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ABSTRACT

Groups exercise authority not only through explicit commands but through
the distribution of membership, recognition, reputation, and exclusion.
Their freedom to associate creates a genuine problem for any account of in-
dividual standing: a claim to inclusion can itself become an attempt to gov-
ern the association. This essay distinguishes permission to associate, author-
ity to define a shared practice, control of access to essential opportunities,
and power to impose a comprehensive social judgment. It argues that these
powers require different justifications. A group’s entitlement to maintain a
purpose does not automatically authorize sanctions in every domain
touched by a member’s life. The argument develops a scope-sensitive ac-
count of associational authority, examining admission, continued member-
ship, institutional dependence, reputation, and the difference between de-
parture and expulsion. Hypothetical cases show why neither unrestricted
exclusion nor compulsory inclusion provides a general solution. The central
issue is how an association can preserve its identity while recognizing that
persons retain standing beyond the role under which the group receives
them. The essay concludes by identifying the limits of procedural review in
intimate life and the additional burdens created when an association be-
comes a consequential gatekeeper.
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Conceptual analysis and critical reconstruction. Cases introduced as illustrations are hypothetical, not
empirical findings.
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1. The difference between rejection and government

An illustrative choir admits singers after auditions. A rejected appli-
cant objects that the decision injures their sense of belonging. The in-
jury can be real without establishing a claim to a place in the ensem-
ble. A performance group must select participants, and its purpose
may require particular skills or a limited number of voices. Now
change one feature. The choir also controls access to the only re-
hearsal rooms and all paid musical engagements in the locality. Ex-
clusion no longer determines only who appears in one ensemble. It
can determine whether the applicant can practice a vocation at all.

Change a second feature. The choir begins circulating claims about
rejected applicants’ character, advising unrelated associations not to
admit them. Its decision has moved from allocating participation to
administering a wider social identity. None of these changes proves
automatically that the choir has acted wrongly. Their importance is
analytical: the justification appropriate to selecting a soprano does
not, merely by extension, justify control over a person’s livelihood or
public standing. The same organization can exercise several kinds of
power under the single description of membership.

The problem of social acceptance lies in this expansion. People need
relationships, but relationships cannot simply be distributed by com-
mand. Associations need boundaries, but boundaries can become in-
struments for regulating persons beyond the association’s activity.
The question is not whether inclusion is always good or exclusion al-
ways bad. It is which decisions belong to which relationships and
what additional obligations arise when their effects extend beyond
those relationships.

Part Two separated institutional existence from rightful authority
and emphasized that a person exceeds the status under which an in-
stitution classifies them (Silentii 2026b, Essay XI). This essay carries
that distinction into associational life. Its central proposal is
scope-sensitive: a group may possess authority to organize a shared
activity without possessing authority to convert every disagreement
into a judgment about the member’s general fitness for social exis-
tence. That proposal also constrains claims against the group. Being
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excluded does not by itself establish that the group must surrender
the activity through which its members associate.

2. What kind of belonging is at issue?

Belonging can name affection, recognition, formal status, participa-
tion, or access. A person can be legally or procedurally a member
while feeling unrecognized; another can feel deeply attached without
possessing admission rights. These distinctions are not merely se-
mantic. An order to include someone in a register cannot manufac-
ture friendship. An expression of sympathy cannot substitute for ac-
cess to an opportunity the association has undertaken to provide.
The remedy for exclusion depends on the relationship that exclusion
alters.

The freedom of association also has more than one bearer. Existing
members have interests in preserving a shared undertaking.
Prospective members have interests in access and fair consideration.
Individual members have interests in dissenting, leaving, or main-
taining relationships beyond the association. Those affected by the
association’s external conduct may have claims without seeking
membership at all. The group’s authority cannot be understood by
giving only one of these positions the status of the relevant individu-
al.

Brownlee and Jenkins distinguish the individual and collective di-
mensions of associational freedom, including formation, exit, exclu-
sion, and organizational autonomy (Brownlee and Jenkins 2024).
Their analysis also separates protection against interference from
the positive conditions of access to association. This distinction mat-
ters here because the freedom to establish a group is not the same
entitlement as a claim to be admitted to a particular group. A person
can have an important interest in social connection without every as-
sociation becoming individually responsible for satisfying it. Equally,
protecting an association’s boundaries does not settle whether its
control of external opportunities is justified.

