Chapter 1:

The Roads of Mayflower Point:

A Case Study of Social Interdependence in a Liberal Society


Mayflower Point is a wide peninsula reaching into the waters of Pleasant Bay, behind the protective expanse of Nauset Beach, on Cape Cod, Mass. It is a particularly pretty part of a particularly pretty place. Scrubby woodlands cover most of the Point, but the scrub oaks and pines give way to marsh grasses and sands as the land seeps into the waters of Pleasant Bay. Birds abound, breaking the deep silence with cheerful calls and chirrups, and dabbing the dark woods and grey beaches with dashes of bright color and graceful movement. The night sky provides the dark velvety background that, on a clear night, allows the avalanche of stars to show themselves in all their glory. The cool, moist air soothes an otherwise fevered brow.


At least in part because it is a lovely place, individuals have bought property here. Some of these live in Mayflower point all year round. Some of the “year-rounders” are working folk who have lived on the Point all their lives, and have jobs in the local economy as civil servants, merchants, plumbers, and real estate developers. Others are retirees supported in their leisure by the wealth accumulated over a lifetime of remunerated work. Most who own houses on Mayflower Point, however, are more fickle residents. They come for several days at holiday times in the fall and winter, and for longer times in the summer.


One can live and work on Mayflower Point quite comfortably (at least in part) because a small network of roads connects the residences of Mayflower Point to the wider world. Those who live all year at Mayflower point can leave the private quiet of their homes for the bright lights of nearby Orleans. One can make money in Orleans. One can open a restaurant, work in a garden store, or offer to take pictures of others’ families at the beach. One can also spend money in Orleans. There are antiques and clothes and books to buy. And there are many cheerful cafes, bars, restaurants, and shops where one can enjoy a much different kind of environment than Mayflower Point. Beyond the streets of Orleans, the roads, and airways, lead to Boston, New York, Florida, Europe, and Australia.


The roads of Mayflower Point are important not only because they allow Mayflower Point residents to come and go, but also because they represent an important part of the aesthetic and recreational aspects that enriches both individual and collective life on Mayflower Point. The roads serve not only drivers to elsewhere, but also pedestrians who use the roads as hiking trails and walkways, and runners who use the roads for exercise. The walks supported by the roads can be leisurely strolls punctuated by moments when one stops to admire the view, to identify a particular bird that has flown by or perched, or to wonder about the additions that a neighbor is making to their house or garden. Alternatively, the walks can be vigorous, measured efforts to enhance physical fitness in an environment that seems much nicer than a tread mill in a gym amid TV’s and the constant thump of “fitness music.”


But the roads provide more than an opportunity for individuals to enrich their own individual lives; they also provide a venue in which certain kinds of collective life can flourish. For example, there is a group of women who have agreed to meet at a particular house each morning at six am, and to walk the roads together. Not everyone comes every time. But nearly every day, there are more than three who come. And over the course of the week, all of the walkers will have come at least once. Over the course of a month most individuals will have been on a walk with all the other members of the group.

Walking together changes the individual experience of the walk, of course. Some of those eager to lose weight want to walk longer and faster than those who are more interested in nature (or want to use their interest in nature as an excuse when they get a bit tired). Those who are more interested in nature (or new developments in houses and gardens) tend to stop more than those who want to exercise. But the inconveniences of having to walk in step with others are to some degree compensated by the fact that walking together provides a new feature of the walk for each of the walkers and all of them together: each walker can now talk to other human beings. And they do. In fact, sometimes they get so involved in the conversation, that they forget to look at the nature around them. The walk becomes incidental to the real object which is socializing. Other times, one walker will note an aspect of nature that the others missed, and enrich the natural experience by providing new information that might help others see more the next time they go out alone or in a group. 

Sometimes, however, the talk is not about nature or fitness at all. Sometimes is about their individual lives, and the problems they face. And sometimes it is about developments either in Mayflower Point or in the town of Orleans. In these discussions, individuals catch up with the lives of their neighbors, and the economic, social, and political conditions in Mayflower Point, in the town of Orleans, and in the wider world. They sometimes make plans to write a letter about pond silting, or the high level of taxation. The find out whether their neighbors share their views not only about matters in Mayflower Point, but also in the wider world. They take pleasure in finding common cause, and (to varying degrees) in discovering differences among them.

