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Alexis de Tocqueville, on his visit to the United 
States in 1831, was struck by this country's rich 

and variegated stratum of civil associations-a s tra­
tum that Europeans might fail to appreciate, he noted, 
"because we have hardly ever seen anything of the 
kind." Cooperative associations seemed to define the 
very essence of American life. "Wherever at the head 
of some new undertaking you see the government in 
France, or a man of rank in England," observed 
Tocqueville, "in the United States you will be sure to 
find an association," 

Social historians in our own day have explored the 
conditions under which civil associations flourished in 
the early years of the republic. Theda Skocpol, looking 
back to the period of Tocqueville's journey, notes that 
religious as well as political movements helped spur 
the growth of associational activity. So did the creation 
of public institutions and government services­
Skocpol's favorite example is the U.S. Post Office. In 
the latter half of the nineteenth century, new civil asso­
ciations were formed by people engaged in "pressing 
national debates about the morality of social life­
about slavery, and then, after the Civil War, about the 
coming of industrialization and what that meant for 
citizens in local communities." 

It is generally agreed that a nation benefits from hav­
ing an extensive and active civil society. Benjamin 
Barber captures the present-day scope of this concept 
when he writes of all "those domains Americans 
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occupy when they are engaged neither in government 
(voting, serving on juries, paying taxes) nor in com­
merce (working, producing shopping, consu ming)." 
Thus und erstood, civil society extends from churches 
to soccer leagues to reading circles to socia I move­
ments. It encompasses highly organized national fed­
erations as well as informal neighborhood crime 
watches; it includes associations as large as the AARP 
and as small as the family. Its activities produce an 
amazing array of goods-from community safety to 
companionship to medical care to spiritual guida nce. 
And in producing these goods, it generates such valu­
able byproducts as social trust, political competence, 
and civic spirit. 

This last point is central to a number of recent stud­
ies of civil society. Robert Putnam's famous essay 
"Bowling Alone" argues that "the quality of public life 
and the performance of social institutions ... are pow­
erfully influenced by norms and networks of civic 
engagement." Political activity, social and economic 
coopera tion, and neighborhood comity are all pro­
moted, on this view, by the interactions of individuals 
in their clubs, leagues, organizations, and families. 

But contemporary accounts of civil society's impor­
tance are marked by anxiety as much as celebration . 
"Bowling Alone," as its title suggests, portrays a signif­
icant decline in our associational habits. Citing surveys 
that track levels of political participation, group mem­
bership, and even informal socializing over the past 
quarter century, Putnam argues that "Americans who 
ca me of age during the Depression and World War TI 
have been far more deeply engaged in the lives of their 
communities than the generations that have followed 
them." His diagnosis of civic decline has become a 
subject of vigorous debate, not all of which is accessi­
ble or comprehensible to non-sociologists. But if 
Putnam's diagnosis is sound, we must be concerned 
about depleting our stock of "social capital," defined 
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as the "norms, networks, and socia l trust" essential to 
a flouri shing democracy. 

Discussion of civil society is not limited to empirical 
debates over trends and countertrends in associational 
life. It is also about the optimal relation between civil 
society and the state, or between civil society and the 
marketplace. It is about the va lue of localism as 
opposed to the claims of national identity. It is about 
the best ways of cultivating certain democratic skills 
and civic virtues, and about the lost authority of insti­
tutions and communities that formerly established and 
enforced social norms. 

Last year, in connection with the deliberations of the 
National Commission on Civic Renewal, the Institute 
assembled a scholars' working group to address these 
and other issues bearing on civil society. The six essays 
that follow have been adapted from a series of papers 
by participants from a variety of disciplines-history, 
sociology, political science, and moral philosophy. (The 
working group's research will be more fully repre­
sented in a book-length collection to be published next 
year.) The Institute gratefully acknowledges the sup­
port of the Public Policy Program of the Pew 
Charitable Trusts, which has funded the Commission 
and its associated activities. 

-Robert K. Fullinwider 

Sources: Alexis de Tocqueville, Democmcy ;11 America, Book II 
(840); Theda Skocpol, "Nationa l Community and Civil 
Society," Newsletter of tile NatiO//{/1 Commission 011 Civic 
RCllewal, vol. I, no. 1 (Spring 1997); Benjamin R. Barber, "The 
Search for Civil SOCiety: Can We Restore the Middle Ground 
Between Government and Markets?" Tile New Democraf, no. 7 
(Marchi Apri11995); Robert D. Putnam, "Bowling Alone: 
America's Declining Socia l Capital/' JOllmal of Democmcy 
Oanuary 1995). 
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The Foundations of Trust 

I t is no secret that public trust in politicians and the 
political system has declined markedly in recent 

decad es. According to national surveys, many 
Americans no longer trust elected officials to keep their 
promises or to look out for interests of ordinary citi­
zens. The proportion of those who say they have 
"hardly any" confidence in the people running the 
executive branch of the federal government rose from 
18 percent in 1973 to 35 percent in 1994. Over the same 
time period, the number expressing low confidence in 
leaders of Congress increased from 15 percent to 40 
percent. 

But Americans are not only losing faith in politicians 
and other leaders. They are also less willing now than 
in the past to believe that people il1 general can be 
trusted. For example, the proportion agreeing that 
"most people can be trusted" fell from 55 percent in 
1960 to 34 percent in 1994, while the proportion saying 
"you can't be too careful in dealing with people" rose 
from 40 percent in 1960 to 61 percent in 1994. Taken at 
face va lue, these surveys point to growing fears­
about crime, hatred, and selfishness-and to rising 
cyniCism about human nature. Viewed more closely, 
they suggest that Americans are losing the capacity to 
work with one another, to cooperate and to give each 
other the benefit of the doubt. 

Of course, questions can be raised about these find ­
ings. It may be that the surveys are biased, eliciting 
responses that oversimplify people's own understand­
ings of trust. It may be the case, too, that people have 
good reasons for exercising caution in their dealings 
with others. Still, if trust is declining in the United 
States, then one of the ways to renew civil society may 
be to understand better the conditions that faci litate 
trust and the ones that erode it. In what follows, I con­
sider both the relevant survey data and the results of 
interviews in which people spoke in detail about their 
civic activities and beliefs, including some of their 
views about trust. 

What Surveys Show 
Though newspaper articles about trust tend to report 

aggregate measures, the evidence indicates that some 
groups in our society are more trusting than others. For 
example, Robert Putnam finds higher levels of tru st 
among people with higher levels of education. Whites 

are more likely than blacks to give trusting responses, 
and people who hold memberships in voluntary asso­
ciations are more trusting than non-members. 

Eric Uslaner's analysis of the data suggests that the 
standard survey question about trust can almost be 
thought of as a measure of optimism: people who have 
more advantages in life and who are more confident 
about their futures have more reasons to be optimistic 
and thus are more likely to give trusting responses. By 
implication, trust may be declining because many 
Americans do not feel as confident about the future in 
terms of economic opportunities as they did a few 
decades ago. 

Two other interpretations of trends in levels of trust 
also find support in the available data. First, some of 
the erosion in social trust is attributable to political 
scandals specifically, as well as to declining confidence 
in public leaders more genera lly. For example, 
National Election Survey questions about trust in peo­
ple show abrupt declines during the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, when the Vietnam war and Watergate 
were raising public concern about national leaders. 
Other surveys conducted in those years show that 
large numbers actually believed their trust had been 
shaken by Watergate. The Na tional Election data also 
show that some of the decline in generalized trust can 
be explained statistically by the decline in confidence 
in government officials. 

The other interpretation of trends in generalized trust 
comes from looking more closely at its relationship 
with education. In 1973, the largest differences in trust 
were between respondents who had graduated from 
high school and those who had not. By 1994, this differ­
ence had shrunk, but that between college graduates 
and high school graduates had increased. High school 
graduates in 1994 were about as likely to be trusting as 
those without high school degrees had been in 1973, 
while college graduates in 1994 resembled high school 
graduates in 1973. In addition, the 1994 data show that 
college graduates were significantly less likely to trust 
than were respondents with graduate degrees, whereas 
in 1973 this difference was not significant. 

These results confirm what other studies of college 
effects have long suggested: Higher education appears 
to be a measure of relative standing in the society, more 
so than a cognitive experience that shapes people's 
attitudes absolutely. As the proportion of Americans 
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with college and postgraduate degrees has expanded, 
the large number who have high school degrees or less 
have become more disadvantaged, and their declining 
sense of their own opportunities appears to be 
reflected in a lower likelihood of giving optimistic 
responses to questions about trust. This is not to deny 
that even the most privileged in terms of education 

Many people's willingness to trl/st 
ot/,ers seems to be a reflection of 

wltether or not they believe 
they can trust themselves. 

have also become somewhat less trusting. But it does 
appear that trust has fallen partly because people with 
the lowest levels of education have become more simi­
lar to one another in their views about trust, while 
there are greater differentials between these people 
and those with higher levels of education. 

A second data set that permits further analysis of 
trust comes from a 1982 survey which asked adults in a 
representative national sample how they perceived 
themselves. One of the questions asked people to rate 
themselves on a seven-point scale anchored at one end 
by the word "dependable" and at the other by the word 
"undependable." This question is conceptually interest­
ing because, as I shall suggest below, many people's 
willingness to trust others seems to be a reflection of 
whether or not they believe they can trust themselves. 

The variables that are significantly associated with 
describing oneself as dependable are essentially the 
same as those that in other surveys correlate with say­
ing that most people can be trusted. Having a college 
degree, being white, having an above-average family 
income, owning one's home, and scoring higher on a 
self-esteem scale are all associated with higher proba­
bilities of regarding oneself as dependable <as is civic 
participation, as measured by volunteering to help the 
poor and writing letters to public officials). I take these 
findings as added evidence that trust is influenced by 
personal circumstances. If generalized trust has been 
declining, the reason may not be simply that people 
believe others are having more difficulty living up to 
their agreements, or even because their faith in politi­
cians has been shaken. It has probably declined partly 
because people are less confident in their own capaci­
ties to hold up their share of the bargain. We shall have 
more opportunity to consider this possibility in look­
ing at the qualitative data. 

The final survey from which I have been able to 
draw observa tions on trust is my own 1992 national 
survey of 1,000 members of small support groups, 
from Bible study circles to twelve-step and self-help 
groups. This survey, unlike those that measure trust in 

unspecified "people," asked respondents about trust in 
a specific context, focusing on the trust that respon­
dents place in fellow members. 

The results show that the intimate and encompass­
ing interaction characteristic of support groups-in 
which people may eat together, sing, pray, and help 
others in their community-is associated with higher 
levels of trust. Other factors that did not show signifi­
cant relationships with trust were engaging in sports 
activities together <contrary to arguments about the 
beneficial effects of bowling leagues), discussing social 
or political issues, ha ving elected officers, having an 
agenda or schedule, and having business meetings. In 
short, informal interaction was conducive to trust, but 
formal structure was unrelated to trust. 

The study also suggests a reason why trust may be 
declining in the wider society. People in heterogeneous 
groups-especially ones that included diverse political 
views and mixed religious views-were less likely to 

The intimate interaction characteristic 
of support grol/ps is associated 

witlt hig//er levels of trust. 

rate their groups high on trust than were people in 
homogeneous groups. From this finding, it may be rea­
sonable to suspect that trust among the public at large 
has suffered as a result of acrimony between political 
or religious factions; it may also have been influenced 
by the growing diversity of the population in ethnic 
identities, lifestyles, and values. 

In sum, the various surveys show that opportunities 
to realize one's expectations are conducive to trust, 
whereas inequality and disadvantage are not. 
Perceptions of one's own reliability are an important 
consideration, and social interaction appears to 
enhance trust. The data also indicate that trust is 
always conditional: Nobody trusts everyone all the 
time. It is thus important to turn to qualitative data to 
see how people understand the conditions under 
which they can and cannot trust others. The goal is to 
identify the different kinds of mental frames that people 
bring to bear in deciding when and whether to trust. 

Trust from Within 
For some people, as the surveys suggest, trust in oth­

ers depends on a prior belief in their own trustworthi­
ness. As one man put it, "I feel if I can be trusted, I can 
trust other people. Throughout my lifetime I've found 
that to be true, that if you are up and above and honest 
with people, they will return that respect." His state­
ment focuses more on himself than on any particular 
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THIS YEAR I'M 
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BALL ALL 1'\.IE WAY 

TO OMAHA! 
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PEANUTS reprinted by pennission of United Featllre Syndicate, Inc. 

characteristic of others. It is also significant that he 
associates trustworthiness with being honest, rather 
than with being dependable-making good on every­
thing he promises. This allows him to see being trust­
worthy as entirely under his own control, rather than 
subject to contingencies that might prevent him from 
fulfilling other people'S expectations. 

Such seemingly minimal conditions can nevertheless 
become problematic. In other research, I have found 
that people are not at all sure (or in agreement) about 
what it means to be honest. For many, honesty is largely 
a subjective self-assessment that says, in effect, you are 
honest if you feel that you are honest. In the absence of 
clearer external standards, many people feel that they 
are operating largely within gray areas, especially in 
business or in their professional lives. As a result, they 
wonder whether or not they are truly honest. 

Generally, respondents who emphaSized certain 
characteristics of their own as the condition for trust­
ing others relied on one of three frames . The first is 
illustrated by the man we have just been considering. 
It is aptly described as a frame that emphasizes self­
knowledge-believing, for example, that you are honest, 

civil, and capable of judging people. Others felt certain 
that they could keep their mouths shut when they 
needed to, or that they would not make a promise they 
could not keep. 

A second frame emphaSizes personal experience. For 
example, a 44-year-old newspaper editor attributed his 
trustfulness to his growing up in a neighborhood 
where people knew one another and helped one 

People are not at all Sllre (or 
in agreement) abollt wllat 

it means to be 1wnest. 

another. This man did not simply generalize from his 
childhood experience by assuming that Virtually 
everyone he runs into in his present life can be trusted. 
Rather, he observed that his experiences had shaped 
him so that he is simply a trusting person. 

The third frame explains trustfulness as a leap of faith 
on the part of the person doing the trusting. Unlike the 
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first two, this frame implicitly assumes that trust may 
not be rational (at least not in terms of what one knows 
about how people behave), but argues that being trust­
ing is still a good way to live. One woman who works 
as an artist told us that she trusts most people, even 
though she has been "burned" a few times and is not 
naive. She explained her reason for trusting in terms of 
a faith commitment that causes her to focus on an 
inner self: "What I'm seeing is what's going on inside 
that person, I behold the Christ in you, the good stuff 
that connects us all, that's in all of us. That's where I 

Some respondents said 
they were simply happier or 

fOlllld thel) could get along better 
if they decided to be tn/sting. 

connect into people." But other respondents defended 
their leap of faith on pragmatic grounds; they said they 
were simply happier or found they could get along 
better if they decided to be trusting. 

Objects of Trust 
In contrast to those who made trust depend on 

sometlling in themselves, most of the people we talked 
to focused on attributes and conditions of those who 
would or wou ld not qualify as objects of trust. The 
most common of these conditions was also the most 
straightforward: people said they would trust others if 
those others had already proved to be reliable. In other 
words, trust d epended on a rational assessment of 
someone's performallce in the past and the likelihood 
that the future would hold similar performances by 
that person or by similar persons. This kind of trust, it 
should be noted , is highly contingent on the kind of 
people toward whom it is directed. Whereas a frame 
that emphasizes one's own trustworthiness suggests 
an inclination to trust most people under most circum­
stances, this one is more limited. 

Another frame that permits people to say they ca n 
trust o thers emphasizes resources. Objects of trust who 
have su ffi cient resources to carry through on their 
promises and to behave reliably are said to be trust­
worthy; in contras t, people with limited resources 
should perhaps not be trusted. A 43-year-old woman 
who manages a small company illustrated this frame 
when she said that her employees can generally be 
trusted because her firm supplies them w ith the 
resources they need to fulfill their responsibilities . 
She generalized from this example, saying, "If you 
give people responsibility and try and give them as 
many tools as you possibly can, they wo n' t disap­
point you." 
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Significantly, this is a frame that may influence peo­
ple's judgments of poli tical leaders as well as workers 
or friends. One of our respondents, a draftsman in his 
fifties, had concluded that public officials were unreli­
able, and produced tlus explanation of their failure to 
perform up to the public's expectations: "1 think they 
honestly believe that when they get in there they're 
going to be able to do all these things for you. My feel­
ing is once they are elected and they' re in the office, 
they learn the reality of those offices and they find out 
that things aren' t as easily done as they think they 
are." Like many of the people we talked to, the drafts­
man denied that his qual ified trust in politicians 
should be taken as incipient cynicism. He said he was 
merely being realistic in his expectations of what offi­
cials could and could not do. 

