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The Idea of Social Progress


Like pornography, social progress may be hard to define, but we still know it when we see it. We see it when desperately poor individuals in the villages of Bangladesh, the slums of Brazil, and the African American ghettos of American cities find sustainable and dignified paths out of poverty. We see it when the spread of AIDS in Africa stops or slows, when new drugs emerge that can treat the disease, and when those orphaned by the disease find homes in which to live. We see it when Hutus stop killing Tutsis in Rwanda, and when Catholic and Protestant militants lay down their arms in No. Ireland. We see it when women throughout the world can be protected from being beaten by their husbands, and when children can be free of abuse and neglect at the hands of those who care for them. We see it when citizens claim democratic rights and force tyrannical and corrupt officials to give up their powers, and when individuals use the economic power that comes to them as buyers, investors and employees to insist on good conduct by companies whose products and shares they purchase, and to whom they give their time and their allegiance as employees. These are changes to be celebrated not only by those who particularly benefit from them, but also by those who long for social progress as a whole.

[While we shouldn’t move too quickly to abstract from these concrete concreteness of images of social progress, it is worth noting that even this quick catalogue of examples suggests three broad domains within which social progress could be experienced and observed. One domain consists of important changes in the material, economic conditions that mark individual lives.  To provide more individuals with healthy food, secure shelter, reliable medical care, and accessible education is, presumably, to improve the economic and material welfare of those so advantaged. Because such changes are valued by those for whom they occur, and because social progress consists in large part of making individuals better off in their own terms, significant improvements in the level and distribution of the things that humans need and want can be viewed as social progress.

Note, however, that changes in the material conditions of individuals’ lives can also be assessed not just by the individuals whose lives are being changed, but also by some collection of individuals witnessing and examining the aggregate state of these individually experienced conditions, and comparing them with some ideal state the collective would like to achieve. From this perspective, social progress is viewed less from the point of view of individuals who are made better off, and more from the point of view of changes in aggregate statistics that describe the larger changes, and can be compared to broader social aims. Thus, we could talk about social progress as the rate at which whole societies moved individuals from impoverished to enriched states. We could also talk about such things as the amount of equity one could observe in social states, or the degree to which opportunity to move from one state to another was evenly distributed over a population. We could also talk about to what degree any observed improvements in material conditions were concentrated within particularly advantaged or particularly disadvantaged segments of a society. Such aggregate characteristics of the individual welfare enjoyed by individuals could then be compared to ideals of justice and fairness as well as to the sustained development of individual prosperity.


These observations that focus on aggregate material conditions in a society, and comparisons with social ideals, leads us to a second kind of social progress – one that is less interested in the economic conditions under which individuals are living (whether viewed from the perspective of either the individual or the collective) than in what might be called the social or political conditions under which individuals live. One way to think about the idea of social or political conditions is that they refer to the character of the relationships that individuals in a society have with one another. In the social domain individuals can feel more or less equal to one another. They can feel unimpressed by status differentials, or overwhelmed by them. They can feel tolerated, respected, and liked or avoided as social pariahs. In the political domain, individuals can also feel more or less equal to one another: with equal capacities to speak, to associate, to make their voices heard, to deliberate on public matters, to take their grievances to court, to protect their rights against the state. Or, they can feel oppressed by groups and individuals who have greater power to shape the actions of government than they do. 

Like economic prosperity, these social and political conditions in society have a material reality that is experienced (more or less subjectively or objectively) by those who live within them. Like economic prosperity, the social and political conditions within which individuals live can be examined both from the point of view of individuals on one hand, and by collectives evaluating more aggregate characteristics on the other. 

There is an important sense in which individuals experience relationships as individuals even though they are socially constructed (both as a perception and as an objective reality). They can enjoy the social relations in which they find themselves, or find them oppressive and unpleasant. Their enjoyment can be rooted in some instrumental satisfaction the relationship gives to them in the achievement of their own individual material satisfactions, or in the degree to which they take pleasure in the welfare of the others in the relationship, or in the sheer enjoyment of living in what they think of as a good or right relationship with others. It follows, then, that part of their enjoyment may come from the degree to which the social relations in which they find themselves align with their notions of what constitutes a just relationship. 

