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An important feature of our current politics is the claim that government is now “too large” and that society as a whole would be better off it it were cut back to size. This was an important rallying cry for the Reagan revolution. President Clinton’s recent declaration that the “era of big government is over” suggests that the argument has now crossed the partisan divide between Republicans and Democrats and become a bi-partisan commitment. Given the popularity of the idea, now might be a good time to consider closely what this claim could mean.

I. Clarifying the Meaning of the Claim That Government is Too Large


Reflection suggests several possible meanings.

Meaning 1: Too Many (or the Wrong) Public Purposes


One possibility is the view that the domain of public action has grown too wide, and that society as a whole would be better off if fewer goals were embraced as public purposes for which society as a whole would accept responsibility. In this view, much of what individuals in society valued in life could be produced and distributed through the transactions that constitute a free market economy. Since most people are primarily occupied with finding and holding onto a job that can provide income they can use to take care of their families and enjoy the good life; and since the most important public purpose is to create the conditions under which individuals can pursue their own interests; perhaps the most important thing government can do is to get off the back of the private economy and help it produce the jobs and products that provide these individually consumed benefits. To the extent that the adoption of other purposes interfered with this basic goal, one might reasonably say that government had grown too large.


One could reach this same conclusion, of course, from a slightly different direction. Instead of arguing that society as a whole is made better off by restricting government’s role to supporting a free market economy, one could argue that individuals have intrinsic rights that should not be infringed by governmental action (such as the right to acquire private property and use it as they wish; or to hold, express, and act on any opinion that does not damage the rights of other individuals; etc.) The difference between this argument and the first is that this second argument is cast as an argument about the proper relationships between individuals and the state -- that is, as a conception of justice --rather than as an instrumental argument about the conditions under which individual satisfaction and welfare will be maximized. 


That raises the interesting question of whose welfare in particular is enhanced by having the state reliably reflect a particular notion of individual rights and just social relations in the way it operates. One can easily imagine that insofar as the rights granted to individuals are consistent with their individual desires, and insofar as the rights are extended universally throughout the society, then each and everyone is made better off by living in a just regime. And it is that sort of argument that provides the utilitarian justification for particular conceptions of justice. But one may not need to justify the claims for justice in this way: one can simply argue that the individual rights assigned by a just regime are those that an individual intrinsically possesses, and that any real political regime that failed to acknowledge these would, by definition, be unjust (though, unfortunately, not impossible).


Taken together, we understand that we are exploring familiar terrain: the arguments that together provide much of the justification for a liberal state. Part of that argument is that the creation of private market mechanisms are useful in encouraging the efficient use of whatever resources are available to individuals within the society, and in promoting the conditions for continued technological advancement and economic growth. The other part of the argument is that, as a matter of justice, it is important to recognize that individuals exist prior to the state, and that they have rights that the state must acknowledge as sacrosanct, and not only resist violating, but actively help them to protect. Both lead to a view that the role of the state in the society should be limited, and that as the state takes on more responsibilities, and tries to pursue them either by taking money out of the private market, or by using its authority to compel private agents to contribute to public purposes, the state risks both economic inefficiency and social injustice.


To put it somewhat more concretely, the claim is that both the welfare and justice of the society are being harmed by governmental efforts relying on taxes and regulation to promote science and technology, sustain domestic agriculture, encourage investment, protect the environment, guarentee worker safety, provide economic assistance to poor families, or intervene in families where children are threatened by abuse and neglect. The argument is that both social welfare and social justice can be advanced by rolling back the public commitments made in these domains, and instead to leave the ordering of activities in these domains to private action. In short, society would be better off if fewer things were embraced as important public purposes to be achieved collectively, and more things were viewed as individual transactions.


Once cast in these concrete terms, the arguments seem less self-evident. The reason is that we recognize that the question of whether society would be better or worse off, more or less just, as a consequence of these rollbacks is largely (though not exclusively) a political/policy discussion -- not a matter of principle. Even within a liberal state, there is plenty of room for disagreement about what would be good or just for society to do.


