Ties That Bind:

An Analysis of Interdependencies and How We Are Culturally and Institutionally Organized to Cope with Them


For several centuries, an important part of the liberal project has been to free individuals from social and political oppression. We have sought to establish the idea of free and independent individuals capable of making choices about the conduct of their own lives. We have developed cultural commitments to a kind of rugged individualism, where the freedom to pursue one's own interests comes at the price of having to take the consequences of failure more or less alone, and that has emphasized tolerance for other people's oddities as an important personal and social virtue. We have developed political institutions that protect fundamental rights of individuals make decisions about their own lives, to have the privacy they need to discover who they are on their own and to act without fear of surveillance, and to have and use political rights that give them the capacity to control government power -- to speak, to assemble, to vote for those who have governmental power. We have developed economic institutions that are highly consistent with the idea that individuals are the most important social actors: we have created markets in which people can exchange things of value with one another (including money and labor as well as material things), and have created a system of laws and enforcement procedures that protects rights to property, and enforces contracts struck between freely acting individuals. All these things are, in important ways, the defining characteristics of liberal societies, polities, and economies. 

We recognized that there were certain kinds of status relationships which were inconsistent with our ideas of free individuals, allowed to choose their own destinies. We abolished slavery. We noted and responded to some degree to what was perceived as the unfair bargaining power that capital had with respect to labor. We have sought to extend rights to vulnerable populations such as women, children, and the handicapped. We have extended the franchise. We have expanded rights to sue. And we have enlarged the set of rights to privacy that individuals can enjoy. All of these were efforts to remake our governmental institutions to liberate individuals


The effort to create the maximum amount of freedom for individuals always ran into an important problem. The difficulty was that we were not, in fact, entirely independent of one another. The lives we led as individuals, the ideas we held as individuals, and the institutions we constructed in our individual and collective efforts to make a good individual and social life all collided in ways that forced us to recognize the fact of our independence. 

We understood that as individuals acting without regard for the welfare or the just moral and legal claims of other individuals we could inflict substantial harms on the welfare of others. We were dangers to one another, and therefore needed to construct some kind of collective system that would put limits on what we were entitled to do that affected other people, and that offered some system for adjudication of the disputes that arose among individuals when one thought that another had injured him, and in doing so, violated existing or plausible rules that were part of the formal or informal "social contract." This social contract bound us together in systems of obligations and privileges that we had vis-à-vis other individuals.

The sustained effort to develop individualism had important consequences for the ways that we thought about social organization. We found that free markets could produce attractive social results when individuals behaved without much attention to the welfare of others. We developed ideas about how people should negotiate, and how they could learn to co-operate that were based on "enlightened self-interest." We concluded that many important social goals would be difficult to achieve for the simple reason that many social goods had the property that it would be difficult to exclude an individual from enjoying the collective good. This could be a technical problem in that it would be technically difficult to exclude. Or, it could be a kind of moral problem in that once something existed, it might feel wrong or unjust to exclude someone even if they hadn't contributed. This might be particularly true if for some reason, they were unable to contribute.

To deal with these problems, we decided that the solution was not to try to change the ideal of individualism by working hard culturally, politically, and economically to create a sense of common cause and moral obligation. That was the route of totalitarian regimes of the left and right, not liberal regimes of the left and right. Nor was it to try to persuade people that they should abandon their desires for individual material self-interest. The solution, instead, was to find ways to create individual incentives that would motivate individuals to contribute to the common good. This often meant trying to divide productive efforts up into specific chunks for which individuals could be compensated. We pay wage workers their "marginal revenue productivity." We create selective incentives such as membership benefits of various kinds to persuade people to become members of a political group. This, in turn, increases our perception of our individual independence. When we have made a building we see our wages as our contribution, or our office as the piece of the building we are entitled to. We do not see the impact that we have on other office holders, or on the people that live near the building. We are independent contractors.

(Externalities as effects that are valued by someone in the society, but not by the person who is making a decision that generates the effects. Could be either positive or negative. This creates a problem for efficiency in action, since individuals could take actions which would have adverse effects on others, and not receive the market signal that the effect was occurring. 

An important question is how common externalities are. One answer is that they are quite rare -- limited to a certain number of goods and services. The other answer is that they are ubiquitous. They are every where. The ties that bind create all kinds of externalities.)

But: this is a lie. The fact of the matter is that interdependence is ubiquitous