It is also true that the roads of Mayflower Point provide a place where individuals and groups that did not plan to meet can do so. A year-rounder can discover that their neighbor who has been away for three months has returned to Mayflower point when they pass one another on the street. They can make a date for drinks to catch up on what happened over the last three months, and the ways in which their individual lives have changed, and the way that life on Mayflower point has changed. Individuals who live on Mayflower Point but do not know everyone well can offer a greeting as they pass one another, and try to remember who that person is and what house they occupy. They may even wonder whether that is a person who “belongs” to Mayflower Point, or whether the person is one of the many who come to walk the roads of Mayflower Point, but do not own property there. 

There is even a small roadside business that operates alongside the main road of Mayflower Point. One of the residents has put out a gaily painted cart that offers “Legumes and Fleurs” from her garden. There are cut flowers arranged in bouquets, live flowers in pots, and dried flowers hanging under the roof of the cart. These are all for sale, and have their prices marked. But there is no one to collect the money; only a box to accept payment (and perhaps provide change if needed), and a politely worded note that asks people who buy the bouquets to please return the glass jar in which the bouquet sits when the flowers have run their course. (This same neighbor once also put up a sign along another boundary of her property that complained that some unknown person or persons had harvested a crop of quinces from roadside bushes that she had nourished, and expressed the desire that they recognize both that these bushes had taken work, and that they were privately owned, and that they refrain from taking them without permission in the future.) Sometimes, lemonade stands, managed by young entrepreneurs, pop up in the summer.

In these various ways, the roads of Mayflower Point are “public spaces.” They are used by different publics for varied individual purposes. The create occasions where collectives can form and act for various purposes. Because they attract a flow of individuals, they can support socializing, commerce, and political activity among those who live on Mayflower point.

But the roads of Mayflower point are “public spaces” in other senses as well. Even though the roads of Mayflower point are used most intensively by individuals who live and own property in the area, they are accessible to others. Delivery trucks trundle in and out all day long connecting the community with the wider world. Friends from outside Mayflower Point come to visit. Others, who have come to know the beauty of Mayflower Point, choose Mayflower Point as a place to walk even though they do not own property on the Point. And many tourists without much knowledge of the area explore the roads looking for a back road to remote parts of Nauset Beach – a plan that is always frustrated not by the residents of Mayflower Point, but by Mother Nature who planted a portion of Pleasant Bay between Mayflower Point and Nauset Beach that prevents cars (but not kayaks) from reaching Nauset Beach from Mayflower Point. 

So, the roads of Mayflower Point make Mayflower Point a more “public” place than it otherwise would be; it allows the point to have connections with and be influenced by individuals, and economic, social, and political forces that external to the life of those living on the point. They turn what often seems like a private enclave into a kind of public park, or a free trade zone.

Presumably, the laws that regulate the conduct of individuals in the State of Massachusetts apply in Mayflower Point as well. One can’t rob or steal or kill on these roads, and if one did, the state enforcement agencies would show up to help one catch the offenders. Nor can one litter, drive too fast, or play one’s music too loud. Again, one could call in the authorities to enforce public order in these public spaces. But one rarely has to resort to the written law, or to formal enforcement agencies to regulate individual conduct on the Point. It seems as though most people know the right way to behave on the roads (except for the person who stole the beach plums!). And if they forget, or do something wrong, they can be quickly reminded by an informal rebuke of some kind (to wit the reproachful sign from the victim of beach plum thievery).

Actually, while the power of shared norms and informal social control seems generally true, it is less true of one continuing contentious issue: namely, whether individuals who walk their dogs on Mayflower Point should be required to “clean up” after them. The tradition, created at the time when Mayflower Point was largely a collection of hunting shacks, and where the community was composed of individuals who did not much worry about dog shit on the roads, and who viewed their dogs as important citizens and partners with certain natural rights, has not been to require that owners clean up after their dogs. But the new society of Mayflower Point, composed more of aesthetes, suburbanites, and families who like to walk on the roads with their eyes up in the trees rather than on the road is more worried about the hazard created by lovingly indulged canines. So, the issue was debated at a recent meeting of the Mayflower Point Association. As the notes of the meeting recall, “no one spoke in favor of drug shit.” But the issue of whether individuals should be required to clean up was left unresolved. It seemed enough to bring the issue to the attention of dog walkers, and let them choose to do the “right thing,” with the understanding that the question of what constituted the right thing was still being worked out within the community. Some dog feces still appear on the roads, though it is unclear from which dogs.

