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Civil Society for the 21st Century
 

It’s hard today to imagine the sense of wonder that Alexis de 
Tocqueville felt in the 19th century when he first encountered 
the energy of American civil society—that vast, undefined space 
between the individual and the state. Within this space, he observed 
the instinct of everyday citizens to organize around the things that 
mattered to them, taking control of their own lives by advancing a 
shared goal. He saw the genius of American civil society as striking 
a creative tension between individual and collective flourishing. For 
a European aristocrat steeped in the traditions of strong central 
government, established religion, and inherited titles, this was noth-
ing short of a marvel—the very basis of Democracy in America.

Nearly two centuries later, we Americans rarely stop to marvel any-
more at the countless ways we participate in civil society every day or 
the myriad organizations that contribute to a better life for us all. In 
today’s America, civil society surrounds and sustains us like the air we 
breathe. It goes unnoticed and unappreciated due to its very ubiquity.

This article series, then, offers an exercise in mindfulness. It’s a 
chance to focus, for a change, on the oxygen that makes our com-
mon life possible and good—to examine and appreciate and ques-
tion and commit. Over the coming weeks, some of today’s leading 
thinkers and practitioners will explore important issues of civil soci-
ety in the 21st century: its origins and evolution, its boundaries and 
blind spots, its values and variety, its obstacles and opportunities.

The discussion, at times, may seem contradictory or even con-
tentious, because we believe that all voices and viewpoints have 
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a place in the public square. Authors have been invited not only 
for their subject area expertise, but also for their diversity across 
multiple factors including gender, race or ethnicity, ideology, and 
experience. By intentionally inviting a wide variety of voices into 
the conversation, we aim to model the kind of public discourse 
and shared meaning-making that have always been the hallmarks 
of civil society—traits that seem very much endangered in our 
increasingly fragmented society.

Every conversation needs a conversation starter, and in that spirit, 
we offer the following question: What would Tocqueville think of 
today’s civil society in America?
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The Adaptive Challenge of 
Restoring Trust in Civil Society

By Dan Cardinali

Driven by a confluence of powerful secular trends, Americans’ 
trust in civil society has declined to alarming levels. Without 
addressing these trends and reversing the loss of trust, the ideal of 
private action for the public good could be at risk.

Known by many names—including the charitable sector, impact 
sector, voluntary sector, and nonprofit sector—civil society is 
almost incomprehensively vast and diverse. In the United States, 
religious institutions foster and nurture a sense of purpose in mil-
lions of people every day. Education and health and human service 
organizations support and unleash individual and community tal-
ents, dreams, and capacities to contribute to the constant building 
and rebuilding of our nation. Museums and cultural institutions 
open up our imaginations, freeing our creative, innovative senti-
ments and challenging us to imagine and re-imagine our lives, our 
communities, and our country. And environmental organizations 
connect us to our natural world, enabling us to recognize our place 
in it and responsibility to it.

It all adds up to some 1.5 million organizations that employ more 
than 11 million professionals, mobilize more than 63 million 
volunteers each year, and take in more than $390 billion in phil-
anthropic donations annually, plus many hundreds of billions in 
government grants and contracts. Call it what you will, American 
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civil society touches every aspect of our daily lives in profound—
though often unnoticed—ways.

When I speak of civil society, I ground it in a notion of private action 
in service of the public good—as opposed to public action for public 
good (which is government), or private action for private good (which 
is business). It was this instinct that so amazed Alexis de Tocqueville 
in the 19th century: Individual Americans were compelled to form 
voluntary communities in pursuit of causes that complemented—but 
often superseded—their own selfish needs and desires. Striking a 
tension between individualism and a commitment to common good, 
American civil society, he believed, had the foundational elements for 
a healthy democracy.

For decades, civil society flourished at this instinctive level where 
Tocqueville first observed it, without much formal recognition by 
the federal government. It was only as the United States prepared 
to enter World War I that policymakers altered the tax code to 
recognize the essential role of civil society in promoting a healthy 
and self-sustaining democracy. Despite the cost, Congress enacted 
the Charitable Tax Deduction in 1917, determined to ensure that 
even as the country focused its powerful human, technological, 
and financial resources overseas, everyday Americans would be 
incentivized through a tax deduction to care for the wellbeing of 
their neighbors and communities.

The Great Depression and post World War II years saw a grow-
ing partnership between civil society and government. Increasingly, 
government recognized that citizen-led civil society organizations 
were critical to ensuring that the common good was protected and 
promoted. Investing in civil society through grants and contracts, 
government became one of the biggest sources of financial support to 
civil society. Over the years, civil society evolved into a complex set of 
organizations, some of which are now multibillion-dollar enterprises 
while others remain completely volunteer-led local initiatives.

https://www.philanthropydaily.com/the-charitable-tax-deduction-turns-100/
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Even as government increased its formal relationship with civ-
il society, institutional and corporate philanthropy also evolved 
a unique role in the common good ecosystem. From “big bets” 
to capacity building, philanthropy has been a primary engine of 
innovation for many of America’s most transformative programs 
and ideas. Without robust philanthropic organizations investing 
in a diverse set of nonprofits, civil society would be much com-
promised in its ability to partner with business and government in 
promoting and protecting the common good.

Nearly a quarter of the way into the 21st century, I have no doubt 
that Tocqueville would be amazed at the size, scope, and institu-
tionalization of American civil society. But even more surprising, I 
imagine, would be the sheer magnitude of the challenges facing civil 
society today. Whether it is growing income and wealth inequal-
ity, changing conceptions of community, or the deep political and 
cultural polarization of American society, the very idea of “private 
actions in service of public good” is taking on new meaning and 
manifestations. Revisiting America today, Tocqueville would, I am 
certain, be concerned about how civil society is changing alongside 
national identity and wonder how it might evolve to ensure that 
a strong sense of the common good continues to drive the great 
experiment that is American democracy.

So how would Tocqueville know—how can we know—whether 
American civil society is in fact helping individuals and commu-
nities flourish? If the purpose of civil society is to promote the 
common good, then it stands to reason that a general wellbeing 
index—a collection of societal measures of our wellbeing—is a 
powerful indicator of success. So by examining these measures, we 
can get a good sense of how healthy civil society is.

Every year, Gallup asks some 175,000 respondents to rate their lives 
based on five interrelated factors of wellbeing: sense of purpose, so-
cial relationships, financial security, relationship to community, and 
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physical health. By analyzing individual responses and extrapolating 
to the broader population, researchers can quantify the percentage 
of the population that is thriving, struggling, or suffering.

The trends are not encouraging. Despite a generally good year 
economically, wellbeing saw an unprecedented drop in 2017—
worse than 2009, in the depths of the Great Recession. Last year, 
there were significant, widespread drops in wellbeing among 
women, low-income households, Democrats, and political inde-
pendents. Wellbeing among men and Republicans merely broke 
even, despite their perceived political ascendancy. Not a single 
state saw a year-over-year increase in wellbeing. Meanwhile, com-
munities of color reported statistically significant declines, led by 
blacks and Hispanics.

Apart from economics, what are the factors that contribute to or 
detract from a general sense of wellbeing? Research tells us that 
connection, community, purpose, and agency are all powerful pre-
dictors of wellbeing, while alienation, isolation, and powerlessness 
negatively correlate. By its very nature—participatory, voluntary, 
and communitarian—civil society ought to boost the positive 
drivers of wellbeing while mitigating the negatives. So, given the 
broad-based collapse in Gallup’s wellbeing numbers, it’s worth 
asking the question: What role does civil society play in all this?

It is clear to me that trust is one of the core elements of Ameri-
can civil society. Even in the 1830s, Tocqueville recognized that 
Americans trusted one another enough to create civic spaces in 
which individuals could commit their private resources in service 
to community goods. Without such trust in those with whom we 
share our daily lives, civil society struggles and ultimately fails in 
promoting individual and communal wellbeing.

Of course, we know that trust in American institutions—includ-
ing Congress, the presidency, big business, big labor, and even the 
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media—has been declining for years. Through it all, civil society 
has largely managed to buck the trend—that is, until 2017, when 
Americans’ trust in civil society dropped by nine points to stand 
just below the halfway mark, according to the Edelman Trust Ba-
rometer. In other words, ask the average American today whether 
they believe in the nonprofit sector, and the answer comes down 
to a coin flip. This is perplexing, because civil society is not the 
“other;” it’s not some external institution that affects our lives from 
afar. Instead, civil society is us. It’s how we associate and organize 
and interact with those around us. So when Americans tell poll-
sters that they don’t trust civil society, they are saying, in effect, 
that they don’t trust their fellow Americans, their neighbors.

While there are many factors driving the deterioration of trust 
in American life, I believe that three play a disproportionate role. 
First, America is experiencing a significant increase in the con-
centration of wealth among the so-called one percent. According 
to the Pew Charitable Trust, wealth gaps between upper-income 
families and lower- to middle-income families are at the highest 
levels ever recorded. Exacerbating this situation is the persistent 
fact that structural racism acts to maintain, or even increase, the 
wealth disparity between white households and households of 
color. In this environment, private action in service of public good 
appears increasingly futile.

A second factor driving the deterioration of trust in civil society is 
a shift in how we define “community.” The civic institutions that 
Robert Putnam wrote about in Bowling Alone: The Collapse and 
Revival of American Community were based largely on proxim-
ity—all the clubs and societies and organizations that brought 
people face to face with neighbors in their physical community. 
Increasingly, however, technology is changing every aspect of our 
lives, including how we associate and how we define community. 
Virtual connections extend our sense of community well beyond 

https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2018-10/2018_Edelman_TrustBarometer_Executive_Summary_Jan.pdf
https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2018-10/2018_Edelman_TrustBarometer_Executive_Summary_Jan.pdf
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/11/01/how-wealth-inequality-has-changed-in-the-u-s-since-the-great-recession-by-race-ethnicity-and-income/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/11/01/how-wealth-inequality-has-changed-in-the-u-s-since-the-great-recession-by-race-ethnicity-and-income/
http://apps.urban.org/features/wealth-inequality-charts/
http://apps.urban.org/features/wealth-inequality-charts/
http://bowlingalone.com/
http://bowlingalone.com/
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place, and technology expands the potential scale of civic action 
even as it changes the nature of that action. This is what Claus 
Schwab, founder and executive chairman of the World Economic 
Forum, calls the “fourth industrial revolution”—neither bad nor 
good in and of itself, but a challenge that civil society must learn 
to manage. Until virtual communities inspire the same kind of 
trust that physical communities once did, it may be harder to pur-
sue private action in service of the public good.

A third major reason why trust in civil society is diminishing is 
the sharp increase in political and cultural polarization. Rather 
than seeking commonalities with their neighbors, Americans are 
self-selecting into communities that reinforce existing viewpoints, 
interests, and beliefs. As journalist Bob Bishop points out in an 
interview about his book, The Big Sort: Why the Clustering of 
Like-Minded America Is Tearing Us Apart :

[O]ur political differences are really just the tip of what 
has been a social and economic transformation. The nation 
has sorted in nearly every way imaginable … Not only 
have demographic groups sorted themselves into particular 
places, we’ve also constructed our social lives so that we 
spend more time around like-minded others. Over the last 
thirty years, our civic clubs, our neighborhoods, and our 
churches have all grown more politically homogenous.

America has always been a nation of rich differences. Over the 
last 30 years, however, this “great sort” has eroded our connection 
to those who diverge from our beliefs, experiences, and worldview. 
As a result, private action on behalf of the public good is increas-
ingly circumscribed by what one considers her or his community. 
When community is limited to those with whom you share a 
worldview, then American civil society is deeply compromised in 
its ability to build a common good that extends beyond any limit-
ed, self-selected group.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7xUk1F7dyvI
http://www.thebigsort.com/book.php
http://www.thebigsort.com/book.php
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Because it springs from a disparity between values and circumstanc-
es, eroding trust presents an “adaptive challenge,” to borrow from 
the work of Ronald Heifetz, founder of the Center for Public Lead-
ership at Harvard Kennedy School. Adaptive challenges are notori-
ously difficult to solve because stakeholders often find it hard even 
to agree on the nature of the problem. In this case, however, many 
leaders of civil society identified the issue of declining trust—and 
its attendant drivers—well before I did. It was a theme we heard 
constantly as far back as 2015, when Independent Sector partnered 
with more than 80 organizations to conduct a nationwide “listening 
tour” known as Threads. More than 2,000 participants across 13 
communities took part in Threads, often sharing profound concerns 
about declining trust, pervasive inequality, social fragmentation, and 
low civic engagement. Even then, as we shared in our report on the 
project, the message was clear:

As organizations strive to achieve ambitious missions, each 
must decide how they will respond to a complex environment 
changing at unprecedented speeds. The options are to attempt 
to influence it, adapt to it, or ignore it. For most organizations, 
the first two options require significant change; choosing the 
last would risk receding into irrelevance over time.

Irrelevance is not an option. With this blog series, our hope is that 
American civil society can begin to write the next great chapter 
in its story. Professional communicators often use a well-known 
narrative framework called SOAR, which stands for situation, 
obstacle, action, and results. With this series, we hope to take a 
deep dive into the first half of that framework. We will examine 
the origins, definitions, and boundaries of civil society, in addi-
tion to the values and strengths that have allowed it to thrive for 
so long. We’ll also confront some of the blind spots, weaknesses, 
and political critiques that could represent obstacles to continued 
success—if not an outright existential crisis.

http://cambridge-leadership.com/documents/Ch-2-Theory-Behind-the-Practice.pdf
https://independentsector.org/
https://independentsector.org/resource/threads/
https://independentsector.org/resource/threads/
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In the end, however, situation and obstacles are merely the prelude 
to what really matters: action and results. For centuries, American 
civil society has proven capable again and again of taking the ac-
tions that produce results for the common good. In every instance, 
we have risen to the challenge by searching deep within our na-
tion’s soul and finding renewal grounded in a conviction that the 
American democratic experiment was worth struggling for.

I’m confident that this time will be no different.

Dan Cardinali is president and CEO of 
Independent Sector, the only national 
membership organization that brings 
together nonprofits, foundations, and 
corporations seeking to advance the 
common good. Known for his commit-
ment to performance management and 
measurable impact, Cardinali’s work at 
Independent Sector is focused on em-

powering organizations to work collaboratively to improve life and 
the environment for individuals and communities around the world.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

Listen to Independent Sector’s Civil Renewal podcast. In the first 
episode, Cardinali interviews SSIR Managing Editor Eric Nee.

https://independentsector.org/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/the_adaptive_challenge_of_restoring_trust_in_civil_society
https://independentsector.org/resource/civil-renewal-podcast/


The  
American Context



13

The American Context of Civil 
Society

By Yuval Levin

In both the conservative and progressive imagination, civil 
society is valued—for opposite reasons—as an arbiter between the 
individual and the national state. But by viewing civil society 
as the core of America’s social life, we can see our way toward a 
politics that might overcome some of the dysfunctions of our day.

Civil society is a distinctly American preoccupation. That is not, of 
course, because voluntarism, mediating social institutions, or a robust 
charitable sector are somehow unique to our country. All of those ex-
ist in different forms throughout the world. But in no society are they 
as intricately tied up with national identity as they are for us.

The reasons for that are more complicated than they seem. We 
like to believe that we care so much about civil society because it 
is our great strength. Communitarians of various stripes are fond 
of quoting Alexis de Tocqueville to each other and reveling in the 
amazing multiplicity of ways in which Americans work together 
from the bottom up. I do this myself all the time. And there is 
good cause to do it: Tocqueville was deeply perceptive about us, 
and the scope of our independent sector is astounding.

But that is only one side of the coin. Americans are also distinctly 
obsessed with civil society because although the civil sector has 
always had a central place in our national life, its place has also 

http://ccss.jhu.edu/research-projects/comparative-nonprofit-sector-project/
http://ccss.jhu.edu/research-projects/comparative-nonprofit-sector-project/
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always been contested in ways that cut to the core of our politics, 
and because the very idea of civil society points to deep tensions 
in our understanding of what our society is and how it works.

For one thing, it points to the great distance between theory and 
practice in American life. The dominant social and political the-
ories we have had about ourselves have always been stark, liberal 
stories: highly individualistic, rooted in rights, inclined to extreme 
abstraction, and focused on government. The actual practice of 
American life has not resembled these theories all that much. It 
has tended, instead, to be very communitarian, rooted in com-
mitments and mutual obligations, pragmatic and practical, and 
focused on culture. This has often meant that our theories do not 
explain either our virtues or our vices very well, and that we lack a 
conceptual vocabulary adequate to how we live.

This chasm between theory and practice does a particularly great 
disservice to our understanding of the role of civil society, because 
there is really no way to describe our civic sector in the terms 
our various political ideologies usually demand. This often leads, 
in particular, to assorted misimpressions about the relationship 
between civil society and government in America, with distinctly 
different valences on different sides of our politics.

In the conservative and libertarian imagination, civil society is 
often forced into theories of classical-liberal individualism that 
view the voluntary sector as fundamentally a counterforce to 
government, and therefore as a means of enabling individual 
independence and holding off encroachments of federal power. 
It is in the civic sector that liberal theories of legitimacy—as 
arising from direct consent, and leaving fully intact the rights 
and freedoms of the individual—are said to be best put into 
practice, so that it is in civil society that legitimate social orga-
nization is said to really happen. The implicit goals of this ap-
proach to civil society involve a transfer of responsibility from 
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government to civil society, especially in welfare, education, and 
social insurance.

In the progressive imagination, meanwhile, civil society is often un-
derstood in the context of intense suspicion of non-democratic power 
centers, which are implicitly taken to enable prejudice and backward-
ness that oppress minority groups and undermine the larger society’s 
commitment to equality. This has led to an inclination to submit the 
work of civil society to the legitimating mechanisms of democrat-
ic politics—and especially national politics. In practice, this means 
allowing the federal government to set the ends of social action and 
then seeing civil-society organizations as among the available means 
to those ends, valued for their practical effectiveness and local flavor, 
but restrained from oppressing the individual citizen or effectively 
governing him without his consent. The implicit goals of this ap-
proach to civil society involve a transfer of decision-making respon-
sibility from civil society to the government, which can then use the 
organs of civil society as mere administrators of public programs—es-
pecially in welfare, health care, and education.

Both of these visions of civil society express a view of American so-
cial life that consists, in essence, of individuals and a national state. 
The dispute between left and right in this regard is about whether 
individuals need to be liberated from the grasp of the national state 
or need be liberated by that state from would-be oppressors among 
their fellow citizens. Civil society is seen as a tool for doing one or 
the other. Such visions, in other words, tend to ignore the vast social 
space between the individual and the national state—which is after 
all the space in which civil society actually exists.

This is, of course, a highly distorted way to think and fight about the 
political life of our country, since most of the governing in America 
is done by states and localities. And it is also a distorted way to think 
about our social lives, which are mostly lived in the institutions that 
fill the space between individuals and the federal government.
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A politics shaped by such multilayered distortions easily devolves 
into crude, abstract debates between radical individualism and 
intense centralization. And these, in turn, devolve into accusations 
of socialism and social Darwinism, libertinism and puritanism.

But centralization and atomism are not actually opposite ends of 
the political spectrum. They are closely related tendencies, and 
they often coexist and reinforce one another—each making the 
other possible. The centralization and nationalization of social ser-
vices crowds out mediating institutions; the resulting breakdown 
of communal wholes into atomized individuals leaves people less 
capable of helping themselves and one another, which leaves them 
looking to the national government for help; and the cycle then 
repeats. It is when we pursue both of these extremes together, as 
we frequently do in contemporary America, that we most exacer-
bate the dark sides of our fracturing and dissolution.

There is an alternative to this perilous mix of over-centralization 
and hyper-individualism. It can be found in the intricate structure 
of our complex social topography, and in the institutions and rela-
tionships that stand between the isolated individual and the nation-
al state. By seeing civil society as the core of America’s social life, we 
can see our way toward a politics that might overcome some of the 
dysfunctions of our day—a politics that can lower the temperature, 
focus us on practical problems, remind us of the sources of our free-
doms, and replenish social capital. In the context of this American 
moment, such a politics could hardly be more valuable.

It is a good thing, therefore, that we Americans are distinctly 
preoccupied with civil society. Although we disagree about its 
place and function, the fact that we take it to be essential to who 
we are suggests we know that our theories are inadequate, and that 
understanding ourselves through the character and work of our 
civil society could help us better know our country and better live 
out its ideals.
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In this respect, American life offers a rich and constructive context 
for thinking about civil society, and civil society offers a rich and 
constructive context for thinking about American life.

 Yuval Levin is vice president of the 
Ethics and Public Policy Center and 
editor of National Affairs. He is the 
author, most recently, of The Fractured 
Republic: Renewing America’s Social 
Contract in the Age of Individualism.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

https://eppc.org/
https://www.nationalaffairs.com/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/the_american_context_of_civil_society
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Civil Society and the Foundations of 
Democratic Citizenship

By Daniel Stid

Civil society can act directly to solve critical problems, but its 
indirect effect might be just as important: allowing individuals 
to participate, collaborate, and—in the process—develop into 
citizens capable of upholding democracy.

In using sociologist and political scientist Alexis de Tocqueville 
as a touchstone for this essay series on American civil society, 
it is tempting to emphasize the affirmations and gloss over the 
challenges he presents to us. But we need to reckon with the 
full sweep of his thinking about civil society, especially with 
what he saw as its essential, albeit indirect, role in fostering 
democratic citizenship.

Most of us will recall how Americans’ unique aptitude for forming 
what Tocqueville termed public or civil associations—the precur-
sors of today’s nonprofit and voluntary organizations—left a deep 
impression on the Frenchman when he visited the United States 
in the 1830s. As he noted in Democracy in America:

Americans of all ages, conditions and all dispositions con-
stantly unite together. … To hold fetes, found seminaries, 
build inns, construct churches, distribute books, dispatch 
missionaries to the antipodes. They establish hospitals, 
prisons, schools by the same method. Finally, if they wish 
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to highlight a truth or develop an opinion by the encour-
agement of a great example, they form an association.

This well-known observation, however, is just the starting point 
for Tocqueville’s assessment.

Tocqueville went on to describe two roles he saw associations 
playing in the United States. The first was to provide a means for 
solving collective problems: “Among democratic nations all citizens 
are independent and weak; they can achieve almost nothing by 
themselves and none of them could force his fellows to help him. 
Therefore they sink into a state of impotence, if they do not learn to 
help each other voluntarily.” But by joining forces in an association, 
individuals could solve the collective action problem. This first role 
is akin to the conception of nonprofits that prevails today, one that 
emphasizes the importance of their direct contributions or impact.

The second role that Tocqueville saw associations playing is less 
familiar to us; indeed, there is a sense in which we have lost sight 
of it. This role was indirect: drawing individuals out of their pri-
vate concerns, where they would otherwise stay focused and striv-
ing, and enabling them to be part of something larger than the 
circumstances of their own existence. In doing this, they invariably 
had to rub elbows and learn to work with others with different 
interests and points of view. And in this way, those participating 
in associations became better collaborators, leaders, and citizens. 
“The only way opinions and ideas can be renewed, hearts enlarged, 
and human minds developed,” Tocqueville observed, “is through 
the reciprocal influence of men upon each other.”

To appreciate the importance that Tocqueville placed on both the 
direct and indirect roles of associations, we need to remember his real 
doubts about whether democracy could be sustained in the United 
States. The country was for him a precarious political experiment due 
to the volatile combination of unprecedented equality and the lack 
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of traditional mediating institutions. Tocqueville feared a scenario in 
which the great mass of Americans, becoming increasingly isolated in 
their individual pursuits, would give up any claims on being citizens 
who were concerned with the well-being of their fellow man and the 
public life they shared. Instead, they would submit to a paternalistic 
and despotic central government that would rule over them as a shep-
herd would “a flock of timid and hardworking animals.”

Tocqueville believed that associations operating outside the 
sphere of government and economic life—what we now refer to 
as civil society—were essential bulwarks against any incipient 
democratic decay and despotism. The direct role these asso-
ciations played in solving problems meant that they could be 
tackled without having to involve the federal or state govern-
ment. Tocqueville was skeptical that government above the local 
township level could do much to solve problems—the national 
government was too far removed, and any action it would take 
would be uninformed and heavy handed, whereas state govern-
ments were too apt to be swayed by petty concerns and volatile 
majorities. Townships and voluntary associations were the means 
through which citizens who knew and trusted each other could 
solve problems, as well as broaden their individual perspectives 
and develop their civic skills.

