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Summary 
Civil society's contemporary resource crisis cannot be understood only as a problem of 

insufficient or poorly distributed funding. It also reflects civil society's structural location within 

the political economy of value: much of organized civil society depends on resources created, 

accumulated, owned and ultimately allocated elsewhere. This creates forms of material 

dependence that can constrain civic autonomy even where formal political freedoms remain.  

This paper argues that the sector’s current financial crisis may be more than a funding problem: 

it may reveal a deeper problem in civil society’s location within the political economy of value. 

While contemporary responses emphasize diversification, localization and sustainability, these 

approaches rarely question civil society’s limited relationship with the creation, ownership and 

governance of economic value itself. 

The paper develops the idea of material freedom to describe the capacity of civic actors to 

exercise independent judgement and sustain civic agency without any external resource holder 

possessing the power to make disagreement existential. It then asks whether civil society might 

move beyond being principally a recipient of redistributed value and participate more 

deliberately in forms of value creation and ownership designed to sustain civic agency. This is 

not an argument for turning NGOs into businesses. It is an inquiry into whether economic 

institutions, assets and resource relationships can be organized differently — so that civic 

freedom has a more durable material foundation while remaining democratically accountable 

and resistant to both market and political capture. 
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Introduction: Moral Power Has a Material 
Problem 
There is a familiar way of locating civil society in modern political thought. The state sits on one 

side. The market sits on the other. Somewhere between them is civil society — the world of 

associations, movements, charities, non-governmental organizations, unions, faith communities 

and voluntary action. At first glance, this is a useful distinction. It protects civil society from 

being confused with government or business. It gives civic life a particular moral and political 

character. The state governs and coerces. The market produces and exchanges. Civil society 

associates, deliberates, organizes, contests and imagines.  

But there is something unsettling about a sphere of society defined largely by what it is not. To 

be “between” is not necessarily to be free. It may also mean living in the shadow of powers that 

are more materially organized than oneself. The state possesses law, taxation, bureaucracy, 

and, ultimately, coercive power. The market organizes production, exchange and accumulation. 

It owns factories, platforms, land, financial institutions, data, supply chains and, increasingly, the 

digital infrastructure through which social life is mediated. Civil society is often left with a 

conscience. 

This is not a small thing. Conscience, solidarity and collective voice are among the most 

consequential forces in political history. Abolitionist movements, labour struggles, women’s 

movements, anti-colonial movements and struggles against authoritarianism remind us that 

organized citizens can alter the direction of history without commanding armies or owning 

corporations. 

Yet moral power has a material problem.  

A movement can name injustice without owning the infrastructure required to sustain resistance 

to it. An organization can mobilize citizens without controlling the resources necessary for long-

term mobilization. Civic actors can imagine radically different futures while depending, for their 

continued existence, on institutions whose interests may be invested in the present. 

This paper begins with that paradox. At a moment of financial crisis for organized civil society, I 

ask whether we are increasingly trying to defend civic autonomy from a position of material 

dependency. The question is not simply where the next grant will come from. It is more 

fundamental — where is civil society located in the political economy of value, and what does 

that location do to its freedom?  

Put differently: how free can civil society really be at the end of the value chain? 
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The Geography of Value 
Much of the contemporary debate about civil society sustainability begins with money. Donor 

budgets are contracting.1 Governments are imposing new restrictions on foreign funding.2 

Philanthropic priorities are shifting.3 Competition for grants is intensifying. The standard 

response is familiar vocabulary: diversification, localization, domestic resource mobilization, 

unrestricted funding, innovative finance and sustainability.4 All of these are important, especially 

insofar as they confirm that the sector is not unaware of its vulnerability. But I am increasingly 

unconvinced that the crisis before civil society is fundamentally a funding crisis. It may be a 

crisis of our location in the political economy of value. 

