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Bureaucracy, defined as governance by office, adheres to formal rules, is executed by qualified 

officers, and based on documented knowledge. Max Weber, who put this older phenomenon on 

the sociological agenda, lists “[p]recision, speed, unambiguity, knowledge of the files, continuity, 

discretion, unity, strict subordination, reduction of friction and of material and personal costs” as 

key characteristics of bureaucratic administration particularly rational.1 

Whereas Weber was well aware of the fact that bureaucratic traits could be found in voluntary 

associations too, subsequent scholarship on bureaucracy has focused overwhelmingly on state and 

business organisations.2 Meanwhile, voluntary associations came to be defined in contrast to 

bureaucracies, so that the performance criteria listed by Weber do not readily apply to them.3 As 

volunteers are neither forced nor paid for their contribution, they are unlikely to subject to “strict 

subordination”. Members can afford to be maximalists, which easily causes friction within and 

around associations. Volunteers also pride themselves on their generosity with which they dedicate 

time and effort to a cause and which they regard being above cost considerations. Members of 

associations establish personal relations and engage in sociability, which contrasts with the 

formality of rank, processes, and files. Without formal remit or firm ties to a particular domain, 

associations devote themselves to all sorts of causes with great flexibility, but often at the expense 

of precision and persistence. 

                                                           
1 Max Weber, ‘Bureaucracy’, in: H. H. Gerth, C. Wright Mills, eds., From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (London: 
Routledge, 1991), 196-244, here 214. 
2 For a short overview see Amanda K. Damarin, ‘Bureaucracy, Sociology of’, in: James D. Wright, ed., International 
Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences, 2nd edition, vol. 2 (London: Elsevier, 2015), 913-918; with a 
Nordic focus recently Haldor Byrkjeflot, Fredrik Engelstad, eds., Bureaucracy and Society in Transition: Comparative 
Perspectives (Bingley: Emerald, 2018). 
3 Heinz-Dieter Horch, ‘The intermediary organisational structure of voluntary associations’, in: Voluntary Sector 
Review 9, 1 (2018), 55-72. 
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While the ideal type of voluntary association differs from state and business organisations in its 

rationale and modus operandi, bureaucratic elements are commonly found in actual associations, 

from statutes and seniority to uniforms and minute books, from annual reports and questionnaires 

for members to audits, statistics, forms, and officers. 

The planned workshop zooms in on these and other instances of bureaucracy in voluntary 

associations. Starting from the observation that associations have developed bureaucratic traits to 

a greater extent than necessary for the mere pursuit of their stated purposes, it asks when and why 

bureaucracy grew in the voluntary sector and how it impinged on both the relations between 

members and the role of associations in society. Placing Nordic developments in comparative and 

transnational perspectives, the workshop uses bureaucracy as a lens to explore the conformity, 

consensus, and collaborativeness that are commonly held to be characteristic for associational life 

as well as state-civil society relations in the region. 

Historians and social scientists have studied both bureaucracy and voluntary associations 

extensively, yet rarely in combination. On one hand and as mentioned, research on bureaucracy 

has largely focused on state administration and companies, with only few studies looking more 

closely at bureaucracy in voluntary organisations.4 By following trends of bureaucratisation since 

around the mid-nineteenth century, the workshop wants to put these studies in a historical 

perspective. On the other hand, much historical and social-scientific research on voluntary 

organisations builds on idealised notions of associations as “schools of democracy”, which create 

equality, generate social capital, and train their members in democratic self-governance. Studies 

that are based on these and similar concepts either pay less attention to the bureaucratic aspects of 

associations or map the organisations in the “third sector” with little regard for the goings-on inside 

associations.5 The concern with bureaucracy suspends idealised assumptions and offers a 

perspective to study the inner workings, organisational practices, and social relations in voluntary 

                                                           
4 Mike Savage, ‘The Popularity of Bureaucracy: Involvement in Voluntary Associations’, in: Paul du Gay, ed., The 
Values of Bureaucracy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 309-334; Nina Eliasoph, ‘Measuring the Grassroots: 
Puzzles of Cultivating the Grassroots from the Top Down’, in: Sociological Quarterly 55 (2014), 467-492; Halvard 
Vike, Politics and Bureaucracy in the Norwegian Welfare State: An Anthropological Approach (Cham: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018); Mona Florian, ‘Unlikely Allies: Bureaucracy as a Cultural Trope in a Grassroots Volunteer 
Organization’, in: Scandinavian Journal of Management 34 (2018), 151-161. 
5 Per Selle, Dag Wollebæk, ‘Why Social Democracy is not a Civil Society Regime in Norway’, in: Journal of Political 
Ideologies 15, 3 (2010), 289-301; Bernard Enjolras, Kristin Strömsnes, eds., Scandinavian Civil Society and Social 
Transformations: Non-profit and Civil Society Studies (Cham: Springer, 2018). 
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associations. Close-up views into these aspects of associational life are still rare, yet essential to 

assess their role in society. 