Paradoxically, while the roads are public in all the senses above, they are also (in some sense) private. A private association called the Mayflower Point Association actually owns the land on which the roads sit. No one is actually sure whether the roads are truly owned by the Association in the sense that they could put up a toll booth and charge individuals who wanted to use the road a fee for the use of the roads. The officers of the Mayflower Point Association suspect that if they tried to do this, not only would the residents of Mayflower Point object, but also that the town of Orleans and the State of Massachusetts as well. (They are quite certain that these governments would want to tax the Association’s revenues if they earned them in this particular way!) 

Part of the reason they think they are not entirely free to do what they want with the roads is they have recently gone through a ritual inspection that occurs about every thirty years in which the Sheriff of the County tours the roads, and grants them the right to continue to be responsible for the roads. Another reason to think the roads are not owned exclusively by them is the fact that the Fire Department makes rules about how wide the roads have to be, and how much forest overhang can be allowed in order to ensure that the publicly owned and operated fire trucks can reach the privately owned spaces of Mayflower Point to protect them from fire. The Police Department, too, threatens not to answer burglary alarms, or calls for service, if the roads are not kept in good repair. (Government apparently has to authorize the Mayflower Point Association to use their property as a public thoroughfare, and then obligates the Mayflower Point Association to keeps the roads accessible.)

What everyone seems to agree on is that within these constraints, the Mayflower Point Association is responsible for maintaining the conditions of the roads. This is hardly a trivial matter. Part of the charm of Mayflower Point is that the roads are unpaved, dirt roads. To many both living on the Point and visiting the point for a bucolic stroll, the unpaved roads enhance the aesthetic experience of being in Mayflower point (Indeed, the dirt roads are one of the few things that distinguish Mayflower Point from other more ordinary suburban neighborhoods). The dirt roads are also thought to promote a certain kind of traffic safety by forcing drivers to drive slowly. (The potholes form a natural speed bump!) 

But the dirt roads are also a major problem. Dirt roads in a wet climate are extremely vulnerable to potholes. The potholes, in turn, are hard on automobiles. One has to drive carefully to avoid them. But like moguls on ski slopes, the pot holes are sometimes arranged in ways that make it virtually impossible to avoid a series of unpleasant shocks, and the shocks make it harder to avoid the next round of potholes that one might have been able to negotiate if the first set of problems had not arisen. The potholes have the further feature that they are quite dynamic. They can deteriorate quickly. Moreover, recently repaired potholes can quickly revert to their prior condition. Potholes also do not appear everywhere in the road; they appear locally in ways that affect some individuals more than others. Indeed, in a particularly cruel twist of fate, the potholes seem worse in the areas where the “year- rounders” tend to live. These are the folks who go in and out all the time, and often do so for important and unavoidable economic reasons. These are also the folks who have to be at Mayflower Point in the worst times – in the winter where snow and ice make the roads quite difficult, and in the spring when the potholes are the most difficult and the most dynamic. 

While dynamic potholes are a general feature of dirt roads, they can be exacerbated by both the weather and by actions taken by individuals. In fact, one reason the roads of Mayflower point seem to have been particularly bad in recent years is that there has been lots of construction, and the heavy construction vehicles have torn up the fragile dirt roads as they brought in bulldozers, cement, lumber and plasterboard to create new house or new additions. (There is a question about who should be responsible for restoring the roads to their original condition after such construction has taken its toll. In the past, the Mayflower Point Association took the responsibility. But as the frequency and scale of development has accelerated, the MPA has begun putting pressure on the construction companies, and the home owners for whom they are working to take the responsibility for leaving the roads in at least as good condition as they were when the construction began.) 