Consider, in deliberately simplified terms, two dominant resource pathways on which formal 

development NGOs have historically depended. Private philanthropy often begins with wealth 

created and accumulated through economic activity. Capital is invested. Enterprises generate 

returns. Wealth accumulates. A portion of that wealth is transferred to foundations or 

philanthropic vehicles and eventually distributed to organizations pursuing public purposes. 

Bilateral development assistance follows a different route. Economic activity is taxed by a state. 

Public revenue enters the treasury. Political and bureaucratic institutions determine 

development and foreign-policy priorities. A portion of public resources is allocated to 

development cooperation and, through various mechanisms, eventually reaches civil society 

organizations. 

The pathways are obviously more complex than these descriptions suggest. But the structural 

point remains. In both arrangements, much of organized civil society enters the story after value 

has already been created, accumulated and politically allocated. We receive redistributed value. 

We rarely participate in determining the terms under which that value is produced, owned or 

governed. 

 

1 OECD, “A Historic Decline in Foreign Aid: Preliminary 2025 ODA Data”, 9 April 2026. Official development 
assistance from DAC members fell by 23.1% in 2025, the largest annual contraction on record and the 
second consecutive annual decline. See also OECD, ODA Projections for 2026 and the Near-Term (Paris: 
OECD Publishing, 2026). 
 
2 International Center for Not-for-Profit Law, Foreign Influence Registration Laws and Civil Society: An 
Analysis and Responses (Washington, DC: ICNL, updated January 2025). 
 
3 See OECD, Private Philanthropy for Development, 3rd ed. (2026), and Center for Effective Philanthropy, 
State of Nonprofits 2025: What Funders Need to Know (2025). 
 
4 These responses draw from overlapping debates on civil society sustainability, localization and 
financing reform. On domestic resource mobilization, see Emmanuel Kumi and Rachel Hayman, Analysing 
the Relationship Between Domestic Resource Mobilisation and Civic Space: Results of a Scoping Study 
(Oxford: INTRAC, 2019). On the diversification of civil society funding sources and modalities, see Forus, 
Funding Civil Society Organisations and Networks: Promising Approaches to Financing Development in the 
21st Century (2022). On localization and flexible, predictable, multi-year and core financing, see OECD, 
Pathways Towards Effective Locally Led Development Co-operation (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2024), and 
OECD, Practical Guidelines for Supporting Locally Led Development (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2026). On 
innovative approaches involving the mobilization of private capital, see OECD, Increasing Development 
Finance Efforts to Scale Private Finance Mobilised and Its Impact (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2025). 
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The problem is not that redistribution is inherently undesirable. Modern societies could not 

function without it. Taxation, social protection and public expenditure are all systems for 

redistributing collectively produced resources. Philanthropy has supported extraordinarily 

important institutions, movements and experiments. International solidarity has financed 

struggles and public goods that governments and markets neglected or actively opposed. Nor is 

this a moral denunciation of aid. God knows many civic organizations still need it. In contexts of 

deep economic inequality and political repression, international solidarity may remain 

indispensable. 

My concern is with the posture of innocence that sometimes accompanies civil society’s 

relationship with the economy. We criticize markets while surviving on the afterlife of markets. 

We condemn extractive economic systems while sometimes depending on philanthropic wealth 

produced by those same systems. We speak about autonomy while the material conditions of 

our organizations are periodically renewed through applications, approvals, contracts and 

compliance processes controlled elsewhere. 

This should at least trouble us. 

Karl Polanyi’s great contribution to political economy was to challenge the fiction of a self-

regulating economy existing independently of society. In The Great Transformation, he argued 

that economic life had historically been embedded in social relations and that the attempt to 

create a self-regulating market was itself a political and institutional project.5 Perhaps civil 

society has inherited the inverse of this conceptual mistake. If market fundamentalism imagined 

an economy separate from society, parts of civil society would have sometimes imagined civic 

life as separate from the economy. Frank Adloff has directly criticized this separation, arguing 

that economies are not only embedded in civil society but can also be organized according to 

civil society principles.6 

By morally distancing ourselves from production, ownership and accumulation, we may have left 

the organization of material life largely to actors whose primary institutional purpose is not civic 

freedom. We then return downstream to negotiate for a portion of the value they have 

generated. 