Bureaucracy also enables us to explore the relationship between civil society and the state in a new 

way. Much Scandinavian research on the history of voluntary associations transcends the 

distinction between state and civil society in shared values, traditions, historical coincidences, 

demographic homogeneity, or a higher, collective interest that is supposedly represented by the 

state.6 This is done explicitly in contrast to Anglo-American models of civil society that regard 

voluntary associations as the democratic challengers to potentially, if not actually, autocratic 

governments.7 The focus on bureaucracy retains the distinction between voluntary associations 

and the state but acknowledges that the relationship between the two is more varied than the terms 

“protest” and “control” suggest. In Europe and the Nordic countries in particular, voluntary 

associations have been instrumental in the development of public services of various kinds, leaving 

it to the state to take over, whereas states have encouraged organised voluntarism in order to 

“outsource” certain responsibilities. In due course, states have initiated control and audit systems 

that have provided incentives for voluntary organisations to develop bureaucratic practices in order 

to pass quality control and qualify for funding.  

The study of voluntary bureaucracy sheds light on the emergence and the extent of this mutual 

relationship from the early years of associational life in the first half of the nineteenth century to 

today. It may also lead to a novel interpretation of Nordic state-civil society relations that 

challenges accounts which regard the relative harmony between state and civil society as an 

expression of a particular political culture. This political culture is supposedly rooted in “values” 

and “traditions” reaching back centuries and manifests itself in the very phenomenon it is supposed 

to explain.8 In contrast, the focus on bureaucracy supposes that relative consensus was the effect 

                                                           
6 Lars Trägårdh, ‘Rethinking the Nordic Welfare State through a Neo-Hegelian Theory of State and Civil Society’, in: 
Journal of Political Ideologies 15, 3 (2010), 227-239; Henrik Stenius, ‘Nordic Associational Life in a European and an 
Inter-Nordic Perspective’, in: Risto Alapuro, Henrik Stenius, eds., Nordic Associations in a European Perspective 
(Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2010), 29-86; Jeffrey C. Alexander et al., eds., The Nordic Civil Sphere (Cambridge: Polity, 
2019); Liv Egholm, Lars Bo Kaspersen, eds., Civil Society: Between Concepts and Empirical Grounds (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2021). 
7 See Craig Calhoun, ‘Civil Society and the Public Sphere: History of the Concept’, in: James D. Wright, ed., 
International Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences, 2nd edition, vol. 3 (London: Elsevier, 2015), 701-
706, with further references.  
8 See, for instance, Stenius, ‘Nordic Associational Life’. 
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of reiterated organisational practices, namely bureaucratic voluntarism. It also suggests that the 

broad adoption of these practices in the “third sector” should be understood in the light of 

immediate gains members sought in associations – recognition of peers, insurance against life’s 

risks, influencing policymakers – and their conduct in associational life. Ultimately, we hope to 

explore further the convergence and the tensions between the independence and openness of 

purpose that characterise “civil society” on one hand and the purposeful rationality and 

accountability of “civil service” on the other. 

The workshop is mainly interested in contributions that shed light on the organisational practices 

of associations of all kind, from leisure clubs to advocacy groups, social movement associations 

and trade and industry bodies. Studies may focus on individual clubs and their members at the 

local level or at larger associations at the regional or (inter)national level, including committees at 

the interface of the voluntary sector and the state. Papers may present historical or contemporary 

case studies. We are also open for paper suggestions that approach bureaucracy in civil society or 

voluntary associations in a theoretical manner. 

Possible topics for papers include, but are not limited to the following areas: 

 

1. Origins and trends of bureaucratisation in the voluntary sector 

Contributions may focus on early instances of bureaucracy in voluntary associations. When did 

they occur, what kind of associations adopted bureaucratic practices, for what reasons, based on 

what models? Were associations forced or incentivised by the state to accommodate bureaucratic 

requirements? Did economic activities such as co-operatives necessitate forms of bureaucracy? Or 

did associations adopt bureaucratic traits to gain prestige or legitimacy? Was bureaucratisation a 

means for middle-class members to dominate associations or even for leaders to take control in a 

way outlined by Robert Michels as “the iron law of oligarchy”? Did civil servants import 

bureaucratic techniques into the voluntary sector? 
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2. Historical trends and regional particularities 

Papers concerned with these aspects may highlight particular moments when the formal 

organisation of associations gained momentum; the First World War, the rise of the Labour party 

in the 1930s, or the German occupation of Norway may have been moments when bureaucracy 

was driven forward, while many grassroots organisations in the 1960s may have formulated a 

strong critique against overtly formal organisations. Contributions mal also focus on examples of 

civil society turning into civil service and present insights into the mechanisms of that 

transformation. Regarding regional particularities, the workshop invites comparative papers that 

critically scrutinise Nordic variations or hold Norwegian, Danish, Finnish, Swedish, or Icelandic 

experiences against cases from continental Europe or Britain. 

