On (Defining and) Doing Public Work in Democratic Societies

Liberal democratic societies begin with the idea that individuals are both behaviorally and normatively prior to any notion of a state, or indeed, of any collective. 


They are understood to be prior as a normative ideal – individuals have intrinsic rights that must be respected and honored in any collective social arrangements or interactions; their purposes and values are the only basis on which the overall welfare of a society can properly be judged. 


They are also understood to be prior as a behavioral concept. They can make their own judgments about their own conditions, that of others, and of the society as a whole. These judgments can be held privately and confidentially, or they may be proclaimed in the public domain. Individuals also have self-control and individual agency. These characteristics imply that social aggregates cannot be assumed to exist, or taken for granted. They have to be fashioned from some kind of shared understanding, consent or agreement among the individuals who comprise it. Any social collective is at the risk of shattering, or disintegrating, or of changing radically as the individuals who constitute it change their views.

Interdependencies of Individuals in Liberal Societies


At the same time, liberal democratic societies recognize several key kinds of interdependencies among the individuals who (literally) constitute the society. As a basic material and social condition, individuals in the society can help or hurt one another in the pursuit of their own goals. There is value to be claimed for individuals (and therefore, society as a whole) by one person recognizing that he has something that he values less than another person who would like it, and by the two of them collaborating to make this exchange. There is also value to be claimed by one person having and idea about how the labor of another could create something that is valuable for some third party, and organizing themselves to produce that thing for the third party and share the proceeds of the production and sale. This is the sort of value creating interdependence that free markets can help individuals find and exploit, and have done so across millennia of human experience, and across all cultures. 


Conversely, there is value to be created for individuals (and therefore for society as a whole) by recognizing that individuals also have the capacity to injure or exploit one another through the use of force or deception. Because we can threaten one another physically, or threaten each’s property, or trick one another in many ways, we can injure one another’s welfare, and sense of fairness and good order. The capacity to injure one another in the pursuit of our own interests forgetting the rights and interests of others is typically met not by the economic exchanges we associate with the market, but by the development of norms or rules designed to govern the conduct of self-interested persons to ensure that the rights of others are respected. The norms or rules can be informally developed and enforced as social norms; or they can be formally created and enforced as governmentally enforced laws and regulations; or (in the typical case) through a complex interaction of the two. 

The material interdependence of individuals in a liberal society (whose value creating aspects are supported by economic exchange and markets, and whose value destroying aspects are controlled by social norms and legal rules) is only one kind of interdependence that arises among individuals in liberal societies, and forces them both to pay attention to the conduct of others, and to develop institutions that operate above the level of individuals to allow individuals to enjoy the rights to which they are entitled as individuals, to enjoy the benefits of collaborating with one another in the pursuit of joint gains, and to avoid the costs of being attacked by others with no recourse to the help of the rest of society in protecting their rights, and the interests that those rights allow them to pursue without interference by others. Other kinds of interdependence that arise are less “natural” and more “social” or “institutional.”  Let’s start with the institutional.


Once the individuals constituting a liberal society realize that they cannot escape some fundamental degree of interdependence with one another (the fact that each can choose to help or hurt other individuals in the exercise of their rights or the pursuit of their own interests), they have to construct some kind of collective institution that can facilitate their efforts to co-operate with one another on one hand, and guard against their efforts to injure or hurt one another on the other. Typically, this is some kind of collectively owned institution that is given the power of adjudicating disputes among individuals, and establishing and enforcing rules of conduct. There has to be someplace that the free individuals of a liberal society can go when they have a dispute with one another – when one individual thinks another individual has wronged him in a way that the rest of the society would recognize and feel indignant about. 