 

5 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (1944; Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2001). 
 
6 Frank Adloff, “Capitalism and Civil Society Revisited or: Conceptualizing a Civil, Sustainable and Solidary 
Economy,” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 34 (2021): 149–159, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-020-09373-5. 
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Every Resource Relationship Carries a Theory of 
Power 
It is now almost fashionable in development circles to say that resourcing is about power. The 

statement is correct. But I am not sure we have followed it to its most uncomfortable 

conclusion. 

Money is only the visible surface of a resource relationship. Beneath it lie questions of 

ownership, control and decision-making. Who produces the resources that make civic action 

possible? Who owns those resources before they enter the civic sphere? Who determines when 

they become available? Who decides which problems are sufficiently urgent to finance? Who 

defines acceptable risk? Who determines the time horizon within which change should occur? 

Who has the authority to withdraw? 

Every resource relationship carries, whether explicitly or otherwise, a theory of power. Resource 

dependence theory gives us a useful starting point. Jeffrey Pfeffer and Gerald Salancik argued 

that organizations are constrained by their dependence on actors who control resources critical 

to organizational survival.7 The insight moves us beyond the nationality of money. A foreign 

donor can create dependence. So can a domestic government, a corporation, a wealthy local 

philanthropist, a creditor or a market. Dependence is relational. It exists where another actor 

possesses disproportionate power over the conditions of one’s continuity. 

The literature on NGO funding has documented versions of this problem for decades. Scholars 

and practitioners have raised concerns about upward accountability, projectization, 

professionalization and the technocratic orientation of development NGOs. Nicola Banks, David 

Hulme and Michael Edwards argue that weak roots in civil society, donor dependence and the 

technocratic turn in aid have left many NGOs poorly placed to influence the deeper drivers of 

social change.8 

Yet the problem is not always crude donor interference. Power is frequently more subtle than 

instruction. No one needs to telephone an organization and order it to abandon an issue. 

Organizations learn. They learn which concepts travel well. Resilience. Innovation. Inclusion. 

Localization. Accountability. They learn which political questions can be translated into 

programme language and which cannot. They learn to convert anger into outcomes, political 

struggle into indicators and long historical wounds into twelve-month deliverables. 

Over time, organizations become fluent in the grammar of survival. This is not because NGO 

leaders are intellectually dishonest. Often, it is because organizations are responsible for 

salaries, offices, commitments to communities and programmes already underway. Institutional 

survival is itself a moral responsibility. But adaptation has consequences. When the rhythm of 

 

7 Jeffrey Pfeffer and Gerald R. Salancik, The External Control of Organizations: A Resource Dependence 
Perspective (New York: Harper & Row, 1978; Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003). 
 
8 Nicola Banks, David Hulme and Michael Edwards, “NGOs, States, and Donors Revisited: Still Too Close 
for Comfort?” World Development 66 (2015): 707–718, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2014.09.028. 
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an organization’s life is composed elsewhere, autonomy becomes negotiated. The organization 

may remain legally independent. Its board may be local. Its strategy may have been developed 

through an elaborate participatory process. Yet its practical universe is still shaped by what can 

be financed. 

Funding does not merely support our work. Sometimes, quietly, it teaches us how to think. This 

is also where a deterministic account of donor power becomes inadequate. Malin Arvidson and 

Stig Linde show that external funding does not mechanically erase non-profit autonomy — 

organizations negotiate “discretionary space” within resource-dependent relationships.9 That is 

an important correction. Civic organizations are strategic actors. They bargain, cross-subsidize, 

resist and sometimes persuade funders to move. But their work raises a question that, for me, is 

even more important: what happens when negotiation fails? How much of an organization’s 

discretionary space rests on the skill of its leaders to manage a relationship, and how much 

rests on the organization’s ability to survive the end of that relationship? 