Another reason is that many Mayflower Point residents have invested in large SUV’s which are much heavier than the cars that used to travel these roads. (One might imagine that one of the reasons they bought the SUV’s was to cope with the potholes, but it seems that the owners of the SUV’s are also some of the most vigorous critics of the road because, even though the SUV’s are supposed to be rugged, they are also very expensive, and the owners do not want to challenge the ruggedness of their vehicles as often and as severely as the roads of Mayflower Point do.  Potholes are often deeper in front of the homes of year round residents.) 

A third reason is that as the residents of Mayflower Point have developed their gardens, they have sometimes built small berms along the road that keeps the runoff from the roads from carrying all the material that was used to repair the potholes into their carefully tended lawns and gardens. But those berms tend to increase the amount and speed of the water and debris that 0000hits houses further downhill along the roads. Those who live at the bottom of these roads find it very hard to defend themselves against the torrent that built up as their neighbors built their berms.

The fact that the dirt roads are in bad shape much of the time, and exceedingly difficult to maintain, has caused some of those who live on Mayflower Point and are members of the Mayflower Point Association to suggest that Mayflower point should give up its dirt roads, and pave them with asphalt. This raises a question of expense. There would be a considerable capital cost associated with paving the roads of Mayflower Point, and there is not enough in the Mayflower Point treasury to support this expense. The Mayflower Point Association’s revenues are generate entirely by payments of the annual membership fee of $75.00 per family. This is enough to buy liability insurance for the Association, and to expend somewhere between $4,500.00 and $6,000.00 per year for road maintenance throughout the year, and snow removal in the winter.  There are also some difficult technical issues that would have to be worked out about drainage, and where the drains would be located and so on. 

But the more important concern among the members of the Mayflower Point association is not so much the cost as the way in which paved roads would change the character of the community they live in. Some are worried that the paved roads will increase the amount and speed of driving – the cars will be safer, but the individuals using the roads for walking and socializing will be more at risk. But the big concern is that the paved roads will change Mayflower Point into any other suburban neighborhood. Of course, for some, that is exactly what they want. For others, it is the loss of a tradition. For still others, it is a violation of the implicit contract they thought they had when they bought their house in this area precisely because it had dirt rather than paved roads.

Of course, Mayflower Point has always had a policy towards road maintenance. This has varied over time in response to community aspirations and organization, to technology, to experience, and to the weather. The current policy could be described as “dirt roads with not too deep potholes.” To implement that policy, they have undertaken all of the following steps. They have graded the roads periodically. Typically, this has been done either once a year in the Spring, or twice a year in the Spring and Fall, depending on how bad the weather was, and how bad the potholes became. They have also purchase a pile of a material called T-Base used to fill potholes. That pile sits at the end of my driveway. A volunteer road crew – composed primarily of the officers of the Mayflower Point Association who are the ones who tend to hear the complaints of individual residents – occasionally loads up a truck with a pile of T-Base and goes around filling potholes that have gone beyond the acceptable depth. 

As this group has aged, and as complaints about the conditions of the roads have increased, they have become a bit less enthusiastic about filling the potholes. Last year, they experimented with a less centralized policy of road repair: instead of having one pile of T-Base that they used to fill potholes, they created a geographically distributed set of piles. Some of these piles were located near the places where the potholes were notoriously deep and dynamic. Others were located near individuals who seem to have higher standards for road conditions than others. The aim was to invite some more decentralized efforts to fill potholes on a more self-interested and local basis. The collective paid for the T-Base, but individual residents decided when and how to use it. (I got the benefit of having the pile at the end of my driveway shrink in size!)

At the most recent annual meeting of the Mayflower Point Association, the issue of the roads surfaced (!) once again. One member asked that the Association commission a feasibility study to estimate the feasibility and cost of paving the roads. After a somewhat heated discussion focusing primarily on procedural issues, a vote was taken on the issue. The proposal was defeated by about 85-15. (No one actually counted the votes, since the number of hands waving in the air told the story.) The winning argument seemed to be that since most individuals in Mayflower Point didn’t want paved roads anyway, it didn’t make sense to study the feasibility of paving the roads. There was no answer that could come back from the study that would cause people to decide to embrace the paved roads.

