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Many of us agree that the economy we have is not the economy we want. There are alterna-
tives: a solidarity economy, a sharing economy, a local economy, an ownership economy, and 
so on. Many of you know about some of these. All are good, and I think we are still looking. 
As an additional alternative, I want to propose a civic economy—an economy based on civic 
relations rather than property relations—designed to make provisions for all rather than mak-
ing money for the few.1 A civic economy will not ignore our social differences. It will use our 
common humanity as a basis for engaging in civic conversations about how to redesign our 
social and economic worlds so they are just and sustainable.
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Capitalism, as it has come down to us over the past three centuries, violates the 
principle of a common humanity by splitting off from its “story” the burden borne 
by the real providers of wealth, both human and otherwise. There is no better illus-
tration of this than Adam Smith’s silence about the role of slaves in creating the 
wealth his nation enjoyed.2 The actual origin of capitalism resides in the Atlantic 
triangle trade connecting Europe, Africa, and the American colonies. During 
this period, new theories of property and property relations were developed to 
explain and to justify the Atlantic economy, which involved the enslavement of 
more than eleven million Africans to supply the labor for the growing economies 
of Europe and white America. Slaves, at the time, were treated as property. They 
received no more sympathy and consideration than cattle or horses. This is a hard 
truth about capitalism that is usually denied. 

I think the refusal to integrate this history into our views of modern econom-
ics prevents us from telling the truth about the current destruction of the envi-
ronment, or to acknowledge—really acknowledge—the misery of workers today 
who provide us our goods. Facing this history—and thus reconnecting with the 
real providers of wealth—is the only way out of the property-based economics of 
capitalism and into a civic economy of different systems of provision that could 
save the future for our children and grandchildren. A civic economy of provisions 
could give us a chance to repair the violations of our common humanity.

The framework of a civic economy of provision integrates the three basic practices 
of any human community: providing for one another, protecting one another, 
and creating meaning together. This idea of a civic economy of provision has both 
classical and modern adherents. In Aristotle, we see the origins of the idea that 
the economy belongs to the civic sphere. More recently, Julie A. Nelson writes 
in her book, Economics for Humans, that the purpose of the economy “is about 
the provisioning of goods and services to meet our material needs.”3 Daniel W. 
Bromley, in his philosophical work on subjective pragmatism, also writes that 
economics should be about “how societies organize themselves for their provi-
sioning.”4 Although neither author uses the notion of provisioning as a major 
theme, they open the door to such an approach. The real economy, it seems to me, 
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should be transformed to one where all people, organized together in many ways, 
are able to make provisions for their families and communities. 

If we are to provide one another with the basics for a good life, we will need 
to also protect providers—the planet and people. We need to protect common 
resources and cooperative activities. Instead of focusing on property rights, we 
need to focus on human rights. Instead of seeing the natural world as a com-
modity, we need to recognize it as a living being that gives us life. If we do create 
this type of economy, we will also create a way of living together that gives us 
meaningful relationships and self-worth. In short, the civic economy of provision 
seeks, as a matter of priority, to return our thinking about the economy to a mat-
ter first of principles, and to our conversations about and with each other about 
what truly matters most deeply to us.

In the economics-of-property tradition, the focus has been on the individual or 
economic man, who acts in his self-interest and tries to maximize his good for-
tune. The economics of provision offers an alternative. It follows Virginia Held’s 
suggestion that the image of the mother and child more correctly represents our 
human nature.5 This image highlights a relationship of attachment, instead of 
isolation, and allows us to acknowledge the labor of the parent in making pro-
visions for the child. Furthermore, it imagines a relationship of mutual identity, 
rather than one based on each individual’s self-interest. As Nancy Folbre argues 
in her book The Invisible Heart, the family has been largely eliminated from eco-
nomic thinking, and yet the family is the primary location where we provide and 
care for one another.6 True, individuals do want to provide for themselves, but 
we do this in community with others. Economics, in other words, is not simply 
about individuals, but about individuals in communities. 

In our modern economy, of course, making provisions for families and commu-
nities occurs through various systems, such as the food or the health care system. 
These systems can be seen as systems of provision that could be organized to make 
provisions for all. How they are organized, of course, is a major question. Many 
people see only two organizing options: capitalism or socialism. A civic econ-
omy of provision is another option. As citizens, guided by such civic norms as 
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reciprocity and moral equality, we can engage in civic conversations to turn eco-
nomic systems toward sustainability and justice. If we are smart citizens, we will 
not discard things that can work, such as markets and property rights, but we will 
also not allow them to control our fate. 

Whether we use markets for making provisions or property rights for manag-
ing resources depends on how we decide to live together. Markets, for example, 
should never violate the civic principle of reciprocity, and property rights should 
never override our common rights to natural resources. Still, sometimes, markets 
can be useful in meeting people’s preferences and paying for the use of resources. 
Private ownership can encourage personal stewardship. The point is to ensure 
that the economy fulfills its purpose of making provisions for all based on prin-
ciples of justice and sustainability. 