It is important to understand that the body of rules that develop among individuals to regulate their conduct may or may not be formally established and exclusively enforced by the state. In the most common cases, rules that describe fair conduct, right relationships, etc. in interacting with one another develop within the informal customs of a society. Their origins and rationales may be lost in history. Among these customary rules or understandings, some become explicit rules through the process of common law, or through a process through which a collective can decide to speed up the process of developing the common law, and consider an issue and pass a statute to deal with an emergent condition in society, or perhaps to right an injustice newly perceived in the way that the customary or common law developed. Enforcement, too, remains only partly under the control of the state. Most enforcement actions are initiated by free individuals who feel that they have been wronged and call on the support of their fellow citizens and the state in vindicating their rights. The state may seek to monopolize efforts to enforce the law fearing that private efforts to do so could bring spiraling, violent conflict among disputants, and may even treat efforts at private enforcement of rules as violations of state laws. But its efforts to monopolize enforcement of private rights and responsibilities will always be partial. There will remain a significant amount of informal, private rule creation and rule enforcement.


The creation of a state apparatus that can interpret and apply the common law, enforce private lawful agreements, and promulgate and enforce new laws to deal with emergent conditions or changing perceptions in society inevitably means the curtailment of individual liberty. An institution is created that has the right to constrain the actions of individuals. So, an important constitutional issue in liberal societies is not only how best to secure individual rights, but how to prevent the institution created to secure those rights from threatening or undermining the very liberty it was designed to secure. In effect, we create a collective institution to protect our liberty from the threats posed by one another, and in the same moment create an institution that can threaten our liberty. (It is much less often noted that in creating a collective institution that allows us to find and exploit opportunities to collaborate to help one another, we also create a kind of institution that allows us to accomplish even more things together than we could acting alone as individuals. But we will return to this theme later.) We have to find, then, some means to ensure that that institution will not attack our liberties, and will enforce only those obligations that are in our collective institution.(The corollary is that we have to find some means to ensure that we take full advantage of the collective institution’s capacity to help us realize our individual and collective goals.) [MHM Note: this is the point at which the state enters our collective mind as a threat to liberty, rather than as something that guarantees liberty, and as something whose role is limited to guarding against problems rather than as an agent that can act for the benefit of individuals and the collective as a whole.]


Liberal societies decide to make the collective institution that is created to guarantee individual rights and liberty (and create the basis for effective collaboration among individuals) democratic institutions. They create constitutions that enshrine individual rights against the state. They create democratic procedures that allow individual citizens to exercise control over the state (through rights of action against the state in courts as well as through the development of political rights that allow them to elect officers, to band together in associations to give those individual views which are held among many a chance to be heard as an expression of a large number of like-minded individuals, to petition their government for action and relief from state action, etc.)


In doing so, however, they create a new kind of interdependence: the interdependence that comes from jointly owning an institution that can both support them and make claims on them as individuals. When a democratic state is constructed to protect individual rights behind a theory of the inherent independence of each individual, it creates new conditions of interdependence that the free individuals have to take on as a condition of their lives. Those living within a democratic state are bound together in the arduous, collective task of self-government with all the difficulties that creates. An important question thus becomes how they are to manage the kind of interdependence they have as citizens whose liberties and obligations are being constructed through collective governing processes, as well as free individuals engaging in economic and social activities that they choose on their own. 


This leads us to begin thinking about a new kind of interdependence beyond what could be called the material and the institutional. Suppose that the free individuals who constitute the core of a liberal society in their own pursuit of the good and the just as they see it begin to be concerned about the welfare of others in society, and to have ideas of what a good and just state would seek to produce in the form of aggregate social conditions. We could view the first kind of individually held view as a social view – one that conditions my satisfaction as an individual on the satisfaction of others in society. Of course, it is not hard to imagine that I feel such connections quite strongly to those near and dear to me; and depending upon my capacity for empathy and love, those feelings of connection to the welfare of others can radiate out from me to varying degrees and along different lines of family, ethnic identity, shared traditions, institutional connectedness, etc.  Indeed, these feelings of identification with, love for, duty towards others held within my own mind can go along with or be separate from certain kinds of institutional arrangements and individual practices. But however far these feelings extend, and whatever supports them, they might well exist in society. (This is at least part of what is meant by the idea of social capital, but I am emphasizing here the way that something that exists both in individuals and in relationships, in individuals and in institutions, is both located and experienced at the individual level). They can exist both as values that (behaviorally) animate individual conduct in economic, social, civic, and political spheres, and that a liberal society would (normatively) recognize as important desires to be satisfied as best we can through the arrangement of social institutions. 


