals and collectives who have these values to get the most out of them.  


C. Mechanisms of Social Co-Operation and Collective Action in Liberal Societies


This brings us to a third limitation and omission of the current view of liberal society: namely, that current conceptions of liberal political economy do not help us imagine the many different kind of processes that can support effective social co-operation and collective action among individuals. The right ideology emphasizes the power of self-interested exchanges among freely contracting individuals as a powerful method of organizing the actions of individuals to meet individual and collective needs. The left ideology emphasizes the importance of state authority, guided by democratic politics, as at least a necessary complement to market mechanisms, or more importantly, as a necessary condition for assuring the overall justice and fairness of a society. These ideas, thus, give us two different processes for combining individuals into collective activity that produces collective results; exchange and authority. 


What is underemphasized in both these accounts is the myriad ways in which individuals tacitly co-operate and explicitly combine to produce results that are important to them as individuals and as a collective body that do not depend on either of these basic mechanisms. Once we accept the idea that individuals might be motivated by concerns for others, by a sense of rightness and duty, or the opportunity to bring into certain kinds of aggregate social conditions that seem attractive as images of good and just societies in which they would like to live, many new opportunities for social co-operation open up. 


An individual, participating in an economic transaction, can exercise some restraint in pressing his advantage in a deal, and share the returns of the deal more “fairly” than would be prescribed by a ruthless bargaining approach. What he lost in material returns by not pressing his advantage, could be more than compensated by the good feeling that comes from having treated his negotiating partner fairly, and by the prospect that the next opportunity for a deal that comes along could be negotiated even more quickly and happily than this particular deal. 


An individual with an enterprising, value-creating imagination, and a high regard for the welfare of others, could enter into a community of similar individuals, and they could find that together they could find and exploit more value-creating deals that are potentially available in the community than would be found by a community of individuals who operated with higher degrees of suspicion, and more determination to wring the most that they can out of each particular deal they make with another. The losses on any single deal could be made up in the volume of gains that came from being able to execute many deals. 


An individual who was trusting, and who was happy to contribute something to the welfare of others even if he was not immediately compensated in some precise way could support some social co-operation out of pure altruism, or some kind of general faith in the general principle of “what goes around, comes around.” 


These are all fairly familiar mechanisms that allow individuals to co-operate. They are based fundamentally on principles of exchange and reciprocity. The only difference is that it is not just material goods that are being exchanged, but also actions to enhance the welfare of others, and to act in a right relationship to others as we go about our own business. 


Even more possibilities for combination open up, however, when we emphasize the idea that individuals might have strong interests in the welfare of others, or a sense of duty, or a shared social objective. As soon as I want to make you better off, it becomes possible for you to motivate me to join with you in some collective task by saying that my contribution will make you happy. As soon as I feel a duty to you, or some principle that you are representing, you have the capacity to motivate me to join you in a collective effort of some kind that involves at least the two of us, but might involve many others committed to the same principle. As soon as I discover that you want the same kind of society that I do, and that by acting together, we have a better chance of creating such a society than either of us acting alone, then you and I together (as well as all the others who feel similarly) have a capacity to act together in ways that are different than imagined either in the simple world of market exchange, or in the invocation of some kind public authority over our individual conduct.


Note that I do not intend to gloss over the important problems that remain in organizing social co-operation and collective action through negotiated deals. I understand that there is a problem that even after we have brought two altruistic individuals together who are solely concerned about the welfare of others, it might prove impossible to make a deal because the altruists cannot agree on who will have the pleasure of giving away the most. This “Alphonse and Gaston” routine (in which two individuals keep motioning to one another to pass through a passageway first, and neither ever steps forward to make the passage) has long been the stuff of comedy. But such competitive altruism is also at the core of the tragedy of Romeo and Juliet, and is the stuff of the much more common and mundane family distress and mental illness that is caused by having determined, self-sacrificing martyrs in a family or a social group. In these situations, the altruism turns out not to entirely self-sacrificing; the price claimed by the altruist is the love and adulation and commitment of those for whom the sacrifice was made. Status and future commitments and power changed hands in the opposite direction as the material contribution. So, deals and other collective enterprises can founder on issues of the proper division of the returns to the deal or the collective effort even in a world of (nearly perfect) altruists.