Such an overwhelming vote might have seemed to settle the issue – at least for a time. But those interested in shifting the road regime from “dirt with not too deep potholes” to some solution that involved more durable, smoother roads, that required less frequent and less retail maintenance, were not finished. They proposed to a hastily formed Roads Committee of the Mayflower Point Association that the road maintenance regime be changed to one that involved grading the roads to support a one lane width in the road in some key areas which could be heavily layered with asphalt enriched T-Base so that the folks that wanted to drive on a much smoother surface could do so. Again, this raised cost issues. It was estimated that such an effort might increase the road maintenance budget about 50% for each year, and necessitate an increase in the annual dues for the Mayflower Point Association from $75.00 per year to $100.00 or maybe even $125.00. But, again, the issue seemed more an aesthetic one than an economic one.

Whether the Mayflower Point Association should embrace this new idea posed an important (and classic) governance challenge to the organization. It also reminds us that private organizations are often public both in the sense that they have to be recognized by the wider society of which they are a part, and in the sense that they have to figure out how the “little public” that forms the membership of the Association will act to govern itself, and cope with its own internal disputes and differences. The organization was legally established as a voluntary, nonprofit organization. As part of its incorporation, it had been obliged to establish through its by-laws a governing structure – embodied in a set of officers of the organization including a board and executive officers. It had also been obliged to set out the rules under which these officers could be selected and recalled and replaced. And, it had been obliged to write down a series of procedures that could be used for consulting with members and the taking of decisions that would be taken as binding with respect to the assets of the organization. Of course, these formal mechanisms left much unsaid. And the rules and procedures were both supplemented and occasionally overwhelmed by informal agreements and sentiments of various kinds. 

One important feature of the Mayflower Point Association was that it could not require residents of Mayflower Point to join and/or to pay dues. Membership was voluntary. One could leave the organization if one did not want to pay the dues, or if one didn’t agree with its policies. For a period, the Association sent out a document each year listing the names of those who owned property on Mayflower point, and designating with an asterisk those residents who were also members of the Mayflower Point Association. In recent years, that practice had ended – some thought because an increasing number of residents were refusing to join the Association. 

This was perhaps not particularly surprising, since there seemed to be few benefits associated with being a member of the Association. When one joined the Mayflower Point Association, one received a glossy green sign with one’s name and address on it, and instructions about how the sign ought to be displayed at the end of one’s driveway. (This was not required; it was merely suggested and facilitated.) One also got an invitation to the annual meeting where one could vote with ones fellow members about who would hold which offices, and how the collectively owned funds should be spent – including the important question of how the roads were to be maintained. (There was a particularly sharp discussion one year about whether dog owners should be requested or required to clean up after their dogs on the roads of Mayflower Point.) More important than the discussion, however, was the cocktail party that followed. Most people brought both more booze and more hors d’oeuvres than they could eat by themselves, so both the bar and the table were amply stocked with delectables. The alcohol assured a pleasant and lively atmosphere. 

These were nice enough things. But the crucial things that seemed to go with being a resident of Mayflower point – namely, access to Mayflower point through the roads – could be enjoyed without becoming a member of Mayflower point. The Mayflower point association also may have had some responsibilities for the maintenance of some easements that connected those on interior lots to some choice waterfront areas where views could be enjoyed and canoes and kayaks launched. But compared with the roads, the condition and character of these easements was not much discussed. And, in any case, it seems that (with one important exception involving a small private beach on a freshwater pond), anyone could use these easements to get out to the salt water estuaries and marshes. In short, the Mayflower Point association either could not, or chose not, to use its ownership of the roads and the easements to keep those who refused to become members from enjoying their benefits. This was true not only for other residents of Mayflower point, but also for wider members of the public who did not live on Mayflower Point but sometimes visited.