The main alternatives to frames that emphasize reli­
able performance are frames that emphasize some­
thing about the self of the person being trusted. These 
frames corne in several variants. One of the most com­
mon argues simply that you can trust people better if 
you know them well. It says nothing about whether or 
not these people have performed reliably in the past­
only that you know them well enough to assume that 
they are people of character, people who are somewhat 
like yourself in their values and their respect for com­
mon norms of decency. 

Some respondents were more specific about what it 
is in other people that makes them seem trustworthy. 
One frame (which was hinted at by the woman who 
focuses on the "Christ" in other people) draws a dis­
tinction between an inner self that is presumed to be 
more trustworthy and an outer self that may be more 
calculating, devious, or unreliable. The people who can 
be trusted are those who have been willing to disclose 
something about this inner self. 

This emphasis on self-disclosure means, perhaps 
obviously, that people are more likely to trust those 
with whom they have developed some intimacy. Yet 
this frame (like the one that emphasizes resources) 
sometimes figures in people's judgments of political 
leaders. For example, some of our respondents focus 
less on the official acts of politicians than on biographi­
cal details, body language, reports of affai rs, and the 
use or absence of certain words. They are very much 
aware of their leaders' personal foibles, and base their 
opinions on characteristics that may have little to do 
with performance in office. 

Alternatives to Trust 
Though the people in our study often expressed con­

cern about mistrust, many of them had found ways to 
negotiate their lives without being immobilized by it. 
They did so by relying on other mechanisms, such as 
laws, regulations, and marke ts, to minimize risk. For 
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example, the head of a baby-sitting cooperative in 
New Jersey told us that although her organization had 
200 members, only 8 families regularly used it. The 
reason, she thought, was that most of the members did 
not trust the other members well enough to feel com­
fortable leaving their children with them. Although 

People bring moral frameworks 
directly to bear on their 

thinking about trust. 

she tried to build trust by having parties and other 
"get acquainted" meetings, most of the members said 
they didn' t have time for such activities. Because they 
enjoyed upper-middle-class incomes, they used for­
profit day care centers instead. 

In a case like this, one could say that trust was being 
redirected from neighbors to for-profit day care cen­
ters. But this is not how the woman herself saw it. In 
her view, trust is "a personal thing." Like many of the 
people we interviewed, she makes it conditiona l on 
knowing something about the private life- the inner 
self-of another person. It seems better to her to say 
that people have confidence in day care centers. Trust is 
not at issue; confidence rests on knowing that these 
centers are licensed by the state, are governed by a 
number of laws and regulations, and must do their 
jobs well if they are to stay in business. 

Political mistrust can elicit a similar response: 
Americans mistrust individual politicians but find 
other ways to get on with their lives. Some say it is 
healthy to be skeptical toward politiCians, because crit­
ical questions get raised or because mistrust prevents 
politicians from assuming too much power. For many 
of the people we interviewed, mistrust was more of an 
irritation than a profound complaint because they felt 
the political system should not be doing very much 
anyway. Some believed that private volunteer organi­
zations were better suited to solving socia l problems. 
Following the 1996 election, during which high levels 
of mistrust toward the leading candidates were regis­
tered, the stock market soared to record highs; analysts 
attributed the increases to investors who saw that a 
divided government incapable of inspiring confidence 
would do little to upset their expectations. 

Implications for Civic Renewal 
The foregoing nevertheless suggests that trust is 

important enough that people are prepared to talk 
about it, generally in more complex ways than have 
been captured in public opinion polls. For most peo­
ple, trust is not simply a matter of making rational 

calculations about the possibility of benefiting by 
cooperating with someone else. Social scientists who 
reduce the study of trust to questions about rational 
choice, and who argue that it has nothing to do with 
moral discourse, miss this point. In interviews, people 
bring moral frameworks directly to bear on their think­
ing about trust, talking about how it is simply good to 
trust others, how trust depends on moral character, 
and how you have a moral obligation to fulfill the 
expectations of those who have placed trus t in you. 
Even if trust is taken as nothing more than an expecta­
tion of how someone will behave, it is invariably con­
ditioned by assumptions about one's own honesty, 
whether or not promises are morally binding, and how 
much the behavior of individuals is likely to be shaped 
by their moral commitments. 

Our surveys suggest that deliberate repair work 
needs to be done to restore trust that has been damaged 
by broken promises, disrupted relationships, and frag­
mented self-images. Clearly, it is not enough to argue 

Trust will not be I"estol"ed 
simply by getting people to join 

bowling leagues and otller 
civic organizations. 

that trust will be restored simply by getting people to 
join bowling leagues and other civic organizations. 
Many of the respondents who are active in such organi­
zations said that they had to work hard at building and 
maintaining trust. Rather than simply happening as 
members interacted, it required confrontations, staff 
meetings, bull sessions, phone calls, and mediation. 

People also talked about constructing rules within 
civic organizations that served as heuristics for making 
decisions about trust. These rules were often quite 
explicit: Members did not have to rely on implicit 
norms about whether or not to trus t someone who 
failed to show up for meetings or who took handouts 
but did not look for a job. Because these are gray areas, 
organizations created local understandings about how 
to regard such behavior. Consequently, participants 
did not have to trust a "generalized other," but could 
respond according to the rules they had learned in 
these organizations. The babY-Sitting co-op provided 
detailed information to members about what to expect 
and what not to expect; garden club members devel­
oped a voucher system to avoid confusion about who 
owed favors to whom; a homeless shelter adopted a 
rule that in effect told volunteers to trust whatever 
clients told them the first time, but to ask more ques­
tions on subsequent visits. In these ways, the presence 
of civic organizations helped to define the conditions 
under which trust could be exercised. 

7 
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The frames that privileged Americans use to justify 
their faith in people suggest a final lesson . Given that 
trust of others and hust of oneself depend so heavily on 
the resources and opportunities at one's disposal, the 
problem of mishust can only be addressed adequately 
by including efforts to redress injustice and inequality. 
It is not enough to blame negative campaign rhetoric or 
the nihilism of popular culture. African Americans are 
not less trusting than white European Americans 
because they watch the wrong kind of television. They 
are less trus ting because they have fewer economic 
resources to risk and are more in danger of being vic­
tims of violent crime. Those who generalize from their 
experiences in safe, affluent suburban families may not 
always recognize the importance of social circum­
stances in promoting a willingness to trust. 

-Robert Wuthnow 

Robert Wuthnow, professor of social science at Princeton 
University, is the author, most recently, of Poor Richard's 
Pri llciple: Recoverillg the Americt111 Dream throllgh tile Moral 
Dimension of Work, Bllsiness, and MOlley (Princeton University 
Press, 1996). Sources: General Social Surveys and other 
na tional surveys conducted by the National Opinion 
Research Center at the University of Chicago; Robert D. 
Putnam, "Bowling Alone: America's Declining Socia l 
Capital ," JOIlr/wl of Dcmocrncy (January 1995); Putnam, 
"Tuning [n, Tuning Out: TIle Strange Disappearance of Sociai 
Capital in America" (The Ithiel de So la Pool Lecture, 
American Politica l Science Associa ti on, 1995), P.$.: Political 
Science and Politics, vol. 27 (1 995); Putnam, "The Strange 
Disa ppearance of Civic America," Amel'icml Prospect (Winter 
1996) [http://epn.org/prospect/24/24putn .htmID; Eric M. 
Uslaner, ''Faith, Hope, and Charity: Social Capital, Trust, and 
Collective Action," unpublished paper, Department of 
Govern ment and Politics, University of Maryland (1996); Self­
Esteem Survey, Ga llup Organization (1982); Robert 
Wuthnow, Sharing the !ourlley: Support Groups and America's 
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The Moral Effects of Associational Life 

I t is a staple of liberal democratic theory that volun­
tary associations are central to politica l freedom, 

political stability, and political legitimacy. In recent 
years, this classic focus on the political functions of 
civil society has been supplanted by preoccupa tion 
with the moral effects of associationallife. Scholars and 
social commentators have taken up the theme that civil 
associations shape people's moral dispositions, and 
that this has direct and indirect consequences for 
democratic public culture and politics. 

It is important not to mistake this aspect of civil soci­
ety for the whole. Not all groups have a formative 
influence on the moral dispositions of members, nor 
do all the social and political functions of associa tions 
depend on their moral effects. Still, the moral valence 
of associationallife, and the capacity of civil society to 
prod uce virtuous (as well as competent) citizens, is a 
real concern. The oft-repeated view is that voluntary 
associa tions must assume the w ork of character­
formation and community-building, compensating for 
w hat are seen as either the natural limitations or per­
verse failings of public institutions. The cultiva tion of 
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democratic virtues must go on within the dense net­
works of civil society. But these pronouncements are 
shadowed by fears that civil society is itself in a weak­
ened condition, as grim surveys of group membership 
report a decline in "social connectedness." 

We may dissent from this analysis-as some of my 
colleagues do elsewhere in this Report-and insist on a 
broader accounting of the groups that contribute to 
social capital or democratic vitality. Still, there is no 
denying the pervasive sense that dis-association is 
widespread, along with the belief that it is linked to the 
decline of "basic values." Once the preserve of conser­
vatives, the claim tha t "in the modern world we need 
to recapture the d ensity of associa tional life and 
relearn the activities and understandings that go with 
it" is echoed across the political spectrum. 

Points of Disagreement 
That said, there is little consensus about the specific 

promises or failings of civil society. I want to survey 
these disagreements. They are honest disagreements, 
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deeply rooted, and no project of civic renewal can 
hope to overcome them. But it is always useful to clar­
ify our differences and to recognize the critical points 
at which we are speaking at cross-purposes. 

First of all, people disagree about what moral dispo­
sitions are vital to liberal democratic Citizenship, about 
the rank order of these virtues, and about which ones 
are in shortest supply. The catalogue of virtues ranges 
from the modest law-abidingness and habits of cooper­
ation that hold any society together, to willingness to 
work to support one's family, to the self-control to 

People disagree about W/lat 
moral dispositions are vital 

to liberal democratic citizenship. 

refrain from violence and public shows of disrespect. 
Most lists feature specifically political dispositions. But 
which ones? The catalogue ranges from tolerance to the 
wherewithal to exercise one's rights, to the more strin­
gent political competencies required for democratic 
deliberation and, if not full-blown "civic magnanim­
ity," at least a minuscule concern for the common good. 

Given the range of virtues judged wanting, it is 
hardly surprising that there is little agreement on the 
second matter: designating which associations do the 
work of cultivating moral dispositions, or should. 
Invocations of civil society are typically vague, and 
indicate little more than a general thesis in favor of a 
strong role for mediating institutions as supplements 
or replacements for the tutorial role of government. 
Strategies of avoidance are commonplace. The question 
of identifying formative groups is evaded if civil soci­
ety is defined very generally as "the realm of concrete 
and authentic solidarities where we become sociable or 
communal men and women." Hard questions are also 
evaded if civil society is defined narrowly in terms of 
beneficent, internally democratic, civic-minded groups, 
or religious groups with suitable tenets of faith (as 
opposed to "cults"). 

Even if we had consensus about what moral disposi­
tions are vital to civic renewal and w hich formative 
groups are promising schools of virtue, this would not 
produce agreement on the contentious subject of the 
genesis of associations and government's role in creating 
and sustaining some, regulating and outlawing others. 
One view has it that moralizing, socializing groups 
arise spontaneously, define their own goals, and are 
accountable only to themselves. Whether the analogy 
is to free-market forces or organic growth, the process 
is seen as unplanned and undirected. Associations per­
form vital mediating functions and may even cultivate 
specifically civic virtues, but unintentionally, so to 

speak, and without the guiding hand of the state. On 
this view, the spillover effects of moral education from 
one association to another and from there to public life 
are spontaneous as well. 

On another view, civic renewal depends on the con­
scious reproduction of democratic citizens. For censo­
rious advocates of associations as "private boot camps 
for citizenship," the internal lives of groups should 
mirror public norms. The logic of congruence 
demands more than assurance that secondary associa­
tions are free of force, fraud, and the most egregious 
private despotisms. Civic habits are developed 
through practice, the argument goes, and democratic 
practices-egalitarian fonns of authority, openness, 
rules of fairness, and so on-must be brought home to 
us at every opportunity. 

Both positions are consistent with public encourage­
ment of associations, and with government subsidy 
and support. For obvious reasons, advocates of con­
gruence are more inclined to insist on strong govern­
ment intervention in associationallife. Recall that the 
U.S. Supreme Court has found constitutional grounds 
to intervene in the membership practices of the 
Jaycees and other voluntary associations. Today, race 
and gender antidiscrimination law is generally applic­
able, and due process is the rule if not the practice in 
most groups. 

Nonetheless, proponents rarely recommend enforc­
ing strict congruence "all the way down." They stop at 
advocating government favoritism for congregational 
churches over hierarchic ones, for example, or legally 
mandating worker control over other forms of man­
agement on the grounds that participatory workplaces 
are essential arenas for cultivating a sense of political 
efficacy. We normally recognize the hubris of thinking 
that government can fill the alleged social void and 
generate, by incentive or fiat, groups that will inculcate 
virtue and promote democratic norms. We also recog­
nize the danger that politics will colonize and courts 
constitutionalize every aspect of social life. 

Finally, there is very basic disagreement when it 
comes to diagnosing the perceived breakdown 
between civil society and democratic government. 
Peter Berger and Richard Neuhaus staked out one 
position twenty years ago, when they designated gov­
ernment an overbearing "Leviathan" that crowds out 
social groups and takes over their traditional func­
tions, creating a fl rnass society" of isolated, anomie 
individuals. From this perspective, the critical need is 
to connect people to social formations in which moral 
dispositions and communal attachments are devel­
oped, and where the exercise of virtue is tangible. The 
axiom that "psychologically and sociologically ... any 
identity is better than none" indicates that a fear of 
atomism and anomie eclipses any fear we might have 
about the bad tendencies of groups. Associations will 
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perform not only a moralizing but also a mediating 
role, enhancing public as well as associationallife. 

A contrasting diagnosis argues that the problem is 
not atomism or a "missing middle" but the multiplica­
tion of groups that don't mediate but balkanize public 
life. On this view, liberal democracy is not too control­
ling but too self-effacing. Committed to freedom of 
association, it is home to every imaginable associa­
tion-authoritarian, elitist, hierarchic, sex ist, racist, 
blindly traditionalist, and paramilitary. It is too hos­
pitable to communitarian enclaves-whether Amish 
or Hasidim, armed Freemen, or walled and gated resi­
dential communities. It gives scope to fierce group loy­
alties that look on democratic dispositions and 
engagement in mainstream civic and political forums 
as unwanted, oppressive assimilation. From this per­
spective, the critical need is to loosen rather than 
strengthen the hold of gripping affiliations so that 
members have the psychological latitude to look 
beyond their groups and identify themselves as mem­
bers of a larger community. Civic renewal, it is argued, 
requires a stronger assertion of liberal democra tic val­
ues in both public and private life. 

A dose of sociologica l and psychologica l realism 
suggests that both diagnoses have merit. Processes of 
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connection and disconnection go on Simultaneously in 
our wildly pluralist society. Anomie, aggressive self­
interest, and powerful solidaristic group attachments 
coexist. Thus, we are right to look to associations to 
integrate radically disconnected individuals into forma­
tive groups, to chasten arrant egotism, and to loosen the 
hold of gripping, sometimes coercive subcommunities. 
I return to these themes in my conclusion. 

The Variability of Moral Effects 
If we think that civic renewal turns on our habitual 

dispositions, then we must focus attention on the expe­
rience of men and women personally and individually, 
both within and outside associationallife. Whatever its 
formal purpose and authority structure, the moral 
experiences an association provides any g iven member 
will depend in part on the vicissitudes of his or her 
own development and life his tory-that is, on the 
moral dispositions, ideological expectations, and expe­
riences of affiliation that the individual brings to it. The 
effect of membership may be to reinforce moral quali­
ties developed in the course of earlier attachments, or 
else to compensate for an absence of liberalizing / 
democratizing experiences. An association lllay 



I . i 

' . < 

: '.1 

. i 
',j 

Report from the Institute for Philosophy & Public Policy 

actively inhibit democratic dispositions and cut mem­
bers off frOtn other connections, or it may have little or 
no constitutive effect. 

Thus, it is difficult to assess the moral valence of 
associationallife, even on willing members. We cannot 
shepherd adults into presumptively benign groups, 
and if we could compel association, there is no assur­
ance that model arrangements would effectively influ­
ence dispositions in intended ways- not if we begin 
with people as they really are. Moreover, the moral 
valence of associationalliie is variable because associa­
tions themselves are hybrids. We cannot anticipate a 
group's moral effects on the basis of its formal purpose 
or organization or ideology. The "face value" of associ­
ationallife can be misleading. 

A few illustrations from the terrain of civil society 
indicate why the moral valence of associationallife is 
often indetern1inate. 