This reminds us that an additional part of the argument for a liberal state is that the governmental apparatus should be directed and controlled by citizens through the mechanisms of representative government. Indeed, many of the individual rights that are highly prized in the liberal state are those that create the conditions for democratic governance: the right to assemble, the right to free speech, the right to petition the government, the right to complain when government has taken one’s property or liberty without due process of law. Presumably, such political rights were granted because we thought individuals had political rights as intrinsic rights, and because we thought they were consistent with what it meant to be a human being, and because we thought providing them to citizens would increase the likelihood that government could be made to serve the collective purposes of citizens rather than itself. But having created such rights, we created a domain of politics that stands between the private sector and the public sector. Arguably, one of the purposes of politics is not only to consider the specific policy issues described above, but also what could reasonably be defined as a public purpose, and where the boundary would be drawn between the public and private sector, and how big government should be. 


Such politics could be guided and informed by the interests and principles stated above -- namely the principle that individual welfare can be maximized through the organization of free markets, and that individuals should be entitled to what they earn for themselves, and should have few state enforced obligations to others. But one can equally well imagine that politics would be guided by other conceptions of what makes societies well off and just -- such as the idea that we ought to find some ways to cushion the adjustments that free market economies must go through, or that we should try to guarentee at least some minimum conditions of care and supervision for children lest we be humiliated in the present (and threatened in the future) by the neglect and abuse of our children. Which of these principles should guide us in the future is presumably precisely what our political rights were created to help us consider. 


And, to answer the question raised above about whose welfare in particular is advanced by having the government operate consistently with a particular notion of justice, it is clear that those whose views of justice are consistent with the current regime are the ones who are made well off. In this respect, the commitments of a particular regime constitute a kind of collective good that we must all consume simultaneously. Those who like the regime will enjoy the sensation of living in a just regime and will fight to maintain it. Those who dislike the regime will feel unhappy, and will engage in political action to change it. That is what politics in a liberal society is about: a contest about the collective regime under which the citizens will live.


An important implication of these observations is that the question of whether we have too many or the wrong public purposes is not exclusively an empirical or technical question. It is importantly a normative and political question. It may well be that many individuals in society have decided that they would be better off in their own lives if government concentrated on supporting the market economy, and that they have carried that view of their individual well-being into their public life as political activists and voters, and that this view will prevail in the outcomes of democratic political processes. But the argument I want to make is that the normative standing of this argument comes from its ability to win assent in democratic political processes, not from its standing as an abstract principle. If a different principle gains political weight, it will define what the proper purposes of government are. 


The fact that we are now carrying on the conversation about whether government is too large or too small without any reference to the question of what our political purposes are to be -- what we will decide together to try to achieve and be as a nation, and the purposes for which we will sacrifice private consumption and individual liberty -- is a sign of how much we have come to mistrust the whole concept of politics, and the notion that we can find common purposes through political activity. It is also a reminder that there are at least two different ideas about what constitutes a valuable social purpose: one is that a valuable social purpose is anything that makes individuals as individuals better off; the second is that a valuable social purpose is what we decide to achieve through the collective processes of democratic politics. And it is finally and most concretely a device for obscuring the question of in what particular areas we are retreating from past public commitments, and why we are doing so.

Meaning 2: Purposes Not Wrong, But Voluntary Action is a Better Means of Achieving Them


A second meaning that could be implied by the claim that government is too large is that the goals are fine, but the means are in some sense inefficient; that many goals that are properly considered “public purposes”could be financed, motivated and accomplished through instrumentalities other than government.  Thus, ordinary fellow-feeling among individuals joined together in families and communities might be able to act on important problems that cannot be solved by individuals, but could be solved by voluntary associations. Or, it could be that private charity or charitable institutions could act to deal with many problems now considered appropriate for government action. In short, to say something is a public problem (in the sense that individuals can’t solve it alone through market transactions) doesn’t mean that the special resources and capabilities of government need to be enlisted to solve them. If there were enough fellow-feeling, and it were evenly distributed and not idiosyncratically focused, a resource would be available to deal with things that could be considered public problems that is not a government intervention. Polluters might volunteer not to pollute, parents might take care of ill parents, and home owners might agree to show their homes to racial minorities.