While the rough-and-tumble nature of these local institu-
tions might lead to some messiness and occasional failure, 
Tocqueville warned against the government acting in a top-
down manner. “What political power could ever substitute for 
the countless small enterprises which American citizens carry 
out daily with the help of associations?” he asked. “The more 
[government] replaces associations, the more individuals will 
need government to help as they lose the idea of association. 
This is the endless vicious circle of cause and effect.” The 
indirect contribution of associations—that which broadened 
the perspective and capabilities of participating citizens—is 
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no less important than their direct impact in combatting this 
cycle; indeed, the former was and remains a necessary com-
plement to the latter.

It was for this reason that Tocqueville emphasized the importance 
of understanding the contributions of associations to democracy 
in America. “In democratic countries, the knowledge of how to 
form associations is the mother of all knowledge since the success 
of all the others depends on it.” But how can we apply this belief? 
How can we regain a firm grasp on “the mother of all knowledge” 
to put it to better use today? Here are three steps we all can take:

First, we need to reset the balance in how we think and talk about 
the contributions of nonprofits. Alas, as the government agencies 
and foundations that fund nonprofits have zeroed in on defining 
and tracking their direct impact, the attention we pay to non-
profits’ indirect role in fostering democratic citizenship has faded. 
Nonprofits are much more than instruments for direct impact. To 
be sure, professionalism, strategic plans, and performance metrics 
are good things for them to develop. But so are volunteers and 
individual donors, board members with diverse perspectives, and 
community-wide coalitions. It is also helpful for nonprofits to 
listen—really listen—to the voices of the people they are support-
ing, and to encourage and enable their beneficiaries to bring their 
voices to bear in the public square. These approaches can lead to 
amateurism, indeterminacy, tensions, and conflict, but they also 
produce more and better citizens for democracy.

Second, we should stop assuming that if we can just scale and rep-
licate the right high-performing nonprofits, and/or feed enough 
money to effective advocacy groups, we can solve major, multi-
faceted social problems. Effectively addressing faltering public 
schools, gun violence, climate change, and problems like them 
will require much broader and more engaged movements, built by 
capable and committed people. These movements, in turn, will rely 



22

Independent Sector / Stanford Social Innovation Review

heavily on the indirect effect of nonprofits and voluntary associa-
tions to develop people willing and able to participate in them.

Finally, while we are at it, we might also take some cues from 
observers like Yuval Levin, Heather Gerken, David Brooks, and 
James and Deborah Fallows. From ideologically diverse vantage 
points, they have all discerned the need for and fruitfulness of 
experiments in our laboratories of democracy at the state and local 
levels. They are observing how entrepreneurs from multiple sectors 
are coming together in varied associational ways to solve prob-
lems in ways that no longer seem possible in our polarized and 
exhausted national politics. Not surprisingly, nonprofit and civic 
leaders are serving as the catalysts for this collective problem-solv-
ing. They are updating and remixing Tocqueville’s diagnosis and 
prescription—and not a moment too soon!

Daniel Stid is director of the Madison 
Initiative at the William and Flora 
Hewlett Foundation. He oversees the 
foundation’s eight-year, $150 million 
effort to support the values and institu-
tions of US democracy—especially 
Congress—in a time of polarization.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.
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On Shared Vision and a  
New Social Compact

By Robert K. Ross

Civic engagement and community voice make up the secret sauce 
of US democracy. We need a new, community-generated social 
compact to assert the vision and policy framework for an inclusive 
21st-century America.

This year, I’ll complete my 18th year working in philanthropy. I’ve 
spent the entire time as president of a single foundation: The Cal-
ifornia Endowment. While I still awaken each and every morning 
with gratitude and passion for the position I hold—this job really 
is a gift—I realize I have relatively few years left in this role. When 
I transition out of it, what I will most fondly recall is the way our 
foundation has contributed to America’s epic battle against inequal-
ity and injustice. In partnership with the community we serve, we’ve 
thrown some punches when punches needed throwing.

While there are still many battles I’d love to help win, one thing 
in particular is gnawing at my innards: There’s no shared vision for 
our nation that is born from our communities and no new social 
compact to support that vision.

Our foundation needs this compact, philanthropy needs it, the 
nonprofit sector needs it, California needs it, and our nation needs 
it. From the perch I occupy, there are moral, strategic, and spiritual 
reasons why this is our most pressing imperative.

http://www.calendow.org/
http://www.calendow.org/
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Moral
Whether you call us the nonprofit sector, charity sector, or in-
dependent sector, we currently lack a sense of identity, or shared 
moral purpose. The only thing that clearly binds us together is our 
tax status with the Internal Revenue Service.

That needs to change, and I believe change starts with our moral 
purpose. What we truly share is a goal of confronting and fixing 
structural inequality and poverty in America. Inequality in health, 
economics, education, the arts, or housing is indeed structural and 
systemic. It is what links the African-American male targeted by 
the Detroit police to the undocumented immigrant high school-
er in Los Angeles to the desperate white rural Kentucky towns 
struggling with opiate addiction.

Inequality in America isn’t destiny; it’s systematically manufac-
tured. The machinery? Injustice based on race, gender, economics, 
immigration status, and LGBTQ identity. It’s time for us to come 
together to denounce all injustice. Our leaders must have a point 
of view about confronting structural inequality in our nation, and 
assert this point of view through ideas, innovation, policy, and 
systems change. Providing charity care to the needy is noble but 
insufficient to create the full moral response we need.

We need to own this problem of structural inequality, and not pre-
tend that magical elves will somehow solve it. And if you believe 
the social responsibility VPs in the Fortune 500 will solve it, then 
you are kidding yourself. If we are not rising to the invitation of 
a shared vision of prosperity and equity in America, then we are 
complicit in maintaining the tragic status quo.

Strategic
As a philanthropic institution, we take pride in listening to and 
learning from our grantees and the communities we serve. And 
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the voices of marginalized, disinvested, stigmatized, and forgot-
ten communities influence and shape the grant-making strate-
gies we employ.

We are now entering year eight of a ten-year, place-based cam-
paign across California called Building Healthy Communities, 
where we invest in ideas from grassroots and youth leaders. We 
want them to tell us how to improve health and wellness where 
they live. This bottom-up approach has been a great and illumi-
nating ride. But we have also heard a lot about what leaders in 
these communities don’t want and don’t like, including dysfunc-
tion, gridlock, chaos and injustice in Washington, DC.

This phenomenon places our foundation—and like-minded 
foundations across the country working against structural in-
equality and inequity in America—in an awkward position. In the 
hyperpartisan, scorched-earth landscape that defines America’s 
political and civic theatre these days, we’re stuck between a rock 
and a hard place. Either we “weigh in” on the side of the com-
munities we serve, appearing as though we’ve chosen a political 
side, or we adopt the careful and cautious posture of just laying 
low, for fear that we might creep over the nonpartisan guardrails. 
More simply put, we can either appear like a political operative or 
behave like a head-in-the-ground ostrich, oblivious to the horrible 
things that are happening all around us. This is because what our 
field lacks—at least for those among us who deem inequality in 
America as a problem that needs solving—is a shared, affirmative, 
forward-looking vision about what the communities we serve 
want from our nation, as opposed to what they don’t want.

We have to figure out the shared values and principles that 
undergird how America should work, and then translate those 
values and principles into a policy framework to advance op-
portunity and reduce inequality. Most important is executing 
that framework.

http://www.calendow.org/building-healthy-communities/
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Spiritual
In the year 2026, America will celebrate its 250th birthday as a 
democracy. The time is ripe to ask and act on a fundamental ques-
tion: What kind of nation do we want to be?

As a private citizen, I may be interested in and intrigued by the 
views of people named Trump, Clinton, Ryan, and Schumer. As a 
foundation executive, however, I want the organizations and lead-
ers we support—the people who are fighting on the front lines in 
the pitched battle against inequality—to guide, shape, and inspire 
our board of directors (and other nonprofit boards).

The party to which we swear allegiance is not Democratic or Re-
publican—it is Community. And I believe that strengthening and 
optimizing the voices of community leaders to exert power and 
control in pursuit of their vision is job #1 for those of us blessed to 
steward resources in dollars and influence.

This constitutes a profoundly spiritual question about the future of 
our nation.

In the 1820s, a French sociologist named Alexis de Tocqueville 
visited America, gathering data and insights about this fledgling re-
public. In his monumental work Democracy in America , he noted the 
emergence of self-organizing community “associations”—groups of 
ordinary citizens who gathered together to address and solve prob-
lems. These groups were nowhere on the executive “org chart” of the 
nation—they just gathered to assert their views on how the nation 
should work, through the lens of their community. And then they 
would act. Tocqueville was describing the spirit and ethos of what 
would eventually morph into the nonprofit sector.

Civic engagement and community voice make up the secret sauce 
of our democracy. We need a new, community-generated social 
compact to assert a vision and policy framework for an inclusive 
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21st-century America. This time around, the framers will not be 
all-white, all-male, and 50-percent slave-owning.

We are now a more-pluralistic America, an America that must an-
swer the spiritually driven question about the kind of America we 
want. Examining “who are we” demands the engagement of our 
faith community and faith leaders as well. If inequality in America 
has a structural foundation, then we can and must dismantle that 
structure. It needs to be our cause célèbre, led by those who are 
most familiar with the beast and best understand how it works.

Robert K. Ross, MD, is president and 
chief executive officer for The Califor-
nia Endowment, a private, statewide 
health foundation established in 1996 
to address the health needs of Califor-
nians. He has an extensive background 
in health philanthropy, as a public 
health administrator, and as a clinician.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.
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Today’s Charitable Sector and Its 
Roots and Challenges

By Alan J. Abramson

Like all of civil society, the American nonprofit sector is a living thing. 
Its recent evolution has created a large and diverse force for good, but 
faces distinct challenges ranging from identity to sustainability.

How did civil society develop in the United States, and where 
does it stand today?

To begin answering this question—and because I’m an academ-
ic focused on the charitable portion of the nonprofit sector—I 
believe it’s helpful to start by using available data to identify the 
major features of today’s 501(c)(3) charitable sector.

I preface my remarks by noting that the very idea of an overarching 
charitable sector is relatively new. In fact, as historian Peter Dob-
kin Hall observed in an important essay, the notion that diverse 
nonprofits belong to a unitary “sector” dates only to the 1970s when, 
according to Hall, the idea of a coherent nonprofit sector was “in-
vented.” Prior to that, there were large numbers of individual non-
profits, but there was a much more limited belief that they shared 
important attributes and were part of a single, broad sector.

The charitable sector today
According to the “Internal Revenue Service Data Book,” as 
of 2017 there were 1.3 million 501(c)(3) charitable nonprofits 

https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/content/inventing-nonprofit-sector-and-other-essays-philanthropy-voluntarism-and-nonprofit
https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-soi/17databk.pdf
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operating in a wide variety of fields, including health, education, 
human services, the arts, international relief and development, and 
the environment. Depending how one measures, charities account 
for 5-10 percent of the nation’s economy and about 10 percent of 
employment. The health and education subsectors are by far the 
largest in dollar terms, with hospitals and other health-related 
nonprofits accounting for 60 percent of all charitable nonprofit 
expenditures, and nonprofit universities and other educational 
institutions making up 17 percent of spending.

Nonprofits’ largest revenue source is a surprise to many. According 
to the National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS) at the 
Urban Institute, in 2013 48 percent of the revenue of reporting 
public charities came from fees for goods and services, 33 percent 
from government, 13 percent from philanthropy, and the remain-
ing 6 percent from investment income and other sources. While 
most believe that private contributions are the largest source of 
charitable sector income, in fact at least in the aggregate earned 
revenue and government are much larger sources of charities’ reve-
nue than philanthropy.

There are similar misconceptions about the sources of philanthropy. 
While many would guess that corporations and foundations provide 
the largest amount of private donations, in fact, individual contri-
butions are significantly larger. Giving USA reports that out of total 
giving of $390 billion in 2016, individuals accounted for 72 percent, 
foundations for 15 percent, bequests for 8 percent, and corporations 
for 5 percent. Importantly, about one-third of giving goes to religion. 
Philanthropy currently totals about 2 percent of GDP and has been 
holding relatively constant at about this level for several decades.

The charitable sector’s roots
The diversity and size of the US charitable sector are, in part, a leg-
acy of the 1601 British “Statute of Charitable Uses,” which listed 

https://www.urban.org/research/publication/nonprofit-sector-brief-2015-public-charities-giving-and-volunteering
https://givingusa.org/see-the-numbers-giving-usa-2017-infographic/
http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol11iss1/special_2.htm


30

Independent Sector / Stanford Social Innovation Review

a broad range of charitable purposes that later shaped charitable 
practice in colonial America. From “the relief of aged, impotent, and 
poor people” to “schools of learning” to “marriages of poor maids,” 
British law provided the blueprint for a broadly defined charitable 
sector, and the US tax code reflects this heritage.

To qualify for tax exemption under section 501(c)(3), organiza-
tions must pass a five-part test. The law requires that they have 
some organizational structure, be engaged in one of several spec-
ified “exempt” activities (such as religious, charitable, scientific, or 
testing for public safety), not distribute their surpluses (profits), 
not devote a substantial amount of their resources to lobbying, and 
not engage in partisan political activity.

However, the broad set of activities that qualify as charitable 
under section 501(c)(3) offers significant latitude to US charities 
and helps explain the sector’s growth. Moreover, the seeming lack 
of IRS interest in ruling organizations unqualified for 501(c)(3) 
status due to ineligible activities reinforces the relatively permis-
sive activity test.

Beyond the tax code, the growth of the charitable sector has 
several sources, according to historian David Hammack and other 
experts. First, increasing affluence in the United States, especially 
after World War II, meant that richer Americans could afford to 
give more to charities. They could also afford to buy more services 
from nonprofit hospitals and universities. The large share of total 
charitable sector revenue derived from fees results in part from 
the dominance in the sector of nonprofit health and educational 
institutions that depend heavily on charging for their services.

A second factor is the growth of government. In the United 
States, government, especially at the federal level, has grown 
in a distinctive way. Instead of adding large numbers of federal 
employees, it has contracted with non-federal “third-parties”— 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/26/501
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including state and local governments, nonprofits, and business-
es—to provide federally funded goods and services. As described 
by political scientist Lester Salamon, in his book The Tools of 
Government and elsewhere, this system of third-party governance 
takes advantage of government’s ability to raise revenue through 
the tax system and the service-delivery strengths of charities (and 
businesses). This arrangement also accounts for the relatively high 
share of nonprofit income derived from government.

Finally, Hammack points out that the civil rights movement and 
the opening up of nonprofit activity to a more-diverse range of so-
cial entrepreneurs who were sometimes previously discouraged—
or even prevented—from establishing new organizations spurred 
the rapid growth of the charitable sector beginning in the 1960s.

Current and future challenges
The US charitable sector is vital and diverse, but the growth pat-
terns described above point to several important challenges facing 
the sector now and into the future.

First, there is the issue that many nonprofit organizations look 
like businesses, because a large share of their income derives from 
business-like fees for service. This raises the question of whether 
such “commercial” nonprofits that charge for their services belong 
in the same charitable sector as “donative” nonprofits that rely 
more heavily on charitable contributions, or whether there should 
be a dividing up of the current charitable sector.

Next, there are worries about philanthropy, which has been stuck 
for many decades at 2 percent of GDP. While many would like 
giving to grow above this level, philanthropy may now actually 
shrink due to recent tax law changes that reduce tax incentives to 
give. Nonprofit leaders are already wrestling with how to restore 
tax incentives for philanthropy while also considering other ap-
proaches to increasing giving above previous levels.

https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-tools-of-government-9780195136654?cc=us&lang=en&
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-tools-of-government-9780195136654?cc=us&lang=en&
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Finally, there are the twin issues of definition and identity in the 
charitable sector. Stakeholders need to own up to data indicating 
that the nonprofit sector is not all about philanthropy and vol-
untary action, but also government funding and earned income. 
The “independent” sector is also an interdependent sector that 
has important relationships not only with philanthropy, but with 
government and business as well.

Within this interdependent sector, many charities owe more 
allegiance to their subfield (whether health care, education, or the 
arts) than to the charitable sector as a whole. To gain more influ-
ence in policymaking and other arenas, different types of organi-
zations will have to come together, and make a stronger case for 
the charitable sector as a whole and the important role it plays in 
our society.

Alan J. Abramson is a professor in the 
Schar School of Policy and Govern-
ment at George Mason University. He 
is also the founding director of Mason’s 
Center for Nonprofit Management, 
Philanthropy, and Policy. health admin-
istrator, and as a clinician.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
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Does the Tax Code Define Civil 
Society or Vice Versa?

By Harold Hancock

Civil society wasn’t invented by the tax code, but changes in the law 
can have serious, if unintended, consequences on the public good. 
Nothing is final, however; with change comes new opportunity.

What is this wonderful book we call a tax code—the collection of 
rules that provide for how individuals and businesses pay income 
(and other taxes) and interact with the Internal Revenue Service? 
Except for seasoned tax professionals, mention of the tax code gen-
erally induces some combination of fear, loathing, and incompre-
hension. Politicians generally refer to the tax code as too complex 
and constantly in need of reform for the good of all Americans.

But the tax code is more than a collection of technical rules. It is also 
a collection of policy choices about behaviors that legislators want to 
encourage (such as home ownership, charitable giving, and tax credits 
for certain investment) and discourage (such as penalties for fraud 
and non-payment of taxes, and limitations on certain deductions). 
More broadly, it is an attempt to interact with the economy and soci-
ety through technical rules. As such, it is a valuable window into the 
United States—a nation’s values, priorities, and aspirations.

The tax code, although a collection of technical rules, is constantly 
evolving, and civil society is part of this interactive process. The tax 
code is rooted in current social issues, because more often than not 
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tax writers are responding to what is happening in the real world. 
At the same time, tax policy affects future behavior in ways that 
are sometimes intentional, sometimes less so. It is a rare case where 
legislation is so forward-looking that it can accurately predict the 
future. It is also true that legislation can do unintended damage. But 
that should not be the end of the story. It is merely the beginning, 
as civil society reacts to the changes and a new generation of tax 
writers makes adjustments to reflect the new realities.

For example, one of the provisions included in the first tax code 
(in 1916) was a deduction for charitable gifts. It has been present 
in the tax code since then, even with significant changes over the 
years. Why is this important? Because charitable gifts are one of 
the clearest expressions of private action in the service of public 
good. I want to be clear that there are many others—volunteering 
time, for example—but the transfer of money from one person to 
another is the type of activity the tax code understands.

The charitable deduction was not included as a novel idea policy-
makers thought would make for an interesting experiment. It was 
a reflection of the importance of activities that were already well 
established in the United States. That is, it acknowledged the exis-
tence of a civil society and recognized the importance of including 
charitable giving in this new thing called the tax code—the new 
rules to govern how to compute and pay income tax.

The deduction for charitable contributions is now only one of 
many provisions in the tax code that supports civil society. There 
are provisions that encourage different types of exempt organiza-
tions for different purposes, special rules that focus on business 
income unrelated to an organization’s exempt purpose, and spe-
cific rules for different types of charitable donations (such as food 
inventory and conservation easements). These are just a few ex-
amples of the levers available for influencing the shape and scope 
of civil society. While many policymakers (and staff ) are smart, fo-
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cused, and interested in creating policies that support civil society, 
the variety of provisions are beyond their collective imaginations.

What happens, then, if we begin to view changes to the tax code 
as undermining civil society, whether intended or unintended? 
First, it is important to realize that, so far in US history, there has 
never been a “last” tax bill. Any tax bill is only the most recent tax 
bill; there is always another one for new proposals and changes to 
existing proposals. Second, civil society is not isolated—it changes 
over time as other areas of society change. The tax code is often 
a reflection of broader societal changes and policy priorities that 
may not always properly take into account the needs and contri-
butions of civil society. These changes can be frustrating, but it is 
also an opportunity for innovation.

Over the last 15 years, the people and institutions that operate 
in civil society have adapted to demands to do more, in differ-
ent ways, and with different resources than before. Civil society 
should be built on this spirit of innovation, properly viewing 
change as an opportunity, understanding the macro issues and 
recognizing how civil society fits within the larger picture—and 
then helping policymakers see the same thing. Despite the po-
litical noise in Washington, DC, there are dedicated and serious 
people who are interested in good policy, and their need for 
information is nearly unlimited. Engaging with and educating 
these policymakers can help ensure that the next tax bill focuses 
on civil society.

My point is that the tax code is important, but civil society should 
be the dominant influence on it, and not the other way around. 
Just like the business community, those who engage in civil society 
by creating organizations, and devoting their time and money to 
private action for the public good, should take the lead in defining 
how this area of the economy fits into the broader policy choices 
represented in the tax code.
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Civil society is not unique to the United States. But, the creativity, 
diversity, and scope of American civil society is distinct, and the 
tax code has long reflected its unique character. That is not going 
to change, but the people and institutions that define civil society 
must remain engaged with policymakers and embrace the oppor-
tunities that change provides.

Harold Hancock is a graduate of the 
University California at Santa Cruz 
(BA), University of Wisconsin ( JD), 
and Georgetown University (LLM). He 
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and regulatory options.
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https://waysandmeans.house.gov/
https://waysandmeans.house.gov/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/does_the_tax_code_define_civil_society_or_vice_versa


37

Civil Society and 
American Exceptionalism

By Brian Gallagher

American civil society has a history of and reputation for political 
independence—and alongside it, accountability, transparency, 
and governance. But these unique qualities are at risk.

American exceptionalism has traditionally implied that the United 
States is unique among nations. The concept stems from a belief 
that America’s democratic ideals and personal freedoms, paired 
with its resources and entrepreneurial spirit, make it a nation to 
look up to—or at the very least, first among equals.

Alexis de Tocqueville’s writings in the first half of the 19th centu-
ry popularized the notion that American exceptionalism extended 
to its communities, specifically their burgeoning private activ-
ism and organization. As other contributors to this essay series 
have noted, his observations include, “The health of a democratic 
society may be measured by the quality of functions performed by 
private citizens,” and “Americans of all ages, all stations of life, and 
all types of disposition are forever forming associations.”

Tocqueville observed Americans meeting and organizing to solve 
problems and elect local leaders. He was impressed by their will-
ingness to forge a path of their own accord. These characteristics 
remain today, as Americans continue to volunteer in large numbers 
and across demographics, but Tocqueville would nevertheless have 

https://www.cnn.com/2018/07/19/us/volunteering-statistics-cfc/index.html
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to adjust his beliefs if he returned anew. While modern American 
civil society may still be unique, what makes it exceptional is not 
people’s willingness to volunteer or organize—indeed, I have wit-
nessed countless citizens from Japan to Colombia step up in times 
of need. Rather, what makes it unique is the political independence 
it has historically enjoyed. That independence fosters greater ac-
countability, transparency, and governance by forcing civil society 
groups to answer to a wider array of individuals and constituencies. 

It’s no secret, however, that civil society’s political independence 
is under tremendous threat from the divisive culture wracking the 
nation. We must fight back to preserve it.

What it means to be politically independent
Over the years, I’ve sat on boards of directors, allocation boards, and 
advisory boards. We’ve debated policy, funding decisions, and the 
best direction for each organization and the community it serves. 
And while there are sometimes special interests in nonprofit board-
rooms, a hallmark of these panels has been that members put aside 
their differences to work together. They leave their political interests, 
or social views, at the door, and the community’s interests come first.

This dynamic mirrors the civil society organizations that devel-
oped out of Tocqueville’s era, which prospered because of their 
independence from political or social interference. As the nation 
turned from the 19th to the 20th century, Americans developed 
confidence that the state or agents of corruption did not control 
civil society organizations. They were increasingly seen as a critical 
third leg of society, reliably filling a service gap between govern-
ment and business—and working with the two when necessary.

As a result, individuals and families realized they were putting their 
community first when they donated to, or volunteered for, a nonprofit 
group. Similarly, they were confident that an individual’s politics or 
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social views would not determine outcomes. Laws and norms meant 
that civil society groups would be transparent and accountable.

US civil society’s global reputation
Certainly, some of these organizations have gone awry over the 
course of American history. But US civil society, supported by the 
nation’s scale and reach during the 20th century, became a model 
for the rest of the world. This is still the case today in many areas.