• Consider the 900,000 religious fellowship groups 
and 250,000 secular support groups in the U.s. that 
Robert Wuthnow has made vivid. Do they fuel narcis­
sism or cooperation? They seem to reinforce self­
involvement, since n1embers talk mainly about their 
own lives, the solution to problems is self­
transformation rather than collective action, and the 
measure of virtually any event is how it makes us feel. 
"Caring" is defined minimally as hearing one another 
out nonjudgmentally-hardly an onerous responsibil­
ity. In any case, these associations are typically too 
fluid to create sustained obligations. 

On the other hand, these groups provide the experi­
ence of reciprocity. Even if nu~mbers mainly take turns 
speaking about themselves, they do take turns, and 
they are expected to take a turn at encouraging others. 
These groups encourage melnbers to overcome hUlnil­
ity and passivity, which are not democratic virtues. 
And they accustom members to treat one another iden­
tically and with easy spontaneity, which is a good defi­
nition of civility in everyday life in America. They 
create the expectation that our pain and indignation at 
day-to-day unfairness and abuse will not be met with 
indifference, and thus may cultivate the iota of trust 
necessary for democratic citizens to speak out about 
ordinary injustice. 

• Here is a less subjective example of the complexity 
of associationallife and its variable moral effects. The 
15.0,000 homeowners associations around the country 
are run by elected boards of directors that assess resi­
dents, enforce internal regulations, and assign owners 
votes in proportion to their proprietary share. Do these 
associations transform neighbors into shareholders 
preoccupied with efficient Inanagement and value, 
generating an arid IIcorporate culturell at hOlne? Or 
should we see hOlneowners associations not as cold 
contractual arrangements but as elective communities 
based on covenants? They are not anti-worldly 

utopias, obviously, but they do provide the experience 
of co-ownership of common areas, rule-making, and 
self-governance in a distinctive social environment. Or 
should we see homeowners associations as democratic 
communities along the lines of mini local govern­
Inents, whose small scale is an invitation to effective 
participation? If so, should we require them to extend 
voting rights to all residents rather than to unit owners 
only? 

The various faces of associationallife are not mutu­
ally exclusive. For an individual member, the home­
owners association may operate mainly to increase 
appreciation for community and self-government. Or a 
member may see him- or herself principally as a share­
holder / investor in common property, with a stake in 
good management and a "maintenance-free lifestyle." 
Or membership can provoke resistance to cOlnmunity, 
and contrarian insistence on privacy rights, private 
ownership, and lmfettered personal liberty. The moral 
valence is variable. It is changeable for members them­
selves over time. 

• One last bit of terrain. A Montana Militiaman is 
described as "alive with conspiracies. They whir in his 
mind and welter in his heart, and they fill him so full 

We cannot anticipate a group's moral 
effects 011 the basis of its formal plllpose 

or organization or ideologtJ. 

of outrage and nervousness that he cannot ever stay 
still." Should we therefore commend the seventeen 
states that outlaw paramilitary groups outright? Or 
should we take some comfort from the fact that this 
conspiracist is securely ensconced in a remote 
compound? 

One leader believes that it is better to have "kooks 
and nutsll inside the organization than out of it on 
their own: 

"Out, they're liable to do most anything at any time without 
anybody knowing it except them. If they decide they want to 
go out and blow somebody up, okay, they go out and blow 
somebody up. But if they're part of a group ... well, then 
there's a good chance someone in the organization will know 
about it and they're going to take steps to bring this person 
under control." 

Raphael Ezekiel reports that the "scared, stranded" 
youths who join white racist groups have typically 
dropped out of school years before graduation. They 
have no prospects of work and no attachments. They are 
not driven by hate to join groups that mirror their beliefs; 
they are simply available. Sheer lack goes some way 
toward explaining why membership may be easy for 
them: recruits "have little in their heads to inhibit their 
adopting these [Nazillegends ... nothing from family or 
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environment got in the way." Once they become 
involved, however, lithe white supremacist movenlent­
for a while, at least-is a lifeline for these kids." 

Hate groups and paramilitary associations seem 
uncomplicatedly loathsome, obstacles to civic renewal. 
The fact that membership fulfills the "need" for a sense 
of belonging is irrelevant to moral development if 
belonging fails to provide some compensatory experi­
ence-to cultivate sell-worth, say, or to contain aggres­
sion. But in fact, members "derive a degree of 
self-confidence and dignity from the suggestion that 
they are engaged in a heroic struggle for the sake of a 
larger entity, the reborn family of Whites." Many are 
able to capitalize on their only experience of social 
union and move on to other, more benign associations. 

Standard approaclles are too quick to say 
that the business of civil society is to cultivate 

and diffuse liberal democratic virtues 
ratller tllan to temper and contain 

illiberal, antidemocratic vices. 

In practice, the life cycle of membership in these 
groups is typically brief. As one Klan leader on his 
way out of the movelnent explained, 

"I've let a lot of things slide, you know ... you put the Klan 
first. And I'm tired of me suffering, my mother suffering ... 
We don't own nothing. We don't !/ave nothing. And as you 
know, most Klan leaders .. . . are self-employed or don't work 
at all." 

Another member observed, 
"Girls that will put up with this are hard to come by .... I 
thought I had one, this girl here I dated for three years ... but 
you know, when she'd want to do something on the weekend 
I'd say, 'Well, we got a rally.'" 

He left for love. 
For those who do not experience alternative social 

pushes and pulls, exit is a matter of anomie drift. 
Unemployed and socially unattached, they are rarely 
recruited into other associations more congruent with 
public values. Yet the dispositions of these former 
members may make them effectively unavailable for 
recruihnent into benign associations in any case. 

I am not recommending hate groups. I use this 
example to highlight the dynamic interaction between 
associationallife and the vicissitudes of personal moral 
development. Membership does not occur in a psycho­
logical or social vacuum, and whether and how experi­
ences of association corne together in the lives of 
individuals is key to the moral effects of associational 
life. The example also serves notice that the moral 
effects of association may be negative-to contain 
viciousness, for instance. 
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A School of Virtue? 

Once we highlight the dynamics of membership­
the interaction between associationallife and the vicis­
situdes of personal moral development-certain limi­
tations of standard accounts of civil society as a school 
of virtue emerge sharply. 

First, these accounts tend to operate on the assump­
tion that the effects of an association on individual 
members can be predicted on the basis of a group's 
formal purpose, structure, or ideology. By now, the 
limitations of this assumption are familiar. The internal 
culture of most groups is rarely unitary-homeowners 
associations, for example, provide ample opportunity 
for both self-government and proprietary self-concern. 
The moral deficits of members, and the roots of their 
moral fragility, are varied and unpredictable. So it 
really should not be surprising that what works as an 
effective school of virtue will vary, too. 

Another misleading feature of standard accounts is 
the "transmission belt" model, which says that the 
moral effects of membership spill over from one 
sphere to another. The term "mediating" is meant to 
convey the idea that associations or informal social 
networks are not just internally cooperative, for exam­
ple. Rather, cooperation begets cooperation-larger­
scale social connectedness that ultimately benefits 
democratic public life. This is a doubtful general 
proposition. (Unregrettably, since the logic of the 
"transmission belt" applies to vices.) After all, it is sim­
ply not the case that labor in an authoritarian work­
place produces incorrigibly submissive characters, or 
that observant Roman Catholics are ritualistic, ortho­
dox Jews legalistic, and followers of charismatic minis­
ters enthusiastic in every domain. 

In fact, the experience of pluralism- of participating 
in various spheres of public and associationallife­
cultivates a capacity to differentiate among these 
spheres and adjust our conduct to them. So even if we 
are subject to (or inflict) prejudice, arbitrariness, or def­
erence in one domain, we may be able to exhibit an 
iota of tolerance in public arenas, say, or fairness in hir­
ing. Which is why fear for the effects of association on 
members' overall disposition and conduct (liberal sus­
picion of traditionalist groups, for instance) may be 
exaggerated. 

Finally, it emerges from my examples that standard 
approaches are too quick to say that the business of 
civil society is to cultivate and diffuse liberal democra­
tic virtues rather than to temper and contain illiberal, 
antidemocratic vices. We should always be open to 
improvement, but sociologists remind us that deviance 
is as much a part of social life as the reproduction of 
norms. Surely it is important that groups provide rela­
tively benign outlets for ineradicable viciousness, 
intolerance, or arrant self-interest, and that antidemoc­
ratic dispositions be contained when they cannot be 
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corrected. In some instances, only a fine line separates 
the respects in which associations function as "safety 
valves" from their posing a "clear and present danger." 
But for the most part, the negative uses of pluralism 
are crucial. Groups that are home to authoritarianism 
or deference, intolerance or arbitrariness are inelim­
inable. Democracy generates them and freedom of 
association protects them. Of course, we should fight 
these impulses in ourselves and challenge their 
appearance in public life. At the same time, we can rec­
ognize their moral uses. Without these groups there 
would be fewer sources of the "primary good" of self­
respect and less containment of irrepressible vices. 

The Moral Uses of Pluralism 
Nothing in the existence of a plurality of associations 

per se insures that the moral effects I have described 
will actually be felt in individual lives. The moral uses 
of association depend, in addition, on making the expe­
rience of pluralism available to men and women person­
ally and individually. Very simply, the possibility that 
membership provides a beneficial experience of coop­
eration, of moral reinforcement or reparation, or of 
grim containment, is enhanced when there are ample 
opportunities for diverse and shifting involvements. 

Government has a predominantly enabling role in 
facilitating the moral uses of pluralism: by creating a 
climate conducive to the formation of associations and 
to the possibility of shifting involvements among 
them. Tax policy can play an important part here, and 
so can a policy of doing as little as possible to inhibit 
schism within established groups. Courts decline to 
intervene in the internal disputes of religious associa­
tions over leadership, discipline, doctrine, and mem­
bership, a posture favorable to the reform and creation 
of religious groups. The same spirit should guide 
courts and legislatures with respect to secular volun­
tary associations. This is not a matter of favoring nov­
elty and fickleness over establishment and 
commitment. It is simply to say that forming, joining, 
splitting, and leaving associations are as personally 
significant as communitarian "belonging"; indeed, 
they are typically a prelude to it. Liberty and discon­
tent produce associations, after all, including "tradi­
tionalist" ones. The objective is to create conditions for 
the independence and proliferation of groups, indi­
rectly increasing the likelihood that individuals will 
find their way into associations where there is a flfit" 
with their moral needs. 

Less obviously, pluralism is served when there is a 
strong background of public institutions and democra­
tic political culture that impresses on us our identity as 
members of a larger political society. For example, 
public policy encourages both shifting involvements 
and appreciation for political community when it 

insures that our rights, welfare, and public standing 
are unaffected by our associations or by changes in 
affiliation. It can do this by disconnecting health care 
benefits and pensions from specific places of employ­
ment, for example, or by insisting that even self­
contained religious communities (like the cultish 
Alamo Foundation or the Amish) pay members mini­
mum wages for their work and contribute to Social 
Security, so that economic dependency does not make 
leaving inconceivable. Homeowners in residential 
associations resist what they call "double taxation," 
but municipalities should require them to pay prop­
erty taxes in full as well as internal assessments, dis­
pelling any thought that they are separate enclaves 
and that membership substitutes for local citizenship. 

In outlining an indirect role for government in sup­
porting the moral uses of pluralism by individuals, I 
do not mean to reject entirely direct public encourage­
ment and support for associations judged particularly 
beneficial to civic renewal. Government has a role as 
tutor and promoter, and we can expect public officials 
to single out exemplary groups for recognition. Yet I 
doubt that this is more effective than indirect reinforce­
ment of pluralism and shifting involvements. Besides, 
an articulated public policy of civic renewal through 
associations carries the danger of creating expecta­
tions-peculiarly sensitive and ambitious expecta­
tions-that we cannot afford to have disappointed. 

We should recognize that the civic-minded groups 
most likely to benefit from a public imprimatur are 
unable to reach everyone, least of all the most isolated 
and anomic. They are unlikely to operate on a scale 
capable of turning around the wholesale perception of 
civic decline, especially among American Jeremiahs. 
Public efforts to create or support exemplary associa­
tions have their place. But they should not eclipse sus­
tained commitment to insuring the vital overall 
conditions that encourage pluralism and shifting 
involvements. 

-Nancy L. Rosenblum 
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American Civil Society Talk 

Over the past few years, the United States has seen 
a striking revival of interest in civil society as the 

source of trust, the key to social integration, and the 
basis of strong democracy. It is instructive to compare 
this turn in American thought with an earlier revival 
in the 19505. At that time, concerns about "civic cul­
ture" were driven by fears of American weakness in 
confronting a totalitarian state. Now it is dissatisfac­
tion with the social and cultural effects of moderniza­
tion that motivates civil society talk. Models of social 
integration, civic engagement, and associationallife 
which were once taken for granted are being strained 

It matters venJ much 
which concept of civil socieh; 

we use and seek to foster. 

by new forms of social diversity, by institutional 
transformation, and by technical, economic, and cul­
tural change. These strains have occurred, moreover, 
just when the need for an active civil society seems 
particularly great. Neither the centralized state nor 
the magic of the marketplace appears to offer effec­
tive, liberal, and democratic solutions to the problems 
of post-industrial societies in an era of globalization. 
And so, despite its troubles, "civil society" has 
become a slogan for the 1990s because it seems to rep­
resent an alternative center for political and economic 
initiatives. 

Unfortunately, the idealized, one-dimensional ver­
sion of the concept that is being revived is hardly up 
to the task. This version narrowly equates civil soci­
ety with traditional forms of voluntary association, 
emphasizing informal modes of socialization that are 
said to foster civic virtue and the moral "habits of the 
heart" necessary to make democracy work. Such a 
concept is both theoretically impoverished and politi­
cally suspect; it blocks efforts even to articulate, much 
less resolve, the critical problems facing denlocratic 
polities in the coming century. We cannot assume, 
therefore, that American civil society talk necessarily 
presages a new era of civic renewal. It matters very 
much which concept of civil society we use and seek 
to foster. 
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Earlier Traditions 
In nineteenth-century sources, "civil society" is a 

rich and multi-leveled idea. It is characterized by social 
interaction, of course, but also by individual self­
development and ethical choice. It is pluralistic, offer­
ing space to groups with different world views and 
interests. It cultivates public discussion through its use 
of communications media (at that time, print). And all 
of these values embodied in civil society-individual­
ity, plurality, publicity-are protected by a system of 
rights and the rule of law. 

Twentieth-century European analysts of civil society, 
beginning with Antonio Gramsci, added three crucial 
components to this understanding. The first was an 
emphasis on the cultural and symbolic dimension of 
civil society-its role in the formation of values, action­
orienting norms, meanings, and identifications. From 
this perspective, civil society does not only translnit or 
inculcate established practices or beliefs. It is also a site 
of social contestation, wherein collective identities, eth­
ical values, and alliances are forged. In this conception, 
then, the discourses and culture of civil society are 
politically relevant and multiple. 

The second major contribution of twentieth-century 
analysts was an emphasis on the most dynamic, cre­
ative side of civil society-informal networks, initia­
tives and social lTIOVements, as distinct from more 
formal voluntary associations and institutions and 
from class organizations (political parties, unions). 
Social movements articulate new social concerns and 
projects; they generate new valnes and collective iden­
tities. In struggles over democratization, they seek to 
reform not only the polity, but also the institutions of 
civil society itself. 

The final key contribution in this century has been 
the communicative, deliberative conception of the 
"public sphere," developed primarily by Jurgen 
Habermas and his followers . The public sphere is 
where people can discuss matters of mutual concern as 
peers, and learn about facts, events, and the opinions, 
interests, and perspectives of others. Discourse on val­
ues, norms, laws, and poliCies generates politically rel­
evant public opinion. These discussions can occur 
within various units of civil society (thus, we can speak 
of multiple "public spheres" or "civil publics"). But 
there is also a larger public sphere that mediates 
among the various nlini-publics that emerge within 
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and across associations, movements, religious organi­
zations, clubs, loca l organizations of concerned citi­
zens, and informal social networks in the creation of 
public opinion. 

Habermas also recognizes institutionalized civil and 
political publics, such as legislatures and constitutional 
courts. Public opinion is meant to influence the debates 
within these institutions, and to bring under informal 
control the actions and deci sions of rulers and law­
makers. Openness of access and parity of participation 
(equa l voice) is the ideal underlying every institutional 
arrangement claiming democratic legitimacy. All citi­
zens affected by public policy and laws should have 
the right to articulate their views, and all participants 
should be able to do so on equal terms. 