To the degree that individuals value living in just relationships with one another (and the importance of gossip suggests that they care a lot!), they can derive satisfaction not only from the material advantages that come to them from a relationship, and not only from the satisfaction they can deliver to others in that relationship, but also in the sheer enjoyment of living in a just relationship. A clear conscience and a sense of virtue can be a powerful tonic, particularly when recognized by others! It is also worth noting that what I am characterizing here as a right relationship can be scaled out to many different kinds of relationships from what I owe to a wife, child, friend, neighbor, strangers I encounter on the street, all the way out to what I owe to fellow workers, fellow citizens with whom I deliberate, to peoples of the world who are affected by actions I take, and that are taken in my name. Etc. This is looking out at a world of relationships as an individual trying to live happily and successfully and virtuously within them – a perspective that individuals embrace at least part of the time to varying degrees, but is never wholly absent.  


But as in the case of material conditions and prosperity, we can also examine the state of social and political relationships from a broader societal perspective.  We could look at how much autonomy they enjoyed vis-à-vis one another, and the state, and treat increases in their capacity to chart their own destinies as an important social gain. Their autonomy in economic, social, and political relations might be closely related both to the legal rights they enjoyed as individuals, and the material conditions they could guarantee for themselves, since both might be necessary to protect them from oppression by powerful others in the economy, in the society, or in the state. 

Along with autonomy and rights we could look at the nature of the obligations imposed on individuals. We could ask about the degree to which the obligations were legitimated by an individual giving explicit consent to a particular restraint placed upon him – such as a contractual obligation. We could ask about the degree to which social or governmentally established obligations could be justified either as matters of moral duty or instrumental necessity. We could ask about the degree to which individuals were both allowed and actually did participate in the construction of the formal rules or informal norms that constrain them. We can ask whether the formal rules and informal understandings were justly enforced. We can ask whether the status differences created by the rules are themselves fair and just. And we can ask about the processes that create and adjudicate these rules, and the attitudes held among individuals about these rules.

These conditions, in turn, can be compared not just to individual satisfactions with these relationships, but also perhaps with social ideals that encourage us to evaluate some of these conditions as better – in the sense of both better and more just for humans – than others. In short, in investigating social and political conditions, we could be exploring the degree to which justice is being done and realized in a society, and the way in which that is being experienced by individuals, as well as the degree to which material prosperity is being created.]
Government as an Engine of Social Progress


For much of this century, it has been conventional to think of government – and  particularly of good government, or perhaps even good democratic government -- as playing the most important role in shaping overall social conditions and promoting social progress. We could see, of course, that commercial enterprises were playing an important role in shaping determining the rate and character of material progress: the price we would have to pay to feed ourselves, clothe ourselves, shelter ourselves, heal ourselves, educate ourselves, and enjoy ourselves. But we were properly concerned about the negative effects that unbridled capitalism could have on individual and collective life. Capitalist institutions brought not only economic progress that helped insulate us from physical conditions that threatened all previous human life; they also brought new threats to our material welfare, and they remade both social and political conditions in the societies in which they found a foothold. By common agreement, then, it was the special task of government not only to ensure that economic prosperity continued, but also to ensure that society could remain peaceful and sociable, and achieve some degree of economic, social, and political justice as well.


Government was assigned this responsibility for essentially two different reasons – one theoretical, the other practical. The theoretical reason was that the state was understood to be the institution within a society that was responsible for the production of justice and fairness. In this classic view, the fundamental end of the state was to assure justice to individuals within the state. This was as true in their economic and social relations with one another as in their relationship to the state. And it was as true when the state was contemplating taken action (in its legislative mode) as when it took action (in its executive role). 

Of course, individuals and societies differed in their substantive conceptions of what justice required. Some states operated on a conception of justice that gave very limited economic, social, or political rights to individual citizens. Others gave out significant economic rights, but denied their citizens political rights to influence state decisions, or to challenge state actions independent courts when adverse to their interests. Still others gave out significant political and legal rights to individuals, but refused to use these rights to extend significant economic protections to their citizens.

