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The freely given

There is little doubt that throughout
western civilization voluntarism has been
one of the most influential forces in shap-
ing our culture and society. Because we
can sometimes forget the importance of
voluntarism to our way of life, I have
been pleased to see renewed public in-
terest and the increased media attention
to the topic in recent months. For the
same reason, I am happy to introduce this
timely subject to the readers of Boston
College Magazine,

It would be accurate to say that, like
every Jesuit, I have spent all my adult life
in voluntarism, but I am not apt to think
of my life in that context. In fairness, 1
must begin by admitting that  am not en-
amored of the word “volunteer” to de-
scribe certain kinds of activities because
of some of its connotation — that of the
“amateur,” for example. Therefore, the
key to my point of view in developing my
reflections on this subject shall be the an-
swer to the question “Volunteer as op-
posed to what?”

We usually talk about the voluntary in
reference to what is deliberately chosen
and freely done, as opposed to the forced
or the required. I prefer the meaning con-
tained in the French word gmfuif, which
describes the freely given, the uncon-
strained and unobligatory, that which
seeks no recompense. Unfortunately, the
English “gratuitous” suggests the arbi-
trary, which is the exact opposite of the
high motivation of acts that are volun-
tary.

Voluntarism is the vehidle for idealism
in our society and for altruism. Most in-

stitutions in the non-profit sector are
founded on ideals and develop strength
as people rally on behalf of those ideals.

There is, though, a counter-thrust in
institutions like these. Much of their
vitality comes from the idealism that led
to their creation, but they are so
specialized and so humanly important
that they require the best of professional
competence and expertise to insure their
proper functioning. Consequently, uni-
versities and hospitals need, along with
their idealism, the best professionalism
and competence for which they can pay
and compete. It is within these two
thrusts that an institution like Boston Col-
lege operates.

1 believe we are entering a period when
the idealistic character and goals of in-
stitutions like Boston College are reassert-
ing themselves. The motivation to volun-
teer one’s services is vigorously at work
and forceful again. There is a quality of
dedication, of service, of involvement
that just cannot be paid for. That quality
is something we have at Boston College
in both the pure volunteers and the
people who have made their professional
careers here.

It is paradoxical, perhaps, but not really
surprising that the voluntarism is some-
times most clearly present in the profes-
sionals at the University, since it is often
one of the major motivations that has
them doing what they are doing as pro-
fessionals. On the other hand, the best of
voluntarism has developed its own pro-
fessionalism in recent years, and we no
longer have a situation of the profession-
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als “in here” and the volunteers “out
there.”

There is in all of this something of what
the philosopher Marcel would have re-
garded as “the mystery of the human.”
One can probably never pursue unmiti-
gated self-interest, just as one can prob-
ably never achieve pure altruism.
Altruism at its best is the highest self-
fulfillment that can be pursued. This
applies to professionalism, too. Profes-
sionalism is most effective in service to an
ideal, and an ideal is effectively pursued
only when it is pursued professionally,
with competence and understanding,

In these terms, the religious life can be
something of a paradigm of voluntarism,
particularly the religious life dedicated to
professional tasks or the carrying out of
religious motivation through protessional
channels.

The difference between sincerity and
competence is a theme that ran through-
out my ethics course. Both are necessary
because one without the other can be de-
structive. But when idealism and good
will accompany exceptional competence,
greatness can be, and often is, the result.

This union of competence and idealism
comes very close, I believe, to expressing
the true value of a Boston College educa-
tion. It is the greatest contribution the
University can make to society through
our alumni. it is also the basis for my be-
lief that people are the greatest asset of
Boston College, a belief eloquently sup-
ported by the sampling of people and
programs presented in the following
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The impact of the voluntary sector on society

by David H. Smith

The “voluntary sector” of society refers
to all those persons, groups, roles, or-
ganizations and institutions in society
whose goals involve primarily voluntary
action. The term “voluntary action,”
roughly speaking, includes what one is
neither made nor paid to do, but rather
what one does out of some kind of expec-
tation of psychic benefits or commitment
to some value, ideal or common interest.