This concept of the public sphere is the normative 
core of the idea of civil society and the heart of any 

Tile cOllcept of the public spllel'e 
is tl,e normative core of civil societt) 

and the heart of any cOllception 
of democracy. 

conception of democracy. The political legitimacy of 
modern constitutional democracies rests on the princi­
ple that action-orienting norms, practices, policies, 
and claims to authority can be contested by citizens 
and must be affirmed or redeemed in public dis­
course. As Claus Offe has recently argued, uncon­
strained critica l discourse in the public sphere 
(secured by rights) is the form of institutiona lized 
"distrust" that is actually crucial to maintaining 
trust-belief in legitimacy-in constitutional democ­
racies. I would defend an even stronger claim: the 
modern form of democracy can be defined as the delib­
erative genesis and justification of public policy in 
political and civil public spaces. 

Without the concept of the public sphere, civil soci­
ety talk becomes hopelessly one-sided and analytically 
useless. Relying, as we shall see, on notions of "trust" 
and "social capital," it cannot articulate the complex 
relation between social and political institutions. 

Voluntary Association and Democracy 
Tn hi s extraordinarily influential book Making 

Democmcy Work, Robert Putnam argues that democra­
tic government is more responsive and effective when 
it faces a vigorous civil society. A civic culture of "gen­
eralized trust" and social solidarity, peopled by citi­
zens willing and able to cooperate in joint ventures, is 
an important prerequisite of a vita l democracy. Such a 
culture- which Putnam found in northern Italy- is 
best nourished by voluntary associations that cut 

across social divi sions, that are egalitarian rather 
than hierarchical, and that treat citizens as partici­
pants rather than clients. It is these associations that 
are most likely to foster wider social cooperation, to 
reinforce norms of reciprocity, and thus to "make 
denlocracy work." 

The indicators of democratic health that Putnam 
cites are similar to those mentioned in the "civic cul­
ture" studies of the 1950s: the number of voluntary 
associations, the incidence of newspaper readership (a 
sign of informed interest in community affairs), elec­
toral turnout, and a range of civic attitudes including 
law-abidingness, interpersonal trust, and genera l 
cooperativeness. These habits and normative orienta­
tions, as well as their transmission over time, are ana­
lyzed as forms of "social capital" - defined as the 
social stock of trust, norms, and networks that facilitate 
coordinated actions. 

In Putnam's historical chapters-his rich descrip­
tions of the emergence of civicness and what it needed 
to take root, at least in the north of Italy- he acknowl­
edges other contributory factors to civic culture apart 
from the dense networks of associationallife. For exam­
ple, he mentions the importance of institutions and 
institutionalized norms, such as the professionalization 
of public administration and credible state impartiality 
in the enforcement of laws, for the maintenance of 
social trust. Strong and autonomous courts, reliable 
administrative state structures, and confidence that leg­
islative processes and the administration of justice will 
be impartial, seem to be essential background condi­
tions if networks of civic associations are to succeed in 
generating solidarity outside the bonds of kinship. 

Thus, on the descriptive level, at leas t, Putnam's 
book can hardly be charged with reductionism. Yet the 
concluding theoretica l chapter, "Social Capital and 
Institutional Success," is open to such a charge. This 
important chapter asks how "virtuous circles" gener­
ate, generalize, and transmit traditions of civic engage­
ment through centuries of radical social, economic, 
and political change. Putnam dismisses the classic 
Hobbesian solu tion-that the state secures people's 
trust in everyone's willingness to cooperate equally by 
enforcing cooperation for the common good. The use 
of force is expensive, Putnam observes, and impartial 
enforcement is subject to the very dilemma it aims to 
solve: what power will ensure that the sovereign does 
not defect? Nor can institutional design ensure impar­
tiality, since trus t and generalized reciprocity would 
seem to be prerequisites for establishing impartial 
institutions in the first place. 

Putnam accordingly turns away from state struc­
tures to "soft" sociocultural solutions. Dense networks 
of civic involvement are both a sign and a source of 
social capital. Participation in voluntary associations 
promotes cooperation and generates social trust, thus 
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allowing dilemmas of collective action to be resolved. 
Dense networks of associations entail repeated 
exchanges of what he calls "short-term altruism" and 
"long-term self-interest"-I help you out now in the 
expectation that you will help me out in the future. 
These rational exchanges, and the direct experience of 
reliability, repeated over a period of time, encourage 
the development of a norm of generalized reciprocity. 
Apparently such experiences produce "moral 
resources" which can be transmitted over generations 
and whose supply increases through use. 

That voluntary association is evidence of social coop­
eration and trust is both undeniable and almost tauto­
logical, but why is it construed as the only Significant 
source of social capital? Why are democratic political 
institutions, the public sphere, and law absent from the 
theoretical analysis of how social trust is developed? 
The answer is obvious: once the state is defined and 
dismissed as a third-party enforcer, once law is turned 
into sanctions that provide for a certain level of social 
order but no more, once institutions are dismissed as 
irrelevant to social trust because their genesis already 
presupposes social trust, and once a vital civil society 
is reduced to the presence or absence of intermediate 
voluntary associations, no other source of social trust is 
conceivable. 
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Because it operates with an overly narrow concep­
tion of civil society, Putnam's theoretical analysis 
(unlike his descriptive history) screens out the role of 
law and political institutions in fostering civicness, as 
well as the reCiprocal influence of civil publics on the 
state and on civil institutions. And this failure to 
include publics and networks of communication in the 
conceptualization of civil society is one of the main 
drawbacks of the theory as a theory of democracy. 

Voice and Democratic Competence 
We have seen that for Putnam, democracy relies on 

the social capital generated by egalitarian, participatory 
associations. Too little, though, is said about why these 
associations, rather than hierarchical ones, are critical to 
the creation of social capital. One explanation might be 
that norms of reciprocity are more likely to be respected 
between agents of equal status and power. These norms 
will obviously be central to an analysis that emphasizes 
the strategic benefits of cooperation and the cultivation 
of trust. 

A better explanation, I think, would be that partici­
pation as equals in the exchange of opinions and in collec­
tive deliberations over associational affairs is what allows 
people to develop interactive abilities and democratic 
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competence. But this argument cannot be made with­
out complicating Putnam's theoretical framework, 
since it caUs attention to the voice people have in an 
association's internal public sphere. Hierarchical, 
authoritarian associations are not necessarily inferior 
to egalitarian ones when it comes to generating loyalty 
and skill in strategic action. But I suspect that only 
associations of equals, foUowing the relevant norms of 
discourse and deliberation, can develop the 
communicative competence and interactive abilities 
important to democracy. 

This is not to say that the state should require civil 
associations to be organized democraticaUy. I agree 
with Nancy Rosenblum's argument, elsewhere in this 
issue, that the plurality and multiplicity of civil asso­
ciations have "moral effects" that help foster and 
maintain a liberal, tolerant civil society. But I am also 
convinced that democratic competence cannot be 
learned in hierarchical settings. Moreover, I suspect 
that the presence of democraticaUy structured associ­
ations is what renders benign the effects of member­
ship in hierarchical, authoritarian groups on the 
larger society. If all the myriad associations of civil 
society were structured hierarchically, I doubt that 
either democratic competence or even liberal toler­
ance among citizens would be widespread. But with­
out the normative concept of the deliberative public 
sphere understood as a core principle of civil society, 
such arguments cannot be made, much less tested, 
and the advantage of egalitarian over hierarchical 
associations remains unclear. 

The Metaphor of Sodal Capital 
A second difficulty follows from Putnam's emphasis 

on voluntary association and ills use of the concept of 
social capital. His analysis fails to explain how the trust 
produced within voluntary associations becomes gen­
eralized; that is, how intergroup trust becomes trust of 
strangers or institutions outside the group. Instead, 
Putnam asks us simply to accept that willingness to act 
together for mutual benefit in a small group translates 
into willingness to act for the common good. In other 
words, ills analYSis offers no mechanism for explaining 
the emergence of those goods to willch the term "social 
trust" presumably refers. 

At fault here, I believe, is the use Putnam makes of 
the concept of social capital. Tills metaphor allows the 
theorist to finesse the issue of generalization and to 
blur the clistinctions between at least five very different 
things: individual trust, general norms of reciprocity, 
belief in the legitimacy of institutionalized norms, con­
fidence that these will motivate the action of institu­
tional actors and ordinary citizens, and the 
transmission of cultural traditions, patterns, and val­
ues. It does so by suggesting a false analogy between 

direct interpersonal social relations and economic 
exchanges on the market. 

Capital accumulated in one context can of course be 
invested in another place: it can easily be saved, inher­
ited, and exchanged, regardless of its particular form, 
because there is a universal equivalent for it­
money-and an institutional framework for the 
exchange-the market economy. Interpersonal trust, 
on the other hand, is by definition specific and contex­
tual-one trusts particular people because of repeated 
interactions with them in specific contexts in which 
reciprocity is directly experienced. Interpersonal trust 
generated in face-to-face relationships is not an 
instance of a more general impersonal phenomenon. 
Nor can it simply be transferred to others or to other 
contexts. Indeed, it is entirely possible that without 
other mechanisms for the generalization of trust, par­
ticipation in associations and membership in social 
networks could foster particularism, localism, intoler­
ance, exclusion, and generalized mistrust of outsiders, 
of the law, and of government. 

Interpersonal trust involves not only the experience 
of reliability of the other but also the moral obligation 
of the trusted person to honor the trust bestowed upon 
her and the mutual expectation that each understands 
this principle and will be motivated to act accordingly. 

The metaphor of "social capital" 
suggests a false analOgi} between 

direct interpersonal social relations 
and economic exchanges on the market. 

The principle of reciprocity must be institutionalized, 
on the one side, and the aspiration/motivation to be 
trustworthy must have become part of one's identity, 
as it were, on the other. But in order to see what role 
institutions might play in tills process, one must, again, 
understand law and the state as something more than 
a third-party enforcer. At the very least, the two­
sidedness of law-law as sanction and law as institu­
tionalized cultural values, norms, rules and rights­
would have to be explored. Only then would it be pos­
sible to reflect on the role of law and rights in establish­
ing universalistic norms as functional equivalents for 
personalized trust, and in substituting confidence in 
abstract institutions (backed up by sanctions) and 
belief in their legitimacy, purpose, and particular 
norms, for direct interpersonal ties. 

For example, legal norms of procedural fairness, 
impartiality, and justice that give structure to state and 
some civil institutions, limit favoritism and arbitrari­
ness, and protect merit are the prerequisites for society­
wide "general trust," at least in a modern society. So is 
the expectation that institutional actors will live up to 
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and enforce the norms of the institutional setting in 
which they interact. Rights, on the other hand, ensure 
that trust is warranted insofar as they provide individ­
uals the opportunity to demand that violations of legit­
imate reciprocal expectations be sanctioned. 

It makes little sense to use the category of generalized 
trust to describe one's attitude toward law or govern­
ment. One can only trust people, because only people can 
fulfill obligations. But institutions (legal and other) can 
provide functional equivalents for interpersonal trust in 
impersonal settings involving interactions with 
strangers, because they establish action-orienting norms 
and the expectation that these will be honored . What 
Durkheim once called "professional ethics" would seem 
to be especially critical here. If one knows one can 
expect impartiality from a judge, care and concern from 
a doctor, protection from police, objectivity and veracity 
from a journalist, concern for the common good from 
legislators, and so on, then one can develop confidence 
(instead of cynicism) that shared institutionalized norms 
and cultural values will orient the action of powerful 
others. But confidence of this sort also presupposes pub­
lic spaces in which the validity of such norms and the 
fairness of procedures can be challenged, revised, 
redeemed or reinforced through critique. 

Although I have said that Putnam's narrow theoreti­
cal framework prevents him from articulating these 
complex interrelations, Making DemocraClj Work is open 
to a more sophisticated interpretation. After all, the 
book traces the effects of institutional reform in Italy: 
the devolution of important powers from a centralized 
state to newly created regional political public spaces, 
closer to the populace and open to their influence. 
Moreover, many of the vital elements of a richer 
society-centered analysis are at least mentioned in the 
text. In claiming that dense networks of civic engage­
ment generate greater trust, participation, and stronger 
democracy, Putnam implicitly relies on the concept of 
the public sphere. Indeed, Putnam's own research sug­
gests that well-designed political institutions are crucial 
to fostering civic spirit because they provide enabling 
conditions- a political opportunity structure- that can 
become an incentive for the emergence of civil actors 
and a target of influence for them once they do. 

New Elements of Civil Society 

I conclude by examining one other feature of 
American civil society talk: the distinction made 
between local, "secondary" associations like the Elks 
Club-which are said to be in decline- and the new 
"tertiary," mass-membership organizations, from the 
National Organization for Women to the American 
Association of Retired Persons. Putnam and others 
have argued that whereas the traditional groups 
offered opportunities for face-to-face interactions, 
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these new associations rely on abstract impersonal ties 
of people to common symbols, texts, leaders, and 
ideals. According to the theory of social capital, associ­
ational membership should increase social trust. But 
apparently membership in tertiary groups does not 
yield the kind of social connectedness that generates 
social capital. Here, then, is one source for the rhetoric 
of civic and moral decline. 

Other evidence, however, does not support this con­
clusion. For example, a recent study by Sidney Verba 
and his colleagues indicates that the falloff in voter 
turnout is not part of a general erosion in voluntary 

Different sorts of social activittj 
are serving purposes similar to 

those of traditional forms 
of secondary association. 

activity or political participation. They report increases 
in certain forms of civic activism, such as membership 
in community problem-solving organizations. Mean­
while, some older types of associational membership 
and activities have been expanding, both numerically 
and qualitatively. And different loci and sorts of social 
activity are serving purposes similar to those of tradi­
tional forms of secondary association. 

The political engagement of contemporary citizens is 
episodic and increasingly issue-oriented. Membership 
in political parties, labor unions, and traditional volun­
tary associations may have declined, but the willing­
ness of Americans to mobilize periodically on local 
and national levels around concerns that affect them 
cannot be deduced from this fact. The allegedly 
unci vic generations of the 1960s and 1970s created the 
first consumers' movement since the 1930s, the first 
environmental movement since the turn of the century, 
public health movements, grassroots activism and 
community organizing, the most important feminist 
movement since the prewar period, the civil rights 
movement, and innumerable transnational organiza­
tions and civic movements, all of which have led to 
unprecedented advances in rights and social justice. 

This highly civic activism is not the product of disas­
sociated individuals mobilized by direct mailings or 
glib leaders. It draws instead on myriad small-scale 
groups different in kind from Putnam's preferred 
intermediary organizations but most certainly involv­
ing face-to-face interpersonal interaction and opposi­
tional public spheres, as well as more generalized 
forms of communication. In other words, the forms of 
association out of which mass mobilizations emerge 
nowadays might not involve organizations with offi­
cial membership lists, but they can and often do 
involve discussion groups, CONsciousness-raising 
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groups, self-help groups, and the like-surely signs of 
the ability to connect and act in concert. 

The real question for analysts of civil society is why 
certain forms of civic activity appear when they do. 
Surely the "political opportunity structure" afforded by 
the state and political culture, legal developments, and 
the organization of economic life, along with the nature 
of other dimensions of civil society, would have to be 
analyzed in order to arrive at an answer. Such an analy­
sis may well conclude that institutional redesign of var­
ious aspects of the political (and economic) system is 
necessary to strengthen new sorts of civil sociality. 

Conclusion 
I have argued in this paper that a narrow conception 

of civil society obscures and miscasts important prob­
lems, not that these problems do not exist. There is no 
question that established modes of civic engagement, 
political participation, and social integration are all in 
crisis today. But the dichotomous thinking tha t 
opposes civil society to the state, duties to rights, cus­
tom to code, informal to formal socia li zation (as khe 
source of trust), and status to contract leads to an over­
hasty conclusion (that social capital has disappeared) 
and a set of false policy choices. 

Such considerations do not replace a society­
centered analysis with a state-oriented one. Rather, if 
we had a rich conception of civil society that included 
the civil public sphere, we could fruitfully consider the 
reciprocal lines of influence between it, the state, and 
the economy. This perspective cou ld point us to an 
important range of questions begging for serious 
research. For example, what is an optimal relation (or 
division of labor) among the state, civil society and the 
market under contemporary conditions? What institu­
tional reforms or redesigns are necessary to accom­
plish the material goals of the welfare state without 
destroying incentives for individual and group initia­
tive or responsibility? What type of federalism can 
encourage democratic participation and citizen initia­
tive without feeding into parochialism and local intol­
erance? What legal paradigm could guarantee the 
basic rights of civil society without sacrifjcing public to 
private autonomy? What conception of constitutional­
ism could protect the plurality of forms of life within 
civil society from intolerant majorities without reifying 
"difference"? How can the media of communication, 
which are crucial to the generalization of norms of rec­
iprocity, be more receptive to civil input without allow­
ing the power of money to control the agend a of 
debate and to silence others? And what effect does the 
ever more prominent role of money in politics have on 
the vitality of civil and political institutions? 