Take Latin America, where NGOs often lack public trust and many 
people view government as the main provider of services. Our or-
ganization, United Way Worldwide, has managed to win trust and 
support—and ultimately make progress on issues such as early educa-
tion—in this context by bringing together local groups, businesses, and 
government to solve social problems. As a well-established, accountable 
organization that works across sectors, we have gained both public 
trust and the trust of businesses like Procter & Gamble, 3M, and Dow, 
which are now partnering with us to improve youth education.

In India, there are many gaps in government’s support of social and eco-
nomic development, and historically, civil society organizations have had 
a reputation for corruption. United Way and other civil society groups are 
addressing this perception by raising awareness of community issues, fo-
cusing on governance as our differentiator, and partnering with corporate 
donors to drive greater social impact. We’re also involving state govern-
ments in the development process. Today, the government is involving 
civil society groups in policymaking and strengthening reforms, and the 
nation’s 2013 law that requires large corporations to give two percent of 
their profits to charities is driving more attention to the sector.

Another organization building civil society capacity and independence 
is the Non-Profit Incubator (NPI), founded in China in 2006. NPI has 
set up “Innovation Parks” in many Chinese cities, and its staff aims to 
nurture and train social enterprise start-ups until they are self-sufficient. 

http://www.unitedway.org/
https://www.r4d.org/wp-content/uploads/Transparency-and-Accountability-in-Governance-in-India.pdf
https://www.r4d.org/wp-content/uploads/Transparency-and-Accountability-in-Governance-in-India.pdf
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With the cooperation of local governments, NPI offers entrepreneurs 
free or nearly free office space and supplies, as well as IT support, train-
ing, and access to its network of officials, donors, volunteers, and other 
NGOs. The organizations it helps to create—now more than 500—fo-
cus on challenges in the enterprises’ respective communities. 

Every country in the world has its own relationship with civil soci-
ety; some regions display greater levels of independence and trust 
than others. A March 2017 Freedom House report highlighted how 
far certain regions have yet to go. Yet what helps well-meaning civil 
society groups across the board improve people’s lives and opportu-
nities consistently goes back to their reputation for political inde-
pendence, accountability, and good governance.

That’s why it’s shameful we’re putting it at great risk.

Political interference in civil society
Today, America is a nation divided. As Dan Cardinali noted in his 
introductory column to this essay series: “Whether it is growing 
income and wealth inequality, changing conceptions of commu-
nity, or the deep political and cultural polarization of American 
society, the very idea of ‘private actions in service of public good’ is 
taking on new meaning and manifestations.”

In this environment, the reputation and uniqueness of American 
civil society groups are weakening. Wealthy individuals are setting 
up foundations to advance political agendas and take advantage 
of tax laws. Some groups hide behind shell nonprofits to promote 
messages that drag Americans to the extremes, while others advo-
cate for the weakening of the Johnson Amendment meant to sep-
arate nonprofits from electoral politics. The recent discussion over 
the charitable tax deduction—a vital way for Americans to easily 
support their communities—even became partisan. And citizens 
are struggling to divest politics from every conversation and issue.

https://freedomhouse.org/article/global-assault-civil-society
https://freedomhouse.org/article/global-assault-civil-society
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_adaptive_challenge_of_restoring_trust_in_civil_society
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_adaptive_challenge_of_restoring_trust_in_civil_society
https://www.npr.org/2018/03/22/596158332/another-effort-to-get-rid-of-the-johnson-amendment-fails
https://www.npr.org/2018/03/22/596158332/another-effort-to-get-rid-of-the-johnson-amendment-fails
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/17/us/politics/political-fights.html
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As Americans’ distrust of institutions and nonprofits grows, it’s hurt-
ing our communities and what’s made US civil society unique. An 
individual’s first response to a civil society group shouldn’t be, “What’s 
their true agenda?” but “They’re here to help us.” If we continue to 
build a more politically and socially divisive culture—one where we 
live in an “I” culture, rather than a “we” culture—we’ll let that Ameri-
can exceptionalism slip further and further from our grasp.

We can’t take that political independence for granted any longer. 
Whether we are civil society leaders, donors, or concerned com-
munity members, let’s stand up for transparency and honesty, and 
hold groups accountable for their actions. Let’s make sure that 
outside influences stay out of the board room. And let’s keep our 
decision-making and society’s focus on what’s best for all of us. 
We had it before, and we can find it again.

America and the world need strong, non-political civil societ-
ies. We need a renewed civic order based on the principles and 
promise that created the vibrant civil society Alexis de Tocqueville 
identified in the United States. If we accomplish that, we’ll once 
again recognize the unique model that the United States exported 
around the world for the betterment of all people everywhere.

Brian A. Gallagher is president and 
chief executive officer of United Way 
Worldwide. United Way is the world’s 
largest privately funded nonprofit, 
focused on fighting for the health, 
education, and financial stability of 
every person in every community.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

http://www.unitedway.org/
http://www.unitedway.org/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/civil_society_and_american_exceptionalism
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Parallel Universes? Lines  
and Ties in Civil Society

By Janet Murguía

The history of America’s Hispanic community shows how civil 
society can create a refuge for those excluded from society at large. 
But allowing such demarcation lines is never good enough. For 
a civil society to be effective, sustainable, and worthy, it must tie 
together all who reside in that society.

As I think about the role, self-identity, and ties that will bind 
together civil society in the future, I’m compelled to place these 
concepts in historical context—perhaps because UnidosUS, the 
nation’s largest Hispanic civil rights and advocacy organization, 
is celebrating our 50th anniversary this year. Our organization’s 
founders had a strong belief in and a deep commitment to civil 
society as the principal vehicle for opening doors of opportunity 
that had long been closed to the Latino community.

When Alexis de Tocqueville marveled at the energy and vitality 
of our nation’s civil sector in Democracy in America in 1835, he 
was of course referencing only a part of what our society was or 
would become. It wasn’t until 1848, after the Mexican-American 
War, that today’s states of Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, Califor-
nia, Utah, Colorado, and a piece of Wyoming became part of the 
United States, through conquest. The Emancipation Proclamation, 
in which Abraham Lincoln freed all slaves in the South, wasn’t 
signed until 1863, around the time that the first Asians began to 
enter. Puerto Ricans and Cubans became subject to US jurisdic-
tion after the Spanish-American War in 1898. Like the indige-

https://www.unidosus.org/
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nous peoples of North America, in different ways and to varying 
degrees, all of these people and their descendants were largely 
excluded from civil society, because they were excluded from 
mainstream society itself.

This was a result of rampant discrimination and segregation. It 
was also because, despite gaping needs, these communities were 
neglected and ignored by the government and by private philan-
thropy. As a result, these communities ended up having to estab-
lish parallel civic societies.

For example, Latino communities prior to World War II created 
hundreds of “mutual aid” societies, known as “mutualistas,” that 
provided a gathering place for the community, in addition to in-
surance, loans, and legal aid. In the early 20th century, there were 
an estimated 100 mutualistas in Texas alone. In Tampa, Florida’s 
Ybor City neighborhood, mutual aid societies helped primarily 
Cuban workers in the cigar industry obtain life insurance and 
unemployment benefits. They also built hospitals and pharma-
cies to serve the community. La Liga Puertorriqueña e Hispana in 
New York City was a city-wide aid society that both focused on 
protecting the economic interests of the community and helped 
Puerto Ricans’ entry into the political process.

Yet, a little over 50 years ago, community activist Hermán Gallegos and 
academics Dr. Ernesto Galarza and Dr. Julián Samora, the founders 
of UnidosUS, recognized that this parallel Latino civil society not only 
was deeply inadequate and unsustainable, but also ran contrary to the 
values and promise of what American civil society should and could 
be. In short, a civil society that excludes will ultimately undermine that 
society. For a civil society to be effective, sustainable, and worthy, it 
must include all who reside in that society. That is what binds the many 
organizations that make up the nonprofit sector, with its plethora of 
missions and constituencies: a belief that civil society should be a force 
for unity and serve all those who need it. 
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Galarza, Gallegos, and Samora urged the creation of an organization 
rooted in the Latino community but able to work within mainstream 
civil society. The Southwest Council of La Raza, then the National 
Council of La Raza, and now UnidosUS, served as a catalyst for the 
hundreds of other organizations that served the Latino community 
across the country, and an important part of that work was helping 
them connect with institutions in mainstream civil society.

But it is important to keep in mind that the renaissance of Latino 
community-based organizations that came out of the Hispanic 
civil rights movement of the 1960s would not have been possible 
without three major factors:

• Civil rights activism. The activism of farmworkers in 
California and other states in the Southwest, and the 
movement among Puerto Ricans to organize against 
inadequate schools, housing, and economic opportunity in 
Chicago and in the Northeast, created cadres of activists 
across the country. And rising interest in self-empower-
ment led these groups to build organizations to institu-
tionalize and sustain their work.

• Government engagement. For the first time in American 
history, the federal government proactively engaged the 
Latino community. President Lyndon B. Johnson’s experi-
ence teaching in a “Mexican school” in Cotulla, Texas, shaped 
his perspectives on poverty and inequality, and led to the 
first presidential administration to recognize and invest in 
the Latino community through efforts such as the War on 
Poverty. Government funding was crucial in the creation and 
sustenance of Latino community-based organizations.

• Philanthropic investment. For the first time during this 
era, major philanthropic foundations began focusing and 
investing in the Latino community. The Ford Foundation, 
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for example, was instrumental in the creation of Unido-
sUS, as well as the Mexican American Legal Defense and 
Educational Fund (MALDEF) and the Puerto Rican 
Legal Defense and Education Fund (now Latino Justice).

Unfortunately, in the 50 years since, neither the government nor the 
philanthropic sector has sustained this level of engagement. Hispanics 
therefore have had to rely on nonprofits that are doing the work that 
government, corporations, and foundations are not. The Latino com-
munity has grown sixfold since 1968, now representing 17 percent 
of the nation’s population and half of all poor children of color. Yet 
foundation support for the community is less than 2 percent of total 
funding, according to the most recent data, and it is unlikely that 
unregulated market forces will automatically close opportunity gaps.

Latino nonprofits have played an important role in closing education-
al and health gaps that exist between the Latino community and oth-
ers, and they are on the frontlines in providing access to employment 
opportunities, housing counseling, and financial education. They’re 
also the most important engine of immigrant integration today; more 
than 75 percent of UnidosUS’s affiliates provide English classes, legal 
help with the naturalization process, and/or voter registration. The 
question is, as it was last century, whether once again an overreliance 
on what is now a de facto parallel Latino civil society is sustainable or 
desirable, especially for American civil society at large.

Nonetheless, there are signs that American civil society is ready to 
fully integrate all communities under its umbrella. The selection of 
my predecessor Raúl Yzaguirre two decades ago as the first Latino 
chair of Independent Sector—an organization charged with 
maintaining the health of American civil society—was an import-
ant milestone of inclusion. I was honored to serve on the Indepen-
dent Sector board a decade ago, where I saw firsthand how orga-
nizations and foundations with diverse missions and perspectives 
come together to protect the vitality of our sector. Everything in 

https://latinocf.org/289-2/
https://independentsector.org/


Parallel Universes? Lines and Ties in Civil Society 

47

my experience suggests that civil society has the tools, institutions, 
and goodwill to successfully address the shared challenges Dan 
Cardinali outlined in his introductory essay for this series—but 
only if we reflect the interests, perspectives, expertise, and clout of 
all of those whose interests our sector purports to represent.

As my organization’s story exemplifies, civil society will play an im-
portant role—perhaps the most important role—in shaping our com-
munity’s and our country’s future. In a nation increasingly polarized 
along geographic, partisan, religious, class, and racial lines, there is no 
more urgent mission for our sector to promote stronger ties among all 
Americans, across all of the largely artificial barriers that threaten to 
divide us. But it must be said that, overall, the sector’s record of inclu-
sion of Latinos and other racial and ethnic minorities is disappointing 
at best. We cannot lead our country toward a more inclusive future if 
our own sector reflects the vestiges of an exclusionary past.

Latinos and other people of color have always believed in civil so-
ciety’s ability to take “private action for the public good.” It is now 
time for American civil society to fully believe in them.

Janet Murguía (@JMurguia_Unidos) is 
president and CEO of UnidosUS 
(previously known as NCLR, the 
National Council of La Raza), the 
largest national Hispanic civil rights 
and advocacy organization in the 
United States.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

Listen to Independent Sector’s Civil Renewal podcast. In the 
third episode, Independent Sector CEO Dan Cardinali speaks 

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_adaptive_challenge_of_restoring_trust_in_civil_society
https://twitter.com/JMurguia_Unidos
https://www.unidosus.org/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/parallel_universes_lines_and_ties_in_civil_society
https://independentsector.org/resource/civil-renewal-podcast/
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with Marc Freedman, president and CEO of Encore.org, to reflect 
on Murguía’s piece.



49

Aspirin and Democracy
By Jan Masaoka

With its professional management class and army of consultants, 
the nonprofit sector can sometimes seem isolated from the messi-
ness of civil society, and a new Philanthropic Beltway may have 
sprung up. But it wasn’t always that way, and it may be time 
to reclaim an earlier identity as the “volunteer sector,” which is 
inherently democratic.

The nonprofit intelligentsia frequently muses on whether the term 
“nonprofit” is the appropriate name for the sector, how we can 
improve the sector’s “branding,” and whether and how to embrace 
for-profit companies that want to “do good.”

But too often we leave unexamined some deeper questions of 
self-identity and aspiration. This essay addresses two linked con-
cerns: professionalization as the dominant ethos of the nonprofit 
sector and the emergence of the “Philanthropic Beltway”—the 
overgrown infrastructure that stands between philanthropy and 
those who might want to speak directly to them. It is an argument 
for a sector identity deeply rooted in volunteerism, democracy, and 
democratic movements led by those affected by issues rather those 
who have become certified, paid experts in those issues.

Aspirin for management headaches
The last 35 years have seen an overwhelming change in nonprofits 
and identity, shifting from self-identification around cause and 
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activism to a sector that sees itself—and insists on being seen—as 
a sector of paid professionals.

An unintentional consequence of this focus on professionalism is 
the invisibility and dismissal of the all-volunteer nonprofits. Many 
people are aware that a large percentage of registered nonprofits 
do not have staff. In California, for instance, 65 percent of 501(c)
(3) nonprofits have no paid staff. Those of us at staffed nonprofits 
(including foundations) typically dismiss or condescend to the 
all-volunteer organizations—at the peril of our whole community.

Several years ago, I was part of a research team that conducted 
focus groups with all-volunteer organizations (AVOs), such as the 
fuchsia society, a mandolin orchestra, a Harley Davidson club, and 
an ethnic history research group. Perhaps the most telling—and 
damning—finding was that when we asked, “What kind of group 
are you?”, they universally answered, “Well, we don’t have any staff 
so we’re not a nonprofit.”

AVOs, scale, and credibility
What nonprofit organization serves more people with substance 
abuse issues than any other? Answer: The all-volunteer Alcoholics 
Anonymous, with 400 meetings per week in the city of San Jose, 
California, alone. What San Francisco nonprofit serves 400 children 
twice a week? The all-volunteer Vikings Soccer League. When we 
consider impact in substance abuse and youth development, we 
severely handicap our thinking by overlooking such efforts.

And in public policy, Big Agriculture knows to put family farms 
rather than agribusiness in front in legislatures and in the court of 
public opinion. But somehow we in the nonprofit community—a 
sector composed of family farms—want to be seen as Big Charity, 
touting MBAs and investment banker salaries, and “productivity” 
driven by minimum-wage workers.

http://calnonprofits.org/causes-count
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This drive for professionalization has paralleled astronomical 
growth in the nonprofit sector, fueled by government funding 
(most notably the War on Poverty and its successors) and the en-
trance of baby boomers into the labor market. We baby boomers 
were anti-war activists, women’s rights activists, and Third World 
Liberation activists. Today, we would be known as volunteers. As 
we started and grew organizations with the new influx of govern-
ment money, we struggled with human resources, financial man-
agement, and insurance.

But if we were seeking aspirin for these management headaches, 
we are now suffering from aspirin poisoning, and we’ve passed on 
the affliction to the next generations. Today’s Generation X and 
millennial nonprofit leaders “get” management. But good man-
agement is insufficient for effective nonprofit action. In contrast 
to baby boomer activists, the new executive directors can write 
personnel policies and grant proposals while practicing self-care, 
but they don’t know how to get 5,000 people to a protest demon-
stration or 50 parents to a city council meeting. In short: They 
have overlooked aspects of democratic leadership.

As we have professionalized the sector, we have lost track of the 
heart of the nonprofit movement: democracy and volunteerism.

The new Philanthropic Beltway
The sector’s current “professional experts know best” attitude is particu-
larly pronounced in philanthropy. Foundations—inherently institutions 
of the elite— not only have become more expert-driven, but also have 
created an industry of expert consultants and advisors to themselves.

“Inside the Beltway” refers to the federal government’s isolation 
from the general population. Although the “beltway” originally 
meant the highway that circles Washington, DC, it has come to de-
scribe the lobbyists, consultants, think tanks, and media that encircle 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_on_Poverty
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the White House and Congress, creating their own weather, echo 
chamber, and ivory tower (to mix as many metaphors as possible).

Likewise, an astonishing array of consultants and advisors to philan-
thropy has grown up around foundations and donors, a Philanthropic 
Beltway that isolates foundations from the rest of the nonprofit 
community, not to mention the movements and people who don’t 
speak in the language of professionals. Although numbers are hard 
to find, many would agree that the Philanthropic Beltway today is 
growing faster than any other sub-sector. For example, typically one-
third or more of speakers at philanthropy conferences are consultants 
to foundations, while fewer than 5 percent are direct providers (in the 
arts, for example, a theatre company is a direct provider).

And it’s nearly impossible to know how much foundation funding 
goes to consultants and researchers that support the foundation 
itself. Foundations can include such expenses in their 5 percent 
spend-out requirement and expend them in a variety of ways—
as grants to re-grantors, as “expenditure control” contracts with 
for-profit firms, and as straightforward contracts with entities.

But it doesn’t take long in the nonprofit sector to see the omni-
present, highly paid, well-educated consultants advising founda-
tions and—on the foundations’ dimes—telling nonprofits what to 
do as well. Individuals with degrees from elite universities cycle 
from consulting firms to foundations to think tanks and back 
again. Foundations lean heavily on research they have commis-
sioned and on field experts and philanthropy consultants, rather 
than on nonprofit experience in the field and people trying to find 
a link between theory and the family in front of them. They learn 
about nonprofits through other foundations—“coffee klatch due 
diligence” as one grantmaker has said. This Philanthropic Beltway 
creates a filter between foundations and nonprofits, which already 
act as a filter between communities and foundations.
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It is the analog of the management-centric paradigm among non-
profits. Both promote professionalism and expertise as the best ways 
to identify problems, craft solutions, and implement strategies. In 
human service nonprofits, “client engagement” too often is nothing 
more than prettified customer feedback. In philanthropy—where eq-
uity is the new flavor of the day—funding equity too often means not 
much more than funding research, convenings, and dialog with other 
foundations, consultants, and a few carefully chosen nonprofits.

Remembering democracy
Democracy—if we still believe in it—gives respect and authority to 
non-experts. We believe that any citizen can run for office, not just 
those who are well born or well educated. We believe that non-pro-
fessionals can vote. We believe in civilian control of the military.

Movements—in contrast to foundation initiatives—come from those 
who are most directly affected by a problem. Successful movements 
often gain moral and financial support from the elites, but they aren’t di-
rected or led by experts. They continue to evolve in turbulent, sometimes 
chaotic, sometimes fractured ways, but democracy is often like that.

Let’s stop insisting that we are a sector of experts and profession-
als. Let’s reclaim the phrase “volunteer sector.” Let’s see ourselves 
in service to democratic movements, rather than as leaders and re-
searchers of those movements. Our country, our communities, our 
earth—and yes, our nonprofit sector too—are at risk if we don’t.

Jan Masaoka is CEO of California 
Association of Nonprofits (CalNon-
profits), a “chamber of commerce” for 
nonprofits with more than 10,000 
nonprofit members. Masaoka is founder 
and former editor of the popular news-
letter Blue Avocado, is a former executive 

http://www.calnonprofits.org/
http://www.calnonprofits.org/
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director of CompassPoint, has written several books, and is an 
occasional contributor to SSIR.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

Listen to Independent Sector’s Civil Renewal podcast. In the 
fourth episode, Independent Sector CEO Dan Cardinali speaks 
with Kevin Washington, president and CEO of the Y, to reflect 
on Masaoka’s piece.

https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/aspirin_and_democracy
https://independentsector.org/news-post/civil-renewal-e4/
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Religion and American Civil Society
By Kay Coles James

The exercise of faith serves many functions, but its paramount role 
is to function as the foundation of civil society.

More than 200 years ago, in his 1796 farewell Presidential address, 
George Washington issued a stern warning. He described religion 
and morality as “indispensable supports,” the “great pillars of human 
happiness,” and the “firmest props of the duties of men and citi-
zens,” and, prophetically, alerted us to the harm that would come if 
America ever drove religion and morality from our society:

Let it simply be asked: Where is the security for property, 
for reputation, for life, if the sense of religious obligation 
desert the oaths, which are the instruments of investiga-
tion in courts of justice? And let us with caution indulge 
the supposition that morality can be maintained without 
religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of re-
fined education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and 
experience both forbid us to expect that National morality 
can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.

Looking around today, we see so many examples of the break-
down George Washington warned against. Even as many Amer-
icans enjoy unimagined wealth, comfort, and technological con-
venience, our society is suffering. Broken families, wanton crime, 
drug dependence, widespread depression, and suicide are common 
features of daily life in communities from coast to coast.
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At The Heritage Foundation, our vision is to build an America 
where freedom, opportunity, prosperity, and civil society flourish. To 
ensure the long-term sustainability of our great nation, we must not 
only promote economic opportunity and limited government, but 
also care for and nurture the “third sector”—civil society.

But what exactly is civil society? And what is religion’s role in it?

As comprehensively defined by the World Bank, civil society is 
“the wide array of non-governmental and not-for-profit organi-
zations that have a presence in public life, expressing the interests 
and values of their members or others, based on ethical, cultural, 
political, scientific, religious or philanthropic considerations.” 
Reflecting its breadth of participants, civil societies are enlivened 
by “community groups, non-governmental organizations, labor 
unions, indigenous groups, charitable organizations, faith-based 
organizations, professional associations, and foundations.”

In short, civil society is a fusion of many different types of asso-
ciations. Given that only a subset of these associations relates to 
faith and religion, why do I believe religion is so important to civil 
society, and why did Heritage include a flourishing civil society in 
its vision statement?

The answers to those two questions are remarkably similar. Reli-
gion plays as central a role in civil society as civil society plays in 
the vision for a better world that propels Heritage forward.

Since fully understanding how religion plays into civil society hinges 
on how one views religion, we first need to clarify what we mean by 
it. Is the exercise of faith simply a response to the unknown or a social 
convenience? If so, the value of religion is merely tangential, much as 
scaffolding is to a structure. Alternately, is the exercise of faith borne 
of a sincere conviction in the existence of God? If so, then religion is 
the foundation on which people of faith must build all else.

http://www.heritage.org
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/CSO/0,,contentMDK:20101499~menuPK:244752~pagePK:220503~piPK:220476~theSitePK:228717,00.html


Religion and American Civil Society

57

If we believe, as I do, that God and religion play a vital role in civil 
society, then the circumstances now surrounding us are deeply trou-
bling. After all, we are reminded—often painfully—that the health 
of a civil society is dependent on religious expression and liberty.

I believe that is what George Washington was urging us to always 
remember. But, looking around today, it’s a truth that seems to have 
been forgotten. Weekly church attendance is down among many 
Americans, and young people are more likely to consider religion 
unimportant. Among those who do believe in a higher power, only 
a slim majority of Americans now believe in the God of the Bible.

Meanwhile, the presence of religion in the public square has 
shrunk dramatically, with prayer banished from classrooms, the 
Ten Commandments removed from public settings, and even the 
traditional greeting of “Merry Christmas” often pushed aside in 
favor of “Happy Holidays.”

Faith and fellowship are receding from the daily lives of millions 
of Americans, and the implications of this trend seem graver 
for our society today than ever before. Because as they recede, 
ever-greater degrees of disconnectedness, despair, violence, and 
death are filling the void.

Is this mere coincidence? I think not. Proverbs tells us, “Where 
there is no vision, the people perish.” And absent the clarity and 
calm that faith brings to so many, our people are indeed perishing.