 

9 Malin Arvidson and Stig Linde, “Control and Autonomy: Resource Dependence Relations and Non-Profit 
Organizations,” Journal of Organizational Ethnography 10, no. 2 (2021): 207–221, 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JOE-05-2020-0021. 
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From Sustainability to Material Freedom 
The language of sustainability has served civil society reasonably well, but it may now be 

reaching its intellectual limits. Sustainability asks whether an organization can continue. 

Material freedom asks whether it can disagree and still continue. The distinction is fundamental. 

An organization may be financially sustainable because it has secured a ten-year funding 

agreement from a single foundation. Its income is predictable. Its programmes are funded. Its 

staff contracts are secure. Yet if the withdrawal of that one relationship threatens institutional 

collapse, the organization remains materially exposed. Another organization may have a smaller 

annual budget but own its office, hold an operating reserve, receive modest membership 

contributions and derive income from a collectively governed asset. It may be poorer in annual 

revenue and yet possess a greater capacity to survive disagreement. 

Financial sustainability is concerned with continuity. Organizational resilience is concerned with 

the capacity to absorb shocks and adapt. Resource autonomy concerns access to and control 

over resources. Civic wealth creation, as developed by G. T. Lumpkin and Sophie Bacq, is 

concerned with the social, economic and communal endowments generated through collective 

processes of societal value creation.10 All four concepts illuminate part of the problem. None 

quite captures the question troubling me. Can a civic actor exercise independent judgement 

when the consequences of disagreement with a resource holder may be existential?  

I use material freedom to describe the effective capacity of a civic actor to exercise independent 

judgement and sustain core civic agency because no external resource holder possesses 

unilateral power to make disagreement existential through resource withdrawal. 

The idea draws on, but is not identical to, Albert Hirschman’s classic account of exit, voice and 

loyalty.11 Voice is exercised under different conditions when exit is possible. In a funding 

relationship, an organization may formally possess voice — it can object, negotiate or refuse. But 

the political meaning of refusal changes if one party can leave with little consequence while the 

other faces closure within three months. The issue is the distribution of exit power. Who can 

leave whom? Who can replace whom? Who bears the greater cost when the relationship ends? 

Who can refuse whose conditions? Who can survive disagreement? 

This is what I call existential resource leverage: the capacity of a resource holder, through 

unilateral withdrawal, to credibly threaten the continuity of another actor’s core civic agency. 

Material freedom increases as such leverage becomes less concentrated. This is not a claim 

that resources determine civic courage. Some of the bravest movements in history have acted 

under conditions of extreme material precarity. Conversely, some very wealthy institutions have 

 

10 G. T. Lumpkin and Sophie Bacq, “Civic Wealth Creation: A New View of Stakeholder Engagement and 
Societal Impact,” Academy of Management Perspectives 33, no. 4 (2019): 383–404, 
https://doi.org/10.5465/amp.2017.0060. 
 
11 Albert O. Hirschman, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, Organizations, and States 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1970). 
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been politically timid. Material freedom is not a theory of virtue. It is a theory of the conditions 

under which civic virtue becomes materially easier or more difficult to exercise over time. 

The distinction also matters because resilience can be mistaken for freedom. An organization 

may become exceptionally good at changing its language, shrinking its ambitions, moving 

programmes or redesigning activities to survive a hostile environment. It may be resilient. But 

adaptation is not always evidence of autonomy. Sometimes adaptation is the institutional form 

taken by constraint. 

The ability to survive unfreedom is not the same as being free.  

Amartya Sen’s wider argument that freedom must be understood in terms of substantive 

capabilities rather than formal permission is useful here, even if it cannot be mechanically 

transferred from individuals to organizations.12 A civil society organization may be legally free to 

criticize the government, but can it survive the consequences of doing so? It may formally be 

free to refuse a grant. But can it meet payroll after refusal? A movement may possess 

constitutional freedom of association. But does it possess a place to meet, the means to 

communicate and the resources to organize? Formal civic autonomy without material capacity 

is fragile freedom. It exists, but under conditions. 

