Chapter 2:

Mayflower Point (II): 

Political Economy and the Collective Action Problem Re-Considered


Viewed literally, Mayflower Point can hardly be viewed as anything like a “typical” society. It is very small, and enormously privileged. It is not only culturally idiosyncratic, but also archaic. So, it would be a great mistake to use Mayflower Point as any kind of evidence or proof that could support generalizations about how individual human beings value, think, interact, or seek to structure their relationships with one another. 


Yet, Mayflower Point is a human society. Insofar as this is true, what is general about human society ought to be present here to some degree as well as elsewhere in the world. More importantly, even if we cannot use Mayflower Point as important empirical evidence about individual behavior, or social motivation, we can use it as a kind of metaphor to use in considering important questions about how individual humans recognize and respond to their interdependence.


That is my main purpose here: to use the simple case of Mayflower Point to raise some complex issues about individual human beings, the ways in which they are interdependent, and the ways in which they construct their collective life to protect their independence, at the same time that they recognize and learn to cope with their interdependence. More specifically, we will take up five issues:


Is Mayflower Point a Society?


What Do the Individuals on Mayflower Point Want for Themselves and One 
Another?


What Collective Action Problems and Opportunities Do They Face?


What Institutions and Processes Do They Rely on to Resolve The Collective 
Problems and Exploit the Potential Benefits?


What Criteria do they Use to Evaluate their Society, and Their Own Position 
within Society?

Is Mayflower Point a Society?


Let’s start with the question of whether Mayflower Point is a society, and who comprises that society. Usually when we take up questions of “political economy” or “social organization” we assume the existence of something that could be called the “society” whose “political economy” or “social organization” is being investigated. At a minimum, we imagine that that “society” includes an aggregation of individual human beings; further, that there is some kind of boundary or principle that causes us to see some individuals as included within the society, and others who are outside that society. But this simple and fundamental construct raises the first important question of political economy and social organization: namely, what is the nature of that boundary that allows us to see some collection of individuals as members of a particular society?


In principle, of course, we could use the word society to mean any arbitrarily selected set of individual human beings. The only important defining characteristic of a society is that it includes many individuals. That is the definition that Margaret Thatcher must have had in mind when she made her dismissive remark. More importantly, it may be the kind of society that we implicitly assume when we imagine that individuals construct their values as individuals without any reference to any others, and that the only way to evaluate a society is according to each individual’s view. We can call this the “atomized individualistic” view of society – a view that may seem bizarre, but one to which we often seem to resort in both political and academic dialogue.


More often, however, we use the word society to mean something more than an arbitrary collection of individuals. There is something in the very word society that indicates a certain kind of interdependence among the individual human beings that are considered part of a society. [Query: are individuals who are not in a society necessarily independent of the society?] But the important question is what is it that creates the interdependence and the bonds and connections that joins individuals to some kind collective larger than themselves?


Broadly speaking, social interdependence is created through three distinct mechanisms. The first emphasizes the physical connections among individual human beings, and the fact that an action taken by one individual can help or hurt another individual. This can happen simply as a matter of physical proximity. When I am near you, I can see and smell you, and that can fill me with delight or disgust. When I am near you, I can grab your hand for assistance or your wallet for my own use. But physical connections that affect human welfare do not have to be associated with very close physical proximity. Our current understanding of the world’s natural environment, for example, makes us aware of the extent to which the air we breathe, the water we drink, and the diseases we must guard ourselves against are all greatly influenced by actions taken by individuals who are thousands of miles, and many jurisdictional boundaries away from us. That doesn’t diminish our interdependence; it just makes it harder to understand and manage. 


This is the kind of interdependence that is of particular interest to economists, who describe this problem as the problem of managing “externalities.” It is also the kind of interdependence that is of interest to lawyers creating laws regulating relationships with one another. The reason is that we all understand that individual human beings are physically vulnerable to the actions of others, and one important task of social organization and government is to reduce our physical vulnerability to one another by establishing certain kinds of rights to protect us from the attacks of our neighbors, that impose on us reciprocal responsibilities not to attack our neighbors. It doesn’t really require us to feel much either positively or negatively about the welfare of other individuals; it simply notices that individuals have the capacity to affect the welfare of one another, and that if they take an action that affects the welfare of another (particularly an action that affects them negatively), that that represents not only a problem for the individual whose welfare was affected, but also deserves some kind of social response if the offending individual offended against his neighbor in a way that was intentional, knowing, reckless, or negligent.


The second emphasizes not just physical effect, but psychological connection.
 We often say that a society or a community exists when a particular group of individuals share a certain kind of self-conscious identity – one that causes us to feel a certain empathy with other members of our group. Again, these feelings may be strongest when we have long term, intensely personal relationships with one another. Then, the connection we feel is more organic than abstract, and more likely to incorporate an accurate, non-stereotypical view of the other individuals with whom we feel connected. But an important part of human nature seems to be that we can also develop pretty strong feelings of attachment and personal identification with individuals who we think are like us in some important respect, even when we have no previous relationship, and when we are living and acting in physically distant spheres.


This is the kind of interdependence that is of great interest to sociologist, anthropologists, and other social scientists who are interested not only in physical interdependencies among individual human beings, but also psychological questions. Often, this kind of psychological identification and connection to other human beings is understood to be important for individual well being. If one is not part of a group, one feels alienated, and alone. But this kind of psychological identification is also viewed as potentially problematic. It can become the source of hegemonic power over individual consciousness. It can become the basis for vicious rivalries that lead to ethnic cleansing. 


For these reasons, this kind of interdependence has always been a bit problematic for liberal societies. On one hand, it seems important for individuals to find strength in group identifications; and in any case, it would be wrong to deny them the right to create contexts in which they could enjoy these. On the other hand, we worry that individual rights within the group might well be suppressed; and that one group might work hard to deny the rights of people who are outside the group or members of other groups in a way that would not only undermine the welfare and autonomy of those other out groups, but also be unjust. In any case, there is an idea of interdependence that is closely tied to group identification that differs from the idea of physical interdepence. (Though the fact that members of a particular group suffer harms at the hands of a larger society that views them as a group may help to foster a group identification where none naturally existed before.)


The third emphasizes not just physical effect, and not just psychological connectedness, but instead institutional links that bind us together. Often, we think that the institutional linkages that tie us together are created self-consciously to cope with the problems or exploit the opportunities that come from being physically or psychologically connected to one another. We sign a contract with one another because we understand that if we agree to co-operate in the particular way specified by the contract, we can both get more of what we want as individuals than we can get alone. We join a mutual benefit association with those who seem similar to us because we enjoy the economic, social, and political advantages that come from expressing our solidarity in this formal self-conscious way. 


But it is important to keep in mind that we are often wrapped up in large institutions that bind us together without having much physical or psychological connection with one another apart from the fact that we are subject to the same institutional regime. If we are in the same health insurance pool, when you smoke, I will suffer, even though I am neither in the same room, nor particularly fond of you. If we are part of a society that has established particular norms or rules that allow me to have certain expectations about how you will treat me, I am tied to you through our mutual vulnerability to those expectations: what you have a right to from me I should supply; and what I have a right to, you should supply. If we are both citizens of a particular political regime, and that regime has the right to regulate and tax us for particular purposes, we are made interdependent by the legal obligations we have to the society of which we are part. 


This is the kind of interdependence that is of interest to those who study voluntary associations, organizations on one hand, and those who study polities on the other. In these cases we always have to be interested in what kinds of powers the collective has – in the form of what assets the collective owns, what powers it has over the use of those assets, the formal power and effective influence it has over things beyond the scope of the assets it owns directly. These are all institutionally constructed because they depend on a set of legal and institutional arrangements constructed at a social level that call them into existence. They are not the result of mere physical interconnection. Nor are they the result of a psychological experience of interdependence. Both these could create the conditions under which a formal collective arises. But these conditions are neither necessary nor sufficient for the creation of an institutional kind of interdependence, whil the creation of a formal organization that owns something in common and has to have rules about who will be responsible for actions, and how it will decide what to do with its assets is both necessary and sufficient for creating what I am describing here as a certain kind of institutional interdepence. (Need to discuss distinction between associations and organizations on one hand, and polities and states on other?)


So, individuals become interdependent – they become a “society” or a “public” – when their welfare as individuals are physically or psychologically connected, and/or when they are bound together in institutional arrangements that end up connecting their material and psychological welfare to one another. The institutional arrangements that bind them together in some kind of collective action could have been constructed to deal with the problems and exploit the opportunities of physical and psychological independence. And they could have been constructed through explicit voluntary agreements. And the agreements could have been made among individuals whose connections to one another were deep and multi-faceted. But none of these things need be true. The institutional arrangements could have long ago lost their particular functional purposes, or had their purposes changed as a result of changing individual aspirations and social circumstances. Individuals could be born or socialized into institutional arrangements without ever really being asked whether they wanted to join. They may find themselves in institutional arrangements with strangers with whom they feel little connection other than their common yoke. In any case, the point is that a certain kind of objective interdependence among individuals is created through any of these three somewhat distinct mechanisms. 