One could delineate the voluntary sec-
tor in a negative way by contrasting it
with the commercial or business sector
{sometimes called the “private sector”)
and with the government or public sec-
tor. Another way of describing the volun-
tary sector is by saying that it is the total
persisting social embodiment {in the form
of norms, expectations, customs and
ways of behaving) of vountary action in
society.

Our question here is, simply, what im-
pact does the voluntary sector as a whole
have on society. There is not sufficient re-
search information to permit one to do an
aggregate analysis, building up a picture
of the whole by systematically combining
the parts. Instead, we can provide a brief
analysis, with more interest in suggesting
some lines of possible future research and
theory than in being exhaustive or
thorough.

Another way of looking at what we are
calling the impacts of the voluntary sector
is to see the processes behind these im-
pacts and to term them the “functions” or
“roles” of the voluntary sector. This arti-
cle is an attempt to help delineate more
clearly why there is a voluntary sector in
society, much as one might elsewhere
discuss the role of government institu-
tions or business or even the family in
society. Like all of the latter, of course,
the role of the voluntary sector changes
over time in a given society and even in
human sodety as a whole. The impacts
discussed below are suggested as very
general aspects of the voluntary sector in
human society and hence they are pres- e
ent to at least some degree as long as
there is a voluntary sector.

David H. Smith is Professor of Socislogy at the
University. .
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One of the most central impacts of the
voluntary sector is to provide society
with a large variety of partially tested
social innovations, from which business,
government and other institutions can
select and institutionalize those innova-
tions that seem most promising. The in-
dependent voluntary sector is thus the
prototyping test bed of many, perhaps
most new socdal forms and modes of
human relations. Where business and
government, science and technology are
active in the creation and testing of
technological innovations, the indepen-
dent voluntary sector specializes in the
practical testing of social ideas. Nearly
every function currently performed by
governments at various levels was once a
new sodal idea and the experiment of
some voluntary group, formal or informal
— this is true of education, welfare, care
for the aged, building roads, even
fighting wars (volunteer citizen miljtias).

emperor has no clothes.” Voluntary
groups of various kinds are distinctive
among human groups in the extent to
which they develop their own ideologies
and value systems. If these definitions of
reality and morality are sufficiently com-
pelling to people, voluntary groups grow
into huge social movements and can
change the course of history, both within
a given nation (e.g., the abolitionist
movement in the early and middle 19th
century of the United States) and across
human society as a whole (e.g., Chris-
tianity, Buddhism, democracy, commun-
ism).

This kind of impact of the voluntary
sector is related to the previous one, but
where the former kind of impact em-
phasized experimentation with sodial in-
novation in practice, the present impact
emphasizes instead ideological and moral
innovation. Where the previous point fo-
cused on the social risk capital rote of the

Nearly every function currently performed by government
at various levels was once a new social idea and the
experiment of some voluntary group.

In sum, the voluntary sector has
tended to provide the sodial risk capital of
human society, It has been sufficiently
free of the kinds of constraints that bind
business (the constant need to show a
profit) and government (the need to main-
tain control and, in societies with effec-
tive democracies, the need to act in ac-
cord with a broad consensus) so that its
component elements (particular volun-
tary groups or even individuals) can act
simply out of commitment to some value
or idea, without needing to wait until the
payoffs for that kind of activity can be
justified in terms appropriate to mobiliz-
ing economic or governmental institu-
tions. It is thus the most “error-
embracing’” and experimental component
of society.