So, there was a somewhat uneasy relationship between the Mayflower Point Association on one hand, the residents of Mayflower Point on the second, and the broader public on the third. The Mayflower point association was certainly not the government of Mayflower Point. It could not levy taxes. It could not make binding rules about the conduct of individuals who were residents or visitors to Mayflower Point. On the other hand, it certainly felt like a public or collective institution that had an important effect on the quality of individual and collective economic, social, and political life on Mayflower Point. It controlled several key assets that were very important to the physical, aesthetic experience that each individual resident of Mayflower Point could have while living in or visiting the area. The assets that were controlled by the Mayflower Point Association were also pretty important in supporting the character and quality of social relations that the residents enjoyed, since the roads and easements constituted some of the spaces in which social life could spring up. 

The fact that the association existed had a further effect on social and political life because it was an institution that both necessitated some kind of collective action (namely, to decide who would lead, how the money would be spent, and how the roads and easements would be maintained); and, in principle at least, allowed for an even wider kind of collective life. After all, the Mayflower Point association would be a natural rallying point when the residents of Mayflower Point wanted to represent a particular interest in dealings with the Town Government of Orleans. So, it could shift from being an internal service provider to an external representer with very little difficulty. 

Mayflower Point Association could also be a natural locus for those who wanted to create more of a collective life among the Mayflower Point residents. Getting together to talk about the roads and have a cocktail party once a year was one level of collective life. But perhaps there could be more. The fact that the association gave out signs of a uniform type suggested an effort to create more of a collective consciousness among Mayflower Point residents. Walking around the roads, one could feel part of something larger than oneself. (One could also make a symbolic statement that could be easily read by others about the degree to which one was enthusiastic about being a good member of the collective by choosing a different kind of sign!) That this was the purpose of these signs was emphasized by the fact that a sign in a similar color suddenly appeared on the main entrance to Mayflower Point that identified the location as Mayflower Point, and reminded the people of the speed limit. (It was signed by the Mayflower Point association as though the association was setting and enforcing the speed limit, but that power really seemed to lie with the town, so that the Mayflower Point Association was nothing other than an agent helping to support the laws of the wider town.)

And there were many “public works” beyond the roads that could conceivably be considered by the Association. For example, the easements could be more fully developed with piers, and docks and benches. Alternatively, the organization could be used to organize some collective entertainment. Its offices might even be invoked to reduce some frictions that arose among neighbors about how loud and how late parties could be. It could organize a lending library, or bake sales, or build a tennis court.  No one had yet thought of using the Mayflower Point Association for such purposes, and such ideas might well be rejected by the membership. But the point is that a basic set of relationships and capacities had been built for one purpose -- the maintenance of the roads – could be used for other purposes if the governing structures and processes of the organization decided it should do so. Such decisions would, for a time at least, until members used the options of exit or voice, be binding with respect to the collectively owned assets of the organization.

************************************************************************

The simple story of Mayflower Point helps introduce the subjects I wish to explore in this book. My largest ambition is to help us re-imagine liberal democratic societies both as an empirical descriptive idea; and as normative prescriptive ideal. I want to explore the way that liberal society actually works as well as the way we citizens understand it, the criteria we citizens both do and should use in evaluating the society as a whole and our individual place within it, and what we citizens can do to improve it. I undertake this task because I am concerned that we citizens no longer understand what we need to do to help ourselves produce the kind of prosperity, sociability, and justice that would qualify liberal societies as the “last, best hope for humankind.” Indeed, I am not sure that we have an idea anymore of what “we, citizens” means. 

A major reason for this difficulty, I believe, lies in the curiously stunted ideas of political economy we now rely on to help us understand the societies in which we live. Somehow, we have arrived at a place where our discussions of “political economy” begin with two 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 first assumption is that individuals are the key building blocks of a society – not collectives. Individuals are important first and foremost as a matter of positive understanding and explanation of the behavior of liberal societies. As a scientific and practical matter, it is individuals’ values, choices, and commitments that act as the behavioral engines that drive society and ultimately 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 kinds of collective action in economic, social, and political spheres. We generally reject the idea that collectives can have “will” or “agency” in any important 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.

Indeed, in our current ideas of political economy, one of the important problems that liberal societies face is finding effective means for dealing with what is described as “the collective action problem.” The collective action problem is thought to derive from the fact that individuals cannot be effectively enlisted in a collective effort if it is possible for them to act as “free riders;” taking advantage of the contributions of others while offering none of their own. So, it is not just that rights bearing, resource holding, purposeful individuals are the active ingredients in shaping material conditions in society; it is also that they cannot be induced to co-operate in a collective effort unless there is “something in it for them.” 