Civic renewal requires us to ask how the state, law, 
and the professions might pre-structure the terrain so 

that the autonomy of civil society, the vitality of civil 
publics, and civicness may be strengthened. In particu­
lar, it requires us to ask how the state can be made 
more receptive to organjzational initiatives and public 
expression from within civil society. The rhetoric of civic 
and moral decline does not address such questions. But 
they should be at the heart of democratic theory 
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Will the Circle Be Unbroken? 
The Erosion and Transformation of 

African American Civic Life 

Scholarly and popular debates about restoring 
America's civic health are fraught with contradic­

tions. While social, political, and economic changes 
over the past decades have undoubtedly altered the 
meaning and nature of civil society in contemporary 
America, just how and to what degree these changes 
have affected the nation's civic life remains largely 
unsettled. Misconceptions and contradictions abound 
particularly when we consider the nature and meaning 
of civic life for African Americans. 

Historically, political behavior in the black commu­
nity has been characterized by a set of distinctive atti­
tudes and participatory norms. Scholars have 
consistently shown, for example, that African 
Americans have higher levels of mistrust toward gov­
ernment institutions than are found in the mainstream 

For blacks, distrust ill government 
has had a paradoxicallillk to 

civic engagement. 

population, yet this has not always been a sign of civic 
decay. Social movements, a vital though largely over­
looked component of American civil society in general, 
have been especially important for African Americans, 
most obviously, though not exclusively, during the 
activist 19605. 

This essay aims to assess the current state of black 
civic life by examining survey data on social and polit­
ical activity. Using the 1960s as a benchmark, I examine 
both the nature and intensity of black participation at 
the height of the civil rights movement, and compare 
patterns of participation then to patterns in the con­
temporary period. In addition to looking at trends in 
various formal modes of political participation-cam­
paigning for political candidates, contributing to polit­
ical campaigns-I explore changes in group 
membership and participation in community-oriented 
activities. Finally, I consider patterns in organizational 
life across social class, and speculate on how poverty 
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in inner-city communities may have disrupted the ties 
that kept black civic life intact for generations. 

Social and Political Participation 
In theory, confid ence in governmental ins titutions 

makes for a strong democracy by encouraging citizens 
to participate in the workings of the polity. But for 
blacks, distrust in government has had a paradoxical 
link to civic engagement. Politica l scientist Richard 
Shingles and others have shown that black political 
activism is motivated primarily by feelings of black 
solidarity. These feelings, in turn, are stimulated by a 
combination of confidence in one's own political effi­
cacy and cynicism towards government. This combi­
nation of efficacy and mistrust is particularly 
important in motivating blacks to participate in modes 
of political action that require a great deal of personal 
initiative. As Shingles explains, cynicism and feelings 
of competence create a "mentally healthier and politi­
cally more active black citizenry." 

Research during the 1950s and 1960s showed that, 
controlling for education and other indicators of social 
class, blacks engaged more in social and political activ­
ities than did whites. Two main explanations were put 
forward at that time: blacks "over-participated" either 
because they needed to compensate for their exclusion 
from mainstream society by joining numerous groups, 
or because they were a part of an "ethnic community" 
that nurtured norms of community involvement. The 
compensation theorists described greater-than-white 
participation as IIpathological," "excessive," "exagger­
ated," and "a mark of oppression," while the ethnic 
community theorists acknowledged (at least indi­
rectly) that greater levels of black participation engen­
dered social capital and ·should not be viewed as 
aberrant behavior. 

By the 1980s, however, blacks no longer outpartici­
pated whites in social and political activities. In fact, 
Sidney Verba and his colleagues show that the average 
numbers of political acts for blacks and whites today 
are nearly identical. While whites are involved more in 
some activities (voting, contributing money to cam-
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paigns, contacting elected officials, affiliating with a 
political organization), blacks participate more than 
whites in others (campaigning for political candidates, 
protesting, and engaging in informal community 
activities). 

These divergent patterns in participation suggest that 
participatory norms operate differently in the African 
American community. These norms embrace what 
Aldon D. Morris, Shirley J. Hatchett, and Ronald E. 
Brown describe as the "orderly and disorderly" sides of 
the political process. By "orderly and disorderly" they 
mean that blacks have been socialized into employing 
political tactics that lie both within and outside of nor­
mal political action. Boycotting, picketing, and joining 
protest marches are just as legitimate as tools of politi­
cal expression as voting, campaigning for candidates, 
or contacting an elected official about a problem. 

Oppositional Civic Culture 
This participatory norm of mixing protest and 

system-oriented participation has been sustained his­
torically by what I have described elsewhere as an 
oppositional civic culture. Black mainstream institu­
tions-churches, social clubs, masonic orders, commu­
nity organizations, schools- have traditionally 
nurtured norms that both legitimized the civic order 
and, subtly and at times overtly, served as sources of 
opposition to white supremacist practice and dis­
course. Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba have shown 
how social institutions and system-supporting atti­
tudes contribute to a society's civic culture, and hence 
to its stability. A sense of obligation to the polity, for 
example, is transmitted through a complex process 

Black mainstream institutions 
have traditionally nurtured norms that 

both legitimized the civic order and 
served as sources of opposition. 

that involves the "family, peer group, school, work 
place, as well as the political system itself." But while 
the culture and institutions of marginal citizens per­
form this civic role, they also transmit values that 
counter the dominant society's ideology of subordina­
tion, and they employ these values to justify and legit­
imize oppositional movements. As Aldon Morris 
explains, "the groundwork for social protest has been 
laid by the insurgent ideas rooted within churches, 
lahor unions, voluntary associations, music, informal 
conversations, humor, and collective memories of 
those elders who participated in earlier struggles." 

These oppositional norms have deep roots in African 
American politics and society. They operated during 

the "racial uplift" and anti-lynching crusade of the 
National Association of Colored Women at the turn of 
the century; they sparked the boycott of segregated 
streetcars in southern cities after the 1896 Plessy deci­
sion; they stirred the demand for black citizenship 
rights through the Niagara Movement and the found­
ing of the NAACP; they stimulated the black national­
ist movement of Marcus Garvey's Universal Negro 
Improvement Association after World War I; and they 
fostered A. Philip Randolph's campaign to unionize 
Pullman Porters as well as the 1941 March on 
Washington movement, which he organized but later 
cancelled after Franklin Roosevelt abolished racial dis­
crimination in government jobs and contracting dur­
ing World War II. 

Such moments of political activism could not have 
taken place without a vibrant associationallife in black 
communities. For example, it was the women's con­
vention of the all-black National Baptist Convention 
that provided the early leadership and the networks 
for the secular-based black women's club movement. 
Middle-class organizations like the black college soror­
ity Delta Sigma Theta mobilized on behalf of women's 

Moments of political activism 
could not have taken place 

without a vibrant associationallife 
ill black communities. 

suffrage. Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity, whose founding 
was inspired by W.E.B. Du Bois' call for "race leader­
ship," developed citizenship schools in the urban 
South and with its slogan "A Voteless People is a 
Hopeless People" registered hundreds of blacks dur­
ing the 1930s, decades before the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the Student Non­
Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) launched 
their citizenship schools in the 1960s. Working-class 
masonic organizations provided the organizational 
infrastructure for local chapters of the Garvey move­
ment and served as a mechanism for recruiting men 
for the Pullman Porters' Union. 

When opportunities for participation in electoral 
politics expanded with the northern migration of 
African Americans, black civil society continued to 
accommodate both system-oriented politics and 
protest in its tactical repertoire. Chicago provides per­
haps the best example of an equilibrium between the 
two. Blacks in Chicago became an important and sig­
nificant component of the Democratic party machine 
during and after the New Deal; they were also an 
important part of the city's Republican machine before 
the New Deal. In both cases, blacks were elected to 
Congress, the state legislature, and city council. But 
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black electoral success and political representation did 
not preclude the employment of "disorderly" tactics. 
In their landmark study of black Chicago, St. Clair 
Drake and Horace A. Cayton documented the various 
forms that the "organization of discontent" assumed in 
Chicago's black belt during the 1920s and 1930s. These 
included picketing and boycotting department stores 
and trade unions that refused to hire blacks, filing law­
suits against realtors who practiced discrimination 
through racially restrictive covenants, and organizing 
tenant strikes against high rents. 

Forms of Participation in the 1960s 
The unique participa tory norm that combines 

system-oriented participation with protest strategies is 
evident when we consider patterns in black participa­
tion during the civil rights movement of the 1960s. 
Although this era is an atypical period in black political 
history, it nonetheless provides a benchmark for explor­
ing changes in black participation since the passage of 
the Voting Rights Act and other measures that pro­
moted black inclusion in American politics and society. 

Figure 1, taken from the 1966 Harris-Newsweek 
Survey on Race Relations, shows the frequency of par­
ticipation in eleven modes of political action. These 
modes include system-oriented activities like asking 
others to register and vote, working for a political candi­
date, contributing money to a political candidate, or con-

tacting a public official. They also include protest activi­
ties like boycotting a store, marching in a demonstration, 
picketing an establishment, or taking part in a sit-in. 

Political scientists who study participation usually 
consider system-oriented and protest activities as sep­
arate participatory spheres. But to explain the relative 
frequency of activities in this sample of blacks in the 
mid-1960s, we must attend not to the distinction 

Black electoral success and 
political representation did not 

preclude tile employment 
of "disorderly" tactics. 

between protest and system-oriented activities, but 
rather to the distinction between activities that require 
high levels of individual initiative and resources, and 
those that do not. 

System-oriented activities, such as asking people to 
register to vote (42%) or asking others to vote for one 
candidate over another (30%), required just as much 
energy as participation in consumer boycotts (31 %)­
and, in this historical context, less personal risk as well. 
Similarly, activities that required more energy (and in 
some cases more risk) included both system-oriented 
and protest activities; about an equal number of blacks 
reported marching in demonstrations (22%), writing or 

Figure 1 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 7')1 

0% 10% 

22 

14% 

13% 

Frequency of Black Political Activism 
During the Civil Rights Movement 

42% 

370 1. 
31% 2. 

30% 3. 

22% 4. 

20% 
5. 

6. 
19% 

7. 
170 8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

20% 30% 40% 50% 

Modes of Political Action 

Asked people to register and vote 

Went to a political meeting 

Stopped buying at a store 
Asked people to vote for a candidate 

Marched in a demonstration 

Wrote or spoke to congressman 

Worked for a candidate 

Gave money to a candidate 

Took part in a sit-in 

Picketed a store 

Went to jail 

Frequency of Activism 
Source: 1996 Harris-Newsweek Race Relations Poll 



'I 

j 
1 
'I 

'I 

I 

Report from the Institute for Philosophy & Public Policy 

speaking to their congressional representative (20%), 
working in a political campaign (19%), and contribut­
ing money to a political candidate or party (17%), 
Other activities represented more aggressive modes of 
action and were exclusively protest-oriented, They 
entailed even greater personal costs to actors, as indi­
cated by the small proportion who engaged in sit-ins 
(14%) or pickets (13%), or who had gone to jail as part 
of their activism (7%), 

Changes and Continuities in Black Civic Life 
With the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and, 

especially, the 1965 Voting Rights Act, it appeared for a 
time that system-oriented activities would predomi­
nate in African American civic life, partly as a response 
to black electoral success, By 1984, levels of protest 
among African Americans had declined signifi­
cantly-about 15 percent of respondents to the 
National Black Election Study reported participation in 
protest meetings and demonstrations that year, com­
pared to 22 percent in the Harris-Newsweek sample in 
1966, Only 8 percent of respondents in 1984 had pick­
eted or taken part in a sit-in, representing a decline of 
almost 6 percent. And the number of those who partic­
ipated in boycotts of business or government agencies 
was 23 percent lower than in the mid-1960s, 

More recent findings, however, have found both 
higher levels of participation and a new focus for black 

activism (see Figure 2), The 1993 National Black 
Politics Survey (NBPS) asked whether respondents 
had acted on such issues as neighborhood crime, drug 
trafficking, or school reform, In connection with these 
"quality of life" issues, about a third of the 1993 sample 
reported attending a protest meeting or demonstra­
tion-a 14 percent illcrease in protest from 1984 and a 7 
to 15 percent increase from 1966, If we compare the 1966 
Harris-Newsweek question on marching for "Negro 

Some of tIle participatonj energies tltat 
were once devoted to smashing Jim Crow 

have .1OW been deployed to address 
quality-of-life issues, 

rights" with the 1993 NBPS question on participation 
in neighborhood marches, the frequencies are nearly 
identical. It appears, then, that some of the participa­
tory energies that were once devoted to smashing Jim 
Crow during the 1960s have now been deployed to 
address quality-of-life issues in black communities, 

Admittedly, protest activism in the 1990s does not 
involve the sort of high-risk, nationally coordinated 
campaigns that were mounted in the 1960s, What these 
patterns do confirm, nonetheless, is the endurance of 
the participatory norm that has characterized black 
civic life for over a century In the National Black 
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Politics Survey, respondents were just as likely to 
attend a fund-raiser for a candidate (26%), give rides 
on election day (25%), or donate money to candidates 
(24%) as they were to attend a protest d emonstration 
(29%) or join a neighborhood march (23%). 

Yet the apparent stability of this participatory norm 
may mask other trends in African American civic life. 
This becomes clear when we examine changes in 
group membership among blacks in four educational 

The Million Man March indicated 
the widening class divisions in 

African American civic life. 

categories-grammar school, some high school, high 
school, and more than high school. With the exception 
of blacks in the high school category, participation in 
organizations declined overall between 1967 and 1987. 
Unexpectedly, the greatest decline occurred among 
blacks in the highest educa tional category, from an 
average of about 2.5 memberships to about 1.6 
memberships. This decline occurred with respect to 
both "expressive" organizations (sports clubs, social 
clubs, fraternal groups, and veterans groups) and 
"instrumental" groups (political groups, work­
related/professional groups, unions, school groups, 
nationality groups, and service organizations). Still, it 
remains true for African Americans, as for other 
groups, that levels of associational membership are 
higher among better-educated people than among the 
less educated. Blacks in the two lowest education cate­
gories (grammar school education or less; some high 
school) are substantially less engaged than the black 
population at large. 

Patterns in participation across social class grow 
more complicated when we exa mine community­
oriented activities-working with others on local prob­
lems, contacting a local official about a problem, and 
helping form groups to solve a local problem. These 
participatory acts entail neighborly activities, the type 
of participation that promotes and sustains social con­
nectedness, trust, and networks. Findings by Nie and 
his colleagues suggest that little had changed for 
blacks or whites between 1967 and 1987. In fact, in the 
general population there was an increase in 
community-oriented activities. More Americans 
reported working with others on local problems (4% 
increase), contacting a local official (10% increase), and 
helping to form groups (3% increase) in the later sur­
vey than in 1967. For blacks, the patterns show 
increases or only insignificant declines. 

But a look a t black community-oriented participa­
tion by social class tells a different story. Although 
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group membership among blacks in the highest educa­
tional category has declined, the rate of participation 
among this group in community-enhancing activities 
has remained the same. But for each category below 
the highest educational group, there has been signifi­
cant erosion in community participation. The two low­
est educational categories witnessed the greatest 
declines. Their scores hovered near half a standard 
deviation below the average for all blacks in 1967; by 
1987 their score plummeted toward two standard devi­
ations below the population mean. These findings sug­
gest that the increasing economic inequalities within 
the black population are also reflected in civic life. 
They partly confirm sociologist William Julius Wilson's 
claim about the increasing social isolation of poor 
blacks, and they raise serious questions abou t the 
transmission of participatory norms that have charac­
terized black civic life for generations. 

The contradictory trends I have described were best 
symbolized in the 1995 Million Man March on 
Washington. The march focused on the same values 
that civil society crusaders want to strengthen-per­
sonal responsibility, self-help efforts, social trust 
(specifically among blacks themselves), and participa­
tion in civic groups. Yet many of the participants were 

Survey findings raise serious questions 
about the transmission of participatonJ norms 

that have cllOracterized black civic life 
for generations. 

already firmly engaged in civic life. The gathering on 
the Mall represented a solid core of black civil society­
(male) family members, fraternity brothers, masonic 
orders, church groups, black nationalist organizations, 
Boy Scout troops, black student unions, neighborhood 
groups, and even black gay organizations, among 
many others. Moreover, a survey by Howard 
University found that on average the marchers were 
considerably more active in political life than both the 
black and white populations at large. Out of a sample 
of more than 1,000 participants, nearly all (87%) 
reported that in the past year they had Signed a peti­
tion for some cause; half had contacted a public official 
by phone or by writing (55%); slightly less than half 
had either contributed money to a political campaign 
(46%), volunteered or served in a political campaign 
(45%), or attended a public policy hearing (44%); and a 
significant number reported visiting a public official 
(38%) or attending a state or national convention (22%). 