Another central impact of the volun-
tary sector on society has been the pro-
vision of contervailing definitions of re-
ality and morality — ideclogies, per-
spectives and worldviews that frequently
challenge the prevailing assumptions
about what exists and what is good and
what should be done in societv. The vol-
untary sector is that part of society that,
collectively, is most fikely to say that “the

voluntary sector in society, the present
point focuses on the role of the voluntary
sector as a gadfly, dreamer, and meoral
leader in society. Voluntary groups of
various kinds are concerned with the
generation and allocation of human
commitment in the deepest sense. In the
process of doing this, the voluntary sector
as a whole provides moral and ideological
leadership to the majority of human so-
ciety, and often calls into question the
existing legitimacy structures and ac-
cepted social definitions of reality of par-
ticular societies.

The voluntary sector of society pro-
vides the play element in society, espe-
cially as the search for novelty, beauty,
recreation and fun for their own sake
may be collectively organized. Again be-
cause the voluntary sector is not con-
strained generally by such values as
profit, control and broad social consen-
sus, voluntary groups can form in terms
of literally thousands of different kinds of
common interests. A full array of com-
mon interest groups {especially express-
ive rather than instrumental ones) in an
elaborated but still evolving voluntary
sector permits (in prindple) nearly all in-

dividuals to find at least one group that
will be satisfying to them. If there is no
such group, one or more individuals may
form one, if they wish, to reflect their
own needs and vision of the play ele-
ment. Such a group may be formal or in-
formal, large or small, permanent or
transient, open or closed, and so forth.
To speak of the play element here is not
to speak of something trivial and unim-
portant. As society becomes increasingly
complex and work activity is increasingly
structured in terms of large bureaucra-
cles, people’s unsatisfied needs for play,
novelty, new experience and all manner
of recreation tend to increase. The kind of
easy interchange and blending of play
and work that could be present in more
traditional economies tends to be lost.
Under such circumstances, voluntary
groups often provide a window of variety
and intrinsic satisfaction in an otherwise
rather boring or at last psychically fatigu-
ing world of work and responsibility.

The voluntary sector also has a major
impact on the level of social integration
in society. Partly through directly ex-
pressive groups, whose aims are explic-
itly to provide fellowship, sociability and
mutual companionship, and partly
through the sociability aspects of ail other
kinds of collective and interpersonal
forms of voluntary action, the voluntary
sector helps in a very basic way to satisfy
some of the human needs for affiliation,
approval, and so on. In advanced indus-
trial and urbanized societies, where the
family and kinship as well as the local
community and neighborhood play a
markedly reduced role in providing social
integration, affiliations based on common
interests can become very important to
the individual. Indeed, without the latter
kind of voluntary sector-based common
interest affiliations, the resulting rates of
individual social isolation in society
would lead to even more anomie, aliena-
tion and a variety of attendant social and
psychological problems than are now the
case. Obviously, the voluntary sector has
not been the whole solution to the root
problem of social isolation in modern so-
clety, yet voluntary groups do play a
demonstrable and important part in the
solution. And with the feeling of being
accepted as a person that the voluntary
sector provides {or can provide} to a sig-
nificant proportion of the population in
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Volunteers and voluntarism

modern societies goes the correlative
provision of positive affect, a major com-
ponent of human happiness and the
quality of human life.

Another aspect of the role of the volun-
tary sector in providing social integration
is the social adjustment “buffering”
function that many kinds of voluntary
groups provide. When numerous indi-
viduals of a certain social and cultural
background are for some reason uprooted
from their customary societal niches, new
voluntary groups frequently emerge to
provide these individuals with an insu-
lated or “buffered” special environment
for part of their time. Typical examples
would be the numerous immigrant as-
sociations that sprang up in the United
States as a result of successive waves of
immigration from various countries or the
kinship oriented voluntary associations
that emerged to ease the adjustment of
rural West Africans to life in larger cities.