 

3. Voluntary associations as “schools of bureaucracy”? 

Papers may trace connections between the voluntary sector and the public administration and 

follow individuals to gauge whether associations served as training grounds for careers in the 

state.9 The trajectory of functionaries could be a valuable point of departure for fruitful studies. 

Within associations, they may ask whether bureaucracy trained members in “discretion”, “unity”, 

or “subordination”, to use Weber’s terms. Assuming complete consensus to be the exception rather 

than the rule in associations, papers may ask whether bureaucratisation affected volunteers’ 

propensity to raise “voice” or prevented them to “exit” the organisation (Albert O. Hirschman). 

Did associations deploy bureaucractic techniques like formal rules, hierarchies, or procedures to 

mitigate conflicts or enforce conformity among members? 

 

4. Goals and goal displacement in bureaucratic associations 

Much sociological work on bureaucracy is concerned with dysfunctionalities or unintended 

consequences of bureaucracy, that is to say organisational measures that are meant to improve 

                                                           
9 This has been early on by Sverre Steen, ‘De frivillige sammenslutninger og det norske demokrati’, in: Idem, Tusen 
års norske historie: artikler og avhandlinger (Oslo: Cappelen, 1958), 182-196.  
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performance but lead to inefficiency, “goal displacement” or “mission drift”.10 Contributions to 

the workshop may address similar questions to associations and ask whether associations were as 

prone to bureaucratic dysfunctionalities as state or business organisations and whether they reacted 

differently as they faced such challenges.  

 

5. Alternatives to bureaucracy 

While many associations developed intricate bureaucracies, others aimed at spontaneity and 

immediacy. Papers may trace the critique of bureaucracy that was formulated in defense of the 

“third sector” or ask whether associations developed alternative forms of organisation to avoid the 

dysfunctionalities of bureaucracy. Case studies on voluntary organisations formed in “alternative 

milieus” or as part of the new social movements may be of particular relevance here. 

 

6. Bureaucracy as an antidote to inequality and conduit of democracy 

Whereas much research on bureaucracy has concerned itself with dysfunctionalities, another 

strand has an altogether more positive view on governance by office. It regards the strict adherence 

to impersonal rules as a means to avoid personal dependencies, which in turn makes bureaucracy 

the most promising candidate to administer democracy.11 To date, this link between bureaucracy 

and democracy has mainly been explored in relation to public services and industrial relations. 

However, the consequences of bureaucratisation for democracy and equality in voluntary 

organisations have been studied far less extensively. Papers, for instance on charities, may ask 

whether the transparency of formal procedures effectively dispersed the ambiguities of informal 

obligations. In addition, if bureaucracy prevents inequalities of class, did it allow for the formation 

of new elites or status groups and introduce other kinds of exclusion mechanisms? 

 

                                                           
10 Joyce Rothschild et al., ‘Avoiding Bureaucratization and Mission Drift in Associations’, in: David H. Smith et al., 
eds., The Palgrave Handbook of Volunteering, Civic Participation, and Non-Profit Associations (Houndmills: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 1007-1024. 
11 Savage, ‘Popularity of Bureaucracy’; Paul Du Gay, In Praise of Bureaucracy: Weber, Organisation, Ethics (London: 
Sage, 2000). 
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7. Sociability in bureaucratic associations 

Closely connected to questions about inequality, another set of questions addresses the social 

relations established in bureaucratic associations. We invite papers that ask how bureaucratic 

governance fostered new and discouraged old subjectivities or membership roles. What ideals and 

stereotypes were coined to ascribe status to formal membership and voluntary engagement? 

Examples could be the Norwegian “ildsjel” (literally: soul on fire, an appreciative term used for 

especially engaged members), the German “Vereinsmeierei” (a derogatory term that dismisses 

officiousness of formal membership), or the British “busy body” (who oversteps the line between 

the public and the private in the name of a public interest). Drawing on concepts like sociability 

(Georg Simmel) or gift exchange (Marcel Mauss), how can the social ties forged in bureaucratic 

voluntary associations be best described? 

 

 

The workshop on 26-27 August 2022 is the first step towards a joint publication in the book series 

Nordic Studies in a Global Context (Routledge). For this workshop, we invite paper presentations 

that may then be developed further into draft chapters, to be discussed at an authors’ workshop in 

Spring 2023.  

If you would like to participate in this project, please send an abstract of max. 500 words to 

Klaus.nathaus@iakh.uio.no until 10 April 2022. We will inform all invited speakers about 

possibilities to reimburse their travel and accommodation costs. 

mailto:Klaus.nathaus@iakh.uio.no