Not coincidentally, destructive choices are becoming the norm. 
Teens are choosing to have premarital sex in order to seek love 
and, perhaps, identity. Adults are choosing not to get married, 
often relegating their children to life in single-parent households. 
Families are choosing not to attend church or raise their children 
in the faith. And generations are choosing to move apart rather 
than remain together to care for the young and old alike.
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But just as our choices have led to these outcomes, so too can they 
lead us to a better place. Against Washington’s warning, we have 
excluded religious principle from our national morality. And in so 
doing, we have shaken the foundation on which our society was built, 
with terrible results. This corrosion can be corrected, if we so choose, 
and restoring religion’s role in our civil society—in our homes, com-
munities, and country—is a critically important place to start.

Why? Because while the exercise of faith serves many functions, 
its paramount role has been—and, I believe, must again be—this: 
Religion is the foundation of a civil society.

Kay Coles James is the president of 
The Heritage Foundation.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

https://www.heritage.org
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/religion_and_american_civil_society
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Civil Society in a Majority-Minority 
America? California Offers Both 

Hope and Caution
By Karthick Ramakrishnan

The contours of civil society are influenced—but not bound—by 
America’s larger demographic curve. On the leading edge of that 
curve, California shows the kind of intentional, strategic role that 
civil society might play in a more equitable and sustainable future.

According to projections by the Census Bureau, the United States 
will become a “majority-minority” country by 2045, meaning 
that the proportion of non-Hispanic whites will dip below 50 
percent, and no racial or ethnic group will be a numerical majority. 
What will this racial diversification mean for the future of Ameri-
can civil society?

Answering this question will require, at least in part, a deeper 
examination of racial dynamics in California. After all, California 
has experienced the kind of racial demographic shift over the last 40 
years that the rest of the United States will experience over the next 
40, with migration from Asia and Latin America fueling much of 
that change. And the kinds of political trends we are seeing in many 
parts of the country today—a sharp rise in racial anxiety, white 
nationalism, and movements to restore the nation to its halcyon 
past—are the same trends California experienced in waves from the 
1970s onwards, peaking in the 1990s with the state’s racially divisive 

https://census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2018/demo/P25_1144.pdf
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ballot propositions (Prop 187 targeting undocumented immigrants 
in 1994, Prop 209 banning affirmative action in 1996, and Prop 
227 undermining bilingual education programs in 1998). Since the 
state achieved majority-minority status in 2000, it has lived in rela-
tive racial harmony, but it still faces deep inequalities with troubling 
implications for a vibrant civil society.

We can derive three important lessons from California’s experi-
ences with civil society in the context of racial diversification. First, 
demographic change need not lead inevitably to social exclusion 
and racially divisive politics—actions by political leaders and social 
movement actors can push toward mutual understanding and racial 
healing. Next, innovative philanthropy needs to bridge the divisions 
between those who promote civic empowerment and those who 
promote social entrepreneurship—each is incomplete without the 
other. Finally, the philanthropic community needs to significantly 
update its understanding of philanthropists of color, and dramat-
ically increase its outreach to them. These interventions are im-
portant to ensuring a strong and vibrant civil society in the United 
States under conditions of significant racial diversification.

Demography as destiny?
It is tempting to view the rise and fall of exclusionary politics 
and social division in California as purely a function of de-
mographic change. In the early stages of racial diversification, 
racial minorities lack political power, but their growing numbers 
fuel anxiety among whites, who fear displacement and turn to 
political, legal, and social means to preserve their power. This 
was the case in California from the 1970s through the 1990s. 
In later stages of racial diversification, such as when California 
achieved majority-minority status in 2000, communities of color 
are able to defend themselves against exclusionary policies and, 
over time, can gain sufficient strength to push for more racially 
inclusive and equitable social policies.

https://www.cato.org/blog/proposition-187-turned-california-blue
https://ballotpedia.org/California_Affirmative_Action,_Proposition_209_(1996)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Proposition_227_(1998)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Proposition_227_(1998)
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/01/upshot/strife-over-immigrants-can-california-foretell-nations-future.html
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According to this argument, the United States is in the early 
phases of the first stage of racial diversification, when communi-
ties of color are growing rapidly in their share of the US popula-
tion, but not yet numerous enough to be politically powerful. This 
means we will likely see even more social division and exclusion-
ary politics in the decades ahead, with racially inclusive politics 
and racially equitable policies occurring only after the country 
reaches “majority-minority” status in 2045.

This is an unnecessarily pessimistic view. It could not have pre-
dicted Barack Obama’s elections in 2008 and 2012, nor the kind 
of racially inclusive moves that George W. Bush made in 2001 
and 2006 as he pushed for comprehensive immigration reform. It 
is also unreflective of California’s own story, which is not simply 
about demographic changes driving the state’s political life and 
civil society. The calculations and miscalculations of political lead-
ers have mattered along the way, and so have changes in philan-
thropy and social movement strategy, as Manuel Pastor skillfully 
argues in his recent book State of Resistance.

The argument of “demography as destiny” is thus not only unnec-
essarily pessimistic, but also theoretically flawed. It ignores the 
role of political leaders, social entrepreneurs, and philanthropic 
organizations that promote intergroup contact and encourage 
racial healing. Struggles over equity and inclusion occur in the 
realm of social movement activity and political leadership, and civ-
ic engagement plays a vital role—both in strengthening minority 
communities, and in building bridges of common understanding 
and common cause between majority and minority communities.

Linking civic engagement and social entrepreneurship
California’s foundations have played a tremendous role in promot-
ing civic engagement and the empowerment of low-income com-
munities, immigrant communities, and communities of color. For 

https://thenewpress.com/books/state-of-resistance
https://www.citylab.com/equity/2018/04/what-happens-when-seven-strangers-talk-race-in-la/558329/
https://www.welcomingamerica.org/
http://healourcommunities.org/
http://healourcommunities.org/
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example, strategic and coordinated efforts by statewide funders on 
immigrant rights over the past decades have built up regional net-
works of immigrant advocacy organizations and produced a broad 
base of support for immigration policy reform at the statewide level. 
Building on these successes, some of the same foundations formed 
California Civic Participation Funders—a statewide funder col-
laborative on civic engagement in 2010 that expanded even further 
by 2012—to incorporate both 501(c)3 and 501(c)4 funders. The 
collaborative has played a significant role in increasing the scale of 
civic engagement investments. According to the Foundation Center, 
501(c)3 funders have invested about $300 million on civic engage-
ment in California from 2011 to 2018, compared to a little more 
than $20 million in Texas during the same period.

Operating in parallel, California has also seen a surge of funding in 
social entrepreneurship and social enterprise, particularly with the 
rise of Silicon Valley foundations such as the Omidyar Network 
(founded in 2004), Emerson Collective (2004), Chan Zuckerberg 
(2015), and Schmidt Futures (2015). Many of these Silicon Val-
ley foundations have incorporated as limited liability corporations 
(LLCs) rather than as 501(c)3s, and have a stronger interest than 
more-established foundations in social enterprise and the flexibility 
to make for-profit investments that advance the social good.

These two large streams of funding—social enterprise and civic 
engagement—have rarely intersected, to the detriment of each. Some 
might argue that the funding opportunities for civic engagement and 
social enterprise are so vast in California that the two streams need 
not intersect. However, the argument for greater intersection and 
creative collaboration between these two funding streams is based not 
simply on the availability of funding, but rather on the limited impact 
each funding stream has when it operates in isolation of the other.

For example, civic engagement funders have paid scant attention to 
how civic engagement can become more sustainable, enabling grass-

http://spp.ucr.edu/publications/pdf/state-best-practices-report.pdf
http://spp.ucr.edu/publications/pdf/state-best-practices-report.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07393148.2018.1449065
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07393148.2018.1449065
https://www.haasjr.org/sites/default/files/resources/Bolder%20Together%202.pdf
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roots organizations to adopt suitable models of social enterprise that 
diversify their revenue streams. Social enterprise funders, by contrast, 
have focused on the viability and growth potential of new invest-
ments, but have paid little attention to whether these efforts mean-
ingfully engage the populations they are meant to serve, or whether 
their efforts have any bearing on strengthening the voices of commu-
nities of color. Combining these concerns about community empow-
erment and social innovation can reap multiple rewards, and pilot 
programs such as our SEED Lab, in collaboration with Caravanserai 
Project and Independent Sector, can help point the way forward.

Making critical investments in philanthropists of color
The strength of civil society in a majority-minority America will 
also depend on promoting the growth of philanthropists of color. 
There have been a few national efforts to analyze, strengthen, and 
support philanthropy among communities of color, including by 
the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, The Community Investment Net-
work, and The Vaid Group. And California certainly has seen the 
growth of important organizations such as the Latino Communi-
ty Foundation and the Asian Pacific Fund.

At the same time, these developments represent only a sliver of 
what is possible and necessary, given the significant and growing 
philanthropic capacity of communities of color. This is particular-
ly true for Asian Americans, who are the fastest-growing racial 
group in the United States, and are rapidly filling the ranks of 
the upper-middle class in California and elsewhere. At the same 
time, their civic engagement, volunteerism, and charitable activity 
lags significantly behind others, setting up an unsustainable racial 
future with respect to philanthropic activity.

California is already feeling the consequences of failing to 
meaningfully engage with Asian American and Latino philan-
thropy. Locally serving nonprofits—including arts and cultural 

http://socialinnovation.ucr.edu/seedlab/
http://www.d5coalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/CultureofGiving.pdf
http://www.thecommunityinvestment.org/
http://www.thecommunityinvestment.org/
http://thevaidgroup.com/initiatives/hnwdonorsofcolorreport/
https://latinocf.org/
https://latinocf.org/
http://asianpacificfund.org/
http://thevaidgroup.com/initiatives/hnwdonorsofcolorreport-download/
http://thevaidgroup.com/initiatives/hnwdonorsofcolorreport-download/
http://aapidata.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/WHIAAPI-March2018.pdf
http://advancementprojectca.org/what-we-do/political-voice/unequal-voices-part-ii
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organizations, and those serving the homeless and disabled—are 
struggling to gain institutional strength and address the growing 
needs of their communities.

Ensuring a strong and vibrant civil society in a majority-minority 
California, and in a rapidly diversifying United States, will thus 
require us to view communities of color not only as important 
targets of investment, but also as important sources of community 
intelligence and asset growth. Greater diversity in philanthropy 
will not naturally occur as a simple consequence of “demogra-
phy as destiny.” Just as in the case of increasing civic engagement 
among communities of color, increasing philanthropy among 
communities of color will require intentional effort, coordination, 
and long-term investments by the philanthropic sector.

Karthick Ramakrishnan (@karthickr) 
is professor of public policy and political 
science at the University of California, 
Riverside, and founding director of its 
Center for Social Innovation. The 
author of six books, Ramakrishnan is a 
board member of The California En-
dowment is founder of AAPIData.com, 
which features demographic data and 

policy research on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

https://twitter.com/karthickr
http://socialinnovation.ucr.edu
http://karthick.com
http://aapidata.com
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/civil_society_in_a_majority_minority_america_california_offers_both_hope_an
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What Rural America Can  
Teach Us About Civil Society

By Allen J. Smart & Betsey Russell

Rural America can be both incubator and innovator when it 
comes to creating and maintaining civil society.

In their quest to cultivate a renewed sense of civil society, Amer-
icans often look to urban areas for examples of what is and isn’t 
working in terms of bridging divides and bringing people to-
gether. This makes sense, since approximately 80 percent of us 
live in urban areas. Many also point to a perceived rift between 
urban and rural as a bright line of division in our country, which 
poses a threat to our civil society writ large. There is a popular, 
longstanding perception (among urban folk) that rural Amer-
ica is somehow separate from the rest of us—either by choice 
or ineptitude. Studies by the Frameworks Institute have shown 
that most non-rural dwellers perceive rural America as either 
one large, poorly educated and impoverished backwater (a rural 
dystopia as in the film Deliverance), or a self-segregated, agrar-
ian utopia, where life is idyllic and residents want nothing to 
do with “city folk” (à la the sitcom “Green Acres”). Post 2016, 
another frame has emerged: that of rural America as an angry 
white mob that votes counter to its own interests.

These perceptions are patently inaccurate, and they deny the very 
real fact that rural America is both incubator and innovator when 
it comes to creating and maintaining civil society.

http://frameworksinstitute.org/rural1.html
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We believe civil society exists when people who live in a de-
fined geographic proximity work cooperatively—even when they 
strongly disagree with or dislike one another—to sustain mutually 
beneficial conditions. Think of civil society as a magic flying carpet 
that, to hold a community aloft, must contain many different 
fibers. Ideally, everyone in a community supplies at least one fiber 
to help weave this carpet and get it off the ground. Once in the 
air, some fibers naturally break off and float away, so all passengers 
have a responsibility for continual care and reweaving. In densely 
populated areas, there are enough citizens to supply fibers so that 
others can coast along for free. In small rural towns, everyone 
must contribute multiple threads and stay especially vigilant when 
it unravels to keep it from crashing to the ground.

Here are five lessons these rural carpet weavers can teach us:

1. Civil society is rooted in actions, not words. Despite having 
worked (and sometimes lived) in rural America for nearly 25 
years, we have never heard anyone use the words “civil society”—
not once. Nor, until very recently, have we heard mentions of 
“equity,” “built environment,” “food deserts,” or “capacity deficits.” 
The academic terminology used at the confluence of philanthropy, 
social justice, research, and advocacy isn’t meaningful in the rural 
context. It’s not that rural people aren’t educated enough to un-
derstand this lexicon; rather, they’re too busy engaging in the work 
of building a civil society to get bogged down in the wordplay. 
And it’s not that they don’t think deeply—to imply that they don’t 
would be the ultimate in urban elitism. Instead, while some urban 
researchers, thinkers, and pundits may spend time developing and 
analyzing theories about civil society, people in rural communities 
are spending time imagining and incubating the “real-world” con-
versations, partnerships, mutual understandings, and trust neces-
sary to create it. In Washington state’s rural Pend Oreille County, 
for example, local cross-sector partners are working on a range of 
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projects to improve community health and wellness—and it’s just 
one of dozens of local partnerships we’ve seen.

2. Civil society abhors siloes. Crossing lines of disciplines and 
duties is an important standard of civil society in rural Ameri-
ca. Individuals play many roles concurrently to keep rural places 
running. We’ve met a Louisiana pastor who drives a school bus, 
pastors a 150-member church, runs a daycare, and is part of every 
civic committee concerning troubled youth. There’s also a school 
board member who pieces together three jobs and coaches a team 
vying for the small school state championship. In many rural 
communities, juggling these multiple civic roles is the norm rather 
than the exception. This provides a breadth of awareness and 
civic knowledge that can be elusive in larger urban settings. (It’s 
also true that individual rural towns can function as islands unto 
themselves, missing opportunities to build mutually beneficial 
relationships with neighboring towns. This may be a new frontier 
for expanding civil society in rural areas.)

Rural communities also can be perfect laboratories for understand-
ing myriad ways in which social issues intersect and how to address 
them in a multi-faceted context rather than a hyper-focused one. 
An effort to create a school-based nutrition program in a small 
community, for example, can more rapidly surface interconnect-
ed issues such as transportation, oral health, or parental substance 
abuse. And a common local understanding of causes and available 
resources to address these problems can create a ripple effect of 
positive, community-wide impact.

3. Civil society can become a bastion of the privileged. In many 
cases, civil society in rural communities has been controlled by a 
few, much to the detriment of the whole. This is generally less due 
to nefarious intent than to a strong charitable impulse of those in 
power, who may feel a deep sense of responsibility to their home-
towns. Those in power are quick to serve on boards, run for office, 
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donate to local organizations, and speak their minds. While this 
may ensure some consistency in leadership for civil society, the 
downside is that this small group of people ultimately control the 
community. And while alternative leaders usually exist, they may 
not feel encouraged to engage.

Fortunately, rural communities can change this dynamic to foster 
civil society. For example, traditional leaders in one rural North 
Carolina county never realized that the county’s one community 
recreation center was in a place many people considered inacces-
sible or unwelcoming. These leaders brought new voices to their 
decision-making process and now have a new county-wide recre-
ation master plan.

4. Civil society requires constant adaptation. Shifting trends in 
population, such as influxes of immigrants, are more readily appar-
ent in rural communities than in urban ones. For example, a town 
of 10,000 is more likely than a city of millions to notice a hundred 
new neighbors from Senegal. We know of one Colorado commu-
nity that welcomed immigrants into the fold and, in doing so, kept 
an important local employer in business. We also know of a town 
that has become harshly anti-immigrant, weakening the seams of 
community fabric. Scenarios like these are highly instructive for 
the rest of America. Communities are living laboratories for issues 
of equity, diversity, and inclusion.

5. Rural communities clearly demonstrate the link between 
economic viability and a strong civil society. The demise of lo-
cally owned businesses and their leaders—both main street stores 
driven out by big box chains, and small enterprises obliterated by 
the likes of health system conglomerates and corporate agricul-
ture—has diminished the civic energy of many rural communities. 
In addition to diversifying rural economies, locally rooted institu-
tions often are the first to support local ideas, give young people 
their first jobs, and participate in efforts that help the community 
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move ahead. As they disappear, they pull mightily at the fibers of 
the civil society magic carpet, which communities must invent 
new ways to reweave.

We often hear the question, “If rural communities are strug-
gling so hard, why don’t people just leave?” Time and time 
again, rural residents have told us that they would rather stay 
and work to build the future for their communities than aban-
don them. They are more than willing to work cooperatively, 
even when they strongly disagree with or dislike one another, 
because they recognize that they are ultimately neighbors who 
will fly or fail together.

In a time when the overall fabric of our civil society appears to be 
unraveling at an unprecedented pace, we believe rural communi-
ties can remind the rest of us how to reweave, lift off, and, subse-
quently, soar.

Allen Smart (@allensmart6) is a 
veteran philanthropist and principal of 
consulting firm RuralwoRx, and leads a 
project at Campbell University to 
identify, align, and energize effective 
rural philanthropy around the country.

Betsey Russell (@BetseyPR) is a 
philanthropy writer and researcher, who 
works with foundations, philanthropic 
affinity groups, and philanthropy 
consultancies. She is currently develop-
ing a series of case studies about suc-
cessful rural funding approaches.

http://twitter.com/allensmart6
https://twitter.com/BetseyPR
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To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

Listen to Independent Sector’s Civil Renewal podcast. In the 
sixth episode, Independent Sector CEO Dan Cardinali speaks 
with Paul Daugherty, president of Philanthropy West Virginia, to 
reflect on the piece by Smart and Russell.

https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/what_rural_america_can_teach_us_about_civil_society
https://independentsector.org/news-post/civil-renewal-e6/
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Keeping Democracy Alive in Cities
By Myung J. Lee

Cities continue to be the place where citizens can engage most 
directly with government—especially when nonprofits are there 
to offer capacity, expertise, and reach.

It seems everywhere I go these days, people are talking and writing 
and podcasting about America’s lack of trust—how people don’t 
trust government and don’t trust each other. President Donald 
Trump discourages us from trusting anything, especially the media. 
Even nonprofit organizations, which comprise the heart of civil 
society, are not exempt: A recent study found that trust in NGOs 
dropped by nine percent between 2017 and 2018. This fundamental 
lack of trust is eroding the shared public space where progress and 
even governance can happen, putting democracy at risk.

How did we get here? Perhaps it’s because Americans have taken 
our democratic way of life for granted. Perhaps it’s because peo-
ple’s individual and collective beliefs are more polarized—and 
more out in the open—than ever before. Perhaps we’ve stopped 
believing we can solve problems together.

There are, however, opportunities to rebuild and fortify our sense of 
trust. This is especially true at the local level, where citizens can engage 
directly with elected leaders, nonprofit organizations, and each other.

As French political scientist Alexis de Tocqueville observed in 
Democracy in America, “Municipal institutions constitute the 

http://www.people-press.org/2017/12/14/public-trust-in-government-1958-2017/
http://www.people-press.org/2017/12/14/public-trust-in-government-1958-2017/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/04/13/americans-divided-on-how-much-they-trust-their-neighbors/
https://www.give.org/news-updates/news/2018/01/wise-giving-wednesday-drop-in-trust-in-non-profit-organizations-in-u.s/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy_in_America
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strength of free nations. Town meetings are to liberty what prima-
ry schools are to science; they bring it within the people’s reach; 
they teach men how to use and how to enjoy it.” Through town 
halls and other means, cities are where citizens, elected leaders, 
and nonprofit organizations can most easily connect and work 
together to improve their communities.

Research shows that, while trust in government is low everywhere, it 
is highest in local government. This is likely because people can see 
that their votes influence issues they care about, and they can directly 
interact with their mayors and city council members. Unlike with 
members of Congress, citizens can form real relationships with local 
leaders through events like “walks with the mayor” and neighborhood 
cleanups. Some mayors do even more to connect with their constit-
uents. In Detroit, for example, Mayor Michael Duggan meets with 
residents in their homes to help them solve problems and answer 
questions in person. Many mayors also join in neighborhood projects. 
San Jose Mayor Sam Liccardo, for example, participates in a different 
community cleanup almost every week. Engaged citizens who partic-
ipate in these activities are more likely to feel that their participation 
in democratic society is valuable and effective.

The role of nonprofit and community-based organizations, then, 
is partly to sustain democracy by being the bridge between city 
governments and citizens, helping them work together to solve 
concrete problems. It’s hard and important work. Time and again, 
this kind of relationship- and trust-building through action cre-
ates ripple effects that grow over time.

In my work with Cities of Service, which helps mayors and other 
city leaders effectively engage their citizens to solve problems, I’ve 
learned that local government works better when it is open to the 
ideas and talents of citizens. Citizen collaboration can take many 
forms, including defining and prioritizing problems, generating 
solutions, and volunteering time, creativity, and expertise to set 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/195656/americans-trusting-local-state-government.aspx
https://citiesofservice.org/stories/real-smart-cities-make-personal/
https://citiesofservice.org/stories/real-smart-cities-make-personal/
https://citiesofservice.org/
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positive change in motion. Citizens can leverage their own deep 
expertise about what’s best for their families and communities to 
deliver better services and solve public problems.

More often than not, we’ve found that city leaders across the 
country know that the people living in their cities are an untapped 
resource. They are open to working with citizens and community 
groups to identify challenges and create solutions. But with tight 
budgets and limited staff, many cities lack the capacity to ade-
quately connect with residents on a large scale.

Nonprofits offer additional capacity, as well as depth of exper-
tise in specific issues that cities may not possess, like education, 
homelessness, and technology. Many community-based organiza-
tions also have relationships with residents that cities have diffi-
culty reaching, such as immigrant and low-income communities. 
When nonprofits and community-based organizations proactively 
connect with city leaders, they can plug into city networks and 
resources, and use the bully pulpit of the mayor to vastly expand 
their reach. Working with city leaders helps these organizations 
connect to new communities and partner organizations and in-
crease their impact.

This is the kind of collaboration that we foster, and we’ve seen first-
hand the far-reaching impact nonprofit organizations have when they 
work with cities and their citizens to do good. But we’re not alone. 
Code for Tulsa, a local chapter of Code for America, joins residents 
who have technological expertise with city government to help im-
plement a variety of solutions, including creating more efficient bus 
routes and ensuring that residents show up for court dates by texting 
them automated reminders. In Huntington, West Virginia, an orga-
nization called Create Huntington helps develop community ideas, 
often working with the city to support initiatives. This has resulted in 
projects such as a community-run farmers market, started by students, 
that now employs 40 people in a building leased by the city for a dol-

https://codefortulsa.org/
http://createhuntington.com/
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lar a year. In Anchorage, Alaska, the Food Policy Council partnered 
with municipal government to make community grants that fund 
school gardens and edible landscaping, as well as other projects that 
help residents in vulnerable communities grow their own food.

We now know that this kind of simple, straightforward collab-
oration can have effects beyond the immediate outcomes. Cit-
ies across the country are working with community groups and 
citizens to implement Love Your Block, one of our longstanding 
programs to revitalize neighborhoods one block at a time through 
projects like painting over graffiti with colorful murals and remov-
ing trash from playgrounds. A recent Urban Institute study found 
that the connection Love Your Block forges between city leaders 
and citizens can catalyze collective action by residents, boost 
investment in the neighborhood, and strengthen feelings of trust, 
all of which enhance their ability to effect change.