 

12 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 
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The NGO at the End of the Value Chain 
Seen from this perspective, the modern NGO has become remarkably sophisticated at 

mobilizing redistributed value. We have fundraising departments, grants managers, partnership 

teams, compliance systems and business development units. We have developed an entire 

professional vocabulary around securing resources generated elsewhere. This infrastructure is 

necessary within the present system. But consider the asymmetry. How many civil society 

organizations possess serious institutional knowledge about cooperative economics? How 

many understand asset ownership as a civic strategy? How many have explored community 

shares, mutual finance, solidarity funds, civic endowments or mission-locked enterprises? How 

many boards spend as much time discussing the political economy of their organization’s 

material autonomy as they spend reviewing donor pipelines? 

We have professionalized fundraising without necessarily developing a theory of civic wealth. 

That may be one of the most consequential omissions in contemporary civil society practice. 

The aid system did not merely fund civil society organizations. It helped shape the organizations 

we learned to build. We developed project cycles around donor time. We built governance and 

management systems around compliance. We hired people skilled in proposal development, 

monitoring and reporting. We became extraordinarily competent inhabitants of the aid 

architecture. Perhaps too competent. 

The danger of institutional adaptation is that an organization can become perfectly designed for 

a world that is disappearing. The contraction and political contestation of aid should therefore 

not be treated only as a financial emergency. It may also reveal a crisis of institutional 

imagination. Civil society knows how to diversify donors. But does it know how to distribute 

ownership? It knows how to calculate indirect cost recovery. But does it know how to design a 

commons? It knows how to close a project. But does it know how to accumulate civic wealth 

across generations? 
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The Wrong Answer: “NGOs Should Become 
Businesses” 
At this point, the argument can easily go wrong. The lazy conclusion would be that NGOs should 

become entrepreneurial or that civil society must embrace business. That is not my argument. 

Commercialization is not autonomy. An organization can escape donor dependence only to 

become dependent on customers, investors, creditors or volatile markets. Revenue is not 

freedom merely because it is earned rather than granted. 

Research on non-profit marketization and hybrid organizations has warned of precisely these 

tensions. Angela Eikenberry and Jodie Kluver argue that marketization can weaken non-profits’ 

advocacy, value-expressive and social-capital roles.13 Alnoor Ebrahim, Julie Battilana and 

Johanna Mair show how organizations combining social missions with market mechanisms 

face distinctive governance and mission-drift problems.14 

Commercial imperatives can gradually privilege clients able to pay, activities able to generate 

margins and outcomes legible to investors. Civil society should be no more naive about market 

money than it has sometimes been about donor money. Nancy Fraser’s account of “cannibal 

capitalism” offers a further warning. Capitalism, she argues, depends on background conditions 

— including social reproduction, ecological systems and public power — that it simultaneously 

destabilizes.15 A civic organization entering the market does not automatically civilize the 

market. The market may instead marketize the organization. 

The question, then, is more difficult: can civil society participate in value creation without 

becoming market-captured? Can civic organizations own productive assets without allowing 

accumulation to become their purpose? Can economic institutions be designed so that surplus 

serves civic freedom rather than private extraction? Can communities create and govern 

resources whose institutional purpose is to protect their capacity to organize, contest and 

imagine? I do not yet think the literature or practice permits an easy “yes.” But it gives us 

enough evidence to treat the question seriously. 

 

13 Angela M. Eikenberry and Jodie Drapal Kluver, “The Marketization of the Nonprofit Sector: Civil Society 
at Risk?” Public Administration Review 64, no. 2 (2004): 132–140, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-
6210.2004.00355.x. 
 
14 Alnoor Ebrahim, Julie Battilana and Johanna Mair, “The Governance of Social Enterprises: Mission Drift 
and Accountability Challenges in Hybrid Organizations,” Research in Organizational Behavior 34 (2014): 
81–100, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2014.09.001. 
 