But there is a further difficulty. It may well be that we want to reserve the idea of a “society” to refer not only to some objective fact of interdependence among individuals, but also to a more or less self-conscious and mutually shared recognition of the fact and nature of interdependence among the individuals who are thought to be members of a society. The questions of whether we need to recognize our interdependence, and to understand that interdependence in roughly the same way (that is, symmetrically) turns out to be an important issue in thinking about what we mean by a society, because there is no guarantee that our subjective experience of our interdependence will be reliably connected to the objective reality.


For example, I can be importantly affected by you physically and concretely but not be aware of it. You could have picked up some litter that would otherwise have dirtied my doorway. You could be embezzling money from my bank account or dumping toxic wastes into my drinking water. That creates the problem of ignorance about our interdependence. 


Similarly, on the psychological front, I might think I have an important relationship with you, but you might not have the same feelings, or see the relationship in quite the same way I do. I thought we agreed that we would devote our lives to making art, and supporting those who wanted to join us in the making of art. I didn’t understand that that didn’t mean you weren’t prepared to give up your membership in the golf club with its economic and social demands. That creates the problem of asymmetric understandings of our relationship to one another.


Finally, on the institutional front, I thought we were part of a society that had agreed to raise a barn for each of us when nature tore ours apart, or when we started a new household. You didn’t seem to understand that the barn I had in mind was a modest one that could hold only one cow rather than a whole herd.  


So, misunderstandings about the nature of our interdependencies can arise. Arguably, one of the important characteristics of interdependencies created through explicit institutional arrangements (as opposed to potentially obscure physical effects, or to assymetric feelings of social connection) is that they may be less vulnerable to these kinds of confusions than other kinds of interdependencies. The reason is that institutional interdependencies usually have to announce themselves. They also usually have to be negotiated.  They may even set up explicit mechanisms for enforcing the shared understandings that were created about duties and obligations of individuals to one another. As a result, they are a bit less likely to be misinterpreted or differentially interpreted. 


Even so, the question of whether the nature and degree of our interdependence is established as an objective, symmetrically understood relationship, or as one that is viewed subjectively and quite differently by the different parties who are part of at least one person’s idea of their social group is an important issue. For many purposes, it would be much better if our interdependence was objectively established and symmetrically understood. Indeed, we could understand our system of contracts and laws, and processes of governance of any kind of collective as efforts to bring particular kinds of  interdependence into the condition where we all share and understand our interdependence and the obligations that arise from that.. 


But the fact of the matter is that perceptions of interdependence as both a physical, psychological, and social fact can be highly heterogeneous and un-coordinated. I can look around at a group of individuals and tell you from my point of view to whom I am connected, in what ways, and to what degree. But there is no guarantee that the individuals whom I nominate as having a particular kind of relationship to me and to others will see it the same way. They may think I am crazy to imagine that I have a certain relationship to them, and that they have a certain relationship to me, and to others that I tell them about.


One could imagine that in the distant past, among individuals living in traditional societies, all this was much less confusing. Individuals could not easily be combined in arbitrary aggregates. They tended to live in groups that occupied the same territory, shared a common identity, recognized their own interdependence, and lived within a particular political regime with its own procedural rules and substantive commitments. And, we imagine, that those living in such traditional societies mostly saw these relationships in the same way. In short, one of the characteristics we impute to traditional societies is that in those societies, the different forms of interdependence are generally much closely aligned; and were also the objects of a constantly shared and re-iterated consciousness.  


But modern life has fractured this easy assumption that the different kinds of interdependencies are closely aligned, and that everyone sees them in the same way.  Individuals are now freer than they have been in the past to form into many different kinds of collectives, each holding some portion of an individual’s identity and commitment. While each institution may think it has a lock on an individual’s commitment, each individual may be connected to many different collectives, and able to move among them as his interests change. Having this point of view about themselves, when modern individuals look out to other individuals, they have to be  much less confident that they will see the same thing that their neighbor, or their fellow religionist, or their fellow political advocate sees – even as to physical effects, let alone psychological commitments, or institutional commitments.  


Living in Massachusetts, I can feel a physical relationship to those living in the Amazon rain forest by virtue of my dependence on their trees to process my air. But I cannot be sure that they feel same way. And the ways in which we are institutionally bound together in efforts to deal with this kind of interdependence seem incredibly difficult to understand. Being a white, middle-aged man who likes to read, I can form a strong sense of identity with other middle-aged men in India, China, and Latin America who are struggling with what they can usefully give to their children. But again, I am not sure that they feel the same way. They may see my actions with respect to my children – for example, my greater interest in preventing pregnancy among my daughters than in assuring their virginity at marriage -- as something that creates a problem for them.  And, it is difficult to know how we can enter into a discussion to work out our disagreements, and find an institution that can help us live up to the agreement we reach. Standing in a security line at an airport, I can feel myself a part not of my national government, but as part of an international regime that has been constructed to protect me and others from terrorist acts.


In any case, we can no longer assume that when we use the word society or community, we are referring to physical interactions, psychological interactions, and institutional interactions altogether. Nor can we assume that the particular ideas of societies that we are walking around with are symmetrically held by all the other individuals whom we think of being as part of those societies. Nor can we assume that individuals are irrevocably committed to any particular identity defining organization. We have to recognize that individuals can combine into social aggregates along many different lines: that I might feel closer to people with whom I am interacting on the internet than my neighbor next door, and that I might share an important institutional connection with individuals whom I do not know, and do not particularly like.  We also have to accept the idea that a society is not necessarily an objective and symmetrically shared idea among those who are thought by some at least to be members of a society. This makes the very definition of a society – understood as a group of individuals who share some kind of self-conscious, mutually recognized interdependence as deeply problematic, even before we get into the question of how the individuals begin constructing individual and social arrangements to make their individual and social lives more satisfactory.


The case of Mayflower point provides a simple example of this kind of difficulty. One can begin by asking what particular individuals are members of the society of Mayflower Point. The natural starting point would be those who live or own property on Mayflower Point. But the question immediately arises as to whether we should distinguish between those who live on Mayflower Point, and those who own property there. It also raises the question of whether we should distinguish among those owners who live there all year round from those who are more occasional residents. Indeed, it is easy to imagine that the degrees of commitment and forms of interdependence that different kinds of individuals felt to the “society” of Mayflower point might well differ systematically as a function of these different positions in Mayflower Point. One can equally well imagine that the issue of who was really a citizen of Mayflower Point society in the sense of having a moral and practical claim on the right to share in collective decision-making about the future of Mayflower Point could become an issue. And important institutional design question arises about whether, in the governance of Mayflower Point, we want to notice and formally establish these different kinds of economic, social, and political commitments in the creation of certain kinds of governing rights with respect to conditions on Mayflower Point.


A further problem arises with the recognition that there are many individuals who visit Mayflower Point who neither own property there, no live there. Still another problem arises from the fact that there are many individuals who look at Mayflower Point from other vantage points without ever visiting it, and that they, too, have an interest in how Mayflower Point looks. Finally, there is the problem that many other individuals are footing the bill for the fire and police services that are available to Mayflower Point owners and residents. 


So, many individuals have interests in what happens on Mayflower Point. Insofar as interests created by physical connections, psychological identification, and institutional connected qualify someone as a member of the society of Mayflower Point, we would have to say that the society of Mayflower Point seems to extend beyond those who own property and live on Mayflower Point all year round. It extends out from those individuals (who might be viewed as having the biggest stakes, and the greatest moral claim to exercise influence over what happens on Mayflower Point), through those who own property but do not live there all the time, to those who visit the Point either visually or physically, to those who are committed to the idea of a place like Mayflower Point, and are glad to know that such places exist. This is the community of interest. 


But a different way of thinking about who constitutes the society of Mayflower Point is to look at those who have been granted particular legal powers to make decisions that affect the state of Mayflower Point. That could be viewed as the community of those with decision rights, and is rooted more in the kind of interdependence that is created through institutions than through underlying economic or social relationships. Here, again, however, we find a significant amount of complexity. 


Insofar as Mayflower point is part of the town of Orleans, the State of Massachusetts, and the United States, its destiny can be shaped by the citizens of these different polities, as well as the group of individuals who own property, live, or visit Mayflower Point. Indeed, precisely because Mayflower Point lies within these polities, and precisely because these polities all give a high degree of respect to individual rights to own property, individual property owners on Mayflower Point have a significant amount of freedom to do what they will with their own property. Somewhat paradoxically, their individual right to buy or sell their property, and to develop it in particular ways, is protected by these collective institutions. 


One of the important consequences of that fact is that at least some members of one version of Mayflower Point society seek to find other means of influencing the conduct (and circumscribing the rights) of their neighbors because they have interests in how their neighbors use these rights. And they rely on both formal and informal means to do so. 


Informal means include the constant but somewhat invisible processes of checking up on what the neighbors are doing with their houses, who is visiting, and so on. Added to this informal surveillance is a continuing conversation that happens among between couples, among groups of friends, and sometimes even among casual acquaintances about conditions on the point in general, and the effect that a particular individual might be having on those conditions. That conversation, in turn, may implicitly strengthen and authorize individuals in Mayflower Point to alter their reactions to particular individuals who have offended or enhanced the social order, or even to speak to those individuals about their social contribution. That social reaction, in turn, can trigger many different social responses from the person whose conduct is being observed and sanctioned. Here we see a society forming itself through informal means into an informally sanctioning and controlling collective through the power of the fact that interdependence of some kind invites us into a discussion about what would be a good or just or right way to manage that interdependence. 