Actually, one can picture the real economy as belonging to three distinct sub-sys-
tems: the ecological system of the biosphere, the social system of human societies, 
and the civic system of discourse. The ecological system sustains us and other 
living things. We belong to it—are nested in it. It is the context of our common 
humanity. This ecological system provides resources for the making of provisions 
for families and communities. 

Social systems comprise sets of relationships that unite and divide us, includ-
ing the traditionally-defined economy. All organizations and institutions belong 
to society, including businesses, governments, and what are called “civil society” 

The framework of a civic economy of pro-
vision integrates the three basic practices 
of any human community: providing for 
one another, protecting one another, and 
creating meaning together.

“

”
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organizations. Instead of ignoring the social identity of civil society organiza-
tions, a civic approach sees them within the matrix of social differences and con-
flicts. Like other social organizations and institutions, their purpose is to play 
their role in creating communities where members can provide for and protect 
one another. 

The civic is grounded in our common humanity, and emerges through conversa-
tions that arise, for the most part, from disagreements about how to handle our 
social differences. Civic conversations take up controversial social and economic 
issues in such a way that the participants draw on their shared humanity to listen 
and learn from one another. These civic conversations can take place in a variety 
of forums, from neighborhood meetings and workplace sessions to city council 
workshops, with processes for scaling up to larger groupings and geographies. 

If we are to base the economy on civic relations instead of property relations, 
then we need to use reciprocity as the moral foundation for making exchanges. In 
specific exchanges, people should receive in proportion to what they have given. 
More generally, a just human system based on reciprocity will continually aim for 
what Lawrence Becker has called “balanced social relationships.”7 This would be 
a vastly different social world than the current disparity between the extremely 
rich and the rest of us. 

So what about the workplace? Can workers and managers engage in civic delib-
eration? They certainly have conflicts, but are these conflicts based on different 
interests? In the old economics, of property-oriented business model, they are, 
since the conflict is about the value or price of different properties (labor, land, 
and money). But, if we switch to a new economics of provision that is based on 
civic relations, the picture looks much different. First of all, the role or purpose of 
the business organization changes from return on investment to that of making 
provisions. In this model, all members of the organization are “employed” to ful-
fill the mission of providing quality goods and services. They may disagree about 
the best means of doing that, but not about the company’s purpose. In fact, this 
common purpose gives them a shared vision that enables them to deliberate on 
how best to realize it.
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If the deliberations at work are to qualify as civic conversations, they will be 
focused on the role of business in their particular larger system of provision. 
General Motors, for example, belongs to the transportation system. General 
Foods belongs to the food system. Blue Cross belongs to the health care system. 
Their civic purpose depends on their particular system of provision, not on their 
investors, although investors may well intend to get a good return on invest-
ment. Instead of businesses deciding what they will give back to the community 
through their Corporate Social Responsibility programs, a civic view of corpo-
rations would have elected agencies determine their “Corporate Civic Obliga-
tions.”8 For the most part, corporate obligations would arise from their functions 
in their respective systems of provision.  One can picture civic systems of provi-
sion as three concentric circles, as figure 1 illustrates below: 

 Figure 1: Civic Systems of Provision

In the inner circle, citizens engage in conversations about how to make provisions 
for all. These conversations would be guided by civic norms of moral equality and 
reciprocity. They would aim to design systems of provision that would create and 
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The middle circle contains the basic process of an economics of provision, which 
would be the same for all systems of provision: human providers transform nat-
ural provisions to provisions for our families and communities. Each one of the 
entries in the outer circle represents a system of provision, and each system would 
include all the social organizations and institutions that facilitate providing what 
we as families and communities need and deserve. 

Above all else, designing our economy as civic systems of provision requires our 
willingness to engage in civic conversations that not only transform our percep-
tions of our social worlds, but also, in the process, repair the violations of our 
common humanity. If we can engage in such civic conversations, we can then 
work together to change our economic system to one based on civic membership 
rather than property ownership. 

Such a change will be disruptive and disturbing, especially for those who benefit 
from current social systems. If we understand social systems as sets of social trends 
influenced by positive and negative feedback loops, then changing systems requires 
us to examine what is supporting current trends and then to change them to sup-
port trends that move in a different direction. Kenneth Boulding has argued that 
three different types of power maintain social systems: integration, exchange, and 
threat.9 If we can change the beliefs (integration), incentives (exchanges), or laws 
and rules (threats) of current trends, we will change the trends. I believe all three 
changes are necessary. Changing our picture of what a just and sustainable econ-
omy would look like is only part of the work to be done. Still, it is a necessary part. 

Surely it is now time to think deeply again about how we will live together and 
with nature. We must turn the various systems of provision—from food to enter-
tainment—toward just and sustainable practices. Justice requires that we all do it 
together. Sustainability requires that we do it now rather than later. 