We could view the second kind of value as a kind of political value; that is, an individually held view of what aggregate states of society we ought to aspire to, and how economic, social, and governmental institutions ought to be used to help us achieve those aggregate social states while distributing the burden of bringing those states into existence in a just and fair way. [Nota Bene: to say that the view is individually held is not to claim that it is individually fashioned. I take it for granted that these individually held political views have been profoundly influenced both by the social and material conditions in which individuals lived, and they way they have sought to understand these conditions in conversations with others. Nor do I necessarily assume that such views are unique. I assume, on the contrary, that most individually held political views will cluster together. Some conceptions may be more idiosyncratic than others, but it is truly unlikely that there is any view that is held by only one person. Nor do I assume that the political views are either materially self-interested or altruistic. I assume both that within individuals, and across the population, the materially self-interested is combined with the altruistic in complex ways. My only claim here is that, following the traditions of a liberal society, it is useful and important to look at individuals as particular actors with their own subjective experiences, their own agency, their own particular lives and commitments, even as we also see them as individuals who have been shaped by, and seek to shape the social conditions of which they are a constituent part.]


If it is true that the individuals in liberal societies necessarily hold views about the welfare of others, and what constitutes a good and just society; if it is true that the important purposes of a liberal society include the satisfaction of individual desires; then presumably one of the design goals of a liberal society should include the creation of institutions that allow individuals to satisfy their desires to advance the welfare of others, and to advance the social good and achieve justice. That is part of what some citizens of liberal societies want for themselves as citizens of liberal societies. It should be obvious, then, that if individuals hold these views about others in society, or the aggregate state of society as a whole, then another important kind of interdependence is created in liberal society. We could think of this as a kind of psychological or sociological interdependence. It comes from the fact that we cannot quite live up to the liberal commitment to have no views about what others need, are entitled to, or should value; we keep developing views about these matters and trying to realize them in our actions, and in the aggregate conditions of society.

So, the free and independent individuals of a liberal society can’t fully escape their interdependence. They are bound together by the sheer physical fact that they can help or hurt one another in their efforts to advance their material interests. They are bound together by the institutional fact that they share a government, and that they have committed themselves to act together to shape the actions of that government. They are bound together by the psychological and sociological fact that (to varying degrees, and along different dimensions) they identify with one another, love one another, feel charitably towards one another, and feel dutiful to one another. To some degree, these interdependencies can be seen as threatening the liberty that liberal states have worked so hard to establish and protect. And so they are. We cannot be quite as free as we would sometimes like. But at the same time, these interdependencies can be seen as some of the things that make our individual liberty worth having. We can use them to construct individual lives that are the richer for being collectively constructed. We can use our interdependencies to advance our material welfare. We can use them to construct and enjoy social and civic life. We can use them to create a polity that can pursue individual welfare and social justice as we individually and collectively view such goals. In struggling with one another over what we can and should achieve together as well as individually, we can become larger persons with more imagination and empathy for the lives of others, and with more capacity to act jointly to achieve goals that are important to individuals, to aggregate numbers of individuals, and to the aggregate conditions of society. The task of economic, social, and political institutions in a liberal society, then, is to help advance these goals, and to do so as an interdependent system, not by dividing up the work among the different institutions. This is what we mean in the end by seeing ourselves as a civil society: as individuals living both apart and together, in pursuit of economic, social, and political goals, through institutions that are only partly specialized and interdependent from one another, and more importantly joined to one another in the pursuit of the all encompassing social goals (which include individual and collective welfare, and individual and collective justice and fairness).
The Complex Meaning of “The Public” and “Public Work” In Liberal Societies


Given the importance of individuals in our conceptions of liberal society, it follows that the idea of a public, and similarly the idea of public work, would be problematic. One would at least have to have some idea about how a public is formed that could become the author or the object of public work, and/or the kind of work within a society that would constitute public work. 