The deals and collective enterprises I am imagining here can founder even more quickly if there are altruists on one hand, and exploiters on the other. Such individuals could live in perfect harmony for a while, with the altruists giving happily to the happily receiving exploiter. At some stage, however, a sense of individual dignity and personal entitlements might begin to infect the pure altruists ideas of what he wants and is entitled to, and cause him to complain to the exploiter that he is not being treated fairly (even though it is satisfying to him in many other respects). Their relationship needs more equality in it; more reciprocity in the giving and the taking to be valuable to each of them and both together. If the relationship cannot support these things – if one person remains an exploiter in a bi-lateral relationship, or if one person remains a free rider in a collective effort – then the relationship will fall apart or be restructured. That will occur because the relationship begins to feel undignified and unfair, even though there is something about it that is initially attractive and mutually advantageous when its flow of benefits are considered apart from the impact that the flow of benefits has on the character of the relationship itself (which is evaluated somewhat separately from the flow of benefits the relationship sets up, and helps to continue).


So, the problems of reaching agreements in individual negotiations, and the problem of dealing with free riders in collective activities remains even when we have reasonably altruistic individuals engaged in the negotiations and collective efforts. But I think it also should be clear that the presence of individuals in a society who are altruistic, animated by a sense of duty, or driven at least in part by a vision of what society could be, and a determination to try to realize that vision, will have a lot more organizing potential than a community that lacked these values. There will be more deals to be made, and more collective efforts to be undertaken that are valuable, and it will probably be easier to organize them tolerably well than if all we had were the mechanisms of hard-nosed, self-interested bargaining on one hand, and coercive authority on the other.


D. Authority and Legitimacy in Social Co-operation


One final point is worth noting about the ways in which individual co-operation is constructed: namely, that values of altruism, duty, and public purpose held by individuals may help not only to make deals and facilitate voluntary collective efforts; they may also help to guide, legitimate, and soften the burden of coercive authority when it is used as an aid to collective action. To see this, it is important to pause for a moment and consider the role of authority of some kind in facilitating social exchange. 


Authority is often an important aid to collaboration even when the collective effort is entered into voluntarily. A private, voluntary exchange is enormously facilitated when it is backed by an enforceable contract. A collective enterprise, whether mounted in the private or the governmental sector, is enormously aided, when those contributing to the effort sign a labor contract that tells them what they are expected to do, and how they will be compensated. So, authority often helps to sustain collective activity even when the collective action has been voluntarily initiated and constructed. 


Authority is even more obviously important when some collective effort is organized on the say-so of a person with authority who thinks the effort is worth undertaking; most notably, when individuals holding public power use the authority of the state to mobilize and direct the effort of citizens to accomplish a public purpose. In the case of state authority, however, there is both some moral necessity and practical utility in justifying the use of the authority to those over whom the authority is asserted. Indeed, a fundamental idea of a democratic state operating in the context of a liberal society is that any use of state authority to raise money, or to regulate conduct, has to justify itself by giving reasons why such action is both necessary and appropriate to those over whom the authority is exercised. 


An important way that such justification occurs in a way that is morally and practically useful is that the authority gives an account of the necessity and propriety of using state authority in terms of the urgent needs of particular deserving individuals, of our duty to some principle or agreement that is important in our society (such as patriotism, or respect for the rights of others), or of the possibility of our accomplishing something significant together that could not be accomplished alone. So, the kinds of values and motivations describe above not only alter the bases of exchanges and collective action taken voluntarily, they also help to legitimate and soften the burden of authority – both when it is voluntarily embraced and when it is imposed at the initiative of the state with only imperfect agreement from those over whom it is exercised. 


E. The Private versus the Public Sector


So far, we have seen that our current ideological conceptions of the nature and virtues of liberal societies gives us too little to use in understanding the micro-processes of these societies: how the individuals who comprise the society come to be the way that they are, and the kind of agency that we really think they have; the kinds of motivations that they use to evaluate both their individual situation and the general state of the society, and that drive them into individual and collective efforts to re-make conditions in a way that seems in some sense better to them; and the processes through which they combine as individuals to produce the exchanges and more sustained collective efforts that shape the quality of their individual and collective life. Briefly, we can see that the right celebrates homo economicus over homo civicus or homo politicus, and the left does the reverse. In either case, we get a limited view of both the possibilities and the difficulties of creating prosperous, sociable, and just liberal societies. 