These kinds of social adjustment
oriented voluntary groups do not, how-
ever, emerge only in the case of physi-
cal/geographical changes on a large scale.
The voluntary sector also provides a so-
cial adjustment “mechanism” to ease the
shocks of social dislocations and rapid
social changes of all sorts. The voluntary
group involved may cater to a former elite
that has been disenfranchised or de-
prived of its former holdings (e.g., the as-
soctation of maharajahs of India, which
arose to fight for “maharajah’s rights”
when the Indian Congress stripped them
of their traditional privileges and land,
substituting a moderate annual stipend).
Or the voluntary groups involved may
represent a deprived category of persons
who are attempting to adjust to changed
sodal conditions that are more conducive
to their sharing equitably in the good life
as lived in their society (e.g., the early
labor unions or black power groups, striv-
ing for recognition of their right to exist
and to fight for the betterment of the
conditions of their constituencies).

On another level, the voluntary sector
plays an important integrative role by
linking together individuals, groups, in-
stitutions and even nations that other-
wise would be in greater conflict, or at
least competition with each other. At the
community level, a variety of voluntary
associations will each tend to have as
members a set of two or more individuals
representing differing and often oppos-

ing political, religious, cultural, or sacial
perspectives and backgrounds. The co-
participation of this set of individuals in
the same voluntary association can have
significant moderating effects on the re-
lationships among these individuals.
Similar integrative effects can be found at
national levels where several groups from
different parts of the country and/or dif-
ferent social and cultural perspectives
participate together in a common federa-
tion or other national voluntary organi-
zation. And at the international level, the
joint participation of voluntary groups
from otherwise conflicting nations in
some transnational federative organiza-
tion may well have important long range
effects on the relations between the
countries involved and on the possiblities
of peace in the world,

In addition to providing a wide variety
of new ideas about social behavior as de-
scribed earlier, the voluntary sector also
is active in preserving numercus old
ideas. Voluntary action and voluntary or-
ganizations have plaved a major role in
history in preserving values, ways of life,
ideas, beliefs, artifacts, and other pro-
ductions of the mind, heart and hand of
man from earlier times so that this great
variety of human culture is not lost to fu-
ture generations. For example, there are
in the United Stated numerous local his-
torical societies that specialize in preserv-
ing the history of particular towns and
areas. There are nonprofit voluntary or-
ganizations that run local museums, li-
braries, and historical sites. And there are
a number of voluntary organizations
whose primary function it is to preserve
the values of cultures or subcultures that
no longer have any substantial power or
importance in American society, but that
nevertheless represent a way of life of
significant numbers of people at some
period in history or somewhere around
the world (e.g., American Indian groups,
in some instances, or immigrant ethnic
associations that persist long after the
ethnic group involved has been thor-
oughly assimilated into American cul-
ture). The role of municipal, state and
national governments in supporting
museums and historical sites grows from
the roots of earlier non-profit, non-
governmental support of such “islands of
culture.”

Another aspect of the beliefivalue
preservation role of the voluntary sector
involves voluntary associations as edu-
cational experiences, expecially where
these associations are attempting to pass
on to their members or to the public at
large some body of beliefs and values
originating in the past. In part this would
include many of the activities of most re-
ligious sects and denominations, espe-
cially insofar as one focuses upon their
socialization and indoctrination activities
(e.g., catechism classes, “Sunday
schools.” Hebrew day schools, etc.). In
part this function also includes all manner
of more strictly educational voluntary or-
ganizations, from Plato’s Academy to
modern Great Books Discussion Groups
and so-called “Free Universities.”

The various levels of government in the
contemporary world have largely taken
over the task of education on a broad
scale, yet voluntary organizations still are
active in supplementing government-run
educational systems by filling in the gaps
and by prodding these systems to im-
prove or take on responsibility for the
preservation of additional knowledge or
values. For instance, voluntary civil rights
and black liberation organizations have
taken the lead in educating both blacks
and whites in the United States regarding
black history and accomplishments.
Gradually, under the pressure of such
voluntary associations in the past several
years, the public educational system in
the United States has been changing to
accommodate a more accurate and com-
plete picture of black history, although
the process is by no means finished yet.
Similar examples could be given with re-
gard to other content areas as well (e.g.,
women’s history, American Indian his-
tory, etc.)