Consider at the outset two quite different definitions of what we mean by public work. One definition of public work comes straight from the technical world of economic theory. In this definition, the ultimate goal of social institutions is to maximize the welfare of each individual (as each individual sees it). In this conception, individuals are enshrined as the only relevant arbiter of public value. There is no collective judgment of public value other than the simple summation of individually held views of value. In principle, as noted above, individuals could value things that were non-material, and that benefited individuals (materially or otherwise) other than themselves. But in practice the assumption is usually made that individuals have as their first priority their material self-interest. The market is analyzed as a key social institution, and its exceptional capacity to satisfy material self-interests celebrated. It is shown theoretically that, under certain restrictive assumptions, if each individual pursues their own material self interests in various roles as consumers, workers, and investors in economic enterprises, that an invisible hand will see to it that the welfare of individuals (principally as consumers, but also as investors and laborers) will be maximized and that society as a whole will be efficient in the pursuit of its proper goal: namely, the maximization of individuals’ interests. It is shown empirically to work to produce significant economic growth and development within societies that embrace market principles.

So, while the market is seen as a powerful mechanism for organizing the assets and energies of individuals in a society (along with natural resources) to produce what individuals value, and while the satisfaction of individual (mostly material) desires is seen as important end of society, the market is seen as having some limitations. More specifically, a list of “market imperfections” have been noted that threaten the capacity of markets to deliver the maximum sum of individual satisfactions in the society. It cannot, by itself, produce the right amount of what are descsribed as collective goods. (These are actually, a quite limited set of things.) It cannot necessarily produce efficient results in a world in which there are (unpriced) externalities (either positive or negative). (An important question is who common those conditions are, and whether they include all the kinds of interdependencies described above, or only some). It cannot, but itself, produce the right amount of economic equity. (It can produce a certain kind of equity and justice in which individual is rewarded economically for their talent, their industry, their efforts to develop themselves. But it cannot necessarily produce fair outcomes in a world in which risks produce ex post disadvantage that are not affected by the action of individuals. Nor can it reliably insure a fair distribution of returns from interdependent, joint production.) It cannot, by itself, provide the right amount of merit goods to satisfy the needs of individuals, or the aspirations of those who want such things to be supplied not as a matter of right, but in the interests of creating a suitably rich society on all dimensions of human existence.


In this conception, then, public work has to do with correcting market imperfections to ensure that social welfare understood as the maximization of the satisfaction of individuals is achieved. 


Now consider a different definition of public work: public work is whatever we decide it is. Here the basis for deciding that something is valuable is not whether it corrects the imperfections of markets, but whether it is consistent with the purposes that we used our political rights to decide we wanted to accomplish. If we recognize that individuals have social and political aspirations as well as economic, and if we decided that we wanted our governmental institutions to be guided by individual aspirations and handed out political rights to individuals to seek to shape the uses of the state, then it follows that we should define public purposes in terms of what we agree to tax and regulate ourselves to accomplish. The goal of society is written down in our collective agreements we make about how to use the powers of the state to regulate our relationships and to define and achieve public purposes  as well as in our constitutional commitment to protect individual rights (itself, a collective agreement, legitimated by custom, law, and rationality, and for the most part, politically as well!). 


Now, there will be significant overlap between these different ideas of  public work – particularly if we emphasize what we might view as the important social and political understandings of human life that enter into economic theory – namely, a recognition of our profound interdependence and the implications of that for the number and variety of externalities that exist in society, and the fact that individuals and collectives might have desires for a certain kind of fairness and justice in economic and social outcomes as well as for economic efficiency,  and that individuals might want to shape the level and distribution of certain kinds of economic goods that fall short of being rights, but are nonetheless different from the kinds of goods that individuals can properly value for themselves.  Indeed, it is precisely these ideas that allow social and political ideas to enter into economic theory and make their claims on the operations of the market. And, as a practical matter, it is these forces (some of them hard to distinguish from material desires except that they come from those who are disadvantaged, and therefore are rooted in our commitments to charity and social justice rather than economic efficiency) that exercise a practical force in real political economies. 