A civic economics of provision requires above all else a strong notion of citizen-
ship—of membership in a global civil society. With this common identity, we 
can allow civic rather than property relationships to define our bonds with each 
other—at work, in our neighborhoods, in our cities, and in global communities. 
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A civic economy would ensure that making provisions, not accumulating prop-
erty, is at the core of our economic thinking.

1. Core Goals
Briefly, what are the principal, core goals your model or system seeks to realize?

The core goals of a civic economics of provision is to ensure that all of us have access 
to basic provisions, that all of us have a say in how these provisions are provided, and 
that the integrity and dignity of all providers—people and planet—are protected. 

Achieving these goals depends on us following the civic norms of equality and 
reciprocity in designing systems that generate such provisions as food, housing, 
health care, and education. Instead of examining the economy in terms of its 
growth, a civic economics of provision examines the economy in terms of its 
capacity to provide people the things they need to live well.10 

Figure 2, below, on providing food—one of the basic systems of provision—illus-
trates the framework of a civic economics of provision:

 Figure 2: Civic System of Providing Food
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The inner circle is comprised of civic conversations, where citizens deliberate and 
decide how human providers will transform natural resources into provisions for 
families and communities, interactions that make up the middle circle. The outer 
circle is composed of groups and agencies involved in the provision of food. This 
system’s overall purpose is to provide food for all in a just and sustainable manner. 

2. Major Changes
What are the principal changes you envision in the current system—the major differ-
ences between what you envision and what we have today?

In order to transition to a civic economics, we would need to: 

Created by Jonathan Li
from the Noun Project

	Switch the basis of the economy from property relations and 
ownership to civic relations and civic membership. 

Created by Jonathan Li
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	Place the wealth of families and communities at the center of the 
economy’s purpose, rather than the wealth of isolated individuals 
or nation-states.
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	Change the goal of the economy from economic growth to mak-
ing provisions for all.
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	Associate, rather than dissociate, Europe and white America’s 
wealth with the misery of slavery, colonialism, and its legacy. 
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	Treat labor and land as providers rather than property.
Created by Jonathan Li
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	Use civic norms, such as reciprocity, to determine economic ex-
changes
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	Treat people at work as citizens with the rights of voice, repre-
sentation, and respect.
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	Locate the primary function of money in different systems of 
provision rather than in financial markets.
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	Treat money as a civic means for making provisions rather than 
as a commodity/property.
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	Engage in conversations that aim to repair the past violations of 
our common humanity, instead of assuming that one can create 
a new future without accounting for the past.
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	Recognize ourselves as a part of nature, rather than seeing our-
selves apart from nature.

3. Principal Means
What are the principal means (policies, institutions, behaviors, whatever) through 
which each of your core goals is pursued?

Instead of trying to change the economic system as a whole, this approach focuses 
on supporting positive trends and resisting negative trends of different systems of 
provision, such as the food or health care system. This change process would begin 
with bringing together all stakeholders—businesses, government agencies, and civil 
society organizations—engaged in a particular system, and encouraging them to 
invite each other into civic conversations based on norms of equality and reciprocity.

By examining specific systems of provision, each system’s particular challenges 
will become more easily recognized. In the system of food provision, for example, 
participants would pay just as much attention to the greenhouse gases emitted by 
animal agriculture as by the burning of fossil fuels.

After such examinations, the participants would work out strategies to move 
the trends of these systems toward justice and sustainability. They would use all 
three of Boulding’s system organizers: integration (changing beliefs), exchange 
(changing incentives) and threat (changing laws). If these conversations achieve 
their potential, participants will repair past violations of our common humanity 
as they see one another as citizens with equal rights to provisions for a good life 
and to protection from poverty and trouble.

4. Geographic Scope
What is the geographic area covered by the model? If the nation-state, specify which 
ones or what category you address

Civic conversations occur when people acknowledge their common humanity and 
address questions of how to live together in light of their social differences. This work 
is global in scope, and can happen (and is now happening) in many different places. 
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The power of civic conversations to make changes will depend on having the 
right people in the room. Changes in the geographic scope of the conversation 
will also alter who should be invited. 

For these different systems of provision to become more sustainable, many of 
the provisions for communities will have to be produced and distributed by the 
communities themselves.

5. Temporal Scope
Recognizing the large uncertainties, if there is a transition to the revised system about 
which you write, what would you suggest as a timeframe for the new system to take 
shape? Where on the spectrum from imminently practicable to purely speculative 
would you place your proposals?

So far, we have not repaired the violations of our common humanity caused by 
slavery, racism, and their legacies. So, a white elite continues to live in a privileged 
bubble that ignores the vulnerability of human and non-human communities. 
Increased pressure from climatic changes and social unrest are signs that things 
cannot continue as they are, but so far we have not found the political will to 
make the changes that would match a civic economics of provision.

A civic economics of provision offers security though civic membership rather 
than property ownership. It relies on people investing in relationships rather than 
guns. It requires something that we, as a people, have never done before in the 
United States: share a common humanity.