Meaning 3: Purposes Not Wrong, Public Financing is Appropriate, But Private Production Would be Superior to Public Production


A third claim, closely related to the second, is that privately owned agencies operating under contract with the government can do a better job of achieving public purposes than can government bureaucracies.  This is related to the second claim because it points to the superiority of private agencies in achieving purposes. It differs from the second, however, in that the private institutions are neither defining the public purposes, nor voluntarily supplying the resources needed to provide them.  The institutions of representative government have defined the purpose, and financed the effort through the appropriation of tax levies.  Private institutions are engaged as contractors to government agencies to achieve government’s purposes; not as voluntary contributors to the public welfare (as they define it).

Meaning 4: Small Governments, Tied More Closely To Citizens, Are More Efficient, Responsive, and Accountable than Large Governments; Community-Based Organizations are Better than Large or Governmental Organizations


A fourth claim, often more implicit than explicit, is the claim that institutions focused on achieving collective purposes (whether governmental or not) are best when they are small, and in close contact with those whom they are trying to serve. It is in this sense that the federal government becomes the special target of criticism, and “community based” action comes to be preferred.

II. Evaluating The Claims: Distinguishing Normative From Empirical Claims


It is important to understand that some of these claims are primarily normative claims.  The claim that the justice and welfare of society are threatened (rather than advanced) by an expanded “public sector” and/or an expanded “government” is importantly a normative claim. Implicit in this claim is some notion of what a good or just or efficient society looks like, and an empirical claim that our society now departs from that ideal by giving too much scope to collective problems, or collectively defined solutions, or governmental action. Such a claim can be aided by empirical investigations showing how much it costs to produce particular results and comparing that with (monetized benefits produced), and by revealing corruption of various kinds in collective decision-making processes that cast doubt on human capacity for acting honestly on behalf of collective purposes. It can also be supported by legal arguments proceeding from a strong individual rights perspective that protects private property and individual freedom over conceptions of justice that value the reduction of economic inequality, and the achievement of other collective purposes over the protection of individual liberty. But the point is that these arguments proceed from a particular conception of a just and efficient state, and that that conception is challengeable both philosophically and politically.


Other claims are more obviously empirical claims. For example, the claim that many public purposes could be achieved through voluntary, charitable actions undertaken by “other regarding” individuals and institutions is, in principle, an experiment we could conduct. We could observe over time what would happen to the level, character, and impact of actions taken to deal with pollution, worker safety, equality of opportunity, poverty, education, child abuse and neglect if people were left to their own devices.  We could also test whether private agencies can out-perform public bureaucracies in producing socially desired results.  And, we could determine whether lower levels of government, or voluntary associations, enjoyed greater popularity and legitimacy, and were better able to tailor their services to the interests of their citizens and members than the federal government.

III. Establishing a Distinction Between “Government” and the “Public Sector”


Whatever one’s views about the merits of the normative and empirical claims that government is now too large, the political discussion such claims have stimulated have helped to remind us of the distinction between “government” on one hand, and the “public sector” on the other. As a matter of definition, we can describe “government” as the set of activities carried out in society that use public resources to accomplish their ends. By public resources, I mean taxes and public authority. The “public sector” on the other hand, can be defined in terms of all the activities that materially contribute to public purposes. The distinction is that government is defined in terms of the use of public resources, while the public sector is defined in terms of public purposes.


Once one can make the distinction between government on one hand and the public sector on the other, one can ask what kinds of institutions and activities populate the public sector that are not governmental agencies. A quick answer to that is that many of these organizations exist as non-profit organizations. Some of these secure their funds from charitable contributions, their labor from volunteers, and contribute directly to the achievment of public purposes. Others enjoy some of these properties, but in addition work under contract to government to achieve public purposes. This part of the public sector is increasingly important in achieving both public purposes however defined.