Coming together to identify and address concrete, local problems 
such as a vacant lot covered in litter or a clogged city waterway 
gives neighbors a way to develop relationships with each other and 
with the city where they live. Even after the projects end, the new 
relationships keep people coming together and bring more people 
out for future community engagement work. As one Love Your 
Block participant in Phoenix said, “The real change doesn’t come 
necessarily from the government. I think it comes from the com-
munity and the partnerships that are created in the community. ”

When nonprofit and community-based organizations connect 
neighbors with each other and citizens with their local govern-
ments, they strengthen democracy, one relationship at a time. 
More often than not, city leaders are looking for partners to help 
them break down silos and solve the problems they face. Fostering 
dialogue and collaboration helps communities solve local prob-
lems today, and builds the trust necessary to address more complex 
challenges together in the future.

https://www.akfoodpolicycouncil.org/
https://citiesofservice.org/stories/love-block-brings-communities-together-legacy-cities/
https://citiesofservice.org/resource/urban-institute-love-block-study/
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Civil Society and Authentic 
Engagement in a Diverse Nation

By Angela Glover Blackwell

Discourse and dialogue have always been the hallmarks of civil 
society, but when the power of government is used systematically 
to divide and exclude, it is the stinging conversations and actions 
at the leading edge of civil society that will reestablish the demo-
cratic ideals of an equitable democracy.

For years intellectuals have wrung their hands about how to sus-
tain a vast, vigorous civil society in an increasingly diverse nation. 
But today, millions of people—activists of color, youth, and wom-
en especially—are taking multi-pronged action to defend civil 
rights, democratic values, and norms of decency. In my 40-plus 
years as a professional in civil society, I have never seen such an 
energized populace working to advance America’s highest ideals of 
justice, inclusion, fairness, and opportunity for all. Now a deeper, 
more exhilarating question arises: Can robust civic engagement, 
grounded in the quest for full inclusion and equity, produce an 
authentic, modern-day civil society that redefines the public good 
and ushers in a 21st-century social compact?

Alexis de Tocqueville rightly recognized that a uniquely American 
public spirit was required to sustain the democratic experiment. 
He viewed civil society as a check on tyranny and despotism, and 
a driver of community. But the goals of civil society have always 
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been amorphous, and its nature and composition have changed 
with the times and shifting power relations. Tocqueville’s exhaus-
tive account of the best and the ugliest in the nation reminds us 
there is nothing inherently good about civil society. The good lies 
in how and for whom it is put to work.

Youth making their voices heard at the State Capitol in Sacramento, 
California, during a day of action at the annual Free Our Dreams Sum-

mit. (Photo by Chione Flegal, PolicyLink)

At the time of Tocqueville’s observations before the Civil War, 
American civil society was the exclusive domain of white men. 
He saw citizen associations empower those it served while, for the 
most part, defending the brutal oppression of others: slavery in the 
South, anti-black prejudice and exclusion in the North, and the 
slaughter of Native Americans.

For 150 years after Tocqueville’s tour, countless organizations and 
institutions professed to serve the public good, yet defined it in ways 
that protected white male power and justified discrimination and 
exclusion. Private societies and clubs shut out all but a select few—a 
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bulwark against the threat to the status quo posed by women, Afri-
can Americans, impoverished immigrants, Jews, and Catholics. 

The Ku Klux Klan illustrates this dynamic in its hateful extreme. 
People took private action to guard what they deemed as the pub-
lic good, white supremacy, and to do so by any means necessary, 
including intimidation and violence. 

But even in mainstream civil society, exclusion and prejudice ruled. 
Some people may look at earlier generations as models of selfless 
community spirit, but the nation’s most prestigious and influential 
professions, institutions, and systems that purported to advance the 
public good—academia, civic leadership, and other pillars of civil 
society—remained the preserve of white men through most of the 
20th century. And many did not open their doors without a fight.

As courts threw out racial zoning, school segregation, and other 
forms of legal racial separation, organizations such as homeowner 
councils, neighborhood associations, and parent groups flowered to 
achieve the same result—keep out blacks and other “undesirables.”

Many other associations—men’s leagues, garden and glee clubs—
formed under a more benign guise but a similar impulse: main-
taining the white world in which white people wanted to live. 
They advanced a segregation agenda without bloodshed, but with 
exclusionary intent so deeply ingrained that most members could 
tell themselves they were simply engaging with their own kind in 
recreation, charity, prayer, or self-improvement. Racial, religious, 
and ethnic minorities were free, and in many cases encouraged and 
supported, to form their own leagues, churches, teams, and scout 
troops. But tolerance stopped at the locked gates of white clubs.

Civil rights laws tamped down bald discrimination and the most 
vicious displays of prejudice, at least until recently. Yet the en-
trenched structures of racism maintain two separate and shame-
fully inequitable societies: one, largely white, characterized by 
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opportunity; the other, disproportionately of color, characterized 
by poverty and nearly frozen mobility. This divide, in the context 
of a profound demographic shift, has pushed the leading edge of 
civil society from a quest for equality, or ensuring that everyone 
has the same legal rights, to a quest for equity—promoting just 
and fair inclusion and creating the conditions in which all can 
reach their full potential.

There is a deeply held idea of civil society as a space of polite dis-
course and benevolent action. But in the current political climate, 
as the federal government turns its back on the most vulnerable 
and tries to erase decades of progress toward inclusion, private 
action for the public good must be fierce, even confrontational. 
The Dreamers, Black Lives Matter, the high school students act-
ing in solidarity with those affected by the shooting in Parkland, 
Florida, the Women’s March, #MeToo, and many others are often 
dismissed as too disruptive, too political, overly focused on nar-
row concerns of race and identity. In fact, they embody the public 
spirit hailed by Tocqueville. And they stand on the shoulders of 
courageous, determined leaders throughout American history—
through the American Revolution, women’s suffrage, and the civil 
rights movement—who by turns have built a better, fairer, stronger 
nation, always against furious opposition.

Like Elizabeth Cady Stanton or Martin Luther King, Jr., leaders of 
today’s movements are defining the edge of civil society as a fight 
to upend the systems and institutions that hold people back, and to 
create a society in which all can participate, contribute, and thrive.

It brings to mind these questions: What are the goals of civil soci-
ety in a diverse, divided democracy at a moment of political crisis? 
Who determines those goals and the right strategies to achieve 
them? Whose voice, experience, and actions should command 
attention, respect, and funding? Perhaps most challenging, how 
can those who understand the transformative possibilities of an 
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engaged civil society cross the divides of race, generation, and style 
to make space for the vital, stinging conversations and actions that 
are essential at this moment?

The work of civil society cannot be top down. It requires the full 
participation and leadership of people who bear the brunt of soci-
ety’s greatest challenges. A young generation—exercising its agency, 
leading on issues shaping the future, and finding solidarity across 
lines of race, ethnicity, ability, gender, sexual orientation—must be 
heard as they speak their truth. Only through that prophetic dia-
logue can civil society move the nation to address the deep, increas-
ingly toxic fissures in economic, political, and civil life.

The recent wave of protests and resistance efforts have gotten 
most of the attention, but in my travels around the country, I also 
see innumerable examples of low-income people, people of color, 
and youth working to build communities and a nation that work 
for all. These communities need more than glee clubs, garden 
societies, and philosophical discourse to improve and enrich lives. 
In Pittsburgh and other resurgent cities, residents are organizing 
their neighbors and spearheading initiatives to make sure new 
investment does not displace longtime residents but benefits all. 
The potent, youth-led Alliance for Boys and Men of Color in 
California has won passage of dozens of state bills and local pol-
icies to strengthen communities and improve the life chances for 
millions of young people. Around the country, young people are 
taking on sex trafficking, lifting it up as a crisis and providing des-
perately needed support for individuals. In a similar vein, activists 
are working tirelessly to reduce gun violence, not only the mass 
shootings that garner headlines, but also the daily devastation in 
communities of color.

Efforts like these define what government and the business sector 
should be doing in a diverse nation with epic inequality, and barri-
ers that prevent millions of people from participating in economic, 

http://www.allinpgh.org/
http://www.allianceforbmoc.org/
https://www.advancepeace.org/
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political, and civic life. These efforts, fueled by the radical imagi-
nation of contemporary civil society stewards, are modeling what 
society must do: authentically engage diverse communities to 
articulate problems, determine priorities and solutions, and create 
a just, inclusive nation—an America that shows the world what 
equitable democracy looks like.

Angela Glover Blackwell (@agb4equi-
ty) is the CEO of PolicyLink. She was 
previously a senior vice president at the 
Rockefeller Foundation, the founder of 
Urban Strategies Council in Oakland, 
California, and a partner at the public 
interest law firm Public Advocates.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

Listen to Independent Sector’s Civil Renewal podcast. In the 
fifth episode, Independent Sector CEO Dan Cardinali speaks 
with Pastor Samuel Rodriguez, president of the National Hispanic 
Christian Leadership Conference, to reflect on Blackwell’s piece.

https://twitter.com/agb4equity
https://twitter.com/agb4equity
http://www.policylink.org/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/civil_society_and_authentic_engagement_in_a_diverse_nation
https://independentsector.org/news-post/civil-renewal-e5/
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The Best Leaders  
May Be Those Who “Give Up”

By Vu Le

Leadership is often defined by lists of character qualities, values, 
or skills. But what if the best leaders are simply those who can 
willingly give up things they value?

What is required for successful leadership in 21st-century civil 
society? When I was asked to answer this question for this article, 
I racked my brain for weeks, pondering it between meetings, grant 
proposals, reports, and the endless small and big fires that a nonprof-
it executive director must attend to. It is a good question. It is also 
similar to one that has guided the work of my organization, Rainier 
Valley Corps, as we develop pipelines of leaders of color who can ad-
dress Seattle’s worsening societal problems: What kind of leaders do 
we need in this time and place? A partner organization, the Center 
for Ethical Leadership, first posed this simple-but-profound question 
to us when it was helping shape our curriculum.

At first, I thought of the leadership paradigms that must shift. In 
this very challenging time in America’s history, we need leaders 
who are humble, not arrogant; servants, not heroes; adaptive, not 
technical; curious, not certain; uniters, not dividers. In addition, 
they must be able to embrace chaos and complexity, genuinely 
listen (even to opposing viewpoints), balance continual reflection 
and quick actions, take big risks, accept failure, and inspire with a 
vision that includes a place for everyone.

https://rainiervalleycorps.org/
https://rainiervalleycorps.org/
http://www.ethicalleadership.org/
http://www.ethicalleadership.org/


84

Independent Sector / Stanford Social Innovation Review

I was thinking of these qualities while on the light rail with my 
kids, ages five and two, heading home from preschool. They love 
the train, but on this day, it was crowded and there were no seats. 
As the train moved, the five-year-old fell against a stranger, while 
I held the two-year-old and braced for a bumpy ride. Soon, two 
women seated near us got up. One tapped me on the shoulder, and 
they insisted the boys and I take their seats. We traded places, and 
they stood, jostled by the moving train. Although the world has 
been darker lately, it was nice to be reminded that most people are 
still kind, still willing to give up their own comfort to help others.

It made me think that while the leadership traits I note above are 
all necessary, another trait—one we do not talk about often—may 
be the most important leadership quality of all: The leaders we 
need in this time and place must be willing to give up things that 
make their existence comfortable, even meaningful.

A few months ago, I learned about an organization called Can 
You Not PAC. While there are organizations that encourage 
and support women, people of color, and LGBTQIA candidates 
to run for public office, Can You Not’s mission is to discourage 
straight, white men—who have dominated public office for hun-
dreds of years—from running.

Although the organization “started out as a fun joke,” according to 
its Facebook page, it does make a critical point. I have seen straight, 
white men running for public office in neighborhoods where resi-
dents are predominantly people of color. Can You Not’s suggestion 
that these white guys might want to sit it out and use their influ-
ence to lift up others who historically have not had formal power is 
often unsettling or offensive, even to the most progressive of them. 
This parallels the thinking of those who say they want to help poor 
people but oppose the low-income housing unit in their neighbor-
hood. Or those who proclaim they are invested in public education 
but fight the increase in taxes that would support it.

http://canyounot.org/
http://canyounot.org/
https://www.facebook.com/canyounotPAC
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How is this relevant to civil society? The societal disparities that 
we as a sector are trying to address are many, but we may be per-
petuating them through our own practices and unwillingness to 
surrender our privilege. For example, the vast majority of nonprof-
it directors, foundations CEOs, and board members are white. 
Although the sector is majority women, the leaders of larger, and 
thus more-influential, organizations tend to be cis-gender men. 
And although most people affected by injustice are people of col-
or, only around 10 percent of philanthropic dollars go to organiza-
tions led by communities of color.

In light of the challenges facing our communities, civil society 
leaders must be willing to give up the things they care about, not 
out of pity and charity, but in recognition of and in response to 
systemic injustice. Among other things, it means sometimes we 
men do not apply for that perfect job, even if we think we are well 
qualified for it. It means white allies sometimes do not take the 
microphone, literally or figuratively, so that others can have a chance 
to speak and be heard. It means larger organizations sometimes 
do not pursue catalytic grants, even if they have a high chance of 
getting them, and instead support the smaller, grassroots organiza-
tions led by marginalized communities. It means foundations share 
decision-making power with nonprofits and communities who have 
lived through the inequity they are trying to address.

And, probably hardest of all, it means all of us must let go of our 
own emotional comfort and ego so that we can have honest con-
versations about systemic racism, historical and ongoing atrocities, 
political divisiveness, and other root causes of inequity. By letting 
go, we can talk about how, in our pursuit of economic gains or 
existential meaning, we may unwittingly perpetuate injustice even 
as we seek to end it.

A white colleague of mine once told me that she will never 
again apply for an executive director position at an organiza-

https://www.fastcompany.com/40430178/5-charts-that-illustrate-the-racial-bias-in-the-nonprofit-world
https://www.missionbox.com/article/127/women-in-nonprofit-leadership-is-there-a-gender-gap
http://greenlining.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/FundingtheNewMajority.pdf
http://greenlining.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/FundingtheNewMajority.pdf
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tion that serves primarily people of color. Another colleague 
told me she plans to give her entire inheritance back to the 
Native community, after discovering that her family’s wealth 
came from displacing Native families. On the train heading 
toward a just and equitable society, we must acknowledge who 
always gets to be conductor, who always is forced to stand and 
struggle for balance, whether we got our seat only because of 
unearned privilege, and whether it is now time for us to get up 
so that another can sit down.

Although it seems that by yielding to others we are giving up a 
lot, there is also much to gain. My kids on the train, for exam-
ple, learned a lesson about kindness, which I hope they will pay 
forward and thus strengthen our community. When each of us, 
following our leaders, examines our own privileges, power, and re-
sources, and thoughtfully understands how we got them and when 
to intentionally let them go, it leads to a better community—one 
we all benefit from.

But relinquishing the things we are used to having is not easy to 
do, and there is no certainty that our sacrifices will lead to the ide-
al outcome. Who is to say that when my white colleague does not 
apply for this executive director job, it will go to a person of color? 
What if a guy does not run for office to increase the chances for 
women candidates to succeed, and another dude runs and wins, 
but has awful policies? What if I let down my guard, reveal my 
weaknesses and inexperience with talking about race or transgen-
der identity or disability, and get called out?

There are no guarantees that these things won’t happen. And it 
is paradoxical that the kind of leaders we need must be will-
ing to give up being a leader at all. However, the comfort of 
certainty, simplicity, linearity, and clear-cut answers is another 
privilege that the leaders we need in this time and place must 
be willing to sacrifice.
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What Motivates People to 
Participate in Civil Society?

By Ryan Streeter

Every year tens of millions of Americans sacrifice their personal 
time and resources to participate in civil society in some way. 
Why do they do it? The answers are varied and intertwined, but 
it might boil down to this: Civic-mindedness starts early, runs 
deep, and aims higher.

Why do we join with others and offer our time and money to 
make the world a better place? Participating in the institutions 
of civil society by volunteering and contributing resources is one 
of the great rebuttals to the overly narrow, Darwinian concep-
tion of self-interest that dominated so much social and economic 
thinking in the 20th century. If satisfaction depends primarily on 
accumulating money and power, why do so many people reduce 
both for the sake of others?

It turns out the fabric of our personal interests are interwoven 
with strong cords of generosity. Research has shown that babies 
and toddlers recognize generosity and sociability, and react 
negatively to their opposite behaviors. Our prosocial tendencies 
continue into adulthood, but they need consistent encouragement 
and reinforcement. As public policy researcher Arthur Brooks 
chronicled in his book, Who Really Cares, we give and volunteer 
when we feel responsible for others. Responsibility is cultivated 
at the household and community levels, often through religious 

http://www.stat.wisc.edu/~ane/st571/notes/2007infant_socialchoice.pdf
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2009.02419.x
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2009.02419.x
https://www.amazon.com/Who-Really-Cares-Compassionate-Conservatism/dp/0465008232
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engagement. As Brooks writes, people help others through civil 
society not because they want a tax break, but because they have a 
sense of duty and feel obligated to give back to their communities.

In addition, the more people feel duty-bound to serve others 
through civil association, the happier they are, which is important 
to understand if we hope to get a better sense of how civil society 
works. It is a cliché to say that money does not make you happy, 
and even though many of us try to prove the cliché false, we soon 
discover, paradoxically, that our lives are “fuller” when we let go of 
our time, money, and energy for people and causes outside ourselves.

Fulfillment: The first and most basic answer, then, to the question 
of what motivates us to participate in civil society is simply the 
pursuit of happiness. Or, to be more specific, happiness under-
stood as fulfillment. Happiness, properly understood, has less to 
do with material gain than teleological gain. Human beings are 
wired to find purpose and meaning in the pursuit of perfection 
and improvement. Betterment and fulfillment are about realizing 
potential. Giving to people in need, fixing problems that hurt or 
inhibit others, and seeking the good of the communities in which 
we live all have more to do with taking something from a lesser to 
a better, or fuller, state. In our quest to find fulfillment, we typical-
ly do so not only by trying to fulfill our own potential, but also by 
helping others and their communities fulfill theirs.

Empathy: Moral sentiment theory, as articulated by Scottish phi-
losophers David Hume and Adam Smith, argued that our moral 
judgments and actions are rooted in sympathetic experiences. We 
always care more about the troubles of someone close by than 
someone far away, or someone with whom we can identify com-
pared to someone with whom we cannot. One survey found that 
low-income people were more likely than high-income people to 
give money to charity to meet basic needs and help “poor people 
help themselves.” Other studies have found that the more empa-

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953608000373
https://www.health.harvard.edu/special-health-reports/simple-changes-big-rewards-a-practical-easy-guide-for-healthy-happy-living
http://www.aei.org/publication/can-money-buy-happiness-2/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7tb9m
https://philanthropy.iupui.edu/files/research/2009ccs_understandingdonorsmotivations.pdf
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/images/uploads/Baston-EmpathySourceAltruism.pdf
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thy people feel for someone in pain or distress, the more they will 
do to help, even if they know the pain or distress will end soon.

Awareness: Higher levels of education predict higher levels of giving 
and volunteering. People with more education have more exposure to 
the reasons why socioeconomic problems exist, and to organizations 
and networks that can help solve those problems. The combination 
of awareness of both problems and possible solutions prompts en-
gagement in civil society. Completing college has a greater effect on 
volunteerism among students who are socioeconomically least likely 
to graduate, suggesting that the expanded horizons afforded by higher 
education make people more civically minded.

Feeling needed: People who feel like they have something to give 
and believe their particular skills and abilities can make a difference 
are more likely to participate in civil society than those who do not. 
People who like to teach others, feel needed by others, have had 
people ask them for advice, and believe they have contributed to 
the well-being of others are more likely to volunteer than people 
without those attributes. For these reasons, it should be no surprise 
that one way to increase the likelihood that people will volunteer is 
simply to ask them to do so. Interestingly, feeling needed is especial-
ly strongly associated with giving to secular organizations. Givers to 
religious organizations tend to be motivated by other reasons.

Faith and transcendence: People who are more religiously en-
gaged—that is, they attend religious services and say their faith 
is important to them—give more than non-religious people, and 
they give larger gifts on average compared to all givers. Sometimes 
religiously motivated giving is aimed at curing a social ill such 
as poverty, but it is also driven by a sense of giving to something 
more important than oneself, something transcendent. In western 
theological traditions, the goal of reflecting the personality of God 
in the world involves giving, because God is the giver of all good 
things. Regular tithing is not just a way of keeping the lights on 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237062185_educational_differences_in_volunteering_in_cross-national_perspective_individual_and_contextual_explanations
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1443709
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3249762/
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol39/iss2/6/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/a:1022626529603
https://www.philanthropyroundtable.org/almanac/statistics/who-gives
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at church. It is also a way of participating in what God is doing in 
the world, something that transcends any meaning you or I may 
attach to our giving.

Involvement in religious communities also produces more vol-
untarism. While popular culture and the media typically portray 
religious faith as an incubator of bigotry and closemindedness, 
it would be closer to the truth to regard it as an incubator of 
community awareness and engagement. In fact, involvement in 
religious organizations during youth positively predicts multiple 
forms of voluntary activity during adulthood, such as both formal 
and informal volunteering, and membership in community-based 
organizations, even if the individual is non-religious as an adult.

In non-religious contexts, people who experience awe or feelings 
of elevation are more generous. These feelings of awe can come 
simply from viewing inspiring photos of nature, but they also 
result from witnessing people doing morally exemplary acts and 
good deeds. Also, more than younger givers, who get involved in 
their communities for personal and professional reasons, older 
givers contribute because they want to pass on something of value 
to younger people. This, too, is a kind of transcendence: giving to 
something that outlasts you.

Moral formation: Woven through the foregoing reasons for par-
ticipation in civil society is the central importance of moral stan-
dards and values. A grounded sense of what is right and wrong, 
just and unjust, prompts people to join with others to do good in 
the world. Research has found that people who have internalized 
a principle of care, or the belief that people in need should receive 
help regardless of whether or not one feels empathy for them, are 
most likely to give to organizations that help the poor.

A couple of cross-cutting themes are woven throughout the fore-
going sources of civil association. First, getting people involved 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0899764009357794
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0899764009357794
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0956797612438731
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/dacherkeltner/docs/keltner.haidt.awe.2003.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/per.2057


92

Independent Sector / Stanford Social Innovation Review

in the life of civil society at an early age is the best way to raise 
of generation of civically engaged adults. Being in situations in 
which generosity is experienced up close and personal has a last-
ing impact on moral formation, empathy, and the belief that one 
has something to give. Second, institutions that inculcate moral 
values, not just principles, are invaluable. Moral values and senti-
ments prompt action in ways that simply knowing what is morally 
right does not. For this reason, a combination of embeddedness 
in religious and spiritual communities, education, and time with 
friends who actively participate in their communities is the best 
formula for strengthening a sense of moral elevation that prompts 
us to leave our homes to go out and help others.

Ryan Streeter (@streeterryan) is the 
director of domestic policy studies at 
the American Enterprise Institute. He 
was previously director of the Center 
for Politics and Governance at the 
University of Texas at Austin, and has 
authored or co-authored the books 
Transforming Charity and co-authored 
The Soul of Civil Society.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

https://twitter.com/streeterryan
http://www.aei.org/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/what_motivates_people_to_participate_in_civil_society


93

Civil Society in the Age of Incivility
By Ai-jen Poo

Systems are the bedrock of every society, but it is our shared digni-
ty as human beings that truly determines whether a society works. 
When society becomes uncivil, it is clear that only our shared 
humanity as a people can save it.

How should civil society respond when the values that define who 
we are collectively in America—equality and inclusion, freedom of 
speech, sanctuary to those in need, due process, and protecting the 
most vulnerable among us—appear to erode?

Through a decade of organizing at the National Domestic Work-
ers Alliance (NDWA), I have found the answer lies in our shared 
dignity as human beings. The women I work with—domestic 
workers, who do the work that makes all other work possible—
have taught me that humanity is at the core of civil society. While 
there are systems and rules, our values and connection to one 
another are at the heart of how, and whether, civil society works.