This will take time. We move one step forward (a Black president) and a step 
back (Donald Trump). At the same time, the steps forward are new and creative 
(marriage rights for all), and the steps back are old and defensive. It will be a long 
fight, and a long night for many who live without provisions or protections, but 
it is always time to move forward. 

I would place this proposal in the middle of the spectrum, from imminently 
practical to purely speculative.
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6. Theory of Change
What factors or forces might drive deep change towards the system you envision? 
What is the explicit or implicit theory of change in your work? What is the importance 
of crises? Of social movements? Of available examples of change? What’s the biggest 
problem or impediment for adoption of your model?

This model’s theory of change has been largely presented in the previous sections 
in the use of Boulding’s triad of integration, exchange, and threat (persuasion, 
incentives, and regulation). 

Change happens when a combination of powers work together to move social 
trends in different directions. A good example is the change in cigarette use in the 
US. Tobacco companies used advertising, entertainment, and culture to increase 
tobacco consumption. This trend was interrupted and reversed though a com-
bination of people telling the truth (education), re-calculations of health costs 
(incentives), and winning battles for smoking restrictions (regulations). 

All three powers need to be used together. The changes brought about in the 
1960s were largely leveraged by education and legislation. In hindsight, incen-
tives were not changed enough to prevent the development of reactionary 
forces that became dominant in the 1980s, and continue to drive the direction 
of social systems today. Changing incentives is just as necessary as changing 
beliefs and regulations. 

The “next system” will be a result of changing current social trends, trends which 
must be disrupted before we can transform them. This does not mean that every 
disruption or every social movement is positive. I now believe that the change we 
need will not happen on the level of social interactions, but must go deeper to 
the level of our common humanity, which emerges through civic conversations. 
The biggest impediment to civic conversations is silence—the silence of privilege. 

7. Some Specifics: Economy
Insofar as your work addresses the nature of the economy, how (if at all) do the fol-
lowing fit into the future you envision?
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(a) How are productive assets and businesses owned? Does ownership differ at differ-
ent scales (community, nation, etc.)? Do forms of ownership vary by economic sector 
(banking, manufacturing, health care, etc.)?

In contrast to the Lockean tradition, where ownership precedes civic member-
ship, this approach places civic membership as a condition for ownership. Instead 
of assuming that possession implies ownership that the state then acknowledges 
and protects, the civic economics of provision framework sees the state as the ori-
gin of ownership. Owning property is like having a concession to use a common 
resource. 

Farmers, for example, could own their farm but not have absolute control over 
the land they farm. Citizens could develop policies that would protect the land 
for future generations, such as regulating the use of pesticides. Also, increased 
land values would be taxed so that the value added would go to the community, 
instead of becoming unearned income for farmers.11

In corporations, the real issue is not ownership, but control. The German model 
of codetermination in corporations is a good example of distributing control 
among workers and investors. 

Instead of dividing the economy into different sectors, this model divides the 
economy into different systems of provision. Banks, for example, would not 
belong to a financial sector, but to different systems of provision. Their functions 
in each system would not be determined by bank owners, but by civic policies 
defining the role of money in making provisions. Ownership, in other words, 
does not determine function; rather, civic conversations do. In many cases, cit-
izens would probably decide to have public or cooperative banks rather than 
privately owned banks.

(b) How are public and private investment decisions made?

In any system of provision, such as food, housing, or entertainment, there are 
public and private actors and agencies. Private investors may make investments 
based on their calculation of return on investment. But the business itself must 
remain focused on its purpose of contributing to the system of provision.
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Public investments would provide capital for doing necessary work, which pri-
vate investors would not support. Such public investments would also create jobs 
and increase the buying power of communities.

(c): What is the role of private profit and the profit motive? Who owns and controls 
economic surplus?

Persons have motives; organizations do not. (They do have a “culture” or rela-
tional style.) Corporations are designed to make specific provisions.

Generally, increased value created by any system of provision belongs to the whole 
system, even though it may appear in one part of the system, such as business 
corporations. This increased value should be distributed back to the whole system, 
through taxes, because the system “owns” it, not the corporation or its stockholders. 

Businesses should be licensed (controlled) to function in their particular system 
of provision, and to contribute to the making of provisions in a just and sustain-
able manner. Corporate charters should be revised to make this much clearer. 

 (d) What is the role of the market for goods and services? For employment? Other?

Citizens would decide how to distribute provisions. The production and distri-
bution of some provisions would rely more on markets than others. Market com-
petition can be effective when it is contained by rules and assumptions based on 
civic cooperation, as well as the principles of moral equality and reciprocity. 

If some basic provisions, such as food or housing, are distributed through com-
petitive markets, then citizens should have access to a basic income so they can 
participate in such markets. 

Wages would be based on the civic principle of reciprocity, where a good day’s 
work gets a good day’s pay, which would be enough income to “make a living” 
for one’s family. Wages or salaries that go beyond this moral minimum would be 
largely determined by the market.

It is important to remember that most property-based wealth is not created by 
competitive markets, but by non-competitive salaries such as CEO stock options; 
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by fees, such as fees for financial services; or by various forms of unearned income, 
such as increase in land value.

