Culture and Civil Society
For the last half century or so, we have been trying to solve social problems with an outmoded set of concepts and an outmoded set of institutions. We have tried to diagnose social organization with a few fixed categories: the individual versus the collective; the private versus the public; the freely chosen versus the socially or governmentally coerced; efficiency versus equity; social prosperity versus social justice; self-interested versus public spirited motivations; the human desires for material well-being versus living in right relationships; etc.

These categories, in turn, have been deployed to construct a simple conception of how society might best be organized to enhance the quality of individual and collective life. We have blithely assumed that private enterprise and competitive markets, operating primarily on self-interested motivations, would assure material prosperity for most. We have somewhat less confidently assumed that accountable and transparent governments would guarantee the personal liberty that was each person’s right, establish the civic order that made collective economic, social, and political life possible, and looked after the needs and rights of those who could not care for or defend themselves alone. In this simple world, the only difficulties we faced were to ensure that the private and public spheres operated effectively in their known, respective domains.

The real world has always been much more complicated than this. Operating behind the scenes, setting the stage for the play between the private and public sector, have been powerful but largely invisible social institutions and practices that shaped the aspirations and values of the individuals and informal groups that constituted the society – the family; the church, temple or mosque; the neighborhood and community; even the things we learned about ourselves and our relations to one another in our experiences with the private economy and local, national, and world politics. Present in any effective scheme for mobilizing resources and capacities to deal with important social problems have not only the motivations and relationships constructed by these institutions and processes, but the effective material power of these organizations. It is no accident that when a natural disaster strikes – taking out the existing organizational structures that previously existed – that what shows up as the first responder is what can be generated from the hearts and minds of individuals connected to one another only through a sense of solidarity and empathy. This is the basic social force.
We have looked away from these culture forming processes and institutions partly because they were scientifically elusive, partly because we feared their power to shape individuals and societies,, partly because we thought such institutions and processes belonged in the private realm that should not be allowed to come within the domain of collective thought and action. After all, if we to learn how human aspirations and values were formed, we would have set the stage for the emergence of a totalitarian society. 

But there are big prices to be paid for looking away from the state of our culture and the processes by which it is formed. The economic, social, and political conditions we observe in our society might be shaped as much by these forces as by the institutional structures we create to channel and guide the desires of individuals and groups. Indeed, the very institutions we construct to channel these forces might themselves by shaped by the very forces we thought were controlling them.

The intellectual challenges for the future are essentially two. First, to understand how economic, social and political cultures are shaped by the informal, largely invisible institutions and processes that create civil society. Second, to understand how civil society motivations, relationships, and institutions can help to shape social problem-solving. 