But some members of the society of Mayflower Point have also established a formal mechanism to deal with some of the important interdependencies among them. Importantly, membership in the Association is not obligatory; one chooses to join the association. In principle, its membership is not limited either; those with an interest in Mayflower Point’s affairs can join even if they do not own property on the Point. So, in an important sense, the members of the Mayflower Point Association become a certain kind of society closely tied to conditions on Mayflower Point. But the relationship of the society created by membership in the Mayflower Point Association to the society of individuals who have interests in Mayflower Point, or decision rights that affect conditions on Mayflower Point is quite uncertain. 


It is also unclear what Mayflower Point’s jurisdiction includes – what is has formal power over, or informal power to influence. That organization is primarily responsible for managing the roads. But as a convening authority for a large number of those who live and own property on the point, it can extend its influence over individual behavior and conditions in the point by providing a forum in which a collective consciousness can arise, and with that, some capacity to act beyond the boundaries of the roads. 


Indeed, one can see this kind of collective consciousness being nurtured through the creation of signs that mark out the territory of Mayflower Point, advertise the existence of a collective association that takes responsibility for that domain, and allows individuals to show their solidarity with the organization through the display of a sign that is similar to their neighbors’ in all respects but the name. One can imagine that this collective consciousness of social connection through shared interests, social solidarity, and institutional entanglement might thicken, and lead eventually to actions that affected not only the roads, but also the development of the commonly owned  easements that provide access to the water for this living on interior plots, or through the development of a more active social and political program within the Mayflower Point Association. 


Importantly, however far the collective consciousness and collective responsibility of the Mayflower Point Association ultimately extends, even at the outset it has to begin operating not just as a collection of individuals bound together through the mechanisms described above. It has to start acting as a self-conscious collective that has assets and powers that are collectively owned, and that must decide together through some processes what assets it will try to mobilize, and what it will do with the assets it has. In short, it has to develop some capacity for governing its own activities, as well as the impact that those activities have on character of life on Mayflower Point. 


The Mayflower Point Association has to decide who is eligible to be a member, who will be recruited, what they will be asked to do and contribute. It will have to figure out how to organize its internal discussions; how the agenda will be set for collective discussion, what kind of work will be done in advance to support the discussion, how the discussion itself will be carried out, how members who do not behave properly in the discussion will be discipline and so on. These decisions can be made more or less democratically and more or less wisely. 


Significantly, while the Mayflower Point Association represents one effort to construct and govern the society of Mayflower Point, it cannot monopolize this effort. It has an important advantage in that it owns the roads, and holds the state franchise for maintaining them, and that forces many on Mayflower Point to pay attention to what the Association does with the roads. But it cannot require individuals who live or own property on the point to become members, or to contribute money to the organization. It depends on the voluntary commitment of its members. If the individuals who live on the point disagree with the policies pursued by the association, they are free to leave the organization. They could, in principle, even decide to set up a different organization – one that could lobby the Mayflower Point Association from the outside, or that could seek to use outside powers to compel the Mayflower Point Association to take certain actions with respect to the roads, or to allow them to spend their own money to make what they regard as improvements in the roads. 


Nor can the Mayflower Point Association oversee all the accommodations that individuals on the point make to make their life at the point more to their liking. Neighbors can join with other neighbors to make individual or small group deals of various kinds. Norms and expectations (such as those about dogs) can spring up through discussions and actions that happen in many forums other than the annual meeting. These other activities can be influential in shaping material and social conditions on the Point, and can thus be viewed as an important part of the governance of the society of Mayflower Point (understood here as both a physical and social space). But these activities will operate beneath, alongside, or sometimes even above the scrutiny and institutional framework of the Mayflower Point Association. And there is little that the Mayflower Point Association can do to prevent or control this activity. 


What this discussion suggests is that the idea of Mayflower Point as a society is a complex one. In some important sense, the people who own property and occupy residences in Mayflower point do form a society. They do so at least in part because their lives are physically, economically, socially, and politically intertwined. The way my neighbors use their land affects my welfare in aesthetic and economic terms. They can take steps which delight me or wound me; that enhance the economic value of my residence or reduce it. They can choose to treat me as a good neighbor or banish me. Whether they take my welfare and my interests to heart when they take actions turns out to be very important to the satisfaction I can have and the comfort I can feel in this residence. This is a simple fact of the way in which we live our lives, and the ways in which we respond to one another.


So, Mayflower point is not a single society. It is probably better thought of as a collection of societies that have different interests and institutional capacities to moblize. Some are more important than others in shaping the current life of Mayflower point. But there is no reason to imagine that the society or the institutions that structure the political economy of Mayflower Point will stay the same. It seems much more likely that the working society of Mayflower point will change over time. A great deal will depend on what interests individuals, and who shows up to use their individual and collective influence. Mayflower Point is simply one possible ground for social organization, nothing more and nothing less than that. The same is true for the town of Orleans. The same is true for the group of Mayflower Point residents who live along Kescayongansett Road. And the same is true for the group of dog walkers on Mayflower Point that included not only residents and land owners, but others who come to visit. A society of mayflower point exists, but it is a complex and fluid society, as any liberal society, in which individuals have rights to imagine interests, connections with one another, and the freedom to act on those ideas.

What Values Animate and Guide the Individuals Who Comprise the Society of Mayflower Point?

Consider, next, what we can observe about the kinds of values that the individuals within the (ambiguously defined) society of Mayflower Point seem to rely on in evaluating their lives on Mayflower Point, and the motivations that drive them to take individual or collective action to influence the conditions of their lives. 

At one level, it is pretty clear that Mayflower Point is full of self-interested individuals trying to shape the material and social conditions of life to make them as materially well off as possible. Those with property hope that their property will increase in value rather than fall. Those without property like to be able to take advantage of the beauty of Mayflower Point without having to buy property or pay a toll to visit it. 

But what is interesting about these desires is that while they are held by individuals (and are, in that sense, self-ish), and while it is possible to see the gleam of financial return reflected in the eyes of those owning property on, living on, and visiting Mayflower Point, the gleam in their eye is for more than material wealth. The individual of Mayflower Point society measure their individual welfare not only in financial or monetary terms, but also in aesthetic judgments about what is beautiful. 
 The quality of the roads they walk register in individual preference functions for aesthetic conditions as well as for material reasons. 

Importantly, these aesthetic judgments, and the way they are traded of against more mundane, practical concerns differ among individuals in Mayflower Point society. Some want the roads paved because they like the convenience of being able to drive the roads without having to worry too much about limiting the damage to expensive vehicles, or because they like the suburban look of paved roads and think that increases the value of the property they own on the point. Others want the roads to remain unpaved because they prefer that look, and think that it is the rural look that increases the value of their properties. (They may also have less expensive cars, or care less about them, or mind less the burden that is imposed on them as drivers to drive attentively enough to avoid the potholes.) 

Importantly, individuals with different aesthetic commitments can pursue their individual (more or less material) goals in at least two different ways. On one hand, they can use their own resources and efforts to shape the local part of the road that affects them the most to be the kind of road they would like to have. And they can do this with or without the authorization and support of the collective. 

Indeed, it was just this idea that was exploited when the Association decided to decentralize the maintenance task by distributing piles of T-Base around Mayflower Point to places where the road was particularly vulnerable, or to places where individuals wanted shallower potholes than others. Individuals were invited to remake the road closest to them to their liking within a wider regime that continued to support dirt roads. Work on this principle created a road that had different physical characteristics at different locations depending not on the idea of the collective society of Mayflower Point, but on the values that individuals had about the roads, and their willingness to expend their own labor to make the road to their liking. The road became in an important sense a reflection of different individuals desires and capacities to make the road to their liking. The road both could be, and came to be something materially different for each individual, as well as something that was psychologically different. Yet, at another level, the roads were one reality that we all had to deal with. 

The alternative to remaking the road to one’s individual liking (with more or less wide authorization, and more or less collective support for each individual’s initiative to remake the road) was to work socially and politically to construct a collective consensus that is more aligned with their individual views of that a good road regime would be. Importantly, that regime could be one in which individuals were given collective provided resources to make the road to their liking. (This is Mayflower Point’s version of a “road maintenance voucher system” which allows individuals to use public resources to produce the road they like). And to make such a regime within which individuals could remake the road to their own liking required political action since the roads were collectively owned and operated. But the alternative regime could be one where the group all decided together on how the roads should be constructed and maintained, designed the program that would produce that result, and allocated the financial and material burden of doing the work according to some principle that defined an efficient and fair division of the labor to produce the collectively defined result. 

So, once the roads are collectively owned – once the physical interdependence is recognized that we have to have a way of getting on and off the Point, and once an institution has been created that simultaneously copes with this important interdepency, and creates a new form of interdependency – a collective issue arises: namely,  the question naturally arises about what the roads as a whole ought to be like, and how the work of maintaining the roads in that condition ought to be distributed. 