NDWA fights for the respect, dignity, and opportunity of do-
mestic workers: the nannies who take care of our children, the 
house cleaners who manage our homes, and the care workers who 
support elderly and loved ones living with disabilities. Behind the 
closed doors of private residences, in the shadows of the economy, 
domestic workers ensure that the most important aspects of our 
lives are safe and in good care. Yet despite their critical contribu-
tions to our society and economy, domestic workers have never 

https://www.domesticworkers.org/
https://www.domesticworkers.org/
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enjoyed the rights and protections that most workers in the Unit-
ed States have come to expect, including the right to a minimum 
wage and overtime, protection against discrimination, the right to 
collective bargaining, and protection against sexual harassment. 
As a mostly women-of-color and immigrant workforce, they’ve 
outright been excluded from fundamental labor laws.

Decades of grassroots organizing by domestic workers and their 
supporters, including congregations, labor unions, employers, and 
others, have brought about legal and policy change. Most recent-
ly, NDWA helped win federal regulatory changes that extended 
minimum-wage protections to more than two million home care 
workers. We also fought for and won state labor laws—Domes-
tic Workers Bills of Rights—in eight states. Yet even with these 
achievements, no law alone can ensure that society recognizes the 
humanity of this workforce. The cultural norms that shape behav-
iors and the treatment of domestic workers are far more powerful. 
Whether we value this work equally to that in other industries, or 
whether we see this workforce as true professionals or as informal 
“help”—these are beliefs that are deeply embodied in people, and 
only people can shift them.

For care workers, this humanity begins at home. The average care 
worker for the elderly earns a median annual income of $13,000 
per year. This income defines the neighborhood she lives in, the 
food she has access to, the education her children will receive, and 
the transportation she can rely on. It is a working poor life, where 
working hard does not pay the bills; there are limited options and 
no luxuries. Oftentimes, the same care worker will go to work in a 
neighborhood on the other end of the wealth spectrum, where the 
family she supports may pay more for a pair of shoes than she pays 
in rent. And yet, she cannot and does not dehumanize that family. 
Her job requires that she genuinely cares for and connects to the 
humanity of the people in her charge. Home care for the elderly 
in particular, at its heart and its best, is supporting the dignity and 
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well-being of another human being who is no less human, but 
simply needs more assistance with their daily tasks of living.

In our years of organizing, we have seen domestic workers bring 
this same sense of humanity and care to their advocacy. That is 
why fighting for the respect and dignity of this workforce, in 
effect, is fighting for the respect and dignity of how we treat all 
members of society. As more families find the need to outsource 
the work of their home, we have a growing reliance on domestic 
workers to provide the services that enable other family members 
to work outside the home—from cleaning to caregiving. With 
a growing aging population that increasingly prefers to “age in 
place,” meaning to receive personal assistance and medical in their 
homes as long as possible rather than moving to a nursing home, 
care workers support a new quality of life for older adults. This 
has led NDWA to launch campaigns that engage with employers, 
find solutions that increase affordability for families, and simplify 
a complex relationship. They begin and end with the understand-
ing that we are all interconnected, and human, with similar basic 
human needs.

It is not an accident that throughout US history, in times of 
extreme inhumanity or incivility, social movements comprised of 
masses of everyday people, moved by their basic humanity, turned 
the tide. The labor movement of the 1930s addressed the incivility 
of extreme inequality and poverty, the Civil Rights movement ad-
dressed the incivility of Jim Crow. These social movements fought 
for the humanity and values of the nation. At NDWA, we believe 
that the American people themselves must be activated and em-
powered to maintain a healthy civil society. And when civil society 
is uncivil, only the people, armed with their humanity, can catalyze 
the renewal of the values that secure it.

No moment is more important than this one for the heart of our 
society. We live in an age of incivility. We are seeing a rise in dis-
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crimination, a reduction in empathy, and the explicit targeting of 
growing groups of people—Muslims, immigrants, and mothers, to 
name a few. The effect spreads to us all, and today, in 2018, we are 
experiencing this at an all-time high. As a workforce dispropor-
tionately powered by immigrant women, domestic workers, their 
families, and the families they support all feel the direct impact of 
incivility toward immigrants.

Undocumented nannies like Luz, who care for the young children 
of their employers, are under increasing threat for their safety. The 
changing political climate could not only impact Luz’s ability to 
stay where she has made her home, but also separate from her 
family members, who are DREAMers and US citizens. For her 
employer Amy, this fight is also personal. Were Luz deported, 
she would be unable to work outside the home until she found 
someone else she trusted and who had the right experience, and 
her children would lose the care of someone they have come to 
love. To simply assume that market forces would supply an ad-
equate replacement disregards both the unique human quality 
of care work and the fact that the care sector is growing at a rate 
five times faster than other industries. Without more government 
investment, it will be impossible to retain and grow this important 
workforce to meet the growing demand for this work.

As the current federal administration continues to enact uncivil 
and inhumane policies, including “zero tolerance,” which prose-
cutes all migrants arriving at our borders and forcibly separates 
children from their parents, the need to fight for our shared 
humanity has become the most important one. Hundreds of 
thousands of everyday people have already responded to the im-
ages and sounds of children being held in cages and transported 
away from their parents like prisoners. On June 30, people took 
to the streets in more than 780 small towns and big cities around 
the country, participating in marches and actions led by Families 

https://familiesbelong.org/
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Belong Together, a campaign anchored by NDWA, MoveOn.org, 
and other groups. This unified call for the immediate reunification 
of these children with their families—and an end to the “zero hu-
manity” policies of prosecuting, separating, and detaining families 
for seeking safety and a better life—offers hope for a restoration 
of humanity, hope in our rising tide of the 21st century.

In this age of incivility, we must learn from domestic workers and 
the thousands who are mobilized in this moment. We must collec-
tively fight for a society that is truly civil so that civil society can 
thrive; the very foundation of civil society is at stake. The people of 
this country are realizing that it is up to us—everyday people and 
our organizations—to rise to the occasion and act—not only to 
stop incivility, but also to remind us of the humanity that is both 
the foundation and at the heart of civil society. A renewal of civil 
society is overdue. And it must be driven by our shared humanity, 
from the bottom up and from the inside out.

Ai-jen Poo is executive director of the 
National Domestic Workers Alliance and 
co-director of Caring Across Generations.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

https://familiesbelong.org/
https://www.domesticworkers.org/
https://caringacross.org/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/civil_society_in_the_age_of_incivility
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Public Trust Reboot:  
Unleashing the Millennial Civic 

Spirit
By Yordanos Eyoel

Why millennials’ values and ethos make them uniquely poised 
to close America’s civic leadership gap, and how to tap into their 
civic spirit.

Like a body gasping for oxygen in the midst of a heart attack, 
so is the current American civil society gasping for the “public 
spirit” that enamored sociologist Alexis de Tocqueville in the 19th 
century and has sustained our democracy since. This decline has 
culminated in a lack of civic trust. Today, Americans have largely 
lost faith in the pillars of 20th-century democracy, with only 41 
percent expressing trust in organized religion, 20 percent in the 
media, and 23 percent in organized labor. We are also less trusting 
of each other. By 2055, America will no longer have a single racial 
or ethnic majority—yet our most ethnically diverse communities 
suffer from higher levels of social distrust, highlighting that our 
society is far from embracing the power and potential of a more 
diverse and inclusive country.

While these trends are consistent across all age demographics, 
the epicenter lies with millennials—those born between 1981 
and 1996—who will soon comprise the largest segment of the 
US electorate. Only 25 percent of millennials express confi-

https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2017/03/03/americans-have-lost-faith-in-institutions-thats-not-because-of-trump-or-fake-news/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2017/03/03/americans-have-lost-faith-in-institutions-thats-not-because-of-trump-or-fake-news/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/americans-are-losing-faith-in-democracy--and-in-each-other/2016/10/14/b35234ea-90c6-11e6-9c52-0b10449e33c4_story.html?utm_term=.03261c1344c6
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/americans-are-losing-faith-in-democracy--and-in-each-other/2016/10/14/b35234ea-90c6-11e6-9c52-0b10449e33c4_story.html?utm_term=.03261c1344c6
https://www.newsweek.com/happiness-decline-america-world-happiness-report-571343
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/03/01/defining-generations-where-millennials-end-and-post-millennials-begin/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/03/01/defining-generations-where-millennials-end-and-post-millennials-begin/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/03/01/millennials-overtake-baby-boomers/
http://www.civxnow.org/documents/v1/SummitWhitePaper.pdf
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dence in the democratic system, and a significant majority (67 
percent) in one survey expressed that “you need to be very care-
ful in dealing with people,” illustrating an alarmingly distrust-
ful attitude.

Despite the stakes millennials hold in shaping our country, they 
are systematically excluded from the civic dialogue, including from 
the inaugural articles of this essay series. This is not unique to this 
moment in time. Throughout our history, civil society has contrib-
uted to the silencing of young voices by providing narrow access 
to leadership in both thought and practice. Young leaders such as 
Alice Paul, Cesar Chavez, and DeRay Mckesson have had to chart 
a resistance path outside institutional civil society to exercise their 
leadership. And even when young civic leaders do emerge on the 
national stage, they are seen as extraordinary rather than repre-
sentative of their generation and peers. Over time, civil society has 
failed to reinvent itself to ensure that not just a select few but all 
young people are informed, empowered, and able to exercise their 
civic agency. This is despite the fact that the vision, leadership, and 
tenacity of young people has garnered some of the most transfor-
mational changes in America.

Today, we see civil society not only perpetuating this pattern, 
but also losing relevance and lacking the cultural competence to 
engage millennials effectively. The institutions that make up civil 
society have been slow to adapt to the way that rising genera-
tions think, learn, and act, leaving young people disconnected 
and disenchanted.

This crisis of civic trust, coupled with the rise of a new genera-
tion, presents a window of opportunity for American civil society 
to chart a new course. Our ability to reboot civil society depends 
on unlocking millennials’ civic leadership potential by gaining a 
deeper insight into their unique values and powerful ethos. Here 
are three such insights:

http://www.civxnow.org/documents/v1/SummitWhitePaper.pdf
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1. Millennials view the common good as the collective re-
sponsibility of all sectors—civil, private, and public. Both 
the 2017 and 2018 millennial surveys by Deloitte Consulting 
LLP concluded that young people believe business should 
prioritize not only the bottom line, but also employees, 
society, and the environment. Additionally, most believe it is 
important to give back to their community through work. 
They want to work for leaders and institutions that embody 
and produce positive societal value, irrespective of sector. In 
this regard, civil society also has a long way to go to un-
shackle itself from the structures and norms that have upheld 
disenfranchisement in America. Despite its mission, the 
social sector has often contributed to inequity and injustice by 
advancing top-down solutions with limited input from and/
or ownership by the communities it impacts. To authentically 
appeal to millennials, each sector must evolve to become more 
stakeholder-driven and responsive to its community’s de-
mands. They must engage those proximate to the issues they 
seek to solve while also building the muscle for cross-sector 
collaboration to advance public good.

2. Millennials live at the nexus of personalization and commu-
nity. They are socialized to operate through a loose connection 
of networks, which enable them to explore and tap into dif-
ferent dimensions of their interests and identity. This affects 
how they prefer to engage in civil society as well; they desire 
a personalized, individual journey, combined with access to a 
social network that cultivates community and a shared mis-
sion. Through the use of social media, millennials have grown 
accustomed to platforms that enable users to create an individ-
ual brand, curate a personalized experience by following and 
engaging with topics and people of interest to them, and be 
a part of self-selected communities organized around shared 
interests and goals.

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/gx-deloitte-millennial-survey-2017-executive-summary.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/insights/us/en/topics/talent/deloitte-millennial-survey.html
https://www.forbes.com/2009/07/07/gen-y-volunteer-mentor-forbes-woman-leadership-community
https://www.forbes.com/2009/07/07/gen-y-volunteer-mentor-forbes-woman-leadership-community
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Voters submit their votes with the Voatz tablet system at the Michigan Dem-
ocratic State Party Convention in April 2018. (Photo courtesy of Voatz)

Millennial-led organizations—including Watsi, which con-
nects donors with people who can’t afford health care, and Voa-
tz, which uses biometrics and blockchain tech to help people 
vote securely—are leveraging this formula of personalization 
and community building to engage millennials in civic activ-
ities. Organizational models like these are not limited to new 
entities; some long-standing institutions are also making sig-
nificant headway in terms of adapting their platforms to better 
reach millennials. United Way Worldwide, for example, has 
revolutionized its giving campaigns through creating inspiring 
causes and effective integration of tech-based tools through a 
partnership with Salesforce.org. The NAACP is also investing 

https://watsi.org/
https://voatz.com/
https://voatz.com/
https://www.unitedway.org/
https://www.naacp.org/
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in millennials and post-millennials under the leadership of 
Tiffany Dena Loftin, director of Youth and College Division. 
Loftin bridges traditional, community-based organizing with 
social media savvy, which facilitates deep skill-building while 
developing comradery and shared vision across geographies. 
These exemplars provide a blueprint for civil society institu-
tions to think strategically about their engagement models: 
leveraging technology, creating both personalized and commu-
nal experiences for supporters, and personifying issues through 
effective use of storytelling.

3. Millennials see social impact as self-expression. The belief that 
change happens through a series of daily decisions is perhaps the 
marker of this generation. While millennials have largely lost 
faith in institutions to drive change, they are finding ways to ex-
ercise their agency through purchasing decisions, entrepreneur-
ship, protests, and social media campaigns that use tools such as 
online petitions. They believe these individual choices will add 
up to systems change.

Tiffany Dena Loftin, national director NAACP Youth and College 
Division speaks to a group of young people about the importance of mobi-

lizing to fight against gun violence. (Photo by Justin D. Knight)

https://www.naacp.org/tiffany-dena-loftin/
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This is leading to a new wave of organizations facilitating civ-
ic action in ways that resonate with rising generations. One 
example is Shared Nation, a membership platform where ev-
eryday individuals can pool their funding—with participation 
starting at $2 per month—to support organizations solving 
big global problems. Civil society, particularly philanthropy, 
can tap into this millennial spirit by creating access points to 
crowdfunding efforts that leverage the power of grassroots 
giving, and by creating opportunities for small-but-mean-
ingful civic actions that unleash the power of the “everyday 
change maker.”

As long as we continue to look at our country’s crisis of trust from 
the lens of 20th-century institutions and fail to recognize the need 
for a system reboot informed by a new generation, we will deep-
en the chasms that threaten our democracy and alienate the very 
people that have the power to redeem it.

So how do we change this? We can start by taking three im-
portant steps:

1. Invest in young leaders and entrepreneurs, particularly those 
proximate to communities who experience civic disenfran-
chisement, including communities of color and low-income 
communities.

2. Create formal, capitalized structures for young people to 
innovate and lead within existing organizations.

3. Engage young leaders as experts in both mainstream and 
industry-specific dialogue.

Through these investments, structures, and engagement, we 
believe we can begin to revitalize the “public spirit,” and archi-
tect a new civil society that is reflective of and relevant to our 
current milieu.

https://www.sharednation.org/
https://casefoundation.org/blog/millennials-the-rise-of-the-everyday-changemaker/
https://casefoundation.org/blog/millennials-the-rise-of-the-everyday-changemaker/
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http://twitter.com/eyords/
https://www.newprofit.org/
https://www.womensmarch.com/sisters
https://www.womensmarch.com/sisters
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/public_trust_reboot_unleashing_the_millennial_civic_spirit


A Question  
of Values



106

Looking to Civil Society  
for the Values that Shape a Culture

By David Brooks

Culture is born of values, and civil society is where people live 
values most urgently. Amid growing social isolation in the Unit-
ed States, a new set of values is emerging around community, 
healing, and belonging, and they will likely define an era.

One of my heroes is Frances Perkins. She grew up a rather timid 
girl and eventually went to Mount Holyoke College, class of 1902. 
The school’s strong social mission filled her with a burning desire 
to do good in the world. But although it was a burning desire, it 
was not a focused desire. She floated around, trying her hand as a 
teacher and social worker and other things, trying to get a sense of 
what specific vocation she was called to.

In 1911, she happened to be in lower Manhattan and witnessed 
the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, in which more than 100 young 
seamstresses burned to death due to unsafe factory conditions.

It was a call within a call. It was her “agency moment.” She al-
ready had some vague sense she wanted to do good, but here was 
a specific problem—a lack of worker safety and worker rights—
that burned into her consciousness. She would dedicate the rest 
of her life to that problem, rising to become the first woman 
in a US presidential cabinet. She was Secretary of Labor under 
Franklin Roosevelt.

https://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/14/opinion/david-brooks-the-agency-moment.html?utm_source=pocket&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=pockethits
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I find that many people go into the social sector the same way. 
They have a vague desire to do good, and then they feel a burning 
call to address a specific problem—homelessness, hunger, poverty, 
racism, or what have you. They hate their problem, but they sort 
of love it too. Love is a process of attention—you love the thing 
you can’t stop thinking about. A lot of the people I see doing the 
most good in the world can’t stop thinking about their problem. 
They are a little obsessive. Their problem has called them, it has 
structured their lives, it has given them something to pour their 
lives into. Some of them send out mass emails linking to arti-
cles about their problem. Sometimes I wish I could unsubscribe, 
because their emails are clogging my inbox. But I could never do 
that. Telling them I didn’t care about their problem would be like 
telling them I didn’t care about their child.

In other words, most people go into the social sector to solve a 
specific, sometimes local issue. But I started paying attention to 
the social sector by looking at the sector as a whole, and it has 
given me a different perspective on the work that many people in 
the sector do.

I was doing my job as a political journalist, covering issue after 
issue. And I started noticing that many social problems really 
pointed back to the same macro issue, the weakening of our social 
fabric. The problems were different—rising suicide rates, men 
dropping out of the labor force, opioid addiction, political polar-
ization, worsening racial divisions, the violation of our basic dem-
ocratic norms. But they all flowed back to social isolation, loneli-
ness, the fraying of our communal bonds. They all flowed back to 
the fact that many people are less connected than they were.

I was covering politics, but it was crystal clear that the real problems 
afflicting the country were pre-political. They were about the wither-
ing away of the quality of our community, the level of trust we have 
for one another, and the common stories that make us one people. 
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They were about the withering away of the sense that you may dis-
agree with me, and you may not be like me, but you are my brother, 
you are my sister, and, despite our differences, we are in this together.

It became blatantly obvious to me that the problems of politics 
were downstream from the problems of community. So then the 
question became: Well, who is addressing the problems of com-
munity? It’s the social sector. People in the social sector may see 
themselves fighting racism or poverty or hunger or homelessness, 
but when I look at the sector as a whole from the outside, what I 
see is a group of people collectively reweaving community.

Moreover, I see an emerging system of values. In the 1940s and 
1950s, we had an “organization man” culture that encouraged peo-
ple to work in big organizations but didn’t offer a lot of creativity. 
Then in the 1960s and 1980s, we had a highly individualistic, “I’m 
free to be myself ” culture—a left-wing social individualism and 
right-leaning economic individualism, respectively—that offered 
a lot of personal freedom but didn’t do much to help people forge 
communal bonds. Now, especially in the social sector, I see a new 
ethos forming. I don’t pretend to understand it yet. Somehow this 
new ethos is more communitarian. It is suspicious of big institu-
tions but trusting toward small ones. It is about commitment and 
service and redistributing power in new ways.

I hope that in conversations we can name the values that make 
us distinctive today. I do know that the social sector’s behavior is 
ahead of its self-consciousness. People are living a new creed, even 
if they haven’t yet put that creed into words.

I also know two other things. Societies change when cultures 
change. Usually what happens is this: Some group, often on the 
edge of society, finds a new and better way to live. Other people ad-
mire it and then flock to copy that new way of living. After a while, 
somebody names that new way. Eventually, the whole culture shifts. 



Looking to Civil Society for the Values that Shape a Culture 

109

Collectively, people begin to think in new ways. They begin to value 
different things, and love and admire different things.

I think the people in the social sector are finding, willy-nilly, new 
ways to live. Moreover, the values emerging there are the values 
America needs most right now. They are the values of community 
building, relationship, healing and transcending difference. If the early 
2000s were defined by the Silicon Valley hackers, and the 1980s were 
defined by the Yuppies, and the 1960s were defined by the hippies, I 
believe the coming years will be defined by some of the people in this 
sector, who are living most urgently to build a new social fabric, who 
are working most urgently to build a new power dynamic, and who 
are thus addressing the central problem of our time.

David Brooks is an op-ed columnist for 
The New York Times, a position he began in 
September 2003, and an executive director 
at the Aspen Institute. He is a commentator 
on PBS NewsHour, NPR’s All Things 
Considered, and NBC’s Meet the Press, as 
well as author of Bobos in Paradise: The New 
Upper Class and How They Got There and 
The Road to Character.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

Listen to Independent Sector’s Civil Renewal podcast. In the 
third episode, Independent Sector CEO Dan Cardinali speaks 
with Janine Lee, president and CEO of the Southeastern Council 
of Foundations, to reflect on Brooks’s piece.

https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/looking_to_civil_society_for_the_values_that_shape_a_culture
https://independentsector.org/resource/civil-renewal-podcast/
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Civil Society as Public Conscience
By Larry Kramer

Civil society can help make sure that we in America do not turn 
our back on fundamental values, or forget about those who lack 
market and political power.

Does civil society address questions of values in ways that govern-
ment and business cannot? This question makes sense if we pre-
suppose limits on the values government and business can express. 
However, there are no such limits, as evidenced by the way both 
sectors have, throughout US history, taken positions and played 
roles on all sides of our nation’s great moral and political debates. 
This is hardly surprising inasmuch as “government” and “business,” 
no less than “civil society,” comprise a multiplicity of actors with 
widely divergent interests, passions, and beliefs. The principle of 
federalism is built on the idea (well-established empirically) that 
different governments, operating at different levels and in differ-
ent places, will respond to problems differently, creating multiple 
channels for competitive democratic action. Likewise, the com-
petitiveness of the marketplace ensures that, with rare exceptions, 
there are business interests on different sides of most questions.

Yet while government and business may not be monoliths, their 
decisions and actions are subject to predictable, systematic forms 
of distortion. Were our political institutions perfectly democratic, 
they would still be buffeted by differences of opinion and prefer-
ence that, as James Madison famously wrote in his essay “Federal-
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ist No. 10,” are “sown in the nature of man” and beget “the vio-
lence of faction.” Not that it matters, because these institutions are 
far from perfect. Differences in wealth, in access, and in the ability 
to organize and communicate inevitably produce disparities in po-
litical power and effectiveness. Nor is this just some improvident 
flaw in our institutions that can be corrected. Such distortions 
are a baked-in operating feature of any democratic system. We 
can—and should—seek to moderate these to the extent feasible, 
but (again quoting Madison) we could not eliminate them “with-
out extinguishing the liberty which is essential to [democracy’s] 
existence.” In truth, they would persist even then.

Actors in the private sector face different distorting pressures from 
market competition. Given the complexity of our society and 
economy, consumer and/or investor demands often pull business 
interests in opposing directions. Oil companies want to con-
tinue promoting combustion engines, for example, while utility 
companies and automobile manufacturers are eager to replace 
them with electric vehicles. The common thread is the overriding 
need all businesses share to generate returns—a values-limiting 
influence exacerbated by the principle that the only legitimate 
object of business is maximizing owner or shareholder value. This 
odd, myopic belief, an invention of late 20th century neoliberal 
ideologues, has been weakened in recent years by the advent of 
social enterprises, B corps, and public benefit corporations, not to 
mention the slow rise of impact investing. But the effects of these 
new forms are (and will always be) constricted by the overriding 
imperative every for-profit enterprise faces to earn enough money 
to remain in business.

One other systemic constraint deserves mention: Both government 
and business are hampered, albeit for different reasons, by severe 
short-termism. In the case of business, an emphasis on short-term 
profits is built into the structure of capital markets, as well as exist-



112

Independent Sector / Stanford Social Innovation Review

ing rules for accounting, public disclosure, and executive compensa-
tion. In the case of government, pressure to deliver near-term bene-
fits is an inherent feature of competitive democratic politics, which 
make it difficult for political leaders to pursue long-term projects at 
the expense of current supporters and constituents.

These distortions matter because, realistically speaking, government 
and business are the most viable routes to achieving things at scale. 
The resources available to civil society organizations are rarely large 
enough or reliable enough to give them the kind of reach these 
other sectors attain easily. Philanthropic sources can sometimes 
supplement public goods that government or for-profit companies 
may undersupply—think of the role nonprofits play in the arts, for 
example, or in providing direct services to the poor—but the most 
serious needs and problems of society invariably require public 
spending, market-based activity, or some mix of the two.