15 Nancy Fraser, Cannibal Capitalism: How Our System Is Devouring Democracy, Care, and the Planet – and 
What We Can Do About It (London: Verso, 2022). 
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Towards a Civic Economy  
There are already intellectual and institutional traditions that make it possible to think beyond 

the binary of charity and business. The social and solidarity economy is perhaps the most 

visible. In 2022, the International Labour Conference adopted an international definition of the 

social and solidarity economy covering enterprises, organizations and other entities engaged in 

economic, social and environmental activities that serve collective or general interest and are 

based on principles including voluntary cooperation, mutual aid, democratic or participatory 

governance, autonomy and the primacy of people and social purpose over capital.16 In April 

2023, the United Nations General Assembly adopted Resolution 77/281 promoting the social 

and solidarity economy for sustainable development.17 Cooperatives, mutual societies, 

associations, foundations and social enterprises therefore occupy an increasingly recognized 

institutional landscape. 

Yet there is an important distinction between the social economy and what I am tentatively 

calling a civic economy. My interest is not simply in economic organizations with a social 

purpose. A company selling affordable solar lamps may have an admirable social purpose. A 

social enterprise providing health services may generate substantial public value. A civic 

economy asks a more politically specific question: can economic institutions be deliberately 

organized to reproduce the material conditions of civic agency? In other words, can we create 

economic arrangements whose purpose is not only to solve a social problem but to protect 

society’s capacity to associate, organize, deliberate, dissent and act collectively? 

A civic endowment might permanently finance independent public-interest research. A 

community-owned conference facility might generate income for civic education and organizing 

while providing affordable infrastructure for associations and movements. A cooperative owned 

by civic workers might protect livelihoods during periods of organizational contraction, reducing 

the personal precarity that often disciplines civic actors. A mission-locked enterprise might 

dedicate a defined share of its surplus to independent civic institutions. A locally-governed 

solidarity fund might pool resources for public-interest litigation, emergency protection of 

human rights defenders or community organizing. Community foundations might turn traditions 

of giving into locally-governed civic capital. Shared digital and physical infrastructure might 

reduce the recurrent costs that keep organizations permanently chasing project overheads. 

None of these ideas are entirely new, and that is precisely the point.  

Across the world, cooperatives, mutuals, credit unions, community foundations, worker-owned 

enterprises and solidarity-finance institutions have long challenged the assumption that private 

capital and the state are the only institutions capable of organizing economic life. Elinor 

Ostrom’s work on the commons demonstrated that communities can, under particular 

 

16 International Labour Organization, Resolution Concerning Decent Work and the Social and Solidarity 
Economy, International Labour Conference, 110th Session (Geneva: ILO, 2022). 
 
17 United Nations General Assembly, “Promoting the Social and Solidarity Economy for Sustainable 
Development”, A/RES/77/281, adopted 18 April 2023. 
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institutional conditions, devise durable rules for governing shared resources outside a simple 

state-versus-private-property binary.18 

The question for contemporary civil society is not whether institutional alternatives have ever 

existed. It is whether we have taken seriously enough their possible relevance to civic autonomy. 

This is where civic wealth becomes politically interesting. Lumpkin and Bacq use civic wealth to 

describe social, economic, and communal endowments created through collective processes. I 

am interested in a narrower category: autonomy-producing civic wealth — assets and capacities 

governed in ways that reduce concentrated existential resource leverage and enlarge the 

effective freedom of civic actors.  

Who owns the asset? Who governs the enterprise? How is surplus distributed? Can the mission 

be changed? What happens when civic purpose conflicts with profitability? Who has voice? Are 

communities owners or merely consumers? What prevents privatization after an institution 

becomes successful? What happens when founders leave? 

The cooperative principle of one member, one vote is a design choice. An asset lock is a design 

choice. A permanent endowment is a design choice. A constitutional requirement that surplus 

finance civic purposes is a design choice. Community ownership is a design choice. No 

economic institution is morally secured by the virtue of its founders. Ethical value creation 

requires structures capable of surviving individual virtue. 