In fact, one of the experiences of being a resident of Mayflower Point and a member of the Mayflower Point Association is to feel the weight of the community disagreement about the roads, and to wonder what one should do in the face of that disagreement. And it is at this point that individual motivations begin to be “social” in the sense that one has to begin thinking about the kinds of relationships he has with the other members of Mayflower Point society. 

On one hand, it is disappointing to learn that not everyone has the same values with respect to the roads. One might have thought that the current conditions of the roads were what each individual, and all of the individuals together, wanted to have in Mayflower Point. Part of the fun of joining the community was not just that it had the look that I wanted, but also that I might have been joining a group of individuals who shared my aesthetic values. I might even have thought those views were highly correlated with other values that I held, and therefore that I was joining a community that was united around many of the values that were important to me. To the extent this was true, my pleasure would be enhanced not only by the fact that I could have the physical conditions I wanted to have, but also because I could walk the streets, pass my neighbors, and think that we were all mutually delighted by the experience we were having together. 

To learn that I was among individuals who differed with me on this crucial point attacked my satisfaction; and not just because I might have to engage in some painful work either to persuade them that my views were the right ones, or to seek to influence the decisions of the Mayflower Point Association to protect my views rather than theirs, but because one of the things I wanted to have as part of the experience of living in Mayflower Point was the camaraderie that came from sharing some important values with others. That was a consumption good for me, as well as a condition that would make it less necessary for me to spend time and emotional energy arguing with my neighbors, or trying to influence the collective entity that would make important choices about the road regime. In short, some of my sense of solidarity with the other members of the society of Mayflower Point was lost, and with that, some of my satisfaction of living on the Point. 

On the other, to the degree that I now realized that I had to deal with a dispute with my neighbors, I had to form or act on the basis of views I held about what constituted the right way to have this discussion and settle the dispute. I had to decide whether I would respect the views of my neighbors and leave myself open to the potential appeal of paved roads, or whether I would remain adamant in my views. I had to decide to what degree I should feel some responsibility for the satisfaction of my neighbors as well as my own, and make some effort to accommodate their interests not because I thought they were right, but simply because their satisfaction mattered to me, and I wanted them to be happy even if it cost me something in terms of my own satisfaction. 

I also had to decide what would be appropriate ways to interact with my neighbors in reaching a decision about the roads. I had to decide whether it was appropriate for me to try to persuade them that I was right, and what kinds of arguments would be appropriate to make. I had to decide what stratagems would be appropriate to use in the wider discussion that would occur in the forum created by the power of the Mayflower Point Association to decide this matter. 

In making these choices, I could be guided by an idea of what would be most effective in advancing my own views, or by an idea of what would constitute considerate, just and respectful relations with my neighbors, and what would support an appropriate collective discussion among all of us to make a choice that affected us all. The choices I made would reveal something about my moral character and values both to me and to my neighbors, and the judgments made as a consequence would be important to my idea of myself as a good neighbor and citizen of Mayflower Point. 

All other things being equal, I wanted to be, and to be seen as, a good neighbor and citizen. I wanted that not only because it would make the (public and private) experience of walking the roads of Mayflower Point more pleasurable if my neighbors greeted me with smiles rather than looked away in embarrassment at my approach, but also because I thought an important moral judgment was at stake, and I wanted to be on the right side of that issue regardless of what my neighbors thought.

These ideas – the values that were at stake in the way I interacted with my neighbors – were held by me individually. But they were not just about my material interests, nor about my aesthetic preferences. They were about the kind of person I wanted to be, the kind of relationships I wanted to have with others, and the kinds of processes that seemed to me to both practicable and just and fair in dealing with a community disagreement. I wanted a set of both informal and formal community institutions that were close enough to my views about what we owed to one another as fellow human beings, and as citizens of a political community that might not necessarily produce a world in which I could get exactly what I wanted, but would help me understand why I should live with a condition that was not exactly to my liking. 

Having an agreement about these relational and procedural matters was just as important as reaching a conclusion on the substantive matter before us. The procedural matters were important not only insofar as they created the conditions under which we could act both individually and collectively in co-operation with one another, and so produce substantive results that were tolerably good and just, but also because there was pleasure or pain to be experienced in finding the degree to which we could count on one another to have similar views about our relationships to one another, and the right ways to behave when some important collective decision was at stake. 

What I am describing here, then, is the ways in which the individuals living on Mayflower point become sociable and civic in both their outlook and their conduct as well as individualist and materialist. Because they live in a condition of interdependence, they have to pay attention to one another, and to form views both about what they owe to one another, and how they can discuss and resolve disputes that spring up among them as a consequence of their interdependence. They may have individual preferences about these matters as well as the substantive interests they have at stake in the disputes. And, to the degree they do, and they seek to concert their views about these matters, they are formed (more or less successfully) into good neighbors and citizens of a polity as well as individuals pursuing their own substantive interests. 

Indeed, while I am emphasizing here the necessity of developing into individuals that desire to be good neighbors and responsible citizens to deal with disputes about private and social conditions, one can also imagine a world in which the creation of collective institutions that reflected right relationships and a capacity to accomplish things that could not be accomplished alone would be viewed as a positive thing to be desired rather than as something that was merely necessary to deal with conflict. One can imagine that individuals like to combine in collectives. They would do it even if they didn’t have to. They certainly do it enthusiastically in forming economic enterprises of various kinds. They also do it in creating social clubs. Why wouldn’t the desire to be sociable carry over into the most social of all institutions – the institutions through which we try to govern our relationships with one another, and to ensure prosperity, justice, and social peace? 

Again, I don’t want to insist that these values are present and dominant everywhere, or that they are unproblematic to the cause of social co-operation when they appear. Individuals can bargain hard for their material interests, and can prevent communities from doing things that the community as a whole would value if it involves taking from them a right that they have. We have built this into the political and legal structure of liberal society. They can choose to behave in selfish and materialist ways even when the rest of the community is urging them to behave in ways that are more other regarding, and that attend to both the aesthetic as well as the material values, and to giving some respect to the opinions of their fellows.

Nor do I want to argue that everyone is the same with respect to the importance of these values in their lives. To varying degrees, they also seem to value the sociability that life at the Point makes possible, but not obligatory. They monitor and either like or dislike the degree of interdependence they have. They notice and respond to the degree to which other individuals on the point seem to share their vision of what life on the Point should be like. They like it when they agree, and can protect what they all like. They struggle when disagreements arise, and at such moments, might be tempted to opt out of the collective discussions and the institutions that foster them (to take the “exit” option rather than to exercise their “voice” or remain “loyal” to the collective choices that have already been made.) But there is a price to be paid for “exiting” as well: it may be that if they fail to exercise their voice, conditions on the Point could deteriorate (from their point of view) to place where they would decide to exit not only the political process (such as it is) that governs (in some particular ways) conditions of life on the Point, but also residency in the physical, economic, and social space of Mayflower Point. How quickly and easily they choose to exit depends at least in part in how much of an economic, social, and political investment they have made in Mayflower Point, and how much of that investment they can take with them if they opt out politically or physically, or economically.

The point is not that one kind of values is either more present or more powerful, or that one is more morally virtuous; the point is that we need to understand the social preferences of individuals and the ways in which they help to create social institutions as well as the selfish interests of individuals and the ways in which they are reflected in and handled by existing collective institutions. We have to understand that individuals do so at least in part because they want to be sociable, and to enjoy the pleasures of sociability and camaraderie as well as because they often need one another to carry out their purposes. The purposes of individuals include the desire to form and be an effective part of collectives as well as to be alone. The desire to form and be an effective part of collective is partly animated by the need to use the collective as a device for delivering to the individual what the individual wants materially for himself, but also because the collective sometimes meets the needs of individuals directly for affiliation, for camaraderie, for the joy of acting together to accomplish an important shared objective, for the thrill of living in a tolerably just and prosperous community. 

Thus, the story of Mayflower point reminds us that we can and do have individual desires for collectively produced and collectively experienced conditions. These desires form an important part of the material we use to create social level institutions. We can and do use both individually held and collectively established ideas about fairness and justice to evaluate both how we are being treated individually by the collective, and how the collective as a whole is treating other individuals. We can and do develop shared ideas about how we ought to interact with one another when we are trying to accomplish something together. These rules could be about simple exchange. But they could also be about the much harder problem of forming collectives that feel affection and responsibility to one another, and that wants to form and achieve common purposes as well as to be able to exchange goods and services with one another in relative safety. These seem to be intrinsic parts of being humans.

What Mechanisms do Individuals Rely on to Recognize and Deal with the Problems and Exploit the Opportunities of their Interdependence?