The voluntary sector also embodies
and represents in society the sense of
mystery, wonder and the sacred. Neither
the business nor government sectors in
modern society has much tendency to be
concerned with such matters. Many
would say that religion today is very
much a big business: and both business
and government support science in a
substantial way. Yet precisely in those
areas where religion and scence almost
meet, where the borders of religion are
receding under the pressure of an ever-



expanding science, the business and
government sectors are often least in-
volved. Voluntary associations and
non-profit foundations/research organi-
zations are the only groups experiment-
ing seriously with new forms of worship,
non-drug induced “consciousness ex-
pansion’’ and the “religious experience,”
the occult investigation of flying saucers,
extra-sensory perception, etc.

The “heretics” of both science and re-
ligion are seldom supported in their work
directly and consciously by the business
or government secters. Only through

boxes have generally been the economic
and governmental systems, although
other major institutions of society have
played a role as well {e.g., education, the
family, religion, etc.)

Voluntary associations and groups, on
the other hand, have long been a primary
means of at least partially escaping these
barriers and boxes. Through participation
in voluntary action a wide variety of
people have been able to find or to create
special social groups that would permit
them to grow as individuals. This kind of
personal growth has many relevant as-

Voluntary action is the principal manner in which a sense of

the sacred, the mysterious and the weird can be preserved in
our otherwise hyper-rational contemporary society.

voluntary action and the support of the
voluntary sector have the major changes
in man’s view of the supernatural and its
relation to the natural tended to come
about in the past. The same has also been
true, by and large, for major changes in
man’s view of himself and of the natural
universe in the past. The dominant eco-
nomic and political {and religious) sys-
tems of any given epoch are seldom very
receptive to the really new visions of
either the natural or supernatural world
(e.g., Galileo and Copernicus; Jesus).
Voluntary action is thus the principal
manner in which a sense of the sacred,
the mysterious, and the weird can be
preserved and permitted some measure
of expression in our otherwise hyper-
rational contemporary society.

The voluntary sector also has the abil-
ity to liberate the individual and permit
him or her the fullest possible measure
of expression of personal capacities and
potentialities within an otherwise con-
straining social environment. All
societies have their systems of laws, cus-
toms, roles and organizations that box
people in and limit their opportunities for
personal expression and personal de-
velopment. The full extent of societal
limitations on people have just begun to
be realized in recent decades, spurred in
part by the “liberation”” movements of
women, blacks, the poor, the “Third
World” and other disadvantaged or dis-
enfranchised groups. The primary em-
bodiments of these societal barriers and

pects, but can be summed up generally as
“self-actualization,” to use a term from
American psychologist Abraham Mas-
low. For some this means intellectual de-
velopments, the process of becoming in-
creasingly analytical, informed and self-
conscious about the nature of one's life
situation and problems. When this occurs
for a whole category or group of people,
the process is often referred to as “group
conscientization” or “‘consciousness rais-
ing”’ (e.g., among blacks, women, the
poor). Seldom does such special personal
growth occur on a broad scale outside
voluntary groups and movements.

For others, self-actualization through
voluntary action takes the form of de-
veloping otherwise unused capacities,
talents, skills or potentials of a more ac-
tive and practical sort. For many kinds of
people, depending on the stage of social,
economic and political development of a
society, voluntary associations and vol-
untary action offer the only feasible op-
portunity for leadership, for learning to
speak in public, for practicing the fine art
of management, for exercising analytical
judgment, etc. Until very recently in
American society, for instance, neither
blacks nor women nor the members of
certain other disadvantaged groups could
hope to develop fully their capacities
through the occupational system of the
economic or government sectors. Only in
voluntary groups of their own making
could they seek any kind of fulfillment
and self expression, bound as they were
{and in part continue to be) by the preju-

dices and discrimination of the dominant
white, male, Anglo-Saxon Protestants in
our society. However, this situation is not
unique to the United States. There are
similar and even different forms of prej-
udice and discrimination in all other
societies, varying only in degree and the
particular social groups singled out for at-
tention. And in all societies voluntary as-
sociations also offer the disadvantaged
some chance of enhanced self-develop-
ment, though these associations must
sometimes meet in secret underground
groups if the society in which they are
operating is oppressive and does not re-
spect the right of free association.