(e) What is the role of planning in your model? How is it structured? How, if at all, 
made democratic?

The process of changing civic systems of provision can be understood as civic planning 
based on civic norms. Is this process also democratic? It would be if the participants do 
not exclude alternative views, engage in deliberation, and learn from each other. 

(f) How are the international economy and economic integration handled?

Instead of the current ideology of comparative advantage, which puts developing 
nations at a disadvantage in terms of creating self-governing public institutions, 
international trade would aim to make all communities more self-sustaining.

(g) How do you address economic localization, globalization, decentralization, ‘glo-
calization,’ and similar issues? Where is the primary locus of economic life?

The locus of economic life is the family and community, instead of either the 
individual or the nation state. 

Because of a long history of colonialism and exploitation, which continues to 
infect current global trade policies, we do need to repair the violations of our 
common humanity through new policies that will benefit peoples in former col-
onies. These policies should focus on economic systems of provision that are for 
the people rather than for international corporations. 

 (h) How do economic competition and cooperation play out?

Successful competition is always based on agreements to play by the rules (coop-
eration). Through civic conversations, we can change these rules so the competi-
tion aims at the improvement of making provisions.

Ownership does not determine function; 
rather, civic conversations do.“ ”
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(i) Do commodification, commercialization, and the commons surface in your analysis?

As we now know from the work of Ostrom and others, citizens have maintained 
a commons for their use without abusing it.12 This is possible because community 
members develop rules together for governing the commons. So, a commons can 
provide commercial benefits without being “owned” as property. This is close to 
the idea of treating a business as a concession (see above). 

 (j) How is private property handled in your analysis?

Private property is a legal entity created by law and protected by law enforcement. 
In this model, private property is seen as a concession given to individuals and 
groups when such a strategy is the best way to manage resources. 

(k) What mix of business enterprise sizes do you envision?

The mix of business enterprises would parallel that of civic conversations in 
designing systems of provision. If one thinks of providing food in an urban area, 
for example, and looks at all the participants in the system, they would include: 
local food markets and restaurants, food suppliers and processors, food producers 
and growers, government agencies on the local, state, and national levels, food 
advocacy groups, banks and transportation agencies. Answering the question of 
how to provide good food for all in a just and sustainable manner could require 
invitations to any of these groups, and even others, to get a handle on how to 
make the desired changes. 

 (l) How do you envision the future of the large corporation and what specific mea-
sures do you envision for corporate governance and control, internal and external?

Corporations are legal or civic creations and citizens can change them by chang-
ing their charters. Therefore, a civic economics of provision would see civic con-
versations as the location for determining the future design of corporations. 

Corporations continue to gain control over our social life through the commodifi-
cation of things, sponsorship of everyday activities through advertising and philan-
thropy, and financing electoral politics. For the most part, they are shaping our 
social context as we see ourselves as consumers and laborers, rather than as citizens. 
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The civic approach envisions a different future, where corporations are con-
strained to their own system of provision—where they have some expertise—and 
restrained from other systems where they do not, such as the system of electoral 
politics. Furthermore, instead of corporations deciding what they will “give back 
to the community,” citizens should determine their civic obligations as part of the 
mix of enterprises in the different systems of provision.

In the future, corporate boards should represent all stakeholders, so their deci-
sions will match their civic obligations. 

(m) What role do you see for innovative corporate forms, co-ops, public enterprise, 
social enterprise, and public-private hybrids?

All of these forms are possible from a civic perspective if they are based on civic 
norms, address the violations of our common humanity, enhance the making of 
provisions, and advance justice and sustainability.   

 (n) What is the evolution of the workweek (hours worked, say, per year)?

In time, we will need to move toward something like a basic income for all, sim-
ply because a sustainable economy must produce less rather than more. I think 
we can design life-work models where people use local currencies to trade with 
neighbors for perhaps 20 percent of their needs, receive a basic income for 30 
percent, and work two or three days a week for the other 50 percent.

(o) What is the envisioned future of organized labor?

Systemic change almost always requires the organization of citizens who can 
hold those in administrative positions accountable.13 The struggle of labor unions 
for recognition and fair wages is an important legacy of our current social systems. 

To think of liberty without thinking of 
slavery is to deny our past and to throw 
away the future.

“
”
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Their effectiveness in moving current systems toward justice and sustainability 
depends on their contribution to the creation of meaningful civic conversations. 

(p) What are the roles of economic growth and GDP as a measure of growth in your 
system? What is the priority of growth at the national and company levels?

Increases in GDP are just as likely to be a problem as a solution. We want to mea-
sure how well the systems of provision are actually providing people with what 
they value in a just and sustainable manner. Instead of measuring the “economy” 
we need to examine the performance of different systems of provision. Martha 
Nussbaum’s capabilities approach to development could be easily applied to the 
evaluation of civic systems of provision.14 

(q) How is money created and allocated?