Third, to what degree does the microcosm of Mayflower Point shed light on the processes that (more or less public spirited) individuals in liberal societies use organize their collective life in a way that allows them to accommodate themselves to one another, to take advantage of beneficial trades, exchanges and deals, and to organize into value creating collective enterprises of various kinds? Much of our current theorizing about political economy and social organization focuses our attention on two powerful mechanisms for recognizing and exploiting interdependencies. The first is exchange. The second is the use of coercive authority. These two mechanisms of achieving social co-operation for the benefit of individuals and the collective are also associated with the two major sectors of liberal society: the market on one hand, and politics and government on the other. And we have worked hard to identify what particular kinds of goods that would be valued by individuals and by a collective can best be supplied through the voluntary exchange mechanisms of the market, and which require the coercive authority of government. We have done this work primarily to make sure that we did not use any more state authority to achieve our social goals than was necessary, and to make sure that we took full advantage of markets to do their work of building individual and social welfare. (Discuss collective goods and Mayflower Point here, or refer to appendix or leave out altoghter)


Importantly, when we look at the society of Mayflower Point we don’t see much that looks like either market exchange, or the exercise of governmental authority. To be sure, Mayflower Point is lodged between big powerful markets on one hand, and big powerful governments on the other. There is a powerful market that is shaping the prices of real estate on Mayflower Point, and affecting the characteristics of the individuals who own property and live there. And there are the governments of Orleans, Massachusetts, and the United States that are shaping conditions on Mayflower Point. They do so by taxing the residents, and then using those tax dollars to provide certain kinds of services to the residents of Mayflower Point. But they also do so by regulating the conduct of individuals on the Point, and imposing particular kinds of obligations on residents and visitors.


But when looks at daily life on Mayflower Point and the way in which the owners, residents and visitors interact, there is not much that looks like either market transactions or government coercion. We can see much that looks like the first cousins of these processes. 


Indeed, It is possible to see the interactions we can observe on Mayflower Point as a kind of market economy. It has an economy in the material sense that the owners of Mayflower point own physical assets that are valuable in economic markets. It also has an economy in the sense that the individuals who are part of the Mayflower Point society have particular ways of earning incomes, and that they use some of their income to make private and public contributions to Mayflower Point. But it can also be seen as an economy in the more abstract sense that it consists of individuals who are trying to advance their own welfare as they see it. As noted above, the ideas of individual welfare can be highly varied. They could focus on different kinds of material goods, on different kinds of social relations, even on different ideas of what kinds of institutions they would like to be a part of. We can also see Mayflower Point as an economy in the abstract sense of trying to understand the ways in which individuals are satisfied through their life on Mayflower Point. 


But to see things in this way, one has to acknowledge that one is carrying over some abstract ideas about how human beings interact with one another in market settings into a different domain where the things that are being exchanged might well be different, and where the expectations that structure these exchanges and allow individuals to execute them easily, with confidence, and enjoyably, are somewhat different. When I call my neighbor to ask him to check my house on a cold winter day, and give him a bottle of wine several months later to thank him for this favor, it would be possible to view that as a kind of market exchange. But there is much that makes it different from a usual market exchange in that no such arrangement was negotiated in advance, it was not settled at the time the exchange took place, and there is no way that either of us could legally enforce the agreement that we never quite made. That is what I mean when I say we are looking at “first cousins” of economic exchanges.


We could also say that we are looking at first cousins of governmental coercion


Maybe the reason we don’t see these heavy duty institutions is that we are looking at a backwater, a niche where we live rather than produce or engage in the arduous task of self government. That may well be true. But one has to ask then what the relationship is between what we do here and what we do when we are in the market and in politics and government. How much of our life is lived here. Would institutional designs or other forces change this pattern? To what degree do we bring the lesons and social relations from this part of our life into the other more impersonal parts of our life. So, maybe it is less of an indictment to say that this is off on th edges than it first appears.  


How Does a Liberal Democratic Society Act on Interdepencies: Not Just through Formal Institutions, Not Just Through Governments

[To deal with the problem that some goods have these particular technical characteristics, then, government is necessary. It can solve the problem of financing the provision of the collective good in a fair and efficient way. But to do so, it also has to provide some kind of forum in which individuals can gather and identify something as a collective good that they would like government to supply. Government may also organize the process of deciding exactly what the newly provided collective good should look like. They also have to decide what they might mean when they say that the project ought to be financed in a fair and efficient way. Government can solve this problem in the first instance by providing a collective forum in which individuals can bring the problem of an inadequate supply of “collective” goods to the attention of the collective, and in the second instance by creating an alternative mechanism for at least financing, an perhaps producing, the collective good desired by the individuals who are part of the political community, and want to have their interests advanced. Government can take the responsibility for envisioning the collective good that can be produced, and ensure that the burden of paying for the good be distributed across the beneficiaries in a fair and efficient way. Individuals and society can get something of value that could not be gotten through market mechanisms.]

The case of Mayflower Point also indicates that the formal institutions and processes of government are not the only means available either for dealing with collective action problems, or exploiting collective action opportunities. It seems that many collective action problems and community building opportunities are created outside the boundaries of market transactions on one hand, and governmental regulation and control on the other. 

The conditions of the roads, and the pleasure that the residents of Mayflower Point get from those conditions, is constructed on a daily basis through a complex network of actions and evaluations. Sometimes the evaluations are gathered up in collective representations. This is made easier by the existence of an organization that has responsibility for maintaining the roads. Sometimes the actions are gathered up in collective efforts to regulate or repair. But much happens around the edges of even that institution. And that institution itself is not something that is recognizable as either a firm or a government.

Neither market incentives nor government regulation cause the Mayflower Point Association to come into existence and do its work. There are material interests of various kinds that are advanced through the work of the Mayflower Point Association, but the Mayflower Point does not exist to maximize the financial return of its members, and it keeps giving away the value of what it produces by leaving the roads accessible for free. There are governmentally established rules that allow the Mayflower Point Association to come into existence, and assign it the right and the responsibility to maintain the roads, but the Mayflower Point Association is free (within some limits) to decide how the roads will be maintained. 


Some of the most important “institutions” that held individuals and groups deal with the problems and exploit the opportunities of interdependence are not even formal organizations, or formal rules regulating the conduct of individuals. They are found in informal understandings and norms. Ideas that tell us how to behave, and ensure some degree of predictability and understanding. Ideas that have force partly because they have become embedded within us; and partly because they are daily re-inforced by powerful forces of informal social control – the grimace, the shocked silence, the embarrassed laugh, the smile of approval.

[Similarly, we do not have a rich enough appreciation of the methods they use to work out their individual and shared conceptions of how much of a “we” they want to be, how many different “we’s” might form within the society and community, what the different sized “we’s” might try to accomplish, and how the individuals, the little “we’s” and the larger “we’s” could decide such matters. Some of the disputes about the roads of Mayflower Point, for example, could be worked out at the individual or few party negotiation level. For example, when the pile of T-Base was decentralized, and individuals were encouraged to fill in the potholes that caused them the most difficulty (presumably because they were in the area where they had to drive all the time, or because they had been particularly annoying to a particular resident), the Mayflower Point Association was enabling a certain kind of “individualization” of road maintenance that could solve some of the problems that individuals had with the collective processes of road maintenance. Individuals were encouraged to use publicly supplied resources to make the road more to their liking. The result, presumably, is that we layered over the collectively supplied road base, a privately desired (and partially financed) veneer that was more “customized” to what individuals thought they needed and or wanted. 



It is also possible for a sub-group of those who live on Mayflower Point – the group that lives along and at the end of Kescayogansett Road, to have a separate negotiation among themselves about how they will manage the water that flows down Kescayongansett Road; specifically, how the upstream neighbors can keep the water out of their yards, without dramatically increasing the amount of water and debris that ends up in the yards of their downstream neighbors. That negotiation could be facilitated by the Mayflower Point Association, or carried out under their own auspices. It could even end up in a state court for adjudication.]


How Are Voluntary Institutions Constructed? Where Do They Fit In?

[Nor do we understand much about what individuals do to construct and reshape the collective institutions they inherit. Indeed, viewed from the acad perspective, the Mayflower Point Association is a very curious organization. ]

[What Mayflower Point Association is a collective enterprise that is built and sustained from many different kinds of motivations and arrangements. It produces results that are not easily divisible and apportionable.  Like a bumblebee, it should not fly. But it does. And in that fact is a potentially important observation that those who are interested in the organization of liberal democratic societies should take quite seriously.  It may show us more of the nuances about how we organize ourselves, what is possible to do, etc.]


What Kind of a Society is Mayflower Point, and What Kind of an 
Institution is 
the Mayflower Point Association?


On one hand, it describes a part of social life that is rarely at the center of our grand theorizing about social organization, and that doesn’t fit easily into our images of the kinds of organizations that make up liberal society. It focuses on a local, voluntary organization that has assumed responsibility for a limited domain of individual and public life among ordinary citizens. Indeed, it is worth looking closely at what kind of animal the Mayflower Point Assocation is. 

The Mayflower Point Association is certainly not a government. It cannot tax all those who live on Mayflower Point to support the roads. It cannot create rules of conduct that would be enforced by public law enforcement agencies and state courts. Yet it acts something like a government in that it takes responsibility for sustaining a collectively enjoyed amenity, and giving it a particular character that makes it more or less valuable to individuals who seek to use the amenity for their particular purposes. Partly as a consequence of this, it also faces many of the problems that a government must confront: how to organize a process of collective discussion and make a choice about how the roads will be maintained in a world in which individuals, and smaller collections of individuals, have not only different ideas about what they would like, and different ideas of what would be just and fair as a settlement of their differences, but also different ideas about what would be a convenient and just way to discuss the matter. 