Voluntary action potentially offers
unique opportunities for personal growth
and realization of personal potentials not
only for those people whom society
otherwise deprives, but also for all the
members of society in certain directions.
No matter how free, open, egalitarian
and highly developed the society, there
are always limitations of some sort placed
on the development of each person by his
particular social environment. Any major
decision to follow a certain line of per-
sonal occupational or educational de-
velopment, for instance, automatically
forecloses a number of other alternatives,
or at least makes them highly unlikely.
Voluntary associations, however, exist
{or can exist} in such profusion and vari-
ety that they can provide otherwise
missed personal development oppor-
tunities to almost any person at almost
any stage of life. This is as true for the
school teacher who always wanted to
learn to fly (and who can join a flying club
to do so even at age 60), as it is for the air-
line pilot who always wanted to write
novels (and who can join a writers’ club
to work toward this end).

Of course, not every person will find
the appropriate voluntary association for
his or her personal growth needs to be
available at the time it is needed. But the
voluntary sector as a whole, nevertheless,
still serves in some significant degree this
general role of providing substantial
numbers of individuals in society with
otherwise unavailable opportunities for
self-actualization and self-fulfiliment.

The voluntary sector, in an especially
important impact related directly to the
first two impacts discussed earlier, is a
source of “negative feedback” for society



as a whole, especially with regard to the
directions taken by the major institu-
tions of society such as government and
business. Without “negative feedback,”
any system is dangerously vulnerable to
destroying itself through excesses in one
direction or another. Thus, however un-
comfortable and irritating they may be at
times, voluntary associations and the
voluntary sector are absolutely vital to the
continuing development of society.

Volunteers and voluntarism

First National City Bank of New York and
lationship to the public interest (e.g., for
for DuPont), counter-management
stockholder activity in the public interest
(e.g., Project G.M.), dissenting annual
reports written to present a full public ac-
counting of a corporation’s activities
harmful to the general public interest and
welfare, class action suits brought by vol-
untary groups against manufacturers and
developers, etc.

However uncomfortable and irritating they may be at times,
voluntary associations and the voluntary sector are absolutely
vital to the continuing development of society.

This systemic corrective role of the vol-
urtary sector is, of course, not carried out
by all voluntary associations, any more
than all voluntary associations are con-
cerned with the play element, value
preservation or the sacred. Yet the small
cutting edge of the voluntary sector that
does perform the role of social critic is ex-
tremely important, usually bearing the
responsibility for the continued existence
and future growth of the rest of the vol-
untary sector. In societies where a
sufficient number and variety of volun-
tary groups are unable to play effectively
their roles as social critics, the dominant
governmental and economic institutions
may well take over and suppress the en-
tire voluntary sector.

In the contemporary United States
there are numerous examples of volun-
tary associations and groups playing this
systemic corrective role. All of the
cause-oriented, advocacy and issue-
oriented groups tend to fall into this cate-
gory, from the environmental movement
to the civil rights movement and wom-
en’s liberation. The tactics and strategy of
such groups cover a broad range from
rather traditional lobbying, through
demonstrations and “be-ins,” to direct
remedial action such as “ecotage” (sabo-
tage of notable corporate polluters and
other “environmental undesirables™).