There can be multiple currencies. Local communities could create their own cur-
rency and allocate it through a time bank. This currency would facilitate local 
trade and the building of community. Governments could also create money and 
allocate it either directly to citizens in the form of a basic income or through local 
banks for loans for the making and receiving of provisions. 

8. Some Specifics: Society
(a) How do you envision the future course of income and wealth inequality? What 
factors affect these results? How do you envision the future course of economic poverty? 
What factors affect these results?

Income inequality will continue to increase until we have the political will to 
control it.

Piketty has argued that we need a “progressive global tax on capital.”15 The civic 
economics of provision does not guarantee the creation of such a political will, 
but at least it identifies political involvement as a necessary part of any adequate 
understanding of system change.

(b) Are special measures envisioned to protect and enhance children and families? To 
advance the underprivileged? To promote care-giving and mutual responsibility?
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This model focuses on families and communities, not on individuals or nation-states. 
The awareness of our common humanity and the civic norms of moral equality 
and reciprocity would support caring for others.

(c) How do racial, ethnic, and religious justice figure in your work?

In civic conversations, all differences are recognized as sources of knowledge, 
including racial, ethnic, and religious differences. Participants in these conversa-
tions are invited to explore how to repair violations of our common humanity by 
the economics of slavery and its legacy. Such repair can open the way to create 
the humility necessary to address issues of social inequality and climatic destruc-
tion. Real progress in creating a viable system of provision and protection will not 
happen until we address issues of white superiority and impunity. 

The civic would not be dominated by any religion, but invite all believers to 
become members of the civic. The civic is grounded in our common humanity. 
Different religions, of course, inform us about what it means to be human and to 
live in a human community. 

(d) What role do gender and gender issues play in your work?

The focus on relationships rather than individuals as the basis for the civic econom-
ics of provision has been strongly influenced by feminist ethics and economics.

Historically, of course, the social was the world of white male property-owners. 
The civic model places the family and community as the key groups that receive 
provisions, and, in many parts of the world, women manage families. Men, 
women, and all forms of families belong to the civic and have moral equality. 

(e) What, specifically, is the role of community in your model? What measures and 
factors affect community health, wealth (‘social capital’), and solidarity, and how 
central are local life, neighborhoods, towns and cities?

The civic conversations that lie at the heart of civic economics of provision would 
serve as the basis for local, regional, national, and international communities. 
Active participation in these conversations would be central to creating, main-
taining, and improving all the systems of provision.
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(f) Do you envision a change of values, culture, and consciousness as important to the 
evolution of a new system? If so, how do these changes occur?

This model assumes it is possible to change from a commercial to a civic frame-
work, which requires an acknowledgement of our common humanity. In a sense, 
this turns everything upside down: instead of the commercial serving as the basis 
for the civic, the civic will serve as the basis for the commercial. 

The realization of civic systems of provision depends on our ability to develop a civic 
consciousness that is grounded in our common humanity and our capacity to engage 
in conversations with others who bring different stories and alternative points of view.

Such a consciousness can emerge from actual encounters with others who have 
diverse pasts and a common future.  

(g) What are the roles of the consumer, consumerism, and advertising in the system 
you envision? Self-provisioning? Sharing, renting, and bartering?

The interplay between consumer choice and advertising could function as one 
guide for the direction of some systems of provision. Others, such as health care, 
would depend more on citizen concerns about how we live together. Overall, a 
sustainable society would decrease consumption and increase the sharing and/or 
renting of things.

(h) How do “leisure” activities—including volunteering, care-giving, continuing 
learning—figure in your work?

A civic community would support life-long learning and the development of 
meaningful relationships among citizens, which would include volunteering and 
helping those in need. These programs, however, should remain local and not 
become a substitute for developing economic systems of provision that provide 
for all. 

9. Some Specifics: Environment
(a) In your work: If your system addresses environmental concerns, how do you con-
ceptualize “the environment”? Do you envision the economy as nested in and depen-
dent on the world of nature and its systems of life?
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This model makes a distinction between social and natural systems. Social systems 
(including the economy) are verbal and non-verbal communication patterns that 
create trends subject to positive and negative feedback loops. They are maintained 
and can be changed through threat, exchange, and integration.  Natural systems are 
cyclical and self-organizing, which is aptly illustrated by the role of photosynthesis 
in the carbon cycle. Social systems need corrective human interference. Natural 
systems need to be protected from abusive human interference.

As the picture of the food system illustrates (see figure 2), the environment is 
seen as a natural provider that human providers transform into provisions for 
families and communities. 

(b) Do you address a rights-based environmentalism (e.g. right to clean water) and 
the idea that nature has legal rights? Do we have duties to other species and living 
systems? Are any of your goals non-anthropocentric?

Our common humanity and the natural commons are so totally intertwined that 
the right to flourish belongs to both human and non-human communities. 

(c) Do you envision addressing environmental issues outside the current framework of en-
vironmental approaches and policies (e.g. by challenging consumerism, GDP growth, etc.)?