A particularly interesting class of non-profit organizations might be those that are not directly engaged in the achievment of public purposes, but instead in the definition of them: i.e. non-profit organizations like the Democratic and Republican Parties, or the lobbying part of the National Rifle Association or the Children’s Defense Fund. Whether we think of these political organizations as being part of the “public sector” or not depends on how we understand the relationship of politics to the “public sector.” Arguably, politics belongs in the private sector -- as a protected sphere of activity that private individuals may engage in. But it also seems clear that politics belongs in the “public sector” since it is the place where come together to decide what we will try to do together through public auspices and what we will set aside as inconsistent with our judgments about what makes for a happy and just society. 


In addition to these kinds of organizations, there are others that we think of as being part of civil society, but do not directly contribute to explicit purposes for which the government assumes responsibility if private efforts fail. Examples of such organizations include civic groups, cultural organizations etc. We may even include extended families. These groups may be important in achieving some important public purposes. But as Robert Putnam has argued, they may be even more important in shaping peoples’ characters and dispositions for the rigors of life in a democracy, and through that improve the quality of both politics and government. Like politics, we could think of these organizations as part of the private sector since they emerge from the protected rights of individuals to associate with one another. But, to the extent that they help to achieve public purposes either directly or by helping to create and sustain a culture that makes democratic government work better, we could think of them as part of the public sector.


However many of these particular kinds of institutions one wants to include in one’s definition of the public sector, the prospect is that the pieces of the public sector that are not government is likely to grow.  I also have the sense that this piece of the public sector is increasingly interesting to KSG students.  Thus, it is important that we begin to think about how our students could use these other kinds of platforms and institutions within the public sector to achieve public purposes. I think that is a main reason why we have to be thinking a lot about non-profit management, community organization, political advocacy, and electoral politics as well as analyzing public policies and managing governmental (by which I mean tax financed) organizations.

IV. Measuring the Size of Government


So far, I have not closely examined the empirical claim that government is too large. I have simply noted that the argument is made, and distinguished among the different kinds of arguments that could support such a claim. Yet it is interesting to think for a moment about the kinds of evidence that we could or actually do use to decide whether the government is “too big”, or even whether it is getting bigger or smaller.  


The most common measuring tool for gauging the size and growth of government is the number of government employees.  This may be a useful measure of the size of government. It plays particularly well to those who think that “bureaucrats” are not only inefficient producers of public purposes, but also become powerful advocates for themselves, or their own idiosyncratic conceptions of the public interest. In this view, anything we can do to reduce the number of public officials works to properly shrink the government: it replaces inefficient public workers with efficient private ones, and drives from powerful positions those whose purposes have distorted the public agenda. Yet, reflection suggests that this measure misses the important question of whether the public sector has too large a scope; the overall size of government could be growing, but doing more of its work through private providers of various kinds. Thus, shifting to a mercenary army would record a reduction in the size of government on this measure.


Another common, and in many ways more appropriate way of measuring the size of government is to record the growth in public spending. There are some small complications in this measure. It would probably be important to include the future obligations associated with entitlement programs and loan guarantees provided by government, and what have come to be called “tax expenditures” as well as the direct government spending of tax dollars. One might also have to figure out whether and how to include revenues earned by selling government assets, or through licenses and fees of various kinds. But basically, the amount of money collected through taxation and spent by government on legislated purposes gives a pretty good measure of whether government is growing or shrinking--far better than the number of public employees.


Yet this financial measure ignores the important fact that government claims private resources and acts on public problems through devices other than the imposition and spending of taxes. It also acts through the use of its authority: its right to command private individuals and institutions to contribute to public purposes on pain of penalty if they fail to do so.  This fact was explicitly recognized by the OMB’s regulatory project when it sought to determine the claims made on the private economy by the explosion in “social regulation”. It is also there in decisions to track down dead-beat dads, and to impose more severe penalties on drug dealers. The use of authority registers not only in the production of social outcomes (and in that sense can be compared with the use of spending to achieve the same goal), but also enters directly into judgments about whether the government is acting fairly or justly as well as effectively or efficiently. Thus, one could say that the scope of government was growing or shrinking as it used its legal (or perhaps even its moral) authority to encourage individuals and institutions to take actions in the public interest. By this standard, one might say that the scope of government is shrinking with respect to economic organizations, but increasing with respect to individuals who want to shirk their responsibilities to children, or to protect their own safety at the expense of others by possessing and carrying handguns.