Some of the more imaginative and in-
novative approaches have been de-
veloped in an attempt to modify the busi-
ness sector, rather than focusing solely on
the government sector. For instance,
there have been in-depth investigations
by Ralph Nader and his associates of par-
ticular companies’ practices and their re-
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When looked at in the particular, such
activities (which vary markedly in their
success) often seem fruitless and doomed
to tailure, given the power of the organi-
zations and systems being challenged.
Yet when we see these activities of volun-
tary groups in a larger context, when we
sum up these numerous activities at-
tempting to modify and improve the
dominant systems and organizations of
our society, they take on a very important
general meaning. Even if many or most of
such system correction attempts by vol-
untary groups should fail, the continual
and expanding pressure being brought to
bear by the voluntary sector on the cen-
tral institutions of society is still likely to
have a salutary long-term modifying
influence. When the leaders of the busi-
ness and governmental sectors know that
“someone is watching,” that they will
eventually have to account to the public
interest for their actions, this awareness
encourages greater attention to the public
interest rather than merely to narrow,
private interests.

When for one reason or another the
voluntary sector is not able to operate ef-
fectively as a systemic corrective (either
because of its own inadequacies or the
failure of the leaders of dominant institu-
tions to listen and change accordingly),
the usual result in human history has
been a broad social revolution (not just a
palace revolution or simple coup). When
the dominant institutions of any society
have ignored for toe long or too often the
voices of the public interest as expressed
by elements of the voluntary sector, revo-
Iutionary and usually underground vol-
untary groups arise and make concrete

plans to overthrow the existing system
completely. The American, French, Rus-
sian, Chinese, Cuban and other revo-
lutions all attest to this pattern.

Thus, when the voluntary sector can-
not make itself heard adequately through
the permissible communication and
influence channels in a society, certain
voluntary groups and movements tend to
arise to revamp the whole system, estab-
lishing whole new institutional arrange-
ments with their corresponding new
channels of influence and communica-
tion. Not surprisingly, these channels
generally favor those kinds of persons
and groups who were unable to be heard
previously (although the kinds of people
formerly dominant often end up in as bad
a position or worse than that faced by the
formerly disadvantaged prior to the revo-
tution}. This cycle will tend to repeat itself
until a society reaches a point where it is
effectively and continuously self-
correcting, through the activities of a
strong and social change-oriented volun-
tary sector, and where its major institu-
tions are basically operating primarily in
the public interest of all of its citizens {(not
just its white, male, Anglo-Saxon Protes-
tants, or their equivalents in some other
societies than the United States and the
British Commonwealth).

The voluntary sector gives support
specifically to the economic system of a
society, especially a modern industrial
society. Voluntary associations of many
kinds provide crucial kinds of social, in-
tellectual and technical linkages among
workers in numerous occupations: pro-
fessional associations increase the effec-
tiveness of most kinds of scientists, en-
gineers, technicians, etc., just as man-
ufacturers and trade associations support
the growth of whole industries. And var-
ious kinds of labor unions play their part
as well although many businessmen
would question the degree to which they
“support’ the economic system. But labor
unions only seem non-supportive of the
economic system when the latter is
viewed narrowly from the point of view
of an employer interested solely in profit
maximization. Labor unions ultimately
have to be deeply concerned with the
viability of the economic system and the
productivity of their own members if they
are to survive,



This economic support role of the vol-
untary sector is usually lost sight of be-
cause so many people tend to view all
kinds of economic self-interest and occu-
pationally related voluntary assodations
as integral parts of the business sector. In
fact, these kinds of voluntary organiza-
tions are quite distinct from the business
sector itself, however close their relation-
ship might be to business corporations
and occupational activities. The primary
purpose of business corporations is to
make a profit for their owners, whether
they are actually involved in running the
corporation or not. On the other hand,
economic self-interest voluntary associa-
tions have as their primary purpose the
enhancement of the long-term occupa-
tional and economic interests of their
member-participants. While corporation
employees and professionals are paid in
salaries, wages or fees for their particpa-
tion, the members of economic self-
interest voluntary associations them-
selves pay for the privilege of belonging
to and benefiting from these associations.