The civic approach places our common humanity as belonging to the natural 
environment, as well as existing in society. The civic space emerges between our 
human nature and our social differences. This triadic approach allows us to rec-
ognize that we belong to the natural environment, instead of the natural envi-
ronment belonging to us. Thus, a civic approach to environmental issues is not 
merely utilitarian, but also ontological.

(d) How do you handle environment-economy interactions, trade-offs, and interde-
pendencies?

Nature is a provider for human and nonhuman communities. Both natural and 
human providers must be protected from abuse and treated with gratitude for 
their gifts. The global striving for continual “economic growth” almost ridicules 
such a stance toward nature. So we need to think about how to move toward an 
appropriate relationship between the environment and us. 
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I like the approach of the Natural Step.16 It proposes that we begin with an image 
of what a sustainable global community would look like, and then we examine 
how to move in that direction. This will entail that nations with greater capacity 
for making changes help those who have less capacity.  

(e) How do you address transnational and global-scale environmental challenges?

Because of colonialism and its legacy, the contemporary property-based social 
system dominates the world, which means that most responses to environmental 
challenges are based on utilitarian calculations. A civic approach would argue 
that these calculations should never override the moral principle of protecting 
the natural provisions from destruction. 

(d) Does your work explore the links between large-scale environmental challenges 
(like climate change) and other economic and political issues?

This model proposes that instead of treating land (the environment) and labor 
(humans) as commodities, we treat them as providers. The perpetuators of the com-
modification of living beings endanger both the environment and our humanity. 

10. Some Specifics: Polity
(a) To what degree would your proposed model require Constitutional change? What 
specifically might be required or recommended?

It would be great to ensure that each person has equal representation in our 
Republic, but given the procedure for changing the relationships among states 
and the federal government, such modifications are unlikely. Our biggest chal-
lenge today is the Supreme Court’s interpretations of the Constitution that have 
given political power to corporations and wealthy individuals. A civic economics 
of provision would aim to create the political will to ensure that the Court does 
not continue to favor corporate interests over those of citizens.

 (b) Does your model have anything to say about liberty and how it may or may not re-
late to the design of your model? And how, specifically, is liberty nurtured and protected?

The American idea of liberty gets most of its meaning from the concept of not-
being-a-slave. The Founding Fathers were white male property owners, and 
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many, like Thomas Jefferson, owned slaves. A careful reading of John Locke, who 
invested in the Atlantic slave trade, makes it quite clear that liberty means own-
ing yourself and your property rather than being owned by someone else.

To think of liberty without thinking of slavery is to deny our past and to throw 
away the future. To secure a future for all of us, we need to ensure that all indi-
viduals can see themselves as members of the civic—a membership based on the 
civic norms of moral equality and individual dignity. Liberty would then be based 
on our common humanity, not on the ownership of property.

(c) How does your model address questions of political and institutional power?

Power today resides mostly in the design of organizations and institutions.17 If 
you redesign the organization, you change the location of power and power rela-
tions. If we want to change the influence of billionaires in electoral politics, we 
must simply change the political structure. 

(d) How does your model deal with problems of scale? How much decentralization 
does it include for large systems? How would decentralization be structured?

Civic conversations serve as the centerpiece of this model. Such conversations 
can occur in different types of organizations—public and private—and in dif-
ferent contexts—local and international. The general questions concern how we 
provide for, and protect, one another. These questions can direct a conversation 
among neighbors or among nation-states. 

(e) Does your work address issues of foreign policy, international relations, regional 
integration, military policy and spending, war and peace, i.e. the international con-
text of the new system? If so, how?

The civic economics of provision model invites people to join with others in 
civic conversations. It proposes that civic deliberation about differences can bring 
about better results than the use of force or violence. In some contexts, such 
conversations are possible. In others, they are not. The limits of the civic are the 
limits of deliberation. 
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(f ) At different political levels, what polity and what political conditions are implicit 
or explicit in getting to success?

This model assumes that people have the capacity to learn how to govern. It also 
assumes that we can re-shape our social lives in many different settings, through 
persuasion, incentives, and regulation. 

Government is also a social institution, like the economy, and one must take into 
account the social identity of politicians (race, class, education, and so on). In 
some ways, government is no more grounded today in the civic than other social 
organizations, but, at the same time, the chances of reforming government are 
not any less than of reforming any other social institution. 

(g) There is an ongoing critique of representative government and exploration of 
direct, “strong,” and deliberative democracy. Does any of this figure in your frame-
work? If so, how?

Civic conversations are based on a notion of “strong” and deliberative democracy.18 
The principle of subsidiarity appears here too. In local settings, direct democracy 
is possible. In larger settings, representative democracy would work. Since civic 
conversations are based on our common humanity, participants would focus not 
so much on the exchange of ideas, but on the improvement of ideas.

(h) Friedman, among others, believed that only a crisis produced real change. Another 
old expression is that “good government is just the same old government in a helluva 
fright.” Do you examine crisis-driven political change and crisis preparedness?