But the important point is that, from a normative, theoretical perspective, states were understood to be primarily responsible for ensuring justice within their societies. And it was not just political theorists that had this idea. Those who governed had this idea, and sought to legitimate their rule by appealing to shared conceptions of justice. Citizens, too, had this idea, and when possible, pressed their governments to realize their particular concept of justice. When that idea of justice included significant economic rights as well as political rights, states were duty bound to try to shape economic conditions as well as social and political conditions as a matter of justice. When that idea of justice included significant social and political rights that were not customary in a society, government was duty bound to seek to establish those unfamiliar and threatening rights as a matter of justice. When the idea of justice included ideas of economic, social, and political conditions, government was obliged to act to alter conditions in all three spheres.


The practical reason that government was primarily assigned the responsibility for defining and achieving social progress was that it seemed that no other institution had the capacity to do so. This capacity was rooted partly in government’s unique powers to act on a large scale. Any institution that has sovereign power (and, as a consequence, effective influence) over a territory, or a group of people, or a set of activities carried by within or territory or by particular social actors, has an unusual concentration of power in shaping social conditions. The powers of government to tax, and to regulate, give it great powers to mobilize and direct aggregate social behavior, and shape aggregate social conditions. 


But the capacity of government to play the major role in social problem-solving is also linked to its ability to occasion collective discussion and action, even if this does not lead to government action. Government occasions and organizes collective discussion and action in at least    different ways. First, insofar as government presents itself for use to those who would like to alter economic, social, and political conditions in a society, it occasions social action. If there were no government – no prospect of a collective decision made to use the powers of government to achieve a desired result – there might well be less social discussion about the possible uses of government. Second, insofar as government specifically organizes socio/ political discussion about social conditions by holding competitive elections, holding legislative hearings, gathering statistics about aggregate conditions, or by making speeches and inviting comment, government helps to foster collective deliberation and action. Third, insofar as government protects key civil and political rights such as the right to speak, to assemble, to petition the government in legislatures and the courts, and even to use one’s own private wealth to advance one’s own particular ideas of social progress, government helps to create the basis not only for using state power to accomplish particular goals in the economic, social, and political spheres, but also for using private and civic power for accomplishing the same purposes.    

At least in principle, then, and often in practice as well, it is within the effective power of government to significantly advance or retard social progress in general, or to give particular attention to some ideas of social progress while ignoring others. They can do so not only by using their own vast powers, but also by creating or suppressing discussion about the way it is behaving, and by creating or suppressing actions taken by other social agents to make social progress.
 
The Important Role of the Private Sector – Commercial and Voluntary – in Promoting Social Progress


Yet for all the importance of government, it has never been the only engine of social progress. We have come to see the limits of the sovereign state. First, beyond its borders. Second, within its borders. Even within strong states, we have come to see the importance of the social and economic sphere which is at once enabled by government and regulated by government, but that also exercises significant influence over what government chooses and is able to do. This dependence of government on independent economic and social spheres may be greatest in liberal democracies whose ideologies, constitutions and laws seek to make the state the servant of private institutions, and that allow private institutions significant autonomy, and give them power over the state. But even in less democratic states, rulers have always been at least partly constrained by the tolerance of the public. They are now also increasingly under the influence of liberal states who want to trade with them, and as a condition of doing so, want them to become more liberal. These pressures may be expected to push all states in the world to recognize their vulnerability to, their need for, the potential that could come from alliances not only with other states, but with private actors in commerce and civil society within their borders and operating across the world.

A little reflection, occasioned by current evidence of the power of the private commercial sector and the private voluntary sector, helps to remind us of the power of these private institutions to shape the conditions that define social progress. Private, commercial enterprises have played absolutely key roles in spreading material welfare throughout the world. Private voluntary associations have likewise stepped in to fill gaps left by actions of the private sector and by government. They have found ways to create markets benefiting individuals who had been overlooked by traditional market institutions. They have helped generate pressures on business to become more socially responsible in their economically powerful activities. They have helped create a civil society that can call states to account at the international and local level. They have joined with government in private public partnerships to extend the capacity of government to reach citizens with a responsiveness and innovativeness that seemed to elude government acting alone.  They have even formed the basis of political activity that gives guidance to government as to how its powers might best be used to advance social goals and make social progress.