But, important as individuals are in driving the behavior of liberal society, they are even more important as the ultimate arbiters of the value produced by a particular society.  At the heart of our current ideas of political economy 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. There are no standards outside the values of individual members of society that can be invoked to decide how well a society is performing. That can only be properly judged by the individuals who are affected by 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 famously remarked, “There is no such thing as ‘society.’” There are only individuals. Therefore, it is only individuals evaluations of social conditions summed up that matters. 

The second 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.  

The distinction between private and public retains its vitality at least in part because the distinction between private and public aligns with important ideological commitments. 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.

In the right version of this ideology, the private sector is the realm within which individuals are free to pursue their own interests and desires, 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, which, in turn, justifies 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 ders;” taking advantage of the contributions of others while offering none of their own. So, it is not just that rights bearing, resource holding, purposeful individuals are the active ingredients in shaping material conditions in society; it is also that they cannot be induced to co-operate in a collective effort unless there is “something in it for them.” 


But, important as individuals are in driving the behavior of liberal society, they are even more important as the ultimate arbiters of the value produced by a particular society.  At the heart of our current ideas of political economy 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. There are no standards outside the values of individual members of society that can be invoked to decide how well a society is performing. That can only be properly judged by the individuals who are affected by 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 famously remarked, “There is no such thing as ‘society.’” There are only individuals. Therefore, it is only individuals evaluations of social conditions summed up that matters. 
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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.  


The distinction between private and public retains its vitality at least in part because the distinction between private and public aligns with important ideological commitments. 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.


In the right version of this ideology, the private sector is the realm within which individuals are free to pursue their own interests and desires, 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, which, in turn, justifies 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 ders;” taking advantage of the contributions of others while offering none of their own. So, it is not just that rights bearing, resource holding, purposeful individuals are the active ingredients in shaping material conditions in society; it is also that they cannot be induced to co-operate in a collective effort unless there is “something in it for them.” 


But, important as individuals are in driving the behavior of liberal society, they are even more important as the ultimate arbiters of the value produced by a particular society.  At the heart of our current ideas of political economy 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. There are no standards outside the values of individual members of society that can be invoked to decide how well a society is performing. That can only be properly judged by the individuals who are affected by 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 famously remarked, “There is no such thing as ‘society.’” There are only individuals. Therefore, it is only individuals evaluations of social conditions summed up that matters. 
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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 the society in which the individuals find themselves living. 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 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 individual discovers him or herself by the way that he or she chooses to react to the various social pressures operating on him or her. The individual emerges from the ways in which they react to conflicting pressures, and construct a story about their life 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. And, it is quite possible, even routine, that what seems at one moment like one individual’s idiosyncratic reaction to an experience he or she is having in society will turn out to be an important event in re-shaping broad social forces. After all, it was Rosa Parks’ individual fatigue and inherent sense of dignity that caused her to sit in the front of the bus rather than the back, and that helped fan a broad social movement that changed race relations throughout the country.


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, no ability to shape the collective institutions they inhabited, and no way to make their own way in the more or less equal and just social worlds which 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. 

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 want and 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 example. For some of us, that sphere of concern for the welfare of others 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 spreads out more broadly to include workmates, neighbors, relatively causal acquaintances. 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, it seems to be a general human quality that we are willing to make 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 (or at least not evil).

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. 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. These views may be importantly influenced by particular material conditions they experience as individuals, or as classes of individuals. And they may use their political rights to advance their own economic and social interests, or those of the class to which they belong. But the point is that they are willing to spend time, effort, and money to enter into public discussion, or in efforts to influence public decision-making, in which they will be asked not only why a proposed action is in their interests, but why it ought to be considered part of the public interest as well.  

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 to animate individual behavior, and to use as criteria that individuals can use to evaluate their own condition, and the condition of the societies in which they live – 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, and societies that were capable only of delivering material welfare to individuals could be viewed as fully successful in realizing human potential, but that would not only be a caricature of what it means to be human, but also to sown 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. 
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