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So, like millions of other Americans, I was listening to network news trying to make sense of the world in which I was living. I was finding this more and more difficult since it seemed that things I had learned as a child, took for granted as and adult, and now relied upon as an aging baby boomer could no longer be trusted. 

The thing I had always taken for granted was the simple idea that there was a broad and inclusive “we” in our country that, when the chips were down, could be relied upon to “do the right thing” for the welfare of the country as a whole. I understood, of course, that the “we” consisted primarily of individuals doing the important work of looking after themselves, their families and friends. But I also understood that one of the reasons one looked after oneself was not simply to exult in the glory of oneself, but also to avoid creating problems for others. And, I understood that the “we” also consisted of a mesh of social relationships that bound us together in different collectives ranging from religious congregations, through ethnic identity groups, to economic interest groups, and to local, state, and national polities. In short, I learned, took for granted, and relied upon the fact that I was part of a society that could make moral and legal claims on me as an individual to advance the general welfare. 

Now, however, for all the talk about patriotism, it seems that the idea that we might have obligations to one another that arise from something other than self-interest and market transactions is being eclipsed by the idea that the welfare of society depends crucially on market ideas which celebrate individual choice over collective obligation, and material self-interest over social and civic duty. This shift was crystallized in the two stories that were reported on the news from two quite different but important social domains. The first focused on President Bush’s efforts to “reform” social security. The other reported on the difficulty that the Defense Department was having in recruiting in recruiting reservists who seemed increasingly reluctant to join an Army that would have to fight in overseas missions decided upon by the Government of the day.


In both cases, the nation seemed to be confronting fundamental threats to our security. In one case, the threat came from the natural fact that we will all age, get tired, cease to be productive, and become a drain on the society in which we lived for many years making more or less useful contributions. In the other, the threat was man-made: it came from others in the world who wished us ill. The question was how we might best defend ourselves against this threat (and incidentally provide a force that could advance U.S. interests and values throughout the world).

In both cases, we confronted the crucial question of whether our basic security can best be constructed: 1) through market mechanisms that build a collective capacity to act on conditions in the world through self-interested material exchange; or  2) through social and political mechanisms that help to mobilize our collective capacity to help and protect one another as a matter of duty and beneficence, and that relies on government as an agent of society to find a tolerably just and fair way to distribute the burdens of creating conditions in the society that are good not only for each of us, but also for all of us together. 


In the case of social security, we face the question of whether our collective capacity to ensure that elderly people would not end their lives in poverty guaranteed by a governmentally organized tax system that required young people to help older people would be retained; or whether we would shift to a system in which each individual took the responsibility for him or herself. Of course, no one can be against individual responsibility. Indeed, liberal societies require this as a moral and practical necessity. Similarly, there can be no objection to each individual’s desire to enhance their own material welfare. The market depends on precisely these motivations to produce remarkable economic results for societies.


But the question raised by the issue of social security is when the society as a whole should take some responsibility for offering assurances to individuals: those individuals who were prosperous and provident as well as those who were less prosperous and/or less provident. Each individual can judge this question against the standard of “what’s in it for me.” They can look at the amount that was taken out in taxes, compute the value of that “saving” in certain investment portfolios, and calculate the value of the annuity they could buy at some suitable retirement age with that amount of money, and determine whether the taxes they paid to the collective represented a good investment for them. They can also think about what they would have to provide for elderly and disabled parents through family obligations if government assistance was not available to them. Putting both calculations together, it would be possible for each individual to figure out whether, as individuals, whether they were financially better or worse off as a result of social security. Presumably some will be worse off; but there may be many others – the less prosperous and the less provident – who will be worse off. 


While this individual economic calculation seems to the one that President Bush is encouraging individual citizens to make (trusting that most will discover that they are worse off under a social security system than an individual security system), it is possible to think about this issue in a wholly different way: namely, whether we as individuals bound together in a society want to be part of a society that abandons its aged population to whatever fate awaits them, or whether it is willing to extend itself a bit to recognize and support the dignity of each person in old age. Of course, in helping us imagine what kind of society we would like to be, it helps that we can all imagine ourselves being old, or having to care for someone old. It also helps that we can see that whether we end up prosperous or impoverished is not only the result of decisions we made throughout our lives; but also due to our starting position in society, and to chance events -- including the simple fact that we lived longer than the actuarial tables said we would! And it is this that might cause us to remember why it made sense to create a social security system in the first place; not just as something that was good for each of us individually, but something that celebrated our collective capacity to provide for one another, and our collective commitment to do so.


In facing the question of fielding an army that can protect us from foreign enemies, we face the question of whether we should continue the policy of trying to raise a volunteer army through market exchange, or whether we should revert to an older tradition in which we raised an army through a draft of loyal Americans who were asked to serve their country. It turns out that we can raise an army without using the authority of the state. All we have to do is offer individuals a chance to” be all that they can be,” or become “an army of one,” by advertising military service not as a social obligation, but as a route of economic advancement. We often individuals reasonable salaries, special prices on living arrangements, early retirements, good pensions, and specialized training in skills that have value outside the military – all on condition that they agree to join the military, and fight when the country needs them. We oblige them to this service through a legal contract signed individually rather than through a draft imposed collectively. 


While these methods have worked to field a military that is second to none in the world, it turns out that when we actually ask them to fight in a war that their leaders tell them is important to the collective welfare of the society, some of these contract soldiers begin to demur. Some seek to get out of the military as quickly as possible and avoid re-enlisting. Others resist being deployed to war zones. 


In a world in which we encourage individuals to look after their own material interests, and make their own choices, and when we are doubtful about the capacity of collective institutions to provide effective leadership, it seems difficult to find a moral basis to criticize these soldiers. After all, they are only applying the moral logic that is being endorsed more widely in the society: look after number one because you can’t and shouldn’t rely on anyone else looking after you. That is what is on offer in privatizing social security. It is what has already been embraced in this other arena in which we seek to construct collective security from individual efforts. 

In both these cases, then, we – as a group of individuals bound together by our joint citizenship, and our joint ownership of the powers of government – face the important question of how public work should be defined, and how we ought to organize ourselves to accomplish that work. In one image, public work is limited to a small number of functions – the so-called core functions of government – and the best way to organize that work is through economic incentives. In a second view, public work includes more than defense, and the methods we use to accomplish this work involve not simply appeals to material self-interest, but also to some kind of public spirit and duty to others. One doesn’t have to be an opponent of individual rights, nor skeptical of  the power of material incentives and markets to mobilize collective action to recognize that individuals in the society have motivations other than material ones, and that these can be used by the society to provide the kinds of social and military security that can enrich our individual and collective lives.


Once we had a society that understood that individuals should make contributions to the public good. Once we had a view of government that included the idea that we might decide together as a polity that we wanted to accomplish important things together, and that relied on the existence of a government of, by and for the people to help organize the process of deciding what constituted important public purposes, and how best to allocate the burden of achieving those purposes in a fair, just and human way. The difficulty we are now having fielding an army in which individuals have been asked to look after their own self-interests in deciding whether and how to help us accomplish the important public purpose of protecting us from foreign enemies should raise some real questions about the likely success of a system providing for the welfare of aging citizens that relies primarily on individual self-interest.  