The Mayflower Point Association is certainly not a private, commercial enterprise that seeks to earn profits and build up economic equity to distribute to its owners. It does not restrict access to the service it produces, and does not charge a price for its use. It does not pay its officers or employees, and is legally prohibited from distributing its funds to the members of the organization for their private use. It does not even pay for the annual cocktail party! But it has many important economic functions to perform. Like a private firm, it owns an asset that has value in use, and different values in alternative uses. It has to raise funds from some source to protect, enhance, and shape the value of the asset it owns. It has to make decisions about how to use those funds to shape the asset into a specific product or service that has high value to those who want to use it. In these respects, it looks like a producing organization that uses assets to produce things that individuals value, that has to worry about how to get enough funds to stay alive and keep producing value, and that imagines that the value it produces lies in the satisfactions its operations create for those who use its product and service.

The Mayflower Point Association is an example of an organization that is part of what is called the voluntary, or independent, or charitable sector. But it is not even the kind of organization we usually have in mind when we think about these organizations.

The Mayflower Point Association is an example of a voluntary association – one of the many different kinds of organizations that constitutes what has come to be called the voluntary sector, or the third sector, or civil society. Yet, it is not exactly what springs to mind when we think about such organizations. It is not particularly charitable. It is not composed of needy people, nor does it do much for needy people. Yet, it does depend on individuals spending time to make others’ lives better without receiving any direct financial contribution for doing so. It is not an educational or cultural institution; yet it seems to support interests in nature and physical fitness. In the parlance of those who study social institutions, and particularly those who study the wide variety of organizations that show up in the voluntary sector, Mayflower point seems closest to what would be called a “member serving organization” in that it maintains roads primarily for the benefit of those who are members of the organization. Yet, there are many residents of Mayflower Point who benefit from the roads, but are not members of the Association. And there are many who do not live on Mayflower point, and are not members of the Association, who come to enjoy the pleasures of the roads. So, this kind of organization is not even at the center of our thought about the voluntary sector.

It is not a political party, but it is capable of representing some collective interests in political contests.

The Mayflower Point Association is an intensely local operation, but it is hardly insulated from the wider world. Its local economy depends to no small degree on revenues that are earned outside of Mayflower Point, but spent at least partially within the geographic limits of Mayflower Point. The economy located within the geographic boundaries of the Point could not possibly generate the kind of wealth that has been used to create the physical, social, and economic community that is enjoyed there. It is the beneficiary of economic activity that occurs elsewhere: the cars that are driven on the roads, the gas that fuels them, the food and grills that perfume summer evenings with the smell of barbecue, the medical care that stands in readiness to deal with accidents and serious illness, are all produced and sustained outside this small world. 

The collective institution established (principally) to maintain the roads has boundaries that distinguish it from other institutions and regimes, and give it sovereignty over certain assets and activities and conditions; but it exists only at the sufferance of other higher levels of government. It is incorporated and given rights to act as a legal entity in the society by the state government of Massachusetts. It can be held accountable for its actions not only by those individuals who participate in the governance of the organization, but also by the Attorney General of the State of Massachusetts who is authorized to oversee the organization and ensure that it is living up to its duties of loyalty and care to the purposes it announced in its papers of incorporation. It is given rights to manage the roads by the Sheriff of Barnstable County. Its rights to manage the roads are constrained by regulations established by local town ordinances. The laws that govern conduct on the roads which are owned and maintained by the Mayflower Point Association are passed by the larger community of the Town of Orleans.

The society that uses the roads maintained by the regime of the Mayflower Point Association is largely a local community of those who live or own land at Mayflower Point. But that society is a complex one that includes many residents who live in several different communities ranging from Florida to North Carolina. It also includes individuals who simply visit Mayflower Point more or less regularly to walk their dogs, or launch their kayaks, or simply snoop around.

Thus, the Mayflower Point Association is a kind of enterprise that we usually associate with the “voluntary sector” rather than with the great behemoths of liberal society: the market sector, and the political and governmental sector. It has qualities and characteristics that distinguish it from the organizations we think typical of the private and governmental sectors. But it also has some characteristics that it shares with organizations of both types. And it has some important interactions with organizations from the other sectors that produce combined effects on the quality of both individual and collective life for those living and visiting Mayflower Point. 

One can (and we will) argue about how important such organizations are substantively in the construction of liberal democratic communities compared to institutions of the market and the state on the other. But even this preliminary discussion should make it clear that thinking about these kinds of organizations might challenge some of the conventional ways we think about how society is organized and operates. 

Take, for example, the simple distinctions we make between private and public. Are the roads of Mayflower Point private or public goods? In one sense, the roads seem very public. They are produced by a collectively organized effort. Once they exist, they have a distinct form that is the same for everyone who wants to use them. They are important in shaping the aggregated experiences of those who own property, live, and visit Mayflower Point. Their character and condition is regulated by the state to meet certain overarching state goals. 

On the other hand, they seem pretty private. The organization that maintains the roads, while a collective institution, is a private institution not a public one. The individuals who belong to the organization and contribute money to it to allow it to maintain the roads do so on a voluntary basis. They are not required to join. And they are not required to pay the dues that provide the funds for road maintenance. The asset they own is like any other privately owned asset: a chunk of land committed now to particular uses, but potentially alterable in its use, and in the character, level, and distribution of benefits associated with the alternative uses. The decision about what particular use to make of the asset is decided by a private association, not a public entity. While it is not entirely clear whether the private association can act to exclude individuals who have not paid to become a member of the association, or who do not own property on Mayflower Point, from using their privately owned asset, in all other respects the organization looks like a private operation.

The Mayflower Point Association maintains itself and the road through membership fees of $75 per year. That produces enough money to buy liability insurance to protect itself from any suits arising from the quality of the roads it is responsible for maintaing


Towards What Purposes and Ends do Liberal Societies Tend? How Do they Evaluate Themselves?

[Most importantly, we do not now, and probably cannot know in advance, what the future and purposes of Mayflower Point and those who live on it, and have a stake in it, will be decided. Mayflower Point may not have a Telos. There may not be a right answer for what it should become. There is only the continuing process of debate in which individuals advance their views, but where their views are not necessarily selfish, and are importantly influenced in both the past and the present by the group. They may be upset by external events. (Global warming might overwhelm the point. An economic downturn could affect it. Aging of the population.) They may also not be able to manage their own affairs in a way that protects the comoplex current substantive, relational, and procedural  values that are reflected in the way the Point now works. But]


What Normative Standards Should Be Used to Evaluate

Consider next the idea that the concerns of the collective should be primarily oriented to the production of the greatest good for the greatest number. We have already created significant difficulty for this concept by introducing the idea that individuals might view their welfare in more than material terms. They might want to exist in right relationships with one another, and to have a society that decides and acts in just ways as well as one that delivers substantive benefits to them. In this case, the greatest good for the greatest number would include the idea of producing a result that seemed just and fair to the greatest number, and where the decision to produce the results through collectively owned assets was decided in a just and fair as well as technically competent way as well as the result that produced the greatest material benefits to the greatest number. The reason is that the desire to have right relationships is in the goals that individuals have, and a source of satisfaction and value, not just as a constraint that that keeps us from getting exactly what we really want. Even if we did not think that individuals wanted justice as well as material benefits for themselves and for the wider society, we might still recognize that some ideas of justice and fairness would be important to use in deciding whether a good or proper decision had been made with respect to the roads of Mayflower Point. 

Summary


Thus, more specifically, the simple story of Mayflower Point helps illustrate these obvious points, and to open up the analysis of: 1) the institutions and processes that a liberal democratic society uses to create prosperous, just, and sociable communities 2) at many different levels of scale and aggregation 3) through different kinds of individual and collective action 4) animated by different kinds of individual motivations 5) guided and enabled by different kinds of informal and formal institutional arrangements. 
Cutting Room Floor


But Mayflower Point (at least some part of it) is a society in a different sense. It has a collective institution that mobilizes and develops assets for collectively defined purposes. These assets, too, are important to the quality of individual and social life. The ways in which individuals are recruited to membership in these collective institutions, and the ways the institution makes decisions are also important. They are important not only substantively, but also procedurally. The procedures are important because they both make and reflect ideas about the kinds of relationships we should have with one another when we are deciding about how to do something in which we all have both interests and rights.


But, Mayflower point also has an economy. It has an economy in the material sense that it has certain physical assets that have value in economic markets And it also has an economy in the sense that it has certain ways of sustaining itself as an economic entity. But it also has an economy in the more abstract sense that it consists of individuals who are trying to advance their own ideas of their own welfare as they see it. Those ideas can be highly varied as to what individuals want. They could also be highly varied in terms of what kinds of relationships individuals wanted to have with other individuals. They can also be highly varied in terms of how much of a collective life they would like to live, and what the scope and domain of collective institutions ought to be. To a degree, we can talk about the degree to which Mayflower Point society has succeeded in providing a high degree of individual satisfaction to the residents of the society.