But these ideological views also give us a distorted picture of what could be viewed as the macro-structure of liberal society as well. Both the right and the left agree that we should see liberal society as divided between two large sectors: private and public. But they also seem to think that what society is mostly about is a competition between these two sectors for power and influence. What is importantly missing from this account is the way that each sector depends on the other for the achievement of its purposes. 


The private sector, full of right ideology, loves to think of itself as the “productive sector,” and to view the public sector as the bumbling, inefficient, and corrupt. It also loves to think of itself as the locus of individual freedom, and the place where individuals are free to make of themselves what they can; while the public sector is the locus of social control, where social engineers design social structures to shape individual lives in uniform ways. The reality of the situation, however, is that the private sector could be none of these things it claims to be if it were not for the existence of the public sector. 


A private sector cannot work the way it is supposed to if there is no reliable protection of property rights and contracts. For that, it needs a powerful and just state. There are important material things that cannot easily be produced by the market, but are essential for the doing of commerce. For that, government is necessary, and business could not hope to be as productive as it is unless government helps build the roads and the utility infrastructure that allow the economy to run. The private sector even needs the government to negotiate trade agreements, and to use its fiscal and monetary instruments to promote sustained economic growth. So, many of the things that the private sector claims as its accomplishments are, in fact, underwritten the existence of a state that helps sustain the productivity of the market, rather than undermines it.


It is also equally true that the public sector could not accomplish what it needs to achieve if it was not able to rely on the private sector for the achievement of many of its most important goals. Citizens in liberal societies want economic prosperity and economic growth. They want the insulation from the rigors of nature that a strong economy provides. They want to be able to find food, shelter, clothing, and medical care when they need it. They would even like to be able to enjoy some aspects of the good life and to entertain themselves. They would like to be able to have all these things and not work themselves to the bone doing so. Many of these basic human desires are satisfied (for many people) through the workings of a market economy. Indeed, the performance of a society’s economy in meeting human needs is so important, that failures in this domain have often been the precipitating cause of regime changes in both democratic and totalitarian societies. When the economy grinds to a halt, that becomes a crucially important public issue for the state to manage. Conversely, when the economy is working well, citizens can concern themselves with matters of justice and social greatness, and the government can collect enough resources to realize such ambitions in the world.


So, as my colleague, Martha Minow, has suggested, it is far better to see these two great sectors not as rivals to one another, but as partners. Like partners, they can have their own distinct purposes. And it might be important for the overall welfare and justice of the society for them to understand that their purposes will conflict as well as overlap. But at the same time it would be important for them to understand that they neither can succeed without intelligent and socially minded help from the other, and that neither is necessarily morally superior to the other. The discussion between representatives of the sectors has to be more about what can be accomplished together than how the fruits of effective collaboration will be divided between them.


F. The Voluntary Sector


The central ideologies of our time also give relatively short shrift to the fact that liberal societies often have a “third sector” that lies between the market on one hand, and the state on the other. Actually, it would probably be more accurate to say that the principal ideologies recognize the existence of this sector, but then seek to annex this sector to enhance the importance and legitimacy of their favored sector. 


The right sees the voluntary sector as a space within which public purposes can be achieved without the coercive power of the state getting in the way, where private sector initiative and technique can show the way to accomplishing social purposes that had eluded heavy handed government efforts, and where accomplished individuals can bring their private wealth and business acumen to create certain kinds of “social capital markets” to finance promising and sustainable new ideas about how best to deal with frustrating social problems ranging from failing schools, through crime and drug use. The right even sees the third sector as the source of potentially valuable partnerships with nonprofit organizations that can simultaneously strengthen their economic performance and their social contribution. 


The left sees the voluntary sector as something that is importantly tied to government and the public sector. On one hand, the left sees the service delivery organizations that form much of the voluntary sector as the creature of the welfare state that has been looking for more effective, community-based responses to local problems. These community based responses are thought to be more efficient, more effective, and more legitimate because they take advantage of the knowledge and commitment of the client populations in designing and delivering the services that will transform the lives of individuals and the social conditions of poor communities. 