But if the march attracted a considerable number of 
political activists from the nation's diverse black com­
munities, it also indicated the widening class divisions 
in African American civic life. Most participants at the 
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A gospel choir performs at a fund-raising dinner for 
Baltimoreans United in Leadership Development (BUILD), 

a coalition of churches that has campaigned for expanded low-income housing, 
scholarships for African American students, and payment of a "living wage" 

to service workers in industries that benefit from city contracts or subsidies. 

Million Man March were not from the poor or even 
from the marginal working-class segments of black 
society. As the Howard University research team 
reported, they carne "primarily from the middle and 
upper social and economic strata of the Black commu­
nity." Nearly half had grown up in two-parent homes, 
about 40 percent made over $50,000 a year, and nearly 
60 percent had some college or had graduated from 
college. Like the earlier findings, this suggests that 
class may be structuring participation in black society 
and politics more than it did a generation ago. 

Civic Culture and Neighborhood Poverty 
Recent work by political scientists Cathy Cohen and 

Michael Dawson has documented the devastating 
effects of neighborhood poverty on black political and 
civic life in Detroit. Survey respondents who lived in 
Census tracts with more than 30 percent of residents 
living in poverty were less likely to engage in civic and 
social activities than blacks who lived in communities 
with less poverty. Residents in severely poor neighbor­
hoods were less likely to belong to a church or social 
group, talk about problems with family and friends, 

Photograph by Joseph Kohl 

attend a meeting about a community problem or issue, 
or (not surprisingly) contribute money to a political 
candidate. The effects of living in "deadly neighbor­
hoods" hold up even after taking into account individ­
ual levels of poverty and personal attributes like 
education and income. 

Cohen and Dawson's findings, along with evidence 
on educational variations in group membership and 
community-enhancing activities, point to the disap­
pearance, in many inner-city communities, of those 
institutions that Sara Evans and Harry C. Boyte have 
called "free spaces" -environments in which "people 
are able to learn a new self-respect, a deeper and more 
assertive group identity, public skills, and values of 
cooperation and civic virtue." They also suggest that 
the institutions of civil society among the poor can no 
longer sustain an oppositional civic culture, leaving 
open the possibility that the "organiza tion of discon­
tent" might lead to "uncivil," disruptive alternatives. 
Without the institutions to instill the twin virtues of 
civic engagement and organized opposition against 
forces that perpetuate racial and economic inequalities, 
prospects for civic renewal for those at the margins of 
American society seem dim. 
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Rebuilding and strengthening civic life in inner-city 
communities will take an enormous commitment and 
effort. Voluntarism and role-modeling can only touch 
the surface of the vast problems they face . Institutions 
that have historically transmitted a civic culture of 
opposition are crumbling or no longer exist, and feel­
ings of group solidarity may be weakening throughout 
the black population as other identities and interests 
begin to take shape. There is no longer a "black com­
munity" whose political interests are defined by the 
experience of racism alone. 

Recent trends in black political attitudes are telling. 
Although nearly three quarters of blacks in the 1993 
National Black Politics Survey agreed that "American 
society is unfair to black people," nearly 40 percent 
also agreed that "economic divisions in the black com­
munity have grown so much that black people as a 
group no longer share common interests." Class, gen­
der, religion, nationality, and increasingly sexuality are 
also influencing the character of black society and poli­
tics- a phenomenon that is occurring in American 
society at large. On the other hand, race still remains 
the great social divide in American society and politics. 
Greater racial polarization in American society may 
actually reinforce feelings of black solidarity, even 
though greater differentiation within the black popula­
tion is taking place. 

So what is to be done? Just as a combination of partic­
ipatory norms has historically characterized black civic 
life, multiple strategies must be deployed to rebuild 
and transform civic life in poor and working-class 
urban neighborhoods. This means helping citizens to 
transform their own cOlnmunities by nurturing leader­
ship within those communities. It means reviving and 
sustaining what Charles Payne calls the "organizing 
tradition," in which residents themselves-rather than 
charismatic figures or well-meaning volunteers with lit­
tle knowledge of inner-city communities-teach and 
recruit other residents to organize. It means fostering 
associations and institutions-rather than personali­
ties-that can nurture and sustain social capital. 

The organizing tradition of group-centered leader­
ship and the partiCipatory norms that characterize 
black civic life will have to be deployed to attack the 
problems affecting poor neighborhoods. Those efforts, 
for instance, should encourage residents to demand 
that police and elected officials deliver equitable ser­
vices and keep streets safe; to challenge financial insti­
tutions that red line poor communities as well as 
corporations that refuse to reinvest in those comlTIuni­
ties. It will require cultivating entrepreneurship, mak­
ing all elected officials accountable for their (in)actions, 
and establishing "free spaces" (YMCAs, Boys Clubs, 
after-school programs in schools and churches) where 
residents can cultivate community-enhancing activi­
ties. It will mean creating incentives for multi-class, 
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highly structured institutions like masonic groups that 
can coordinate youth and community programs. Only 
with the aid of indigenous leadership and free spaces 
can civic life in poor conununities begin to take root. 

-Fredrick C. Harris 
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The II Quickened Conscience": 
Women's Voluntarism and the State, 

1890-1920 

The history of voluntarism among American 
women's organizations offers a valuable perspective 

on debates now taking place about the nature of civil 
society and its relationship to the state. Do state initia­
tives limit those of voluntary agencies? Does the expan­
sion of sta te responsibilities reduce the effectiveness of 
voluntary groups? Is society best served by leaving the 
solution of social problems to voluntary associations 
independent of state authority and control? 

These questions have acquired compelling resonance 
today, as Americans seek political strategies to address 
the social and economic changes wrought by an 
emerging global economy. Should we rely more heav­
ily on volwltary effort and trim the state accord ingly? 
Or should we expect voluntary groups to work closely 

Womell 's voluntanJ organizations 
added cnlcial ingredients to 
American political cultllre. 

with formal political institutions? Historica l studies 
cannot answer these present-day questions directly, 
but by offering models of past options they can illumi­
nate current ones. 

This essay focuses on women's voluntarism during 
the watershed of American history between 1890 and 
1920 known as the Progressive era. During this period, 
traditions of voluntarism and traditions of limited gov­
ernment in the United States fostered women's associ­
ations of ex traordinary strength and independ ence. 
The fact that many social problems associated with 
rapid ind ustrialization, rapid urbanization, and mas­
sive immigration remained unsolved by predomi­
nantly male institutions-whether civil or affi liated 
with the state- offered a fertile field for women's 
activism. At the same time, women's voluntary organi­
zations added crucial ingredients to the political cu l­
ture, which, with the aid of the state and of male civil 
institutions, created an effective new model for 
addressing social problems. 

Many of our civil associations, much of our political 
culture, and the basic tenets of what might be called 
OUf current social contract emerged during those 
decades. I want to describe the role of women in this 
history, and then offer some general observations 
about its relevance to our current preoccupations. 

Empowering Women 
More than any other factor, the separation of church 

and state accounts for the remarkable strength and 
independence of women's voluntary associations in 
the United States. Beginning with Virginia in 1776 and 
ending w ith Connecticut in the 1840s, all American 
states eventually broke the trad itional ties that had 
bound church and state together. This process greatly 
empowered the laity, whose financial donations now 
took the place of state monies in supporting the min­
istry and the church, and accordingly put greater con­
trol over church affairs into their hands. 

The empowerment of the religious laity had the 
unexpected consequence of empowering women, not 
only because women constituted a majority of church 
members, but also because, beginning in the 1820s, 
women were able to form vigorous pan-Protestant lay 
organizations, which challenged the authority of min­
isters and generated an autonomous social agenda. 
The best example of such an organiza tion before 1870 
was the American Female Moral Reform Society 
(AFMRS). When the national arm of the AFMRS was 
formed in 1839, it united almost five hundred preexist­
ing locals scattered in the towns and villages of New 
England and New York. The AFMRS had no equiva­
lent in England or Europe, where church and state 
remained entwined and the fema le laity enjoyed less 
autonomy. 

In the depression winter of 1873- 74, another pan­
Protestant organization, the Women's Christian 
Temperance Union, emerged to supplant the AFMRS. 
By 1883 a branch of the WCTU existed in almost every 
American county. According to historian Ruth Bordin, 
the WCTU reached its height around 1890, when, in 
keeping with its campaign to "Do Everything," in 
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Chicago alone it maintained "two day nurseries, two 
Sunday schools, an industrial school, a mission that 
sheltered four thousand homeless or d estitute women 
in a twelve-month period, a free medica l dispensary 
that trea ted over sixteen hundred patients a year, a 
lodging house for men that had [by 1889] provided 
temporary housing for over fifty thousand men, and a 
low-cost restaurant." 

Throughout the United States, the WCTU provided 
prodigious social services to local communities and 
offered women a wide range of leadership opportuni­
ties within their communities. By 1896 twenty-five out 
of a total of thirty-nine "departments" within the 
WCTU dealt wholly or in large part with nontemper­
ance issues, such as prisons and jails, juvenile welfare, 
and "the industrial question." To maximize their polit­
ical power, in the 1870s WCTU locals took the shape of 
congressional districts, and in 1881 the Union endorsed 
woman suffrage. 

Thus, by the time women's organizations began to 
address the social problems of the 1890s, two genera­
tions of women's vigorous and autonomous social 
activism had preceded them. The pattern of women's 
participation in American public culture was well 
established. Although they lacked rights as individuals 
(especially as married persons), they exercised power 
collectively through women's organizations. 

The Role of Education 

The generation of women who did so much to 
reshape American public culture between 1890 and 
1920 built on traditions of activism that arose from the 
separation of church and state, but their opportunities 
for community service were greatly expanded by their 
increased access to higher education. By 1880 one of 
every three students enrolled in American institutions 
of higher learning was female. Three kinds of institu­
tions produced this remarkable result. First, elite 
w omen's colleges, such as Vassar, Smith, and 
Wellesley, began accepting students between 1865 and 
1875, p roviding equivalents to elite men's colleges. 
Second, state universities, established through the allo­
cation of public lands in the Morrill Act of 1862 and 
required to be "open for all," made college educations 
accessible for the first time to large numbers of middle­
class d aughters in the nation's central and western 
states. Third, large numbers of women were enrolled 
in normal colleges or teacher-training institutions; 
indeed, the chief force driving women's access to 
higher education between 1830 and 1870 was their 
employment as teachers in the hamlets and villages of 
the newly settled West. 

Though a small percentage of all women in the 1890s, 
college-trained women in American cities exercised an 
influence disproportionate to their numbers. Vid a 
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Scudder, a Smith graduate, summarized the spirit of 
their empowerment in 1890: "We stand here as a new 
Fact- new to all intents and purposes, within the last 
quarter of a century: Our lives are in our hands." 
Women's unprecedented access to higher education in 
the United States by 1880 created a generation of leaders 
capable of effectively channeling women's activism to 
meet the new challenges of their modernizing society. 

T h e Socia l Settlement M ovement 

The best-known and most influential flowering of 
women's public culture in the 1890s was the social set­
tlement movement. Imita ting the British example of 
Toynbee Hall, settlements consisted of middle-class 
people who took up residence and tried to promote 
civil institutions in p OOf , working-class urban neigh­
borhoods. In the United States this movement was pre­
dominantly female, and the neighborhoods were 
populated by immigrants. Like Jane Addams, founder 
of Hull House in Chicago in 1889, most of the move­
ment's leaders were women who had been born 
around 1860 and had spent the 1880s searching for 
work commensurate with their talents. At all levels, 
the settlement movement attracted women college 
graduates who had few alternatives o ther than mar­
riage or teaching. 

By 1910 over four hundred settlements had been 
established in American cities-most drawing on pri­
vate sources for financial support, some on organiza­
tions like the YWCA, some on churches. About three 
quarters were found ed by women. In about half, all 
the residents were women, and in another third the 

Social settlemellts were sites of 
tremendolls origillalittj, creating lIew 

civic institutions and conceiving 
im.portant policy innovations. 

majority of residents were women. Settlements were 
sites of tremendous originality, creating new civic insti­
tutions, such as the National Associa tion for the 
Advancement of Colored People, which arose out of 
the Henry Street Settlement in 1909, and conceiving 
important public policy innovations, such as the cre­
ation of the U.s. Children's Bureau in 1912, which in 
turn originated the first federal hea lth legislation, the 
Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infa ncy Protection 
Act, passed in 1920. 

Women reformers affiliated with the social settle­
ment movement formed the core of what has been 
called a "female dominion" of reform. Much of the 
power of that dominion rested on the support it 
received from a wide range of women's voluntary 
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TO THE WOMAN IN THE HOME 

How can Il mother rest content with this- When luch conditions exist 8S this? 

There are thousands of children working in sweat-shops like the one in the picture. there are 
thousands of children working in mines and mills and factories. Thousands more 

arc being wronged and cheated by Society in countless ways. 

IS NOT THIS YOUR BUSINESS? 
Intelligent citizens WHO CARED could change all this-providing always, of course, that they had 

the power of the ballot. 

DO YOU CARE? 
Mothers arc responsible for the welfare of children. 
This duty as mothers requires that they should demand 

va T E S FOR W a MEN! 
NATIONAL WOMAN SUFFRAGE PUBLISHING CO., Inc. 

1' l1 nI.1Slmnll ~'OK TilE 

NATIONAL AMERICAN WOMAN SUFFRAGE ASSOCIATION 
605 FIFTH AVENUE ~' NEW YORK CITY 

Flyer of the National American Woman Suffrage Association 
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress 
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organizations formed in this period, such as the 
General Federation of Women's Clubs, the National 
Congress of Mothers (later called the PTA), the 
National Council of Jewish Women, the National 
Association of Colored Women, the American 
Association of University Women, and the Daughters 
of the American Revolution. Support also came from 

TIre challenge was to reach 
beyond voluntarism to forge new 
models of pllblic responsibilitlj 

involving the state. 

the woman suffrage movement, which gradually 
muted its defense of suffrage as a right and amplified 
its advocacy of suffrage on the grounds of the reform 
agenda that women could accomplish with the vote. 
For example, a flyer issued by the National American 
Woman Suffrage Association around 1910, "To the 
Woman in the Home," advocated votes for women on 
the basis of their duty to end sweatshop working 
conditions. 

Women's Activism and the State 

There is no doubt that traditions of voluntarism and 
limited government formed a positive and innovative 
context for women's organizations in the United States. 
The strength of women's voluntarism drew on the 
strength of voluntarism within American political cul­
ture generally. Yet these traditions were themselves a 
fundamental obstacle that prevented American politi­
ca l culture from addressing some of the era's most 
grievous problems. For women's organizations, the 
challenge was to reach beyond voluntarism to forge 
new models of public responsibility involving the state. 

Courts enforced the concept of limited government 
by prohibiting legisla tures from responding to many 
civil groups who advocated enlarged state responsibil­
ity. For example, after the fl edgling American 
Fed eration of Labor in the early 1880s obtained the 
passage of a New York law that prohibited the produc­
tion of cigars in tenements, the New York Appeals 
Court ruled the law unconstitutional. As head of the 
AFL, Samuel Gompers concluded that " the power of 
the courts to pass upon the constitutionality of the law 
so complicates reform by legislation as to seriously 
restrict the effectiveness of that method." But women's 
organizations continued to pursue "reform by legisla­
tion," and with some success. Two years after the 
Lochner decision (1906), in which the U.S. Supreme 
Court struck down a New York law limiting the hours 
of work for bakers, the National Consumers' League 
(NCL) won a landmark case permitting regulation of 
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working hours for women, on the grounds that 
women were different from men and deserved differ­
ent treatment. 

As important as such victories were, women's orga­
nizations did not pursue their public agenda through 
court battles alone. In fa ct, women's voluntarism in the 
Progressive era overf1ows with examples of organiza­
tions forming partnerships with the state to implement 
goals that could not be achieved without the power of 
the state. This paradigm is well represented in the 
"White Label" campaign of the National Consumers' 
League, which between 1899 and 1917 sought to 
improve working conditions in the garment industry. 

The White Label 

The first league, founded in New York City in 1890, 
began when working-class women a ppea led to 
middle-class consumers about their working condi­
tions in a hat-making firm. In 1898, Florence Kelley, 
who the next year became executive director of the 
national organiza tion, proposed a White Label that 
would identify products from factories that complied 
with state factory law, hired no children under 16, 
made all goods on the premises, and had no employ­
ees working overtime. Kelley identified some factories 

As important as their legal victories were, 
women's organizations did ,rot pursue 

their public agenda throllgh 
court battles alone. 

already worthy of the label, designed the label, created 
a model contract between manufacturers and con­
sumers' leagues, and devised "a well-considered plan 
for advertising the label." 