 

18 Elinor Ostrom, Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
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Beyond Diversification: Who Becomes More 
Powerful? 
Civil society’s standard response to financial insecurity is diversification. The logic is simple: if 

dependence on one donor is dangerous, acquire five donors. Add a consultancy arm. Introduce 

membership fees. Develop a social enterprise. Seek corporate partnerships. Explore individual 

giving. Diversification may reduce concentration risk. But it does not necessarily produce 

autonomy. Five actors can discipline an organization as effectively as one. A diversified portfolio 

may still leave every core civic function exposed to external approval. 

The deeper issue is not the number of revenue streams. It is the political character of the 

resource relationships and the distribution of existential leverage. A material-freedom 

perspective therefore asks different questions. Does this resource strengthen the organization’s 

capacity to determine its own priorities? Does it deepen accountability to citizens and 

communities? Does it create an asset that will outlive a project cycle? Who owns the value 

created? Who governs the surplus? Does it distribute ownership or concentrate it? Does it 

reproduce solidarity? Can the organization refuse politically unacceptable conditions? Does the 

resource strengthen or weaken the capacity to dissent? What new dependencies are created? 

And perhaps most importantly: who becomes more powerful because this resource model 

exists?  

If a domestic fundraising model makes an Executive Director more powerful but citizens no 

more powerful, has civic autonomy increased? If a social enterprise creates unrestricted revenue 

but redirects organizational attention away from rights advocacy, has freedom increased? If an 

endowment protects an organization from donors but also protects its leadership from public 

accountability, has autonomy become insulation? Material freedom, therefore, cannot mean 

freedom from society. Civic autonomy is legitimate precisely because civic institutions claim a 

public purpose. The challenge is to build institutions sufficiently autonomous to resist capture 

but sufficiently socially embedded to remain accountable. 



  

Can Civil Society Be Free at the End of the Value Chain? 16 

 

An Inquiry, Not a Manifesto 
I do not yet have a settled model of the civic economy. That is important for me to admit. There 

is a danger in falling in love with the question and prematurely manufacturing the answer. 

Cooperatives fail. Social enterprises drift from their missions. Community institutions can be 

captured by local elites. Membership models can privilege those able to pay. Domestic 

philanthropy can reproduce domestic inequalities just as international philanthropy reproduces 

global ones. Asset accumulation can make organizations conservative. Financial independence 

can produce political isolation rather than public accountability. There is no innocent money. 

There may also be no final institutional form called “the civic economy” waiting to be 

discovered. What exists instead are experiments, histories, partial successes and failures from 

which we might learn. The task is therefore empirical as much as philosophical. 

Where are civic actors already participating in value creation without surrendering public 

purpose? What can be learned from cooperative movements, mutual societies and community 

foundations? Are there civic institutions that have deliberately accumulated assets to protect 

their political independence? How do organizations govern mission-aligned enterprises? Under 

what conditions does domestic resource mobilization strengthen downward accountability and 

civic participation? When does market participation produce mission drift? What forms of 

ownership best protect civic purpose across generations?  

And, in politically restrictive environments, can material autonomy genuinely expand civic 

freedom, or does state power simply find new instruments of control? These are questions 

worth investigating. They matter particularly in societies where civic space is contracting at the 

same moment that traditional development finance is becoming less certain. 

I return to the question with which I began. Can civil society be free at the end of the value 

chain? I suspect the answer is no. Not fully. Not if the resources that sustain civic action are 

perpetually produced elsewhere, owned elsewhere and released according to priorities 

determined elsewhere. This does not mean abandoning aid or philanthropy. It does not mean 

transforming NGOs into companies. It means refusing to mistake dependence for destiny. 

Perhaps the next frontier of civic practice is not another debate about sustainability. Perhaps it 

is the patient, politically conscious construction of institutions, assets and resource 

relationships that give civic freedom material duration. The question is not how to make civil 

society rich. It is how to give civic freedom somewhere material to stand. 
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