But there is also a crucial difference in how these different ideas of public work are constructed. In one case, we rely on a technical concept about market imperfection to decide whether and how public work should be defined. We assume in advance that the market will take care of most things, and the public sector will have to deal with the residual. The value creating force in society is the market, not society, not politics, not the state.  In the other, we rely on the the process of politics to decide what is public work. In this conception, we do not necessarily assume that the role of society, politics, and the state is merely to support the market and correct its imperfections; we believe that society, politics and the state are arenas within which we talk to one another and make agreements about purposes that we ought to try to achieve together. Those can be economic purposes, advanced through economic institutions, through civic organizations, and through politics; or social and civic purposes accomplished through these various mechanisms, or political and justice purposes accomplished through various mechanisms. But the point is that public work is not defined by a technical theory; it is defined in practice by what individuals decide to try to achieve together through the agency of the state, or through civic institutions.  [MHM note: Bring in civic society here, or leave market and state?] Thus, public work is what we decide constitutes public work through our economic, social, and political institutions. 


This discussion about what constitutes public work has an important connection to the question of what we mean by the public. Again, consider two different ideas here. Public equals the simple aggregation of individual satisfactions. Public equals a group of citizens that decide through either direct or indirect forms of democracy that there are some purposes that are worth taxing and regulating themselves to accomplish. There is a formal representation of the difference between these ideas that might be helpful. 


Now, there is an important question about how the social maximand is constructed, and how reliably it reflects individual aspirations. Theoretically, we know that one cannot necessarily get to a consistent maximand from individual preferences through voting schemes. We also know that there is lots of imperfection in political processes that satisfy the median voter. And we know that there are lots of forms of corruption and error that can turn up in political processes that define public purposes, as well as the bureaucratic means we use to achieve them. And we can see evidence of the accuracy of these theories all around us. So, it is perhaps not surprising that we have lost our confidence in the capacity of the collective to combine and act as a coherent agent with a public purpose. 


Still, it seems that if we are committed to democratic institutions, we have to take seriously the idea, and formulate the institutions, processes and practices which strengthen the capacity to define and act on ideas of public purpose. In the past, we have seen this largely in terms of elections. But the process of politics is really much broader than this.


The processes of politics are now joined by a different way of defininig and acting on public purposes, and doing so with public spirited motivations. There is a sector that decides to act on public purposes and eschews economic returns. Retain the right to emphasize and give priority to their own idea of a public purpose, and that includes a great deal more than re-distribution to the poor including merit goods, and even the spread of ideas that support libertarian principles as an important social and political goal. 


It is now increasingly true that firms are seen as the source of commitments and actions to advance public interests. That carries us back to the beginning when we understood that the advance of economic interests was not only a right and interest of individuals, but also a aright and an interest that the state could pursue. But increasingly attention is drawn to the potential of business contributing to the public good not only by operating as economic institutions, but also as institutions that develop markets that advance or help the poor and disadvantaged, that provide merit goods less expensively and more equitably, that work with voluntary organizations to accomplish goals, that contract with government, that find efficient means of meeting demands supported by government re-distribuiton efforts. In this debate, one important question that is often ignored, however, is who it is that provides the financing of these efforts, and shapes the level and distribution of the goods now being produced by private sector orgas. In one version, private firms provide out of a kind of self interest shaped either by social pressure, or government regulation, or government financing. In another version, they provide the financing somewhat selflessly. Obviously, there is an important difference between these two quite different kinds of motivations. 


If we decide that public purposes includes the economic purposes advanced by firms (and why not), then we have expanded the definition of what constitutes public work to include the economic success of the market. And it is clear that we have used our individual rights as citizens to pressure government to use its powers (and restrain them) to help accomplish this goal. But if we want to claim that public purposes are the market plus – then we have to answer the question of where that plus comes from. And we have to decide whether the plus pays most attention to the particular goods and services that are produced, or the motivations of those who are supplying the goods. Even more important we have to decide whether the arbiter of value is individuals, or the collective. 

Conclusion


Important to see liberal society in a different light