Instead of crisis-driven change, I would like to think in terms of proactively redi-
recting social trends. As bad trends run their course, they have more and more 
negative consequences and people who experience these consequences can tell 
the rest of us what is happening if we listen to them. Instead of waiting for crisis, 
I would much rather support critical journalism that would bring into public 
view what is happening to our neighbors and the environment. 

(i) How central is government in the future you envision, both in getting there and 
staying there?
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The role of government is central to the civic economics of provision model. 
Every system of provision needs a multitude of organizations to make provi-
sions for all, and the role of government would differ in different systems. The 
provision of health care, for example, will probably be largely a government 
program. Food would be a mixture. Entertainment would be mostly nongov-
ernmental, although cities may want to develop community-supported muse-
ums and music halls. 

(j) In the system you write about, what are the appropriate levels of government ex-
penditure or government as a share of the economy and how are these levels achieved?

If we say that government can create money when there is a need to pay for 
real work, then government expenditure depends on social conditions. It also 
depends on the decisions by local and beyond-local participants in civic conver-
sations. Some communities might decide to use voluntary food banks to pro-
vide sustenance to those who do not have the money to purchase from markets, 
or communities might decide to provide government food stamps instead. The 
question is how to involve the people in these conversations who know how to 
develop the best approach.

(k) Do you envision social movements as important in driving political change and 
action? If so, can you elaborate on how this happens?

Social movements, such as the tea party, can drive political change, especially 
when a strong propaganda machine supports them. These movements adopt the 
business strategies of marketing and advertising to advance their agenda and 
formulate their mission in terms of “us versus them.”

People also organize for what I would call “civic movements,” such as the civil rights 
movement in the 1960s or the feminist movement in the 1970s. These movements 
aim at advancing the civic ideal of inclusion, respect for others, and moral equality. 

11. Real-World Examples, Experiments and Models
(a) Are there specific real-world examples or experiments you can point to that em-
body your model or system or exemplify important elements of your approach?
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While there are few examples that match the model completely, there are many 
examples of its different parts. There are civic organizations that consider the pro-
duction and distribution of different provisions from the national to local level. On 
the one hand, the various departments of the president’s cabinet—from Housing 
and Urban Development to Energy—can be seen as concerned with the making of 
provisions. On the other hand, many cities have civic agencies concerned with pro-
visions. Many of these government agencies are also collaborating with nonprofit 
and business organizations to improve the allocation of goods and services. 

There are citizen action groups at the local and national level focused on improving 
production and distribution of different provisions. Many cities today, for example, 
are embroiled in controversies over rent control, affordable housing, and housing 
speculation. With the growth of social media, groups and networks abound that 
are trying to move current systems toward more sustainable directions. 

There are cooperative and public banks that function close to how banks would 
function in a civic system of provision.  

There are groups, such as “Black Lives Matter,” that extend an invitation to engage 
in civic conversations that could facilitate the repair of our common humanity.

The civic economics of provision model is essentially a learning model. We need 
to learn from each other how we can live well together. As a teacher, I have never 
felt alone in this project, but rather have assumed that many others, in numerous 
different ways, are doing the work that needs to be done. 

(b) Are there other models that you see yourself aligned with or close to yours? 

At the local or city level, there are many practices that fit with this model as indi-
cated in the previous answer.

The Swedish social system is close to this model, as are other European systems 
on the distribution of some provisions. 

There are some parallels with the sharing economy, the commons movement, 
and Peer-to-Peer practices.
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The decolonization projects in South America, Africa, and Asia also align with 
this model.

April 2016
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New Systems: Possibilities and Proposals
Truly addressing the problems of the twenty-first century requires going 
beyond business as usual-it requires “changing the system.” But what does this 
mean? And what would it entail? 

The inability of traditional politics and policies to address fundamental U.S. 
challenges has generated an increasing number of thoughtful proposals 
that suggest new possibilities. Individual thinkers have begun to set out-
sometimes in considerable detail-alternatives that emphasize fundamental 
change in our system of politics and economics. 

We at the Next System Project want to help dispel the wrongheaded idea that 
“there is no alternative.” To that end, we have been gathering some of the most 
interesting and important proposals for political-economic alternatives-in 
effect, descriptions of new systems. Some are more detailed than others, but 
each seeks to envision something very different from today’s political economy. 

We have been working with their authors on the basis of a comparative 
framework-available on our website-aimed at encouraging them to 
elaborate their visions to include not only core economic institutions but 
also-as far as is possible-political structure, cultural dimensions, transition 
pathways, and so forth. The result is two-dozen papers, to be released in small 
groups over the coming months. 

Individually and collectively, these papers challenge the deadly notion that 
nothing can be done-disputing that capitalism as we know it is the best and, 
in any case, the only possible option. They offer a basis upon which we might 
greatly expand the boundaries of political debate in the United States and 
beyond. We hope this work will help catalyze a substantive dialogue about the 
need for a radically different system and how we might go about building it.

James Gustave Speth, Co-Chair, Next System Project

Visit thenextsystem.org to learn more.