On the other hand, the left sees the political advocacy organizations that are also part of the voluntary sector as a set of organizations that can remedy some of the important deficiencies of democratic government by invigorating the claims of the needy and oppressed in the society. They accomplish this goal in the first instance by helping  transform individuals who join them by changing their consciousness – by empowering them to understand and claim the rights that are due them. They accomplish this goal in the second instance by effectively representing the interests of those individuals in the different forums through which democratic politics work: in popular elections of candidates, in referenda, in legislative and administrative lobbying, and in the bringing of important test cases in courts.


Both of these are important images of the voluntary third sector. Both capture an important part of the reality. Both capture an important part of what the voluntary sector brings to liberal societies. 


But what these views fail to emphasize enough is that the voluntary third sector necessarily brings both these things to the character of life in a liberal society: both the things that the right celebrates as important about the sector, and those that that the left celebrates. A liberal society cannot really have one version of the voluntary sector without also creating the conditions for the other. However distasteful the right finds the advocacy and government patronage they see in the part of the voluntary sector that is admired by the left; and however distasteful the left finds the presumptuousness and hypocrisy they see in the parts of the voluntary sector admired by the right; they might find it necessary to take the bad with the good. One of the most frustating parts of the voluntary sector to those ideologues who would like to make it their own is that it stubbornly resists being one thing rather than another. It continues to be a place where individuals express, and seek to enact, using their own resources, their own views of what constitutes an improvement in society. And it remains true that in a liberal society, individuals differ about this important issue.


More importantly, by seeking to align the voluntary sector with either the private or the public sector, the ideologies of right and left may obscure some of the most important effects that the voluntary third sector have on society. I have in mind here the role that the institutions and processes of the voluntary sector might have on the nurturance of particular kinds of values, and the development of certain kinds of attitudes and skills that turn out to be important in organizing individual and collective life in liberal societies. It has often been claimed, for example, that the voluntary sector acts as “schools of democracy” for those who participate in these activities. I also have in mind that the activities, associations, and organizations associated with the voluntary third sector might be important in creating the kinds of social capital that my colleague Bob Putnam has found are so important to the success of liberal societies and democratic states, whether evaluated in terms of individual fulfillment or collective achievement. In short, it may be that the activities and processes of the third sector – the self-help arrangements that neighbors negotiate with one another; the associations that are formed to celebrate and protect ethnic identity; the congregations, temples and synagogues created and supported by those who seek to keep spiritual meaning in their lives; the citizens groups that spring up to seek to influence government in response to changes in governmental structures or policies – help to create and sustain values of a political culture that is a necessary adjunct to the formal structures of a liberal society, and animate and guide those structures towards a kind of prosperity, sociability, and justice that can be enjoyed by all.


It may also be true that the voluntary sector plays a very important role in liberal society not simply through its direct effects, and not only through the effects it has as (subordinate) partners to the private and governmental organizations, and not only through the indirect effects it has on private and public institutions by shaping the social and political culture in which they operate, but also by putting important salutary pressures on the performance of both private and public institutions. It may be that private organizations start out trying to use voluntary organizations for their purposes, but end up being influenced by their partnership with those organizations to alter their purposes in a more socially responsible direction. It may be that government agencies start out trying to use voluntary organizations for their established purposes, but find both their methods and their purposes altered by their connection to these organizations. In short, it may be that the indirect regulatory impact of the voluntary sector on both private and governmental organizations may dwarf the direct effect that the activities, associations, and organizations of the third sector have on society.

VI. The Goals and Methods of this Book


So, my task in this book is to seek an improved understanding of the voluntary sector, and the effect it has on liberal society. The method is to use the reality and the idea of the voluntary sector not only as something to be examined in itself, but also as something that challenges our understandings of liberal society more generally. This second goal is important partly because it leads to a different, somewhat broader view of the voluntary sector (as both a social reality and as an idea); but more importantly because it help us understand liberal society itself more effectively, particularly as it is now developing. At the end, I hope to have created a more accurate and useful picture of liberal society, and the way in which a liberal society committed to the protection of individual rights, and not particularly optimistic about human motivations, might nonetheless depend more on its capacity to create and exploit public spiritedness in a wide variety of collective enterprises in the economic, social, civic, and governmental fields.


