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


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


A. The Formerly Sharp Line Between Public and Private


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


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


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


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


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


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


B. The Privatization of Government


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


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


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


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


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


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


D. Private Contributions to the Solution of Public Problems


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


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


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


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


E. Collaborative Governance and Private/Public Partnerships


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


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


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


F. Blurring of the Lines at the Organizational Level


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


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


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


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


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


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

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


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


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