 Of course, as noted above, the capacity of these institutions to play such important roles in society often depends profoundly on government action. At a minimum, government has to restrain itself from destroying these other sectors in its greed and jealousy. More expansively, government helps to create the economic, social, and political conditions under which such institutions can come into existence and flourish in these important roles. It can protect rights to property and enforce contracts in ways that allow markets to work. It can allow individuals to spend their own resources for public benefit if they wish to do so (and perhaps create incentives for such action by treating such expenditures as though they were the equivalent of contributions to public purposes and therefore exempt from taxation). It can guarantee rights to speech and assembly. It can provide legal forms that allow individuals to combine in economic, social, and political organizations, and set up conditions under which such organizations can flourish. It can even provide financial backing to, or contract with such agencies to provide public goods and services that the state has been assigned to finance and produce. 

But the important dependence of these organizations on the powers of government should not blind us to the important role that private organizations – both commercial and voluntary – have always played in the processes of social problem-solving. Both private firms and voluntary, non-profit organizations have come forward time and again with important ideas about how to deal with public problems. They have worked as effective partners to government in carrying out social agendas. They have played very important roles in shaping the politics and ideas that have guided government action. As such, when allowed to do so, they play absolutely critical roles in the process of defining and acting on public problems.
Nominating Social Conditions for Collective Action as an Important Part of Social Problem-Solving


These last observations point to another key point in the way that we think about public problem-solving. Often, when we think about social innovation and public problem-solving, we focus much of our attention on the development of improved means for achieving already established ends. We act as though a wide agreement about what constitutes social progress had already been reached; or that the idea of social progress existed as an objective ideal above the fray of partisan politics. The only remaining problem, then, is to find the technical means for achieving the desired goal. Social innovation, thus, lies in the search for and the discovery of the improved means for dealing with an agreed upon goal.


But one must take note of the fact that an important part of social problem-solving is not just developing the means to pursue agreed upon goals; it is also the improvement of our methods for establishing defining social progress and committing ourselves to the pursuit of social goals as well. After all, there are many material economic, social, and political conditions in the world that call for improvement. Those conditions may become the focus not only of governments already committed to particular actions, but also to a wide variety of other third parties who might become concerned about them, and seek to do something to ameliorate them. That action, in turn, could be political in the sense that it was designed to ask government to address these conditions using its substantial powers. But the action could also be civic or voluntary or public spirited in the sense that it was taken by individuals using their own resources without worrying too much about whether government was going to join them in their efforts or not.


It follows, then, that an important part of social problem-solving are the institutional forums and processes we used to decide which of the many conditions in society that might deserve wider social and governmental attention will be plucked from collective obscurity (and implicitly left to individual, private action), and which will be brought to the attention of different publics that might be engaged in their solution.

Nominating Social Problems in the Private, Commercial Sector


In the action of the private sector, we have often relied on private enterprises to play this important problem-solving or opportunity spotting role. We have counted on (admittedly profit motivated) entrepreneurs to see that a particular good or service was not just something that would be valuable to a single individual, but that it might be valued by many individuals who wanted the same thing. We encouraged them to act on their own to bring this new product or service to market, and with that, to satisfy the needs and desires of many particular individuals. We developed capital markets to allow individuals with savings and wealth to get more themselves and make an important social contribution to boot by investing in developing these new opportunities. The successful exploitation of these opportunities, in turn, created certain kind of social progress – not only by creating new kinds of products and services that presumably bettered the lives of individuals who purchased them, but also by creating jobs, and generating wealth for investors. As jobs became one of the important ways in which other social goods and services were made available to individuals, and as more of us became investing wealth holders, the social character of private economic enterprise became more evident, and more important in helping to create what could be reasonably described as social progress. 


Of course, we didn’t always like all the effects of private economic development. We could easily detect some important limitations and biases in the ways that economic enterprise worked to advance social progress. But we could also see that economic enterprise was a process that met many social needs, helped achieve important social goals; and that the price paid to accomplish these goals didn’t seem unconscionable given the services renders. 

Nominating Problems to be Solved in the Public Sector


On the public side, however, the process of nominating conditions for attention was much different. In the political sphere, we gave out significant political rights to speak, associate, and petition the government. Public forums were created and expanded (just as markets were)  within which individuals could search to find common cause as well as make economic exchanges. They could form mutual benefit associations. They could form civic associations. They could create political groups to advance material interests or larger causes. We hoped the dynamics of these pluralist groups would illuminate social conditions that could command wider attention. We hoped that our collective institutions could be created to vet these claims (without reducing either the rights or the incentives of individuals to pursue solutions to these problems through their own efforts). We build government institutions that developed expertise in monitoring social conditions of many kinds, and in imagining and testing solutions to different problems. We even gave license to individual, socially minded philanthropists to pursue their own ideas of important public purposes – providing them with a tax exemption and taking public resources out of the government’s hands to make social decisions. 