I begin with an analysis of the idea of the private and public sectors in liberal society. I then focus on the problematic aspects of defining the voluntary sector. In Chapter 3, it propose a wider, more expansive view of the voluntary sector in the interests of creating an image of this sector that can help us understand both the true nature of liberal society, and the role that the voluntary sector plays within it. These first three chapters essentially constitute Part I of the book – the part where I try to describe and give an account of liberal society and the voluntary sector.


Chapter 4 begins Part II of the book – the Part where I try to set out some ideas of how we might need to alter the institutional arrangements and practices that support the kind of public spirit and collective activity that can help liberal societies become strong liberal communities. In Chapter 4, I look at the policies that shape the voluntary sector. It turns out, however, that only a few policies that shape the voluntary sector are specific to that sector; many more than affect the sector are general in their effect, and influence the shape of virtually all associational and organizational life in the society. In Chapter 5, I lay out various normative arguments that are made on behalf of the voluntary sector. But these, too, turn out to be far more general and apply to many kinds of associational and organizational life in liberal societies. In Chapter 6, I begin the task of constructing a way of thinking about associations and organizations in liberal society that helps us assess the character and magnitude of the stakes that society has in particular kinds of organizations, and how we might go about constructing a more nuanced legal regime that reflects the different kinds of interests we have in these different kinds of associations and organizations.  

� I am using the term voluntary sector to refer to what has variously been called the third sector, the non-profit sector, the independent sector, the charitable sector. Will discuss definition and boundary intensively below. For now, the phrase is offered as the simplest to refer to this complex conception.


� What constitutes a liberal democratic society in theory and in practice. I am alluding more to a theoretical idea than to a practical idea. The practical idea comes principally from America which I know best. May also apply to other developed liberal democracies in the world, and those countries that are aspiring to become such.


� I will use this phrase – prosperous, sociable, and just often. I mean to suggest by it that a society can record its normative position in all three of these terms. Each idea can be seen as an end. Each idea can also be seen as a means for facilitating the other ends. While the words prosperous and just are familiar, and relate closely to the ideas of the good and the just, experienced at either individual or collective levels. The idea of the sociable is an addition. It is an effort to remind us that sociability in orientiations and in actions might be important both as an end and as a means. It is an attempt, as much of this book is, to reclaim an idea of both public purpose and collective life as a key component of liberal societies – a way of reminding us that the goal is to create liberal communities not only to help us protect individual liberty, but also to make individual liberty worth having.


� Actually will talk more about policies than practices.


� Other works in this tradition. Now challenged a bit by claims that the voluntary sector or civil society cannot be seen only in a particular set of organizations, but in a wider set of social commitments and processes – a political and civic culture which is both an expression and a product of the associations and organizations that we associate with the voluntary sector. 


� But not, interestingly enough, in terms of its ability to satisfy particular longings on the part of individuals who wanted to make public and charitable contributions as part of their idea of a good life.


� Of course, some portion of the flow described above might be at least partially motivated by the anticipation of economic returns.


� Some carry this to an extreme. See, for example, Newman


� Indeed, in a world in which we assume that there is significant public value associated with promoting a market economy that can deliver prosperity for many in a society, and in which we think that private individuals and groups can define and act on what they view as public problems, it is no longer clear what we mean when we talk about something that is privately as opposed to publicly valuable. The public (in the sense of the liberal political community) seems to think private value (in the form of individual material wealth and prospserity) is something worth producing and protecting. And it also seems to be open to the idea that individuals can make up their own minds on what constitutes a public purpose, and pursue that alone, or with others who voluntarily agree with them to pursue those goals.


� What is interesting and important in this common sense understanding of human interactions is that there is a principle at work that is different than a principle of pure exchange. It is as though individuals have ideas about just, or proper, or decent, or non-exploitive relationships with one another, and that this is an important thing to be pursued by each individual in a relationship, as well as both individuals together. Deviations from these ideas eventually seem wrong and corrupt even if at the outset the deal seemed one that was attractive to both sides. It is as though a universal idea of right relationships showed up to trump individual inventions of relationships that are inconsistent with our notions of human dignity and fair treatment of one another.  