Mayflower point is also a polity with some needs and some capacities for governance. Because we are interdependent, we have to have some way of ensuring that we do not create too much trouble for one another. One of the things that gives it this character is a set of shared understandings about what we owe to one another. These are mostly understood tacitly, and enforced informally (and imperfectly). We have some mechanisms for settling our disputes so they don’t rage out of control. But we are also a polity in the sense that we have an institution that owns something in common, and that has to decide how to use that institution. There are both technical issues that have to be worked out. And there are important questions about what constitutes the public welfare, and how we will decide that. 


While Mayflower point has a certain capacity for governance, its capacities are also limited. It cannot control who is a member of the polity. Some residents drop out. Some outsiders come in. It is subject to the rules of higher level authorities. The rights and responsibilities of the Mayflower Point Association are contested not only externally, but internally.


There is much that happens “politically” that occurs both outside and beneath the reach of formal political institutions. 
The Collective Action Problems (and Solutions) of Mayflower Point


In economic theory (and increasingly in political and sociological theory as well), the “collective action problem” is thought to arise from the fact that there are some things that individuals and societies want that cannot be accomplished through the ordinary workings of market institutions, and/or the ordinary processes of individual exchange.


Collective Goods


Among the “things” that individuals and societies might want that cannot be easily provided by markets are a category of goods that economists describe as “collective goods.” While the concept of a “collective good” is now used quite broadly (and loosely) to refer to almost anything that is collectively desired by some collective parts of society, or some condition that affects all members of society (a definition that I find quite congenial), the original definition of a collective good in economics was quite precise and rigid. A pure collective good was defined as a particular kind of good desired by individuals that cost something to produce , but had two distinctive and analytically important technical features: first, that individuals could not conveniently be excluded from enjoying the benefit of the good even though they played no part in producing or paying for their production of the good; second that the value of the good was not depleted by individual’s use of the good. The most commonly offered concrete examples of such “collective goods” include the natural environment, and national defense. 


The problem that such goods create for market mechanisms is that they do not allow the ordinary exchange mechanisms that lie at the core of market transactions to work efficiently and fairly. If individuals can enjoy the benefit of a collective good without having to pay for it, there is no incentive for them to pay for its use, and no way to punish their failure to contribute by denying them access to the good. Selfish individuals will be tempted to act as “free riders” on the work of others – something that is morally objectionable to those who do the work, and that represents a threat to the motivation of those who might otherwise be motivated to contribute their “fair share” to the production of the collectively valued good. Any agent who absorbed the cost of providing the good could not expect to be compensated for its production through the usual mechanism of rationing access to the good and charging a price for its use.


Similarly, if the use of the good by one person does not much affect the availability or quality of the good for others, then the principle of pricing that is used in a competitive market to ensure an efficient (and plausibly fair) price for the good – that the price of a good should be set equal to the marginal cost of producing that good – leads to the view that the price of the good to individuals who want to use it should be zero. Since the good, once produced, can be used by all without reducing its value to those who use it, there is no cost in making it available to all. To maximize individual welfare, then, (the ultimate goal of society in the theory of welfare economics) the good should be made available to all at no cost, and some different principle has to be developed to decide who should pay what portion of the cost of producing the good. 


Of course, one must find a way to cover the (often substantial) fixed costs of producing the good. And a fair way might be tax everyone who benefits from the good according to the value they attach to the good, or the use they make of it. But since there are no variable costs associated with increases in levels of use, the appropriate price to be charged for the use of the good by any given individual is zero. Since suppliers of these goods cannot recoup the costs of production, economic theory predicts that a pure market economy will produce too few of these collective goods to meet the goal of maximizing aggregate individual (and therefore collective) well being. 


The case of Mayflower Point offers an interesting commentary on the idea of collective goods as the source of an important collective action problem. Mayflower Point presents itself as a community in which individuals are quite interested in at least two different things that present themselves at first blush as collective goods. First is the physical environment of the Point.  They are there because it is a physically beautiful environment and they want to keep it that way. Second, they need to have a road that will connect them to the larger world as well as allow them to interact with one another, but they understand that the road is part of the physical and social environment they inhabit, and they would like to have it fit with their individual conceptions of what the physical and social environment of Mayflower Point should be. 


Importantly, the value of the road as it exists does not register the same way each individual’s mind. Even though the individuals in Mayflower point all face the same objective road conditions, they react to those conditions in quite different ways. The value of the road doesn’t lie in the physical characteristics of the road, or even in the uses of the roads that individuals make. It lies instead in the individuals’ subjective experiences with the road. Individuals can like or dislike the roads as they now exist. Moreover, the road doesn’t really exist as a constant, collective reality that cannot be altered by individual effort. As individuals, those live on or visit Mayflower Point they can take the road conditions as they are, or try to adapt them through their own efforts. Indeed, the option to make private efforts to alter the road conditions was always available to individuals, but it was collectively encouraged and facilitated by the (social structural) decentralization of the responsibility for road maintenance, and by the (geographic) dispersal of the collectively purchased supply of  T-Base. 


But individuals can also decide to act collectively to deal with this important part of their environment. They can undertake the arduous task of finding out how each person would like the roads to be, of working through technical issues about how the roads might be structured, and making proposals and compromises until an agreement about a road policy is reached, implemented, and maintained. Whether they can be successful in this depends a great deal on many things: how homogeneous the values, how respectful of one another, how capable in discussion, and the existence of both informal norms and social institutions that lower (but do not eliminate) the transaction costs of organizing some kind of collective agreement.


In any case, even as an important part of the environment of Mayflower Point, and even as some physical thing that is the same for all individuals in Mayflower Point society, the roads really aren’t really a pure public good. They can and are “consumed” consumed differently by particular individuals. Certain segments of the road can be altered in different ways to appeal to the heterogeneous interests and concerns of the individuals. As the roads are altered in production or used in particular by consumers, ways, the value of the roads to others is importantly changed. So, we are entangled with the roads in more ways than the question of how they will be produced, and who will pay for the production.  


Since they aren’t a pure collective good, maybe the right solution would be to turn develop some quasi market mechanism that could divide the road into many different segments, and let individuals bid on the right and the responsibility to manage that particular segment of road in their preferred way. But the citizens of Mayflower Point have chosen to deal with it in a different way. They deal with the issue of the roads through an ongoing public discussion about what the roads should be like, and how the right and the responsibility for defining what constitutes a good road, and then keeping the road in that condition is distributed across private individual, and public collective actors, and where the balance among these keeps changing.


This suggests a different definition of a collective good: something in which many individuals have an interest that they would like to advance, and where those interests can be efficiently and fairly advanced by using the powers of the state to tax and regulate. This definition of a collective good makes goods “collective” not simply because of some technical features about their production, distribution, and use, but also because of their political status as something that is the object of collective desire whose production can be usefully aided through the use of the collective authority of the state. The political definition of a collective good – something that citizens of a liberal society think is important enough to use the powers of the state to try to bring into existence -- allows many more things to be considered collective goods than the economic concept. 


Importantly, it also recognizes that the conditions of the roads, and the satisfaction that the conditions of the road generate among individuals, is essentially determined not just individually and privately, but also collectively and publicly. The natural environment and the roads of Mayflower Point are inevitably being produced by a “private-public partnership” (as almost everything in liberal society is). They are also being consumed and evaluated by individuals who are partly oriented to their material self-interest, but also mindful of their interdependence with and responsibilities towards others who are their friends, neighbors, political allies, fellow citizens, or visitors to Mayflower Point (as everything in liberal society is).


Of course, we all understand that a liberal society teaches us to respect the boundaries that are marked out by private property, and the spheres of independence that are marked out by civil and political rights. And we all understand that we are supposed to be restrained in developing ideas about how others ought to behave, and tolerant of others ideas. 


But as noted above, a liberal society also gave out rights that not only allows, but encourages us to have ideas of a good society that we are free to advance in political forums. And it even allows us to take action to accomplish public purposes without having to work through government, but instead through informal agreements helped by shared norms of what it means to be a good person, a good neighbor, or a good citizen. In these respects, then, the case of Mayflower Point shows us a somewhat different kind of collective good than is the focus of much of our theorizing about the collective action problem.


“Externalities” 


A second idea associated with the “collective action problem” (or perhaps, more precisely, with the idea of “market failure”) is that or that there is something that is valuable to individuals in the society that is “external” to market transactions in which things of value are exchanged, and the owners of those things compensated appropriately in the exchange. The idea is while something that has value to an individual in the society is affected by the results of market-based decisions (positively or negatively), none of those involved in the transaction are forced to pay attention to that effect by the presence of someone who can effectively bargain to avoid the loss, or exploit the gain that is associated with that “external” effect. This creates a problem for the global efficiency of markets in satisfying individual desires because some external harms go un-noticed and undefended, and some external benefits go unexploited in the market exchanges that form the core of free markets. 


Now, if the presence of (negative or positive) externalities bedevils the work of markets, it becomes important to understand what produces these externalities, and how common they might be. The standard view in economics has been that such externalities are relatively rare; further, that they can be easily handled by the state claiming ownership of the externally affected condition, and establishing a price that society as a whole would place on the previously un-owned good. If the external impact is negative (say, the pollution of the air and water), the state can charge those who pollute a tax equivalent to the social cost that the economic agent inflicts on society. If the external impact is positive (say, the benefits that come to the society of an individual gaining an education, or finding a way to reduce their physical disabilities so that they can gain employment), then the state can subsidize the economic agents so that they make the “right” decisions to optimize social rather than their individual welfare.