Although the NCL and its local leagues included 
some trade union members, consumers' leagues con­
sisted overwhelmingly of white, middle-class women. 
Anti-sweatshop campaigns in major American cities in 
the 1890s appealed to middle-class self-interest by 
emphasizing the public health threa t posed by gar­
ments produced in disease-ridden tenements. Middle­
class consumers were taught to fear that such 
garments might import smallpox, diphtheria, or other 
diseases into 'their homes. The new germ theory of dis­
ease transmission lent credence to this view. 

Yet middle-class consumers were not a lone in their 
concern for clean and healthful working conditions. 
Such conditions also mattered to workers. Dank air, 
filthy floors, and stinking toilets were some of the most 
objectionable features of sweatshop labor. "The shops 
are unsanitary- that's the word that is generally used, 
but there ought to be a worse one used," strike leader 
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THE CONSUMERS' LEAGUE 

OF 

MASSACHUSETTS 

4 Joy S treet, Boston. 

IE of LABEL. 
AUTHORIZED 

AFTER 

""'E5TIGATION 

THIS LABEL 

Certifies that the goods which carry it have been 

made in clean and safe factories under good con· 

clition., and that the manufacturers who ule the 

label employ no children and give out no work to 

b e made up outside the factories. 

April. 1907 

Clara Lemlish said in 1909. Tuberculosis was common 
in the garment industry- induced by the long hours 
and damp air-and spread· rapidly in unventilated 
rooms, so the quality of air could be a life-and-death 
matter to sweatshop workers. Thus health issues 
forged a common bond between consumers and pro­
ducers in the garment industry-a bond that pro­
moted the NCL's view that it was speaking for the 
welfare of the whole society, not the narrow interests of 
one group. 

Acting as though they believed that the state, too, 
represented the welfare of the whole society, league 
members worked closely with state and local officials. 
The Louisville league exemplified this process in 1902. 
Though its campaign began by targeting consumers 
(who were asked to purchase goods carrying the 
Consumers' League label) and leading department 
stores (who were urged to carry such goods), the 
league also assisted, as its minutes show, 

in passing the Child Labor Law and the Compulsory 
Education Law and amending them at many sessions of the 
Legislature. Cooperated in enforcing both, by working with 
the truant officers, visiting the homes of truants, and supply­
ing shoes and clothing necessary to return them to school. 

Later the league boasted that it had "secured the pas­
sage of the ten hour law for women, which is the only 
labor law for women in Kentucky." 

White Label 
Consumers' League of Massachusetts 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College 

In Louisville, as elsewhere, the label campaign 
ineluctably carried league members into new realms of 
knowledge about their communities. It did so by rais­
ing detailed questions about working conditions that 
were new to this middle-class consti tuency. Before 
local leagues could award the label to manufacturers, 
they had to answer a multitude of questions about the 
work process. How far below the standard set by the 
Consumers' Label were their own state laws? Should 
the state issue licenses for home workers? Was their 
own state high or low on the NCL's ranked list show­
ing the numbers of illiterate child workers in each 
state? Should laws prohibit the labor of children at age 
14 or 16? Should exceptions be made for the children of 
widows? Could workers live on their wages, or were 
they forced to augment their pay with relief or charita­
ble donations? How energetically were state factory 
laws enforced? How could local factory standards be 
improved? Such questions, Inost of which were quite 
alien to middle-class women in 1890, by 1905 had 
acquired personallneaning and moral Significance for 
thousands of politically active women. 

Most of these questions assumed that the NCL's 
goals could not be fully implemented without the coer­
cive power of the state to intervene in the relationship 
between employer and employee. Indeed, it is not too 
much to say that their campaign would not have been 
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possible without the state's coercive power as a 
weapon in their armory. In that sense, their own robust 
intervention in public culture was decisively aided 
rather than diminished by the power of the state, and 
the more responsive the state was to their interests, the 
more actively they promoted their goals. 

The NCL's cooperation with "enlightened" business­
men was also an important feature of its success. The 
alliance of large department store owners w ith the 
League's White Label campaign exemplified the tri­
partite dimensions of its coalitions: they included 
entrepreneurs as well as reformers and their grassroots 
supporters . Economically, the campaign aided large 
producers who could achieve economies of scale in the 

TIle step from cOllcem about 
women and children to advocacy 

of state iutervention was all easy Dlle 
tor many women to take. 

pricing of their goods, and who profited from the more 
stable workforce attracted by better working condi­
tions. These economic facts of life became dramatically 
apparent in the partnership that john Wanamaker and 
his department stores forged with the White Label 
campaign. One of the League's largest approved man­
ufacturers, Wanamaker originated what became a sta­
ple of the campaign-a series of exhibits in which 
garments bearing the label were augmented by pic­
tures of swea tshop labor compared to pictures of 
workers producing Wanamaker garments. Wanamaker 
carried the exhibit to sta te and international fairs 
throughout the United States in the decade before 
World War I. The White Label campaign offered 
Wanamaker a perfect opportunity to give his commer­
cialleadership a moral aura, and at the same time con­
solidate his economic power. 

After 1908 the National Consumers' League moved 
away from the White Label campaign and put its pub­
lic power to new uses. Working with its local league in 
Oregon, the NCL sponsored, in Muller v. Oregon, a 
pathbreaking argument before the Supreme Court, in 
which the Court for the first time recognized the valid­
ity of sociological evidence. The so-called "Brandeis 
Brief" was actually written by Brandeis's sister-in-law, 
josephine Goldmark, who was Florence Kelley's chief 
assistant. In 1917 the League again worked with its 
Oregon local to establish the constitutionality of hours 
regulations for men in non-hazardous occupations. 
Between 1910 and 1923, the NCL conducted a success­
ful campaign for the passage of minimum wage legis­
lation, w hich in 1938 became the basis for the adoption 
of minimum wage provisions in the Fa ir Labor 
Standards Act. In this way, the White Label campaign 
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became an opening wed ge for more general protec­
tions for American wage earners. 

Lessons of the Campaign 

How does the White Label campaign illuminate our 
concerns about the relationship between civil associa­
tions and the state? Four conclusions seem relevant. 

First, the campaign drew women into public life in 
ways that validated what might be called their "social 
citizenship" almost twenty years before the passage of 
the woman suffrage amendmen t to the Constitution. 
By confronting large social questions that grew out of 
but reached beyond issues related to women and chil­
dren, women demonstrated their value as equals to 
men in public life. 

Second, women's voices "elaborated and made 
authoritative" (in Torn Bender's phrase) new forms of 
power in public life. The campaign created a new "sup­
ply" of women's power. The "demand" for that power 
came from the need w ithin newly evolving liberalism 
for an ethical buttress to support state intervention in 
the economic marketplace. The step from concern 
about women and children to advocacy of state inter­
vention was an easy one for many WOlnen to take. 

Third, NCL members provided innovative answers 
to "the social question." In its component parts, "the 
social question" included the largest issues then 
being debated in public life: What do the social 
classes owe one another? How could civil society 
affect the marketplace economy? Where should 
middle-class people stand in relation to the changes 
precipitated by massive industrialization, urbaniza­
tion, and immigration? Where should midd le-class 
people stand in rela tion to the often violent struggle 
between capital and labor? And how might that con­
flict be mediated by the sta te? 

Fourth, in our own time liberalism has been defined 
as a set of principles w hereby practitioners of diver­
gent conceptions of the good can peacefully coexist. 
But liberalism requires what today's p ublic culture 
calls a "level playing field." Consumers' Leagues and 
other women's voluntary associations helped create 
that fictive field. 

The Fate of Women's Activism 

We can make several general statements about the 
relevance of this model of problem-solving to the pre­
sent. First, it shows that transforma tive economic 
change can become an impetus for extensive social and 
political change. Second, it suggests that the potential 
for solving social problems lies in a fruitful combina­
tion of civil and state initiatives rather than a withering 
of state initiatives. Third, the model suggests that given 
the voluntarist biases in American political culture, we 
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will always be debating where the line should be 
drawn to limit state authority. That debate arises more 
from the vitality of voluntarism in our political culture 
than from the power of our state. 

At first glance, the Progressive model might make 
one wonder whether growing government capacity 
after 1930 undermined the civic vitality of women's 
pre-I920 activism. But a closer examination reveals this 
conclusion to be unwarranted. Historians devote much 
of their energies to analyzing causal relationships 
among variables. A simple correlation-such as that 
between civic activism and limited government capac­
ity at one time, and declining civic activism and gov­
ernment with larger capacity at another time-mayor 
may not reflect a causal relationship. In fact, everything 
we know about women's activism before 1920 leads us 
to conclude that this correlation was not causal. 

Historians have identified a multitude of causes that 
led to the decline in women's civic activism. The two 
most important were the end of the suffrage move­
ment with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment 
in 1920, and "Red Scare" attacks on women's activism 
by hyper-patriotic, right-wing groups in the 1920s. 
Also important was the cultural shift in the psycholog­
ical construction of women's identity away from a 
nine teenth-century emphasis on the differences 
between the sexes to a twentieth-century emphasis on 
the similarities between the sexes. Whereas the 
nineteenth-century formulation had encouraged 
women's collective activism, the twentieth-century for­
mulation discouraged women's group affiliation and 
instead encouraged various forms of individualism. 
Growing government capacity empowered women's 
activism before 1920, but the effectiveness of women's 
social agenda had already substantially declined 
before the New Deal of the 1930s. During the 1920s, it 
shifted away from social justice issues and towards a 
more narrow concern with women's rights (for exam­
ple, the inclusion of women on juries) and clean gov­
ernment. After 1950, when married women between 
the ages of 35 and 55 entered the paid labor force in 
unprecedented numbers, women's activism declined 
even further. Thus, causes other than the expanded 
capacity of government explain the decline of women's 
activism in the second half of the twentieth century. 

Is this decline irreversible? Though historians shy 
away from making predictions, J venture to say that 
new forms of voluntary association w ill probably 
emerge within American political culture. Perhaps 
they will be connected with the global processes that 
are driving so much contemporary change-massive 
immigration, for example, or the Internet. They are not 
likely to be generated by downsizing the state. On the 

contrary, new forms of voluntary association are likely 
to need partnerships with the s tate to achieve their 
goals. If American political culture survives the global 
marketplace now gaining so dramatically in strength, 
it is likely to do so because those partnerships embody 
one of the most creative sites in American society. 

-Kathryn Kish Sklar 

Kathryn Kish Sklar, professor o f history at the State 
University of New York~Binghamton, is the author, most 
recently, of Florence Kelley fllld the Natioll's Work: Tile Rise of 
WOI1lCII'S Political Culture, 1830-1900 (Yale University Press, 
1995). Sources: Robert H. Wiehe, The Search for Order, 
1877- 1920 (Hill and Wang, 1967); John D. C ushing, ''Notes on 
Disestablishment in Massachusetts, 1780-1833," William and 
Man) Quarterly, vol. 3, ser. 26 (1969); Chilton Williamson, 
American SlIffrage from Property to Democracy, 1760-1860 
(Princeton University Press, 1960); Carroll Smith Rosenberg, 
"Beauty, the Beast, and the Militant Woman: A Case Study in 
Sex Roles and Social Stress in Jacksonian America," American 
Quarterly, vol. 23 (1971); Ruth Bardin, Woman and Temperance: 
The Quest for Power alld Liberty, 1873-1900 (Temple University 
Press, 1981); Barbara Miller Solomon, 111 tile Company of 
Educated Women: A History of Women and Higher Education ill 
America (Yale University Press, 1985); Vida Scudder, "The 
Relation of College Women to Socia l Need," Association of 
Collegiate Alumnae Publications, series 2, no. 30 (Oct. 1890); 
Robyn Muncy, Creating a Female Dominion ill American Reform, 
1890-1935 (Oxford University Press, 1991); Samuel Compers, 
Seventy Years of Life and Labor (Dutton, 1925); Eileen Boris, "'A 
Man's Dwelling House Is His Castle': Tenement House 
Cigarmaking and the Judicial Imperative," in Work 
Engeltdered: Towards a New History of Americall Lnbor, edited by 
Avon Baron (Corn~ University Press, 1991); Robert H Wiebe, 
Businessmen (md Reform: A Study of the Progressive Movemenl 
(Harvard University Press, 1962); National Consumers' 
League annual reports, 1901-1904; Judith Walzer Leavitt, Tile 
Healthiest City: Milwaukee alld tile Politics of Herlltlt Reform 
(Princeton Uni versity Press, 1982); Clara Lemlish, "Life in the 
Shop," in New York Evelling JOllrnal (Nov. 28,1909), quoted in 
Gilt of the SweatsllOp: The Struggle for Industrial Democracy, 
edited by Leon Stein (Quadrangle, 1977); Minutes, 
Consumers' League of Kentucky, Sophia Smith Collection, 
Smith College; The ConslUners' League of Ann Arbor, Fourth 
AII/Illal Report, 1903; Mary I. Wood, History of the General 
Federation of Women's Clllbs for O/C First Twellry-Two Years of its 
Organization (Dabor Social Science Publications, 1978; first edi­
tion, 1912); Thomas Bender, ''Wholes and Parts: The Need for 
Synthesis in American History," ]or/l"lwl of American History, 
voL 73 (June 1986); Wendy Sarvasy, "From Man and 
Philanthropic Service to Feminist Social Citizenship," Social 
Politics: International Stl/dies ill Gellder, State, alld Socieh), vol. 1 
(Fa ll 1994); Lois Scharf and Joan M. Jensen, eds., Decades of 
Discontent: The Women's Movemen t, 1920-1940 (Greenwood, 
1983); J. Stanley Lemons, The Womall Citizen: Social Feminism ill 
the 1920s (University of illinois Press, 1973); Nancy F. Cou, The 
Grourlding of Modem FemiJlism (Yale University Press, 1987). 

33 



i 

Report from the Institute for Philosophy & Public Policy 

Civic Infrastructure in America: 
'Government and the Nonprofit Sector 

For those who worry about the condition of 
America's civil society, the fate of membership 

organizations that depend on local volunteers is a mat­
ter of particular concern. Robert Putnam has reported 
that over the past few decades, the growth of the non­
profit sector has not been primarily in traditional 
membership groups such as the Elks or the PTA. 
Instead, growth has been concentrated in advocacy 
and service provider organizations linked to the state. 
Some critics charge that this trend has led to a deterio­
ration of voluntarism and civic engagement. Many 
nonprofits, these critics say, never become an integral 

Over the past few decades, 
the growth of the nonprofit sector has bew 

concentrated in advocacy and service provider 
organizations linked to the state. 

part of their communities. Instead of developing the 
capacities of ordinary citizens, they concentrate power 
and resources in the hands of paid staff and "creden­
tialed elites." And as a result, the indictment con­
cludes, these groups have been sadly ineffective in 
resolving social problems, especially those connected 
with urban poverty. 

In this essay, I examine the changing character of 
nonprofits in the postwar period, with a special 
emphasis on service providers. [ consider why the gov­
ernment has encouraged the formation and expansion 
of these groups, and whether they have indeed sup­
planted networks and organizations that rely on direct 
volunteer involvement. I also ask how reductions in 
state support are affecting non profits and the commu­
nities they serve. 

More generally, this essay addresses the civic infra­
structure of local community as it relates to the provi­
sion of social welfare and h.ealth services. While "civic 
infrastructure" is subject to different definitions, I will 
use it to refer to the network of public and voluntary 
associations in a community and their capacity to 
address social problems. The rise of nonprofit service 
agencies in the postwar period, funded extensively by 
governnlent, altered the civic infrastructure. More 
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recent shifts in federal policy, including wellare reform 
and devolution, raise new questions about local civic 
infrastructure in the United States. 

The Postwar Transformation 
Prior to the 1940s, some private service agencies in 

America received cash or in-kind assistance from the 
state. This aid tended to be small-scale, with little pub­
lic oversight or monitoring. Many service providers 
were in fact opposed to accepting government funds, 
viewing their mission as private and separate from 
government. 

The postwar years represented a dramatic change in 
the government-nonprofit relationship and the role of 
nonprofits in society. The federal government became 
less reluctant to fund private organizations, and in 
turn, these organizations became less resistant to the 
idea of accepting public money. In response to the 
imperatives of the war, federal funding for defense­
related research .at large nonprofit research universities 
rose sharply; after the war, government support for 
defense and energy-related research continued to rise. 

Recent shifts in federal policy, 
including welfare reform alld devolution, 

raise new questions about 
local civic infraSlnlcture. 

Diversification also occurred: in the late 1940s and 
1950s, the federal government inaugurated several new 
grant programs in education, mental health, develop­
mental disabilities, public health, and child welfare. 

Federal support for nonprofit organizations was pro­
vided in several ways other than direct grants. For 
example, the GI Bill offered financial assistance to indi­
viduals, spurring greater access to and demand for 
higher education. Other federal initiatives helped non­
profit organizations with their capital needs. The fed­
eral Hill-Burton Act, for example, provided hundreds 
of millions of dollars to nonprofit (and public) health 
organizations for renovation and new construction. 
Federal grant-in-aid programs to the states offered 
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funding for efforts to improve regulations and stan­
dards for health and welfare services. And, the federal 
government offered technical assistance to nonprofit 
organizations and state and local governlllents to 
reform and upgrade their programs. 