So, this process of nominating and acting on public problems can be seen as important part of public problems solving. In one familiar form, the processes of pluralist politics works to dominate conditions for public action. In a second less political and governmental form, individuals or groups band together to deal with what they take to be a public problem as best they can – whether their own, or a problem experienced by others.


In these ways, decisions about what constitutes an important public problem to be solved are decentralized, and escape the grip of a dominant central government. There remains a powerful, central collective mechanism for action in the form of government. And that central, powerful institution can still be called into service for social problem solving, and remains centrally involved in doing so. But neither government (understood as the use of public money and authority to accomplish agreed upon  purposes) or  politics – understood as social mobilizations designed to shape governmental action—are the only ways to nominate an issue for public attention, or to seek to solve it. Private action of many different kinds shows up to represent an important part of public problem-solving.

 
Not only is the social/political discussion of public useful and effective as it makes claims on government; it is also important as it animates private individuals to act. Social movements change social conditions even when govern government does not act. Private firms can be regulated by public opinion even when government does not pass a law. Voluntary associations can be called into existence and act or have their resources re-deployed through choices made by donors, members, governing boards, employees, etc. even when government does not act.

So, socio/political discussion about what worked would be good to do affect not just government organizations, but also private and charitable. It follows, then, that those individuals and institutions that are capable of mobilizing private opinion re as important as some of the innovations in the public sphere as those that can find improved means for accomplishing desired results. 


What makes these observations about social problem-solving particular interesting at the moment is that one has the sense that, at least our perceptions, and perhaps the reality of how this wide system of social problem-solving works is going through significant changes. The usual story is that this system is shifting from a reliance on government on one hand to reliance on the private sector on the other. Government has been urged to sell off assets to the private sector, to make greater use of private sector institutions in pursuits of its goals, and to rely more on market mechanisms to organize the production (and distribution!) of public goods and services.


It has also been argued that private institutions, acting on their own can solve public problems. Sometimes it is claimed that the market can do all the work of eliminating poverty, ignorance etc. Other times, a more limited claims made that private organizations working for social purposes can make important contributions.


The powerful ideological enthusiasm attached to these ideas can blot out some important truths about the reality of our current situation (including the fact that is government that is still doing most of the work of innovating, that it is government that creates the conditions for the other sectors to succeed, etc.) It can also sometimes obscure the fact that the commercial drive of the commercial sector can result in the private sector taking more of the value they create than might be true of a nonprofit or government organization in the same industry operating in the same way. 


Whatever the underlying truth of what is now happening, or the potential of the changes we think are witnessed, it is clear that the concepts we are using to think about social problem solving are changing. We now hear a great deal about corporate social responsibility, social enterprise, social entrepreneurship, private/public partnerships, the marketization or privatization of government, collaborative governance, the role that social capital can play in shaping the success of societies, and the emergence of civil society and the citizens sector as important new forces shaping life at international, domestic, and local levels. 

Each of these concepts is difficult to pin down and examine. All of them together add up to a huge intellectual and practical puzzle that needs to be addressed. Like the hopeful youngster who, having hoped against hope for the gift of a pony, found herself staring at a pile of manure, we have some reasons to hope that there might be a pony somewhere in the pile of manure. But it is also clear that there is an enormous amount of manure to sort through as well. We think it is time to start shoveling. 
� It might even have been government’s responsibility to retard economic growth to allow a society’s social and political imagination to keep up with the rate of economic change, and to allow it to chart its own destiny in a world in which many others were eager to use it for their own economic or political purposes! 





� Government may have special roles with respect to social and political conditions, and in the guarantee and pursuit of justice within these spheres. But it is hardly irrelevant in mobilizing and directing social progress in the economic sphere. Its most obvious role in this sphere is as a regulator. But it is also present as an enabler. It protects the basic set up. It manages the macro economy. It facilitates international trade. It invests in research that helps underwrite the cost of more commercially oriented R and D. It provides certain kinds of insurance that reduces burdens that would otherwise fall on businesses to provide – as a matter of prudence and necessity if not of right or law. 