What sets civil society organizations apart is that they are free 
from precisely the forces that limit actors in government and busi-
ness; they are neither responsible to voters nor (usually) restricted 
by market discipline. They can be entirely mission driven, which 
gives them the freedom to test controversial ideas, develop chal-
lenging positions, and advocate for change based wholly on the 
magnitude and meaning of an issue or objective. As important, 
they can use this freedom to intervene with government or busi-
ness in ways that overcome or circumvent the obstacles that bias 
these sectors’ decisions and activities. Short-term pressures may 
make it difficult for government agencies to invest in experiments, 
for example, but they can take up proven concepts. Civil society 
organizations can establish the necessary proof and, within legal 
limits, help overcome political barriers that may block adoption. 
Nonprofit activity may likewise be able to correct market defects 
or foster conditions that encourage deeper business investment. 
Nonprofit leaders can take risks that government agents and busi-
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ness managers dependably shy away from, and they can stay with 
efforts that take time to show results.

More profoundly, nonprofits have the freedom to play the role of 
“prodder,” of idea advocate, of irritant to systems that need to be 
irritated. Civil society can be our public conscience, helping make 
sure that we do not turn our back on fundamental values, or forget 
about those who lack market and political power.

There is a rub, of course (there’s always a rub). Civil society organi-
zations may be free from political and market discipline, but only 
by subjecting themselves to the whims and caprice of philanthropic 
funders. This alternative distortion is to some extent blunted by the 
pluralistic, decentralized nature of the funder community; there are 
a great many funders out there, and they represent a broad range of 
ideologies, interests, and viewpoints. But the flaws in this system are 
many and well known. Scrambling for dollars is time consuming 
and difficult, and most funders restrict their support while failing 
to cover a grantees’ full costs. Awkward differences between how 
funders and grantees understand a problem or think it should be 
addressed are common. Nonprofits understandably feel that funders 
sometimes undervalue their expertise and front-line experience, 
while funders just as understandably feel responsible for making 
independent judgments about how nonprofits should use their 
resources. And while the funder community is more pluralistic than 
its critics allow, many viewpoints and approaches indubitably fail to 
find support—sometimes for worse, as well as for better.

Navigating these shoals forms a great part of any responsible 
funder’s work. But understanding the role civil society needs to 
play can provide a touchstone to guide one’s actions. That means 
being open to supporting new ideas. It means keeping an eye on 
the long-term and being willing to take risks—not just the risk 
that something may not work, but the reputational risk of tackling 
controversial matters. (As I like to say, what’s the point of being 
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unaccountable if you never use it?) But above all, and especially 
in these unspeakably awful times, it means fighting steadfastly for 
fundamental values and resolutely standing up for those who lack 
power. With so many of our political and business leaders cravenly 
abandoning their integrity and principles, being society’s con-
science has never been more important.

Larry Kramer is president of the 
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

https://hewlett.org/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/civil_society_as_public_conscience
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Who Defines the “Good”  
in “Common Good”?

By Sarah L. Kastelic

If a “good” is held to be common, then surely that decision must 
come from community. Too often the community’s role is unexam-
ined in this regard, but the intentionality of one Native culture 
in defining and protecting the common good might serve as an 
example to us all.

In my Alutiiq language, the word for “good” is asirtuq. In English, 
it literally means “it is good.”

As an Alutiiq, my worldview and cultural values give me a specific 
lens through which to understand “common good.” It is a lens 
rooted in important questions about relationships between people, 
people and the environment, and people and institutions. It is also 
rooted in questions about the relative benefit of organized society 
to individual people. Civil society may benefit from a broad and 
inclusive examination of our worldviews and values as a path to 
better defining and defending the essential role of the nonprofit 
sector, and how it contributes to the common good. By examining 
my Alutiiq worldview and values, I gain insight about how the 
nonprofit sector plays a role in serving the common good. 

My maternal grandmother, Glaphera “Gladys” Pearl Lukin, was 
born in Afognak, Alaska, in 1929. She was the fifth of 11 children 
born to her mother, Katie Noya Ellanak, and she and her family 

https://alutiiqmuseum.org/learn/the-alutiiq-sugpiaq-people
http://www.alutiiqlanguage.org/
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moved among the small Alutiiq villages (several hundred people 
in each) of Karluk, Ouzinkie, and Port Lions, near Kodiak—the 
top of the Aleutian Island chain. She spoke English in school, 
Russian in church, and Alutiiq at home. For a period of time, she 
attended boarding school in Eklutna on the mainland of Alaska, 
and she left Alaska in 1949.

In harsh, remote, rural environments like the one in which my grand-
mother lived—where people historically relied on a subsistence way 
of life (taking our food from the land)—common good is about what 
is best for the collective. The common good has helped ensure the 
Alutiit’s (plural of Alutiiq) continued existence as a unique people. It 
draws on the teachings of our ancestors to raise healthy, thriving, spir-
itually strong children who are secure in their identity as Sugpiaq. This 
is our Alutiiq word for ourselves, which translates as “the real people,” 
a general word for human beings that is distinct from our ancestors—
the ones who came before—and spirits.

Many Native cultures in the United States and Indigenous cul-
tures around the world are relational at our core. We are organized 
around extended families and kinship networks that create a 
natural helping system and protective capacity for uswiillraak, or 
“children.” As “the real people,” we have clear responsibilities to 
other human beings—including those who came before us and 
those who will come after us—and to the environment on which 
we depend. These responsibilities are encoded in our values and 
creation stories, which some cultures view as their original instruc-
tions from the Creator of the universe.

The Kodiak Alutiiq worldview specifies that there are “a set of 
interrelated and valued elements that sustain our well-being.” The 
spheres of well-being include physical, emotional, social, ethical, 
and cognitive, and each has several aspects:

The physical sphere (nuna, or “place”)

http://www.alutiiqlanguage.org/files/lessons/Alutiiq%20Values%20Poster%20HR.pdf
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• Ties to homeland
• Stewardship of animals, land, sky, and waters
• A subsistence lifecycle respectful and sustained by the 

natural world
The emotional sphere (anerneq, or “breath, spirit”) 

• Faith and spiritual life from ancestral beliefs to the diverse 
faiths of today

• Humor
The social sphere (suuget, or “people”)

• Our people (community): We are responsible for each 
other and ourselves

• Our elders
• Our family and kinship of ancestors and living relatives

The ethical sphere (lla, or “universe”)
• Sharing: We welcome everyone
• Trust
• Respect for self, others, and the environment is inherent 

in all values
The cognitive sphere (keneq, or “fire, process”)

• Our heritage language
• Learning by doing, observing, and listening
• Traditional arts, skills, and ingenuity 

Taken together, what does this set of values tell us about common 
good? Four main themes stand out. First, the Alutiiq worldview, 
like that of many other Indigenous cultures, emphasizes interdepen-
dence—out of necessity, we rely on one another. We are taught that 
each human being has different gifts and talents (provided by the 
Creator), all of which the community needs. Community members 
therefore have the responsibility to contribute their gifts and talents; 
we are bound together, and each person is indispensable.
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Second, to ensure that all of these gifts and the natural resources 
on which our survival depends continue to support our existence, 
stewardship is essential. We are responsible for ourselves, other peo-
ple, and the environment around us. We cannot afford to discount 
or ignore the very things that will allow us to continue to exist as 
humans, and specifically as the unique Alutiiq people we are.

Next, spirituality, including faith and prayer, is integral to how 
we are bound together, and how we care for the relationships and 
resources that sustain us. Our interdependence and spirituality 
connect us to something larger than ourselves, give us purpose and 
meaning, and provide a sense of belonging, which all humans need.

Finally, it is not enough to conduct ourselves properly with regard to 
human and environmental relationships; we are called to continue to 
learn more about our language, history, ancestors, and traditional arts 
and skills, and to share that knowledge—to pass on what we know. 

I don’t live on our traditional Alutiiq homelands, but I believe these 
principles are just as relevant in my day-to-day life in Portland, 
Oregon—where I lead a culturally based nonprofit—as they are 
anywhere else. The way I demonstrate these practices looks a little 
different. I do not have access to many of my traditional foods; it’s 
harder to learn and practice Alutiiq without a physical community 
of fellow language learners; and most importantly, I’m separated 
from my extended family, from whom I derive my identity. Yet I still 
have the opportunity and responsibility to contribute to the com-
mon good of my Alutiiq community, and to the broader common 
good of my diverse local community in Portland. And according 
to my worldview, I have the opportunity and responsibility to 
strengthen my own health and well-being through these practices. 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines common good as “the 
public good; the advantage of everyone.” My Kodiak Alutiiq worl-
dview syncs up with that mainstream definition, but we have the 
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added benefit of thousands of years of lived experience boiled down 
to practical instructions for how to achieve it. The Alutiiq people 
define what the common good is for ourselves, based on traditional 
knowledge built and passed down over seven-and-a-half thousand 
years of continued existence in south and southwest Alaska. We 
know the practices that will provide the best way of life and future 
for ourselves. We know what will allow each Alutiiq to contribute 
to our collective well-being, steward our members and resources, 
conduct ourselves with a spiritual orientation, and continue to share 
what we know with each other and the world.

I believe the same holds true for other communities and for civil 
society as a whole. Many of these values and practices are com-
mon among other Indigenous peoples across the globe. Civil so-
ciety has drawn on some of them, and now has the opportunity to 
thoughtfully consider whether other elements are a good cultural 
fit for an evolving understanding of the common good and the 
pathways that help us to achieve it. 

Sarah Kastelic (Alutiiq), an enrolled 
member of the Native Village of Ouzinkie, 
became the executive director of the 
National Indian Child Welfare Association 
in January 2015. Previously, she led the 
National Congress of American Indians’ 
welfare reform program and, in 2003, was 
the founding director of NCAI’s Policy 
Research Center. She earned a master’s 

degree and Ph.D. from the George Warren Brown School of Social 
Work at Washington University in St. Louis, where she serves as adjunct 
faculty. She is a member of the Independent Sector board of directors.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

https://www.nicwa.org/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/who_defines_the_good_in_common_good
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Civic Virtues and  
the Healing of Partisan Divides

By Robert A. Boisture

In a time when many are drawing a line between communities 
and ideologies, the best line to draw is one that goes right through 
every human heart—a line that leads to five essential civic virtues.

Over the past several decades, deeply entrenched forces have 
brought ever-greater polarization, toxicity, and dysfunction into 
America’s civic life. Loud and angry voices have urged us to 
embrace a politics of anger, division, and fear—and too many of 
us have obliged. Meanwhile, our country’s two major parties have 
moved ever further apart.

As a result, we are losing both the solidarity and the shared moral 
vision we need to maintain a strong and healthy free society. The 
prognosis for our democracy is not good.

If we are to arrest and ultimately reverse this decline, civil society 
leaders and organizations must first recognize that civil society, 
like every other major sector of American life, has contributed 
in important ways to this polarizing dynamic. Too many of us 
and our organizations have sorted ourselves out along ideological 
lines, live and work within ideological bubbles, and galvanize our 
supporters by demonizing those on the other side.

However effective these behaviors have been in building grassroots 
support for our respective causes, over the long term, they lock us into 
what can best be described as a partisan death spiral. As our recent 
history makes clear, the thought that either conservatives or liberals, 
Democrats or Republicans, will gain and hold power long enough to 
enact and sustain their vision of America is a dangerous illusion.
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The much bleaker reality is that as soon as one political party gains 
power, the other party’s top priority becomes ensuring its defeat. 
And when, inevitably, the party in power fails to deliver rapid 
progress on deeply embedded problems, the pendulum swings 
back to a divided government or to the other party’s control.

The resulting threat to our democracy is neither speculative nor 
very far down the road. For example, if government remains 
deadlocked on how to fix the federal budget’s long-term, struc-
tural imbalance, Social Security, Medicare, and other entitlement 
programs—along with interest on our rapidly growing national 
debt—will consume 100 percent of federal revenues by the ear-
ly- to mid-2030s. This will leave nothing for either discretionary 
domestic spending or national security. The longer we defer action 
to fix this problem, the more wrenching the retrenchment will be.

While both parties have plans that could put us back on a sus-
tainable fiscal path, neither has a realistic prospect of enacting 
and sustaining its plan. Likewise, this same political gridlock 
is preventing us from addressing a growing list of other urgent 
national challenges. The only sustainable way forward is bipartisan 
compromise, but if we continue to become more polarized, this 
compromise will become ever harder to achieve.

What, then, are we to do?

I believe we must begin by recognizing that overcoming our polit-
ical polarization is fundamentally a heart-level challenge.

We must acknowledge that too many of us have closed and hardened 
our hearts toward those who stand on “the other side”; that too often 
we engage them not as fellow citizens who deserve respect and solidar-
ity, but rather as hostile strangers to be met with suspicion and fear; and 
that in this process of retreating into our tribal bunkers, we have lost 
any sense of a shared moral vision of what America ought to be.
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We must courageously step up to both dimensions of this spiritual 
and moral challenge—the challenge of opening our hearts in love to 
all of our fellow Americans and the challenge of coming together to 
create a shared moral vision for America in the 21st century.

We would do well to begin by reflecting on the hard-won wisdom 
of Soviet dissident and political prisoner Alexander Solzhenitsyn, 
as expressed in Gulag Archipelago, his classic account of the Sovi-
et prison camp system:

Gradually it was disclosed to me that the line separating good 
and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor be-
tween political parties either—but right through every human 
heart … Since then, I have come to understand the truth of all 
the religions of the world: They struggle with the evil inside a 
human being … It is impossible to expel evil from the world in 
its entirety, but it is possible to constrict it within each person.

Regardless of our personal faith or spiritual path, or even if we 
do not claim one, we must commit to the hard and never-ending 
inner work of constricting evil and profoundly opening our hearts 
in love. As Solzhenitsyn notes, inspiring and supporting this work 
has been the central goal of all of the faith traditions. Over the 
centuries, each has developed spiritual disciplines and practices to 
guide this journey, as well as spiritual communities to support it. 
Today, these are priceless resources for us all.

How can we gauge our progress on this journey?

The test must be whether our actions as citizens embody the core 
civic virtues essential to a free society.

1. Do we recognize the sacred dignity and worth of every person?

2. Do we bring to civic life a wholehearted commitment to 
the greater good?
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3. Do we admit that we are fallible and must therefore be open 
to having those with whom we disagree change our minds?

4. Do we embrace principled compromise as an essential 
civic virtue?

5. Do we recognize that we are all in this together and 
that in the long run, none of us can flourish unless all 
of us flourish?

Only when a critical mass of us brings these essential civic virtues 
to our common life will we be able to come together to take on 
the second challenge of renewing our democracy—the challenge 
of creating a shared moral vision and a new social contract for 
America in the 21st century.

Again, faith traditions have much to offer. Each in its own way 
has endeavored to envision what society would look like if its 
touchstones were the dignity of the human person and the sacred-
ness of the natural world.

It is particularly thought-provoking that while some of the 
core principles underlying these spiritually grounded perspec-
tives align with a liberal ideology, others align with a conser-
vative one. Perhaps thoughtfully engaging these perspectives 
could help us all step outside our ideological boxes to engage in 
both morally grounded self-reflection and a shared search for 
common ground.

All of this has profound implications for civil society leaders and 
organizations. For a great many Americans, participation in civil 
society organizations is the primary place where our approach to 
citizenship forms—where we learn, or fail to learn, the essential 
civic virtues. Further, it is primarily within civil society that we 
will come together as a nation, or fail to come together, to create a 
shared moral vision for America.
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America will remain a flourishing free society only if civil society 
proves that it is up to these two daunting tasks. May we all hope 
and pray that it will.

Robert A. Boisture is the president of 
the John E. Fetzer Institute. The Insti-
tute’s mission is to help build the 
spiritual foundation for a loving world.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

Listen to Independent Sector’s Civil Renewal podcast. In the 
seventh episode, Independent Sector CEO Dan Cardinali speaks 
with Stacey Stewart, president of the March of Dimes, to reflect 
on Boisture’s piece.

http://fetzer.org/
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/civic_virtues_and_the_healing_of_partisan_divides
https://independentsector.org/news-post/civil-renewal-e7/
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Civics Can Make Us More Civil
By Stefanie Sanford

Civics has always been a deep-rooted part of American culture. 
It’s time to get it back into our classrooms.

Earlier this summer, New York Times White House correspon-
dent Maggie Haberman announced she was taking a break from 
Twitter. This, despite the fact she has more than 900,000 followers 
and has regularly used the social media platform to track breaking 
news, get tips, and engage directly and almost instantly with her 
readers. It was exciting and alluring—fast, vibrant, cool. But she 
was stepping away, she said, because Twitter has devolved into an 
“anger video game.”

Mark that as another victory for the trolls, the fake-newsers, and 
the endlessly aggrieved. #CivilityIsForLosers.

Twitter is just the latest of many technologies that promised to 
break down old hierarchies, democratize information, and bring 
people closer together. Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, Yik Yak, 
Digg, MySpace—all promised new, more-vibrant, virtual commu-
nities. Instead, they have pushed us further apart, and our civic life 
is riven by snark, bile, and bullying.

A promising new tool for building civil society
My embarrassing confession: I was once a civic-minded tech-
no-optimist. Nearly 20 years ago, at the height of the tech boom, I 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/20/sunday-review/maggie-haberman-twitter-donald-trump.html
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was a graduate student and policy advisor to the governor, shut-
tling between my office in the Capitol complex and my student 
cubicle in the University of Texas Tower, while many of my peers 
were starting online companies. Some were hoping to get rich, but 
others set up companies to foster charitable giving, community 
engagement, or online voter registration. It seemed like everyone 
was bent on changing the world with these astounding new tools.

A couple of years earlier, Harvard professor Robert Putnam pub-
lished his seminal and controversial book Bowling Alone: The 
Collapse and Revival of American Community, in which he argues 
that America’s civic institutions have been in free-fall since the 
1960s. His evocative exemplar was that millions of Americans were 
in bowling leagues in the Fifties but now bowled alone. Instead of 
gathering in bowling alleys or rotary clubs, or even around the fami-
ly dinner table, Americans were becoming increasingly isolated.

His despair about the decline of civic life didn’t resonate with me. 
I didn’t know anyone who had a bowling shirt, but I knew lots of 
people working to make a difference. So, I wondered, did Putnam’s 
lament matter? Surely, all this new technology and all these en-
ergetic young people I saw scurrying about were going to replace 
that stodgy old order with something much better. Who needs 
bowling when you have Friendster?

I wrote a dissertation that later become a book about these exu-
berant Gen-Xers: Civic Life in the Information Age. I argued that 
civic life did not have to be rooted in old institutions that mandat-
ed regular meetings and tired hierarchies. I thought that youthful 
energy and technology would replace that sleepy social capital 
with a new version. I called it “just in time social capital.”

As it does today, media coverage back then tsk-tsked the fact that 
young people didn’t turn out to vote—“slackers!” But the young 
people I profiled were using technology to connect in new, more 

http://bowlingalone.com/
http://bowlingalone.com/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1137299274/ref=cm_sw_r_fa_dp_TnhDqb10QA5JS
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agile ways. No dyspeptic breakfast buffets in a hotel conference 
room to plan that charity golf tournament. These magical online 
tools (email!) enabled people to get together “just in time”—to 
clean up a park or respond to a hurricane—then move on to the 
next problem. Like Haberman and her early infatuation with 
Twitter, I saw only exciting upsides. It didn’t turn out that way. 
Instead, we’ve gone from Bowling Alone to Angry Birds, and on to 
Pizzagate and Unite the Right rallies in Charlottesville, Virginia.

Technology today: breaking rather than binding
Technology has not invigorated civic life; it has ravaged it. My Gen-
Xers are now middle-aged, and have been supplanted by a genera-
tion even more entranced by technology. Today’s social platforms—
Twitter, Facebook, and all those comments sections spiked with 
death threats—have replaced discourse with dispute, reason with 
rage. The promise I wrote about 20 years ago is broken. Instead, 
these new tools keep us on screens, and away from our communities 
and even our friends. That voluntary sequestration has stoked anger, 
fortified tribalism, and mobilized online mobs.

We are now a nation of suspicious minds. Only one-third of 
Americans say they have “very great” or even a “good deal” 
of trust and confidence in the political wisdom of their fellow 
citizens. Only 18 percent of them trust the government to “do 
the right thing.” This mistrust breeds inaction: Only about 29 
percent of eligible Americans voted in the 2016 presidential 
primaries. And that makes sense; underlying this suspicion and 
inertia is widespread civic ignorance—only 43 percent of Amer-
icans can name a single Supreme Court Justice, and 37 percent 
cannot name even one of the five rights guaranteed under the 
First Amendment.

All this dysfunction has led to an alarming surge of political ani-
mosity. The irony is that in animus lies opportunity, because anger 

http://www.people-press.org/2015/11/23/beyond-distrust-how-americans-view-their-government/
http://www.people-press.org/2017/12/14/public-trust-in-government-1958-2017/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/10/turnout-was-high-in-the-2016-primary-season-but-just-short-of-2008-record/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/10/turnout-was-high-in-the-2016-primary-season-but-just-short-of-2008-record/
https://static.c-span.org/assets/documents/scotusSurvey/CSPAN%20PSB%20Supreme%20Court%20Survey%20COMPREHENSIVE%20AGENDA%20sent%2003%2013%2017.pdf
https://cdn.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Appendix_Civics_survey_2017.pdf
http://www.people-press.org/2016/06/22/partisanship-and-political-animosity-in-2016/
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can spur action. The problem is that anger can start things, but 
rarely gets things done.

Teaching civics for a civil society
My radical proposition: You want civility, teach civics. The chal-
lenge—and the hope—is that we can leverage this political anger 
into something productive for our democracy by rebuilding civic 
knowledge, skills, and agency. A good civic education builds all 
three—it equips young people with an understanding of democ-
racy, the skills to effectively put that knowledge to work in their 
local communities to solve problems, and the confidence that their 
efforts will make a difference.

Civic education has been neglected in K-12 for a generation, but last 
September, the Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, iCivics, 
and other organizations called for its revival, pushing a campaign to 
assure access to quality civic education in every school. At the Sep-
tember 2017 Democracy Now Summit, 20 organizations publicly 
committed to increasing civic knowledge, service, and voting partici-
pation in young Americans. As a part of that event, we at the College 
Board committed to creating a “civic certificate” for students who 
complete the civics project requirement in the redesigned Advanced 
Placement US Government and Politics course. That action followed 
the 2016 redesign of the SAT Suite of Assessments, where the Read-
ing section of every test asks students to read and analyze a passage 
from US founding documents (such as the US Constitution) or a 
conversation they inspired (such as Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Letter 
from Birmingham Jail or the Seneca Falls convention).

We believe the ideas at the heart of America’s founding are as 
vital today as they were more than 200 years ago; it is our task 
as educators to make them vivid once more. The College Board 
is therefore also partnering with groups including Generation 
Citizen and We.org to help educators and students design projects 

https://www.icivics.org/
http://www.civxnow.org/documents/v1/SummitWhitePaper.pdf
https://www.icivics.org/node/2519023
https://www.icivics.org/node/2519023
https://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/documents/Letter_Birmingham_Jail.pdf
https://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/documents/Letter_Birmingham_Jail.pdf
https://generationcitizen.org/
https://generationcitizen.org/
https://www.we.org/
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relevant to their lives and their communities. We are also working 
with the National Constitution Center’s Interactive Constitution 
to bring the best constitutional thinking on both the right and left 
to teachers and students for free.

Of course, civics is not just for kids. A broader civic engagement 
campaign could get the rest of us to step away from our screens, 
reconnect with our common story, and bolster civility. Organiza-
tions such as Better Angels and Difficult Conversations bring in-
dividuals together for civil conversations about complicated issues. 
National service organizations such as the Service Year Alliance, 
which wants to increase the number of students doing a year of 
service from 65,000 to 100,000, and bring diverse young people 
together to work on tough community problems.

Civics, like civility, can sound like a quaint artifact in this age of “an-
ger video games,” but don’t try telling that to Lin-Manuel Miranda, 
the creator of the musical Hamilton. We may be the country that 
invented Twitter snark and Facebook misinformation, but we’re also 
the country that turned the story of an 18th-century US Treasury 
Secretary into the most popular rap-musical in a generation. The 
country whose greatest basketball player spends his free time creat-
ing vibrant new schools. The country where Supreme Court justices 
inspire memes. Civics has always been a deep-rooted part of our 
culture. It’s time to get it back into our classrooms.