Yet, at some level it is worth noting that the technical definition of an “externality” is a very broad one. Indeed, it could refer to almost any kind of reasonably important interdependence among individuals. The most obvious externalities are straightforward physical externalities in which my actions make you better or worse off, but you don’t get a chance to negotiate with me about whether I will take the action or not, and cannot make a claim against me in a court of law after I have taken the action that hurts or offends you. For example, my desire drink creates a hazard to my family because it increases the likelihood of my neglecting and abusing them. It also creates a risk to strangers who use the same roads that I do, and to other drinkers and their families because I am willing to pay my share to support a large and healthy infrastructure of places where alcohol can be bought and consumed. These individuals who have a stake in my drinking do not have a very convenient way to negotiate with me to get me to do less of what I would like and am free to do. The solution is to try to use social institutions to stand in for all those who are potentially injured by my drinking, and to try to construct a policy that balances my interests and rights in drinking, with the hazards that such drinking creates for others. 


Something that looks like a much different kind of externality than the first is one that is constructed simply by the fact that I have preferences about how I would like you to behave towards me, or preferences about how you live your life, or preferences about the material conditions in which you live. Suppose I want you to give me the respect that I believe I deserve, or that you become a cultured and tolerant individual, or that you have clothes to wear, a roof to sleep under, and food to eat. The fact that I want these things for you creates an important interdependence among us, and gives you the chance to inflict positive or negative externalities on me. You can make me feel worse by refusing to recognize my worth as the particular individual human that I am, or by remaining the ignorant bigot that you are, or by continuing to live like an animal. Of course, one of the ideas about living in a liberal society is that I am not supposed to form too many particular ideas about how I would like my fellows to behave out of respect for their own individual rights to believe what they want and act they way that they want. But still, if some of these views that I hold about our relationship and your status get elevated as collectively endorsed concepts of what is reasonable and appropriate for me to expect from you, then your failure to live by these standards becomes not only an individual disutility, but also a social infraction. This happens when the society has accommodated my (and others who feel the same way) ideas about how you should behave into a collectively authorized law. 


An externality is also created when you and I find ourselves tied together through institutional arrangements of one kind or another. If you and I are both members of a golf club that has to maintain a golf course and a club dining room, I find that I have an interest in how often you play golf on the course, and how often you eat in the dining room. (I want you not to play much golf so that I can get on when I want, and play at my leisurely, error prone way. I want you to eat a lot to spread the cost of maintaining the dining room and the chef so that both will be present when I want them for my dining pleasure.) If you and I are both enrolled in a health insurance scheme, I discover a keen interest in your diet and exercise routine. I want you to be as healthy as possible to keep the premium low, and my accessibility to services high. If you and are both citizens of a polity, I find I have a great interest in your political views, and your enthusiasm for exercising your political rights. 


So, the more you think about it, the more common externalities seem to be. And among externalities, the socially constructed kinds – the ones where I am struggling with what I can expect and ask of you, and where I am struggling with you as members bound together in some kind of collective association --- seem to be very common indeed. The more social we are in our desires and aspirations, and in the social institutions we have constructed to realize those ambitions, the more externalities will be present in the society to bedevil the smooth workings of markets in ensuring our individual welfare. The more we are affected by one another, the more we care about one another, and the more we are bound together in collective enterprises, the less useful markets will be in organizing our encounters with one another in ways that advance our individual satisfactions. It is all the other social and political institutions that become important, not the market. 


Of course, not all the interdependencies would arise to a level of importance where some civic, public or state action would be required to deal with them. But that creates another kind of interesting political question: namely, how do certain kinds of externalities and interdependencies get treated as important, and which are ignored, and what institutions should be constructed to handle them. Obviously, civil courts can be used to handle some of the kinds of “externalities” that happen at the individual level. But it may be that there are lots of commonly occurring externalities for which some process of identification and effective action is needed. One important test of our political and legal institutions then might be the judgment they reveal in deciding which of the many externalities and interdependencies should be elevated to some collective level where they can be considered not only in terms of what justice might require in individual cases, but also how state authority and money should be spent to avoid negative externalities, and exploit positive ones. 

On Mayflower Point, externalities seem as common as the birds. Some of these are the familiar kinds of direct physical externalities. The way I use my land affects my neighbor’s satisfaction. The way I use the roads affects the size of the potholes with which he must contend. 

Others are of the more social type. I care about my neighbor’s welfare (at least a little) and even more about what they think of me. I would like to be able to ask them for favors __ the loan of a tool, a willingness to check on whether the heat is still on in winter etc. So, I feel bound to them in networks of care, appreciation, regard, feelings of reciprocity. I want to remain a citizen in good standing so that I can enjoy their company and their regard, to feel comfortable in making claims on them that are my due, and to be able to ask for favors when I need them with a reasonable expectation that my request might be granted as long as it is not too big, and not sought too often, or compensated by a reciprocal favor granted in return, or a small gift that acknowledges (but does not exactly repay) the favor that was granted.

Still others are of the political type. I know that we have the combined power to shape road policy. I want the roads and the road maintenance regime to be a particular way. I have to contend with them about this matter.

 Justice and Equity


A third idea that raises difficulty for the performance of markets is the concept of justice or equity or fair treatment as an individually and socially desired condition. Of course, the market has its own ideas of what constitutes justice and equity and fair treatment. These ideas include the important ideas that one is entitled to the fruits of his own effort and imagination, that agreements that are voluntarily entered into ought to be honored, that one should not coerce or deceive other individuals in economic exchanges, that one should obey laws regulating one’s conduct in the public interest, and that individuals who can create wealth for shareholders, employment for citizens, and high quality, low-priced goods and services for consumers within an existing regulatory framework are entitled to the economic returns they earn, and ought to be praised rather than criticized for their social contributions. 


But it is also possible for citizens in a liberal democratic society to view market outcomes as unjust or unfair in some important respects. They may thin the social institutions we have constructed to realize those ambitions, the more externalities will be present in the society to bedevil the smooth workings of markets in ensuring our individual welfare. The more we are affected by one another, the more we care about one another, and the more we are bound together in collective enterprises, the less useful markets will be in organizing our encounters with one another in ways that advance our individual satisfactions. It is all the other social and political institutions that become important, not the market. 
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It is also true that the market itself can be viewed as the solution to two important large collective action problems. The first focuses on the important question of how society could create the conditions under which individuals who had some things that they owned that they would like to exchange for other things that they valued more highly to find and meet one another, and to make the valuable exchanges that existed among them. A second focuses on the question of how society as a whole could organize a set of institutions and processes that could plausibly allow all the individuals in the society to become more prosperous than they now are; how to get a bit of an upper hand against nature; how to clothe themselves, feed themselves, shelter themselves, ward off illness, and find the time to think, paint, and write poetry. In order to accomplish the feat of allowing individuals to find all the makeable deals that exist among them, a great many social, legal, and physical conditions must be constructed. In order to allow individual to pursue their material interests in a way that allows the society as a whole to become prosperous also requires many different kinds of collective institutions. In this sense, and in the sense that the market produces a set of particular results that individuals and societies must live with, the market is itself a collective enterprise, and a collective good.

As importantly, there are many things that individuals and societies want (and many opportunities they can exploit) only through collective action taken in the non-market sectors of a society. As noted above, collective action is necessary to bring markets into existence, and allow them to do the important work of satisfying individual desires for material goods and services. And we have already seen that collective action can be used to guide the market towards individually and socially valuable results that will not be produced naturally by individuals pursuing their own material interests through market exchanges. We can finance the large, risky, future oriented investment that is necessary if not sufficient to find a c they think of me. I would like to be able to ask them for favors __ the loan of a tool, a willingness to check on whether the heat is still on in winter etc. So, I feel bound to them in networks of care, appreciation, regard, feelings of reciprocity. I want to remain a citizen in good standing so that I can enjoy their company and their regard, to feel comfortable in making claims on them that are my due, and to be able to ask for favors when I need them with a reasonable expectation that my request might be granted as long as it is not too big, and not sought too often, or compensated by a reciprocal favor granted in return, or a small gift that acknowledges (but does not exactly repay) the favor that was granted.

Still others are of the political type. I know that we have the combined power to shape road policy. I want the roads and the road maintenance regime to be a particular way. I have to contend with them about this matter.

 Justice and Equity


A third idea that raises difficulty for the performance of markets is the concept of justice or equity or fair treatment as an individually and socially desired condition. Of course, the market has its own ideas of what constitutes justice and equity and fair treatment. These ideas include the important ideas that one is entitled to the fruits of his own effort and imagination, that agreements that are voluntarily entered into ought to be honored, that one should not coerce or deceive other individuals in economic exchanges, that one should obey laws regulatirvices purchased in the market is a collective enterprise. True, it may be held together by promises of economic rewards made by an entrepreneur to investors on one hand, and customers and employees on the other, and last only as long as such promises are honored and reliably achieved. But the point is markets are populated by important collective entities called firms, partnerships, collectives, and so on. 