The voluntary sector constitutes an
important latent resource for all kinds of
goal attainment in the interests of the
society as a whole. Put another way, the
voluntary sector represents a tremendous
reservoir of potential energy that can be
mabilized under appropriate circum-
stances for broad societal goals. The role
of the voluntary sector in revolutionary
situations is but one example of this latent
potential. The activity of voluntary as-
sociation networks in more limited disas-
ter situations is a more common example.
The voluntary sector and its component
associations, groups and channels of
communication and influence make pos-
sible the mobilization of large numbers of
people on relatively short notice for spe-
dal purposes (usually in the common in-
terest) without resorting to economic re-
wards or legal coercion as activating
forces. Such a latent potential in the vol-
untary sector is especially important
when neither economic nor political-legal
forces can feasibly be brought to bear to
resolve some widespread problem situa-
tion.

The latent potential of the voluntary
sector can be viewed in another way as
well. Voluntarism is based on a charitable
grants econony (donations of time, money,
etc.) as contrasted with the coercive grants

economy (taxation) on which the govern-
ment sector operates or the market econ-
ormy on which the business sector oper-
ates. Both of the latter types of economy
work well for certain kinds of purposes,
but neither works well for the accom-
plishment of all kinds of purpeses in so-
dety. In the same way, there are many
kinds of purposes and activities for which
the charitable grants economy tends to
work best.

gang that wrecks a school “just for
kicks.” When sodal clubs provide a warm
and close sense of belonging to their
members, they can also create deep dis-
satisfaction in people who would dearly
like to belong but are excluded from a
particular club or kind of club.

In the same way, voluntary groups
striving to preserve some beliefs or values
from the past may be hold onto anach-
ronisms that would be better left to the

With the right spark, the course of history can be changed in
the brief, rare periods of almost total societal mobilization
through the leadership of the voluntary sector.

Now the important latent potential of
the voluntary sector is that, under ap-
propriately compelling circumstances
(i.e., for the “right” value, goal or ideal),
the money, goods, real property and
services mobilized by the voluntary sector
through the charitable grants economy
can completely overwhelm all consid-
erations of the coercive grants economy
and the market economy. For certain
goals and ideals, a large majority of sodi-
ety can be induced to “give their all” and
to do so gladly, willingly and voluntarily.
This does not occur very often, to be sure,
nor does it last very long. But the latent po-

tential is there in any society at any time.

With the right spark — usually a charis-
matic leader with an idea and an ideal —
the course of history can be changed in
these brief, rare periods of almost total
societal mobilization through the leader-
ship of the voluntary sector.

As with any form of human group or
activity, voluntary action and the volun-
tary sector are by no means always posi-
tive in their impacts. For every one of the
impacts we have noted, there can be
negative consequences in certain circum-
stances and with regard to certain values,
Thus, when voluntary associations exper-
iment with new social forms, the failures
can often be harmful to specific people
and organizations. When alternative
definitions of reality and morality are of-
fered, these can be evil, as in the case of
Nazi Germany and its ideology as gener-
ated by the Nazi party, a voluntary as-
sociation. When voluntary groups focus
on the play element, their fun can become
mischievous, as in the case of a boys

pages of history books. Clubs whose
members chase around seeking flying
saucers and little green men from Mars
might more profitably spend their time
and energy elsewhere with more satisfy-
ing results. Organizaiions that arouse the
full potentials of black people — who
must then go out into the real world and
face a harsh reality of bigotry and dis-
crimination — may or may not be doing
them a favor. The kinds of systemic cor-
rections being suggested by cause-
orlented and advocacy groups may not be
conducive to the greatest good of the
greatest number. Economic self-interest
voluntary groups often tend to ignore the
public interest in favor of an axclusive
and selfish private interest. And the la-
tent potentials of the voluntary sector can
be mobilized to do evil as well as to do
good for one’s fellow man.

Reprinted with permission from Voluntary Action
Research: 1973, Chapfer 14, Lexington Books, D.
C. Heath & Co., 1973,