Stefanie Sanford is chief of global policy 
and external relations at the College 
Board, a mission-driven nonprofit 
clearing a path for all students to own 
their future. She served more than 10 
years in senior roles at the Bill & Melin-
da Gates Foundation, and she is the 
author of Civic Life in the Information 
Age: Politics, Technology and Generation X.

https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution
https://www.better-angels.org/
https://www.tc.columbia.edu/articles/2018/june/journalist-amanda-ripley-consults-tcs-peter-coleman/
https://serviceyear.org/about/
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/02/09/hamiltons
https://www.sbnation.com/2018/7/31/17634370/lebron-james-school-akron-i-promise-different
https://www.amazon.com/Notorious-RBG-Times-Bader-Ginsburg/dp/0062415832
https://www.collegeboard.org/
https://www.collegeboard.org/
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To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/civics_can_make_us_more_civil
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Volunteerism and US Civil Society
By Susan N. Dreyfus

Everyone in the public and nonprofit sectors has a role to play in 
fostering volunteerism, and engagement can pay dividends for all.

In 1831, French political scientist Alexis de Tocqueville visited 
the United States to research and study the American penal sys-
tem. Over the course of his nine-month tour of America, he was 
inspired to write about the broader workings of American society, 
including the uniquely American tendency toward volunteerism. 
In his seminal Democracy in America, he notes:

In the United States, as soon as several inhabitants have 
taken an opinion or an idea they wish to promote in soci-
ety, they seek each other out and unite together once they 
have made contact. From that moment, they are no longer 
isolated but have become a power seen from afar whose 
activities serve as an example and whose words are heeded.

As a former public sector leader now working in the social sector, I 
have witnessed the tremendous impact volunteerism has on Amer-
ican society—on both the people providing social services and the 
people receiving them. These altruistic interactions often serve a 
broader purpose: They bond together neighbors and communities 
in a common cause, and enable us to see and appreciate each other’s 
humanity. When we recognize the humanity in each other, we lay 
the foundations of understanding, empathy, and compassion. These 
then form the building blocks of a healthy civil society in which 

http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/815?msg=welcome_stranger
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citizens are more likely to focus on what unites us than what divides 
us. For these reasons, I firmly believe that everyone in the public 
and nonprofit sectors has a role to play in fostering volunteerism, 
and that engagement can pay dividends for all.

The decline of volunteering
Volunteerism has been a unique part of American culture and de-
mocracy, and a hallmark of American civic life, since our nation’s 
founding. In 1736, Benjamin Franklin founded the first volunteer 
firehouse. In the 1800s, the rise of the social reform movement 
around issues like poverty, temperance, women’s rights, and the 
abolition of slavery mobilized a new generation that had not 
previously been involved in civic life, including women and young 
people. This led to the founding of the YMCA, Salvation Army, 
American Red Cross, and the United Way—institutions formed 
largely to connect this new volunteer force to social services that 
improved the lives of others.

Social scientists have long noted that volunteerism plays a signifi-
cantly larger role in American civic life than it does in other coun-
tries. In fact, Americans are 15 percent more likely to volunteer 
their time than the Dutch, 21 percent more likely than the Swiss, 
and 32 percent more likely than Germans.

And yet, despite these statistics, they have begun to raise alarm 
bells about a decline in US volunteerism. According to the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, volunteerism peaked between 2003 and 2005, 
when 28.8 percent of Americans reported having volunteered the 
previous year. Today, that number is 25.3 percent.

This decline is consistent across every single age and education 
group, representing a loss of millions of volunteers. What’s more, 
as the number of volunteers has decreased, the need for them has 
grown. The nonprofit sector, which relies heavily on volunteers as 

https://charity.lovetoknow.com/History_of_Volunteerism_in_America
https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/peter-h-schuck/understanding-america/
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/volun_02252016.htm
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a strategic resource, has grown by 25 percent in the past decade, 
according to researchers.

The nonprofit sector must reverse these trends and do more to in-
crease the engagement of the communities we serve—particularly 
in the human services sector, which relies heavily on the support 
of volunteers to fill the gaps in federal, state, and local funding. A 
University of Pennsylvania study found that community-based, 
human-service organizations are the third-most reliant on volun-
teer staffing behind the religious and education sectors.

The impact of volunteering
Volunteerism not only supports the impact of community-based 
organizations in the places where they serve, but also connects in-
dividuals to one another and to the issues facing their community. 
It has the power to unite people of different races, ages, religions, 
and sexes together for a common cause. We saw this phenomenon 
in the outpouring of volunteerism after the tragedy of the Sep-
tember 11 attacks, when tens of thousands of people from across 
the nation came together to support victims of terrorism. Just 
two and a half weeks after the attacks, the American Red Cross 
reported processing 15,570 new volunteers from among 22,000 
offers of assistance.

Studies have also long touted the mental health benefits—includ-
ing feeling more socially connected, warding off loneliness and 
depression, and lending a greater sense of purpose to life—for 
those who contribute their time, and more recent studies have 
begun to examine the physical health benefits of volunteering. 
New research from Carnegie Mellon University, for example, 
notes: “Older adults who volunteer for at least 200 hours per year 
decrease their risk of hypertension, or high blood pressure, by 40 
percent.” The study suggests that working as a volunteer could be 
a non-pharmaceutical option to reducing cardiovascular disease 

https://donorview.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/np-volunteer.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/a:1006876528133
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/a:1006876528133
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228551729_A_Need_to_Help_Emergent_Volunteer_Behavior_after_September_11th
https://u.osu.edu/emotionalfitness/2017/11/22/mental-health-benefits-of-volunteering/
http://psycnet.apa.org/record/2013-21685-006
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caused by hypertension, which affects nearly 65 million Ameri-
cans and is a leading cause of death.

Finally, a culture of volunteerism also opens up opportunities for 
communities traditionally closed off from employment, such as 
persons living with disability and older adults. For example, the 
Alliance for Strong Families and Communities, recently launched 
Second Acts for Strong Communities, an initiative to help our 
network of human-services organizations leverage the time and 
expertise of older adults who want to positively impact their 
communities. Through a cohort model led by senior fellows, the 
Alliance is gathering knowledge, creating replicable tools, and 
building a network of ambassadors to support the sector. We are 
also a partner of the Gen2Gen campaign, an effort to encourage 
older adults to “show up for kids” in volunteer roles. The campaign, 
which has a goal of mobilizing one million older adults in the next 
five years, even offers a toolkit for other organizations interested in 
mobilizing older volunteers.

Other online resources include VolunteerMatch, Twenty Hats, 
and Points of Light, all of which aim to match volunteers with 
appropriate organizations in their communities. Special events 
also offer a way forward. For example, United Way Worldwide is 
working to increase volunteerism through its annual United Way 
Day of Action event—one of the largest, single-day, volunteer 
mobilization projects in the United States and around the world.

As I mentioned at the beginning, government also has great 
opportunity to help foster US volunteerism—indeed, it has his-
torically played an important role. In his first inaugural address, 
President Kennedy issued a call for public service by asking 
Americans to, “Ask not what your country can do for you—ask 
what you can do for your country.” President George H. W. Bush 
established the Points of Light Foundation, likening volunteers 
to “a thousand points of light,” to help create a culture that en-

https://alliance1.org/web/community/second-acts-strong-communities/web/resources/second-acts-strong-communities.aspx
https://generationtogeneration.org/10-steps-guide_full/
https://www.volunteermatch.org/
http://twentyhats.com/
http://pointsoflight.org/
https://www.unitedway.org/get-involved/take-action/united-way-day-of-action-2015/about
https://www.unitedway.org/get-involved/take-action/united-way-day-of-action-2015/about
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courages volunteerism and offers ways to connect volunteers and 
organizations. President Bill Clinton signed the National and 
Community Service Trust Act into law in 1993, launching a new 
national service corps for America known as AmeriCorps.

Yet AmeriCorps, and other government-funded civic and volun-
teer programs, may be in jeopardy. President Trump’s 2019 fed-
eral budget proposal eliminates funding for The Corporation for 
National and Community Service, the federal agency that funds 
programs such as AmeriCorps, Senior Corps, the Social Innova-
tion Fund, and the Volunteer Generation Fund. These programs 
all help promote volunteerism by connecting Americans to service 
opportunities, connecting nonprofits to volunteers, and raising 
awareness about the benefits of volunteerism.

If we are to continue to see the benefits of volunteerism, we will 
need a focused and concerted effort from the public, philanthropic, 
and private sectors to promote and foster the continuation of our 
national volunteer movement. I urge all leaders to continue to nour-
ish the American spirit of volunteerism, which lies at the heart of a 
free, just, and civil society. For, as Tocqueville so eloquently noted, 
“The health of a democratic society may be measured by the quality 
of functions performed by private citizens.”

Susan Dreyfus is president and CEO of 
the Alliance for Strong Families and 
Communities and chair of Leadership 18, 
a coalition of nonprofit human servicing 
organizations that collectively serve 87 
million people. Previously, she served as 
secretary for the Washington State De-
partment of Social and Health Services.

To comment on this article, please click here and join the public 
conversation at Stanford Social Innovation Review.

http://nationalservice.gov/programs/americorps
http://thehill.com/homenews/administration/373441-the-federal-programs-trump-proposes-cutting-in-2019-budget
https://www.nationalservice.gov/programs/americorps
https://www.nationalservice.gov/programs/senior-corps
https://www.nationalservice.gov/programs/social-innovation-fund
https://www.nationalservice.gov/programs/social-innovation-fund
https://www.nationalservice.gov/programs/volunteer-generation-fund
http://alliance1.org
http://alliance1.org
http://leadership18.org
https://ssir.org/civil_society_for_the_21st_century/entry/volunteerism_and_us_civil_society
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Equity, Power-Sharing,  
and Renewal of Civil Society 

By Dan Cardinali

The United States can restore the trust that allows civil society to 
flourish by emphasizing the values that have long bound us together 
and by adopting the newer values of shared power and racial equity.

(Illustration by iStock/smartboy10)

It’s been a year since Stanford Social Innovation Review and 
Independent Sector completed the series “Civil Society for the 
21st Century.” The series wasn’t conceived as a book, but when 
I read it that way, I’m filled with a kind of clear-eyed hope. Yes, 
American civil society has its shortcomings and its blind spots, 
but it is a living thing that grows and evolves.
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For the past 50 years or so, the trend has been to tear down the 
systemic barriers that discouraged so many people from partici-
pating in civil society based on race, class, gender, sexual identity, 
and more. The barriers have not gone away, but I believe they are 
lower than ever before, and as a result we see unparalleled diver-
sity among those actively engaged in civil society through giving, 
voting, volunteering, and organizing.

Difference is a good thing, but it’s also complex by definition. We 
spend decades tearing down walls to include more voices and view-
points in civil society, and only then does the truly hard work begin. If 
civil society is “private action in pursuit of the public good,” then the 
definition of “good” must necessarily shift each time we expand our 
concept of the “public.” We innately know what’s good for the groups 
we identify with, but a diverse civil society asks us to consider other 
identities and other “goods”—and that can be exhausting.

We get tired of tearing down walls (or defending them, for that matter). 
We get tired of explaining ourselves and justifying our views. We get 
tired of trying to understand those who are “other” in appearance or 
identity or belief. Managing all of this difference can be exhausting, and 
so there’s a strong temptation on all sides to retreat to our tribes, point 
fingers, draw lines, make assumptions, and create a list of enemies.

Civil society, in other words, can start to verge into civil war. If you 
simply read the headlines with no sense of perspective, you might 
think that’s where we are today. And so, we publish this e-book to 
offer fresh perspectives on civil society and a reminder that despite a 
flawed history, American civil society has always managed its grow-
ing pains and emerged stronger as a result.In the United States, as 
soon as several inhabitants have taken an opinion or an idea they 
wish to promote in society, they seek each other out and unite 
together once they have made contact. From that moment, they are 
no longer isolated but have become a power seen from afar whose 
activities serve as an example and whose words are heeded.



Equity, Power-Sharing, and Renewal of Civil Society  

139

Everything Old Is New Again
Throughout the series we offer perspectives that harken back to 
Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, but in this concluding 
essay, I’d like to shorten that perspective a bit to discuss how civil 
society has weathered more recent storms—storms that many of us 
have experienced firsthand. I’ll start with a lengthy quote that was a 
revelation to me:

Political extremism involves two prime ingredients: an exces-
sively simple diagnosis of the world’s ills and a conviction that 
there are identifiable villains back of it all…Blind belief in one’s 
cause and a low view of the morality of other Americans—these 
seem mild failings. But they are the soil in which ranker weeds 
take root—political lunacy, terrorism, and the deep, destructive 
cleavages that paralyze a society.

There used to be only a few chronically angry people in our na-
tional life. Today all seem caught up in mutual recriminations 
– [black] and white, rich and poor, conservative and liberal, 
hawk and dove, Democrat and Republican, labor and manage-
ment, North and South, young and old…

Extremists of the right and the left work with purposeful enthusi-
asm to deepen our suspicion and fear of one another and to loosen 
the bonds that hold society together. The trouble, of course, is that 
they may succeed in pulling society apart. And will anyone really 
know how to put it back together again?

The cohesiveness of a society, the commitment of large numbers 
of people to live together and work together, is a fairly myste-
rious thing. We don’t know what makes it happen. If it breaks 
down, we don’t know how we might go about repairing it.

Some might say, “What’s so interesting about that? I read essentially 
the same editorial at least once a week in every major paper.” But this 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alexis_de_Tocqueville
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quote was penned by John Gardner, the co-founder of Independent 
Sector, nearly 50 years ago in his 1968 book No Easy Victories.

It’s encouraging for me to be reminded that today’s problems aren’t 
really new, even if they are expressed differently or take a different 
form. And it’s encouraging to me that Gardner could be so clear-eyed 
about the difficulties and dangers, and yet still be a fighter, a builder, a 
changemaker, and an optimist. After discussing the forces that threat-
ened to tear society apart, here are the final words that he penned in 
No Easy Victories:

We built this complex, dynamic society, and we can make it 
serve our purposes. We designed this technological civilization, 
and we can manage it for our own benefit. If we can build 
organizations, we can make them serve the individual.

To do this takes a commitment of the mind and heart—as it 
always did. If we make that commitment, this society will more 
and more come to be what it was always meant to be: a fit place 
for the human being to grow and flourish.

The book—and Gardner’s entire life—were about strengthening and 
rationalizing the institutions that could improve the lives of indi-
viduals, knit people together, and make the world a better place. He 
founded Independent Sector because he believed that civil society 
was just as important as government and business in advancing that 
vision of a better world.

But today, there are signs that maybe that vision is not so widely 
shared. Independent Sector is partnering with Edelman to refine 
their well-known Edelman Trust Barometer to fully measure and 
analyze what drives trust or distrust in civil society. The findings, how-
ever, are not always encouraging. For instance, when Edelman asked 
people in the United States: “Which one of the following institutions 
do you trust the most to lead the world into a better future?”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_W._Gardner
https://www.edelman.com/trust-barometer
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• Only 9 percent cited the nonprofit sector

• Only 11 percent cited government

• Only 18 percent cited business

• And 35 percent—a plurality of respondents—said “None 
of the above”

That’s a pretty bleak view. But I wonder, how different the results 
might be if we polled SSIR readers. I’m not sure that even those of 
us working in the nonprofit sector see our sector leading the way 
to a better world. We keep talking about division and cynicism 
and polarization as if those are external problems that need fixing 
before we can achieve our respective missions. But here’s the thing 
about civil society: It isn’t external. It isn’t other. It’s us, all of us 
who occupy the space between business and government, all of 
us who do what we can to create better communities and a better 
world. So when people express a lack of trust in civil society, they 
are essentially saying that they themselves feel unable or inadequate 
to lead the way to a better world.

That kind of pessimism is at odds with the optimism of the 1970s 
and 80s, when our sector was just discovering itself and coming into 
its own. What has happened over the past 40 years that might explain 
this change? Like any big problem, there’s no one answer, but let me 
offer an important contributing factor: The individuals in civil society 
feel disconnected from the institutions of civil society.

We discovered this a couple of years ago when we started organizing 
for Upswell LA. One of our first steps was to invite community activ-
ists and community stakeholders to a meeting in Skid Row where we 
laid out the vision for a three-day national convening that was deeply 
rooted in community. We asked these activists for their input, and 
their overwhelming response was: “Who are you, why are you coming 
into our backyard, and what difference can you possibly make?” We 
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represented institutional civil society, and the community said to us, 
essentially, “We don’t know you, we don’t trust you, and we’re not sure 
that we need you.”

Repairing the Disconnect
Even as institutional civil society grows increasingly disconnected 
from communities, community members are becoming more con-
nected to each other thanks to social media and other technologies. 
As they gain self-awareness and critical mass, communities are taking 
up their rightful role in civil society—making their voices heard and 
expecting real input into decisions that institutions often make on 
their behalf. There is a clear clarion call for institutional leaders to pay 
close attention to two things that communities are demanding:

• Power – To borrow the language of my friend Henry 
Timms, “Old Power” or establishment organizations will 
only thrive and survive when they find ways to partner au-
thentically with community-based “New Power” drivers of 
change. Who is at the table and what actual power do they 
have to influence the allocation of community resources? 
These questions have the potential to fundamentally disrupt 
the work of Old Power nonprofits, including membership 
associations like Independent Sector (IS). While the finan-
cial support of members is an important way to sustain IS’s 
operations, it has over the years evolved into conversations 
about individual member value and ROI (return on invest-
ment) linked to dues. Over time these calculations eclipsed 
IS’s commitment to be aggressively engaged with the wid-
est range of civil society leaders and institutions. Instead, 
the power to shape policy and name the important issues 
of the day became limited to those who could afford to pay 
dues. The IS board has courageously taken on this issue, and 
others will need to do the same in order to shift power to 
the broader community, where it belongs.

https://thisisnewpower.com/
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• Equity – Institutional civil society needs to analyze and 
accept that our power was built in part—sometimes in 
large part—within inequitable systems. Most of us oper-
ate within inequitable organizations and all of us oper-
ate within an inequitable system. So the work of equity 
is both inward facing and outward facing: We have to 
address equity within our organizations and at the same 
time build it into the work we do in the world. Equity is 
a posture, a disposition, a tenacious commitment. Do all 
people have what they need to fully flourish? That pos-
ture is universal, but in the American context – given our 
history of slavery and Native genocide – you can’t promote 
equity without taking on racial equity, specifically.

But we can’t simply name these things and think that our work 
is done. For the institutions of civil society, the task of devolving 
power to the community and adopting a racial equity lens in all 
that we do will be difficult and messy. Let me give you another 
example, this time from Upswell Chicago where we worked with 
the leaders of the local nonprofit establishment to help define 
and design a racial equity framework in housing. This process was 
driven entirely by our partners, and we spent months building 
consensus around the vision and the process for such a framework, 
including a rather elaborate plan for focus groups organized and 
led by community organizers who had deep neighborhood roots. 
But then, just on the eve of our first focus group, one of our com-
munity partners said, “Wait a minute, we work in the Hispanic 
community and what we see here is a plan focused on and archi-
tected by the black community.”

That was a moment of reckoning for us, and many of us lost some 
sleep as we scrambled to make things right. But throughout that pro-
cess, I learned that four essential character qualities are needed as the 
institutions of civil society seek to rebuild trust with individuals and 
communities in civil society:
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• Humility – We looked at the plan for housing equity in 
Chicago again, swallowed our pride, and said, “You know 
what, you’re right. We need to re-think and re-design.” 
When you try to foster a conversation rooted in equity, 
you have to start with the assumption that there’s a lot you 
don’t know and that the goal of the conversation is mutual 
learning and growth. And then you have to be willing to 
change and adjust to move towards greater equity. 

• Transparency – We decided to write about the journey 
in real time, trying to give a warts-and-all view of what 
it looks like to do this work. We shared the setbacks 
with our funders and our followers. For those critics who 
pointed out our blind spots, we invited them to share their 
frustrations with our audience, in their own words. It’s 
painful to be transparent about your shortcomings, but it’s 
essential to building trust.

• Grace – This is difficult work for everyone, and we have 
to be gentle with each other. In this particular case, our 
community partners showed grace when they accepted 
a national actor as a partner in exploring what a racial 
equity framework might look like. Fully aware that other 
institutional actors in the past made promises to the com-
munity that they couldn’t fulfill, our partners were willing 
yet again to take up this work. That’s grace, and it’s crucial.

• Patience – We once hoped to have a racial equity frame-
work ready for unveiling at Upswell Chicago in mid-No-
vember, 2019, but instead what we have is a work very 
much in progress. And that’s probably a parable, of sorts: 
The work of sharing power and turning the curve on equi-
ty has to be done urgently, but it can’t be done quickly. It’s 
going to be a work in progress for a long time. But a work 
in progress is still progress, and that’s what matters.
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Looking to the Future
Today there are powerful cultural changes taking place in civil society. 
The birthing process is painful but also beautiful and full of potential. 
If we as a sector can model how to authentically share power and 
create equity, imagine what that might mean for:

• The future of the planet – We are facing a clarion call, 
an existential moment. None of us can be disconnected 
from the environmental crisis, and we in civil society must 
wrestle with our role. Regardless of how pristine our theory 
of change may be around a particular mission, we must be 
sure at the very least that our work doesn’t exacerbate the 
crisis. Ideally we can go further and ask how each of our 
organizations might contribute to mitigating the crisis, even 
if our primary mission area seems far removed from climate 
change. The future of the planet should be woven into the 
core mission of every civil society institution.

• The future of democracy – In the United States, democ-
racy is the way in which communities come together to 
wrestle and progress. We can’t get to societal solutions 
around anything—especially climate—without the dem-
ocratic institutions that help get us there. We used to pre-
sume that democracy was a given in our theory of change. 
Now it looks to be stalled or even broken, requiring us 
to address it directly. But I would caution that the work 
of strengthening democratic institutions requires some 
difficult questions about our values and how we live them. 
Take voter registration for instance: If we say that’s some-
thing we value, but we work to support voter registration 
only in targeted Red or Blue areas, then we might actually 
be contributing to the problem and further eroding trust.

To sum up my argument: If we as a nonprofit sector can figure 
out how to share power and create equity in such a way that more 
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individuals begin to put their trust in the institutions of civil society 
and feel connected to those institutions, then we just might be able to 
ensure the future of the planet and the future of democracy.

I realize that may sound unrealistic or even Pollyannaish, but I would 
argue that’s exactly the kind of optimism that we need at this mo-
ment in history. We have to view our sector from the perspective of 
its assets and strengths, and to be able to then tell that story better. 
We have to be honest about the trends we are facing but view them in 
terms of potential, not problems. We have to recognize that the role 
of civil society is very much a self-fulfilling prophecy: We can only 
accomplish as much as we believe we can accomplish.

At the risk of hagiography, let me come back one more time to John 
Gardner. More than 30 years after No Easy Victories was published 
he wrote the foreword for the book Civil Society: The Underpinnings 
of American Democracy. He’s near the end of his life now, he’s seen 
massive social and political changes, he’s seen problems morph and 
multiply even as the nonprofit sector has enjoyed unprecedented 
growth—and yet through it all, he maintains the optimism that 
marks a true changemaker:

Societies that keep their values alive do so not by escaping the 
process of decay but by powerful processes of regeneration. That 
we have failed and fumbled in some of our attempts to achieve 
our ideals is obvious. But the great ideas still beckon – freedom, 
equality, justice, the release of human possibilities…

When the American spirit awakens it transforms worlds. 
But it does not awaken without a challenge. Citizens need to 
understand that this moment in history does in fact present a 
challenge that demands the best that is in them…

We are capable of so much more than is now asked of us. The 
courage and spirit are there, poorly hidden beneath our surface 
pragmatism and self-indulgence, left somnolent by the moral 
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indifference of modern life, waiting to be called forth when the 
moment comes.

I believe that’s a sentiment that Tocqueville himself would approve 
of. The challenges we face today are enormous, but the stakeholders 
in civil society are more numerous and more diverse than ever before. 
By emphasizing the values that have long bound us together, and by 
adopting the newer values of shared power and racial equity, we can 
restore the trust that allows civil society to flourish.

Dan Cardinali is president and CEO of 
Independent Sector, the only national 
membership organization that brings 
together nonprofits, foundations, and 
corporations seeking to advance the 
common good. Known for his commit-
ment to performance management and 
measurable impact, Cardinali’s work at 
Independent Sector is focused on em-

powering organizations to work collaboratively to improve life and 
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