At least initially, the change in nonprofit revenues 
and programming was not particularly dramatic: dur­
ing the 1950s, most nonprofit health, educational, and 
welfare organizations remained dependent upon fees, 
endowment income, and donations. Fee income was 
especially important as a revenue source: universities 
depended upon tuition; social welfare agencies relied 
upon client fees; and hospitals depended primarily 
upon a mix of private insurance payments and income 
from patients. The importance of donations as a source 
of support varied tremendously from one organization 
to the next. Social welfare agencies often received small 

In the 1950s, many nonprofit 
service agencies saw themselves as 

separate f/"Om the public sector. 

cash and in-kind donations from individuals and funds 
from the United Way- or the Community Chest, as it 
was known in the 1950s. But the Conununity Chest typ­
ically supported the established community agencies 
such as the American Red Cross, the Boy Scouts and 
Girl Scouts, the YMCA, and family service agencies. 
These agencies had been founded in the nineteenth 
century or the early part of the twentieth; few agencies 
founded in the postwar period, such as community 
programs for the developmentally disabled, received 
Community Chest funds. 

The universe of service agencies was still relatively 
small by today's standards; even long-standing non­
profit agencies had meager budgets- often less than 
$50,000 for agencies founded in the nineteenth century. 
Most nonprofit service agencies continued to see them­
selves as separate from the public sector. Except for 
selected child welfare agencies and service agencies in 
some urban areas such as New York City, nonprofit 
agencies were distinctly separate from public service 
agencies. They played a niche or residual role in the 
service system, providing counseling for fmnilies and 
children, recreational programs for youth and adults, 
transitional shelter, and emergency assistance. 

Individuals needing intensive or long-term assis­
tance were usually served by public agencies: state 
hospitals and schools for the mentally ill and develop­
mentally disabled; training schools for juvenile delin­
quents. Cash assistance for the poor was provided by 
county welfare departments, and public housing by 
state and local authorities. With respect to health care, 

the situation was more variable. But in many regions 
of the country, notably the South and West, nonprofit 
community hospitals were supplemented by a net­
work of public hospitals serving the poor and the 
working classes. 

In short, a community's response to social need 
involved a sizable effort from the public sector and a 
specialized response by private service agencies. The 
capacity of nonprofits to sustain their operations with­
out significant public funding hinged upon the will­
ingness of the public sector to shoulder responsibility 
for the poor and disadvantaged, albeit inadequately in 
many areas. 

The War on Poverty and Beyond 

This public and private mix of services faced grow­
ing criticism in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Activists 
charged that state hospitals and state schools were 
dehumanizing institutions which deprived the resi­
dents of their basic human rights, and that private ser­
vice agencies neglected the poor and minorities in 
favor of the middle class and the wealthy. Implicit in 
these critiques was the view that the civic infrastruc­
ture of local comlllunities-i.e., the combined efforts of 
public agencies, voluntary service agencies, and indi­
vidual citizen volunteers-was hampered in its 
response to social need by scarce resources, inexperi­
enced agency staff, and political opposition from local 

TIle political climate became 
conducive to a major expansion of 
the federal role in social programs. 

leaders. By the 1960s, the political climate had become 
conducive to a major expansion of the federal role in 
social programs. 

For the most part, the War on Poverty and other new 
federal health and social welfare initiatives were 
implemented through new and existing nonprofit ser­
vice providers at the grass roots. Programs as diverse 
as Head Start, community mental health centers, and 
programs for at-risk youth were primarily nonprofit 
programs funded by the federal government-either 
directly or through grants and contracts administered 
by state and local governments. Federal regulations 
and the new funds also provided incentives for sta te 
and local governments to increase their contracting 
with nonprofit social and health organizations. Many 
of the new contracts were with entirely new nonprofit 
organizations, created either by government officials 
or by local advocates in response to the availability of 
government funds. 
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Board members, staff, and volunteers from Chase-Brextol1 Health Services­
a nonprofit, community-based health care provider for people 

with HIV-take part in the Baltimore Pride Parade, June 1997. 

Federal funding stimulated the growth of nonprofit 
service agencies and related advocacy organizations 
through other avenues than direct contracting. Higher 
levels of cash assistance for the poor and disadvan­
taged allowed many people previously excluded from 
agency programs to pay for various services (some­
times the cash assistance went directly to the agency). 
New eligibility for services such as health care spurred 
grea ter demand for these same programs. The new 
federal initiatives also encouraged the growth of 
national advocacy organizations such as the National 
Association of Community Mental Health Centers and 
state associations such as the Massachusetts Council of 
HUlnan Service Providers, which then pushed for 
more funding of nonprofit service agencies. 

One important characteristic of the new non profits 
needs to be stressed: these organizations were provid­
ing services which were for the most part unavailable 
prior to the 1960s. Examples include community resi­
dential programs for the developmentally disabled, 
outpatient services for the chronically mentally ill, 
home care, shelters for domestic violence victims, and 
innovative intervention programs for abused chil­
dren. At the same time, many of these nonprofits rep­
resented a fann of privatization, assuming societal 
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responsibilities that had once been carried out by 
public institutions such as state welfare agencies or 
state hospitals. 

The new service providers differed in important 
respects from traditional organizations. For instance, 
the older nonprofits tended to have large boards of 
directors, composed of community leaders. The boards 
of the newer agencies were more diverse, but smaller, 
and members were often recruited for their interest in 
a particular service, such as mental health, rather than 
for their links to the local community. There was sel­
dom a general voting membership made up of local 
citizens. Thus, the structure of the newer agencies did 
not promote extensive community ties. Moreover, pub­
lic funding encouraged these groups to focus their 
attention on government policy- for example, influ­
encing government rate-setting and regulatory proce­
dures-and not the cultivation of local support. 

The new service providers generally lacked volun­
teers and depended heavily upon paid professional 
staff. The national and state advocacy groups were 
either small, staff-driven organizations or larger mem­
bership organizations that lacked the face-to-face con­
tact characteristic of community organizations such as 
the PTA. State-level advocacy organizations emerged 
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as an important force in state politics on a host of new 
policy issues such as domestic violence, home care, 
and drug and alcohol prevention and treatment. Some 
of these new advocacy groups were affiliates of 
national organizations, while others were state­
specific organizations but very interested in national­
level policy concerns. 

The emergence of these agencies, and the extensive 
government support of their work, raise complicated 
questions for public policy and for how we think about 
civic infrastructure and community. As we have seen, 
public funds allowed the provision of services tha t 
were previously unavailable; indeed, the new volun­
tary agencies funded by government can be viewed as 

The absence of pressure to raise funds 
from the communitlJ meant that these 

agencies did not need extensive 
local ties to survive. 

a response to the failure of the pre-1960s public and 
private service network to address social need ade­
quately. These organizations also presented some com­
munity members with opportunities for employment 
and volunteer service on boards of directors. On the 
other hand, most of these organizations were profes­
sional agencies with volunteers in support functions 
rather than direct service roles. The absence of pressure 
to raise funds from the community meant that these 
agencies did not need extensive local ties to survive; 
their capacity to build wide social networks of volun­
teer and funding support was limited by their orienta­
tion toward government. Once established, these 
agencies also tended to fight to protect their service 
niche rather than to engage in creating ongoing net­
works of cooperation among public and private ser­
vice agencies. 

A Change in Direction 
The growth of federal social spending halted in the 

late 1970s as many scholars and politicians started to 
question the direction of the welfare state in the United 
States and other advanced industrial countries. The 
high inflation and unemployment of the late 1970s cre­
ated profound doubt about the future of the world 
economy and inevitably focused attention on govern­
ment expenditures as a possi~le cause of the economic 
troubles of countries in North America and Europe. 

Worries about the American welfare state con­
tributed to Ronald Reagan's victory in 1980 and gave 
him the opportunity to win passage of the Omnibus 
Reconciliation Act (OBRA) of 1981, which inaugurated 
the first major wave of devolution of federal policy. 

OBRA reduced federal spending for social programs, 
deregulated many federal grant programs, and consol­
idated many categorical federal social and health pro­
grams into block grants. In the ensuing years, federal 
spending for many social programs such as housing 
declined. On the other hand, federal health care spend­
ing escalated sharply, and during the 1980s and 1990s, 
new funding was appropriated for an array of pro­
grams, including drug and alcohol treatment, Head 
Start, foster care, and AIDS services. 

The number of nonprofit organizations continued to 
rise despite devolution and federal cutbacks. The rea­
sons are varied: after initial federal cutbacks, state and 
local governments substituted for lost federal revenue; 
nonprofit organizations generated alternative revenue 
through fund-raising, higher fees, and entrepreneurial 
activities such as real estate development and partner­
ships with for-profit organizations; and many agencies 
"absorbed" the cuts through lower salaries, longer 
queues for service, and fewer personnel. 

Although definitive statistics are unavailable, the 
record suggests that changes in federal policy did not 
lead to a substitution of volunteers or private dona­
tions for paid professional staff and government funds. 
Many nonprofit service agencies were primarily pro­
fessional organizations where volunteers cannot easily 
substitute for paid staff, and so agencies suffering cut­
backs often eliminated services or imposed higher fees 

Agencies suffering cutbacks often 
eliminated services or imposed higher 

fees rather than increasing their 
reliance on volunteers. 

rather than increasing their reliance on volunteers. 
Private giving to support day-to-day operations was 
often difficult to generate, since many foundations pre­
fer to provide grants for capital improvements or seed 
money for new programs. On the other hand, the 
restructuring of federal policy did not represent severe 
retrenchment; instead, it was a mixture of selected cuts 
combined with new spending. 

Paradoxically, the selected cuts in the public sector­
and the concomitant demand for greater accountability 
for the expenditure of public funds-created many 
new opportunities for nonprofits, even as they imposed 
certain constraints and hard choices. States closed pub­
lic facilities and transferred responsibilities to nonprofit 
agencies. Some states shifted management responsibil­
ity for services such as child welfare and mental health 
to third-party, nonprofit (and, in some cases, for-profit) 
management organizations. Government at all levels 
also responded to emergent public problems such as 
hunger, homelessness, and AIDS primarily through 
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nonprofit service providers funded by the state. As in 
the postwar era, many of the new organiza tions pro­
vided services w hich did not previously exist. 
Meanwhile, the political ferment surround ing the 
Reagan cu ts and his devolution policies prompted 
many groups to organize and petition the state. Some 

As ill the postwar era, many of the 
new organizations provided services 

which did Ilot previously exist. 

of these organizations wanted direct funding, but many 
were issue- or cause-related and simply wanted to 
influence government policy. Overall, the competition 
for public and private funds increased sharply, since 
the number of non profits outstripped available 
resources. 

The scarcity of public and private charitable funds 
has encouraged nonprofit service orga nizations to tap 
fees and commercial activities- affinity cards and for­
profit subsidiaries- as a source of revenue. Nonprofit 
housing developers such as community development 
corpora tions cobble together funding from many 
sources-bank loans, tax credits for investors, local 
government bond money, and private donations-to 
build low-income housing. Nonprofit hospitals oper­
ate for-profit home care agencies. Museums rely upon 
gift shops and blockbuster shows to generate revenue 
and memberships.The ability of nonprofi ts to tap new 
sources of public and private revenue is a major reason 
for the continued escalation in the number of tax­
exempt, charitable 501(c)(3) organiza tions-from 
322,000 in 1982 to 546,000 in 1992. 

The impact of the ongoing restructuring of non­
profit service agencies on loca l civic infrastructure 
remains unclear. Many of these agencies perform a 
professional serv ice role that cannot easily be 
assumed by community members without adequate 
training or background . Some non profits are reaching 
out to new commu nity constituencies and striving to 
create new networks of political and social support. 
Mergers and consolidations appear to be more com­
mon. Nonetheless, many nonprofits remain focused on 
their own service niche and resist entering into cooper­
ative arrangements w ith other service providers. The 
increased competition for public and private funds can 
discourage active cooperation among agencies. 

The unanswered question for the future concerns the 
effects on the nonprofit sector of the curren t wave of 
devolution, as reflected in the 1996 welfare reform leg­
isla tion, funding cutbacks, and the pending proposa ls 
for a shift in federal housing and health policy to the 
states. These current and proposed policies are sub-
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stantively different from the changes in federal policy 
in the 1980s: the cutbacks are more extensive; state and 
local governments have greater discretion in spending 
money; and for-profit organizations are likely to com­
pete aggressively with nonprofit service organizations 
for public funds . Consequently, many nonprofit ser­
vice organizations which successively weathered the 
1980s and 1990s may find themselves severely pressed 
financially, with many closures and mergers possible. 

Nonprofits and Public Policy 
The complex interplay between the nonprofit and 

public sectors in the postwar era presents several 
lessons for social scientists and policymakers. First, the 
prevailing view of America's "exceptionalism" w ith 
respect to its reliance on private associations needs to 
be rethought. The extensive direct and indirect govern­
ment support for nonprofit organizations suggests that 
America's distinctiveness in the postwar period may 
lie in its use of non profits as a policy tool to achieve 
public purposes. 

Second, the effects of public fundin g on non profits 
are not entirely positive. Government can undermine 
nonprofits through inappropriate regulations, funding 
delays and cutbacks, and political opposition . These 
problems can sap staff and volunteer enthusiasm, con­
tribute to turnover, and destabilize agencies facing ser-

Some nOllprofits are reaching out to 

new commtll1in) constituencies a"d 
striving to create new networks of 

social and political support. 

vice cuts and disruptions. And, as we have seen, 
reliance on public funding can encourage nonprofits to 
focus their attention on government rather than on the 
community around them. 

The remedy for these problems, hqwever, is not to 
curtail federal hmding and place all our hopes in local 
communities, but instead to devise innovations in pub­
lic and nonprofit management. To the ex tent that we 
are guided by a substitution paradigm-less govern­
ment, more private activity and voluntarism-we risk 
overstating the capacity of local communities to 
respond to social need in the absence of government 
support. 

To be sure, non profits can emerge in response to 
government failure. Recent faith-based grassroots pro­
grams to address poverty and unemployment are 
good examples. But these programs are quickly over­
w helmed if they are forced to confront an array of 
social needs without government help in the areas of 
income maintenance, transportation, and health care, 
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even if this help is indirect. These programs also 
depend for their success on diverse public and private 
service options that allow the matching of individuals 
to appropriate programs. This array of services needs 
ongoing public support. 

In an age of devolution, the challenge is to craft a 
new balance between private and public responsibility. 
The first task for policymakers is to d esign govern­
ment policies w hich allow government to maintain 
accountability for the expenditure of public funds by 
nonprofit organiza tions without undermining their 
stability. Recent developments in performance evalua­
tiOll, for example, have shown promise as strategies to 
measure service outcomes in nonprofit service agen­
cies while encouraging flexibility, innovation, and effi­
ciency. In addition, more research and evaluation must 
be undertaken to clarify under what circumstances col­
laboration and cooperation among non profits or 
between public, nonprofit, and for-profit organizations 
is beneficial for local communities. 

Many public initiatives to support the development 
of civic infrastructure will have to be undertaken by 
state and local government. State government should 
be cognizant of the need to help support the fiscal 
capacities of local and regional government: Without 
an adequate resource base, municipal policymakers 
will be unable to provide effective assis tance to non­
profit associations in their community. State govern­
ments should also nurture and support the growth of 
statewide and regional associations representing non­
profit groups. These associations can be a source of 
crucial technical assistance and support for local asso­
ciations, enhancing their ability to foster voluntarism 
and supportive social networks in the community. 
Statewide associa tions ca n also help with leadership 
development. 

Even grassroots organiza tions staffed primarily by 
volunteers rely either directly or indirectly on govern­
ment for their long-term sustain ability. Neighborhood 
crime-watch groups need a police department that can 
respond to their concerns. PTA chapters will falter if 
the public schools are broke and the education want­
ing. Absent a vital public sector, voluntarism will not 
flourish. 

Finally, the postwar expansion and evolution of vol­
untary associations d emonstrates the complexity of 
community and ways to build or rebuild community. 

If we as a society are committed to creating a more 
vibrant and healthy civic infrastructure, we need to 
examine ways in which local voluntary associations­
from social service agencies to unions to churches­
ca n become more connected to their communities, 
broadly defined . This challenging task will require 
new approaches by voluntary associations to gover­
nance, membership and community support. 

Many voluntary associations are in the midst of 
experimenting with such approaches across the coun­
try. As we learn more abou t these strategies, we can 
begin to provide greater guidance and support to vol­
untary associations and the citizenry in building local 
civic infrastructure. 

-Steven Rathgeb Smith 
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