Hirschman’s distinction between exit and voice provides a useful an-
alytic resource. Withdrawal and efforts to change an organization
are different responses to dissatisfaction, and their relationship de-
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pends on how the organization operates (Hirschman 1970, chaps.
1-3). The distinction prevents departure from becoming the only
imaginable exercise of agency. Its use here is limited: an account of
organizational response does not itself establish which admissions
rule is morally justified. That requires an additional examination of
purpose, standing, and consequence.

A group can therefore be considered under several descriptions at
once: a voluntary relationship, a practice with internal standards, a
distributor of opportunities, and an institution capable of sanctions.
Each description identifies a different justificatory question. The
choir’s artistic judgment concerns a performance. Its allocation of
shared rehearsal rooms concerns access. Its disciplinary rules con-
cern members’ conduct. Its public accusations concern evidence and
reputation. Calling every question internal business conceals the
transfers of authority that need to be explained.

3. The claim of a shared purpose

An association can reasonably insist that participation bear some re-
lationship to what its members are doing together. A translation
workshop cannot be required to treat the refusal to translate as suc-
cessful participation. A research group may exclude fabricated re-
sults from its work. A group organized around a specific practice can
make competence or commitment relevant. These examples identify
a problem for an unrestricted inclusion principle: removing all
boundaries can remove the shared activity itself.

Yet a group’s stated purpose cannot provide unlimited self-certifica-
tion. An organization can redefine its purpose to make an inconve-
nient person ineligible. It can present the preservation of an incum-
bent leadership as necessary to the practice. It can also impose re-
quirements much broader than successful participation demands.
Accordingly, purpose must be examined at two levels: what activity
the group actually undertakes, and whether the contested require-
ment is relevant to that activity under a defensible description.

Relevance is necessary but insufficient. A requirement may be rele-
vant while excessively burdensome, inconsistently applied, or avoid-
able through a less restrictive arrangement. Suppose a discussion

PART THREE e MANUSCRIPT EDITION 2026 4/13



THE ARCHITECTURE OF HUMAN ORDER ESSAY XXIV

group requires attendance at one fixed time. Attendance plainly con-
cerns the activity, but an exclusionary effect may be reduced by al-
ternating meetings or allowing another form of participation. The ex-
ample does not establish that adaptation is always required. It shows
that demonstrating relevance answers only one question. Costs to
other members, the character of the undertaking, and existing com-
mitments remain material.

There is also a difference between constitutive commitments and ad-
ministrative choices. The former help identify the practice; the latter
arrange how it is pursued. Treating every administrative choice as
constitutive makes reform conceptually impossible. Treating every
constitutive commitment as freely dispensable makes association un-
intelligible. The distinction will itself be disputed, particularly in tra-
ditions whose members disagree about interpretation. That dispute
is evidence that the group’s identity is being worked out, not neces-
sarily evidence that one side has ceased to belong.

4. Admission and continued membership are not identical

The justification for refusing an application may differ from the justi-
fication for ending a longstanding membership. Once admitted, a
person may make investments, assume obligations, share work, de-
velop legitimate expectations, and help constitute the association’s
identity. The group has also undertaken commitments toward that
person. Expulsion cannot always be assessed as though the parties
were encountering one another for the first time.

This difference does not create permanent tenure in every associa-
tion. A member can violate essential conditions, harm others, or be-
come unable to perform a necessary function. It establishes that re-
liance and shared authorship enter the assessment. A person whose
labor helped maintain a cooperative cannot necessarily be treated as
an incidental visitor when a disagreement develops. Conversely, pre-
vious contribution cannot purchase immunity from justified stan-
dards. History changes what must be addressed; it does not settle the
outcome in either direction.

Notice has special significance here. An admission condition can
sometimes be declined before reliance develops. A new condition im-
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posed afterward can redirect a life already organized around mem-
bership. The group may have good reasons to change its rules, but
those reasons must be distinguished from an assumption that partici-
pation authorizes every future alteration. Questions of transition, ex-
planation, and opportunity to adapt arise because rule change redis-
tributes the costs of an existing relationship.

Inherited membership creates a further difficulty. Family, cultural,
or religious belonging may precede a person’s ability to choose. It
would be misleading to treat such belonging as a contract freely
signed by an independent adult. Yet inherited attachment is not nec-
essarily less meaningful because it is unchosen. Its significance may
deepen precisely through continuity. The relevant question is
whether the person can interpret, revise, or decline particular obli-
gations without being told that their entire history has thereby be-
come property of the group.

5. The threshold at which a group becomes a gatekeeper

A small association does not necessarily owe the same procedures as
a body controlling access to a profession or an indispensable facility.
The difference concerns the kind of power exercised. Where exclu-
sion affects only one replaceable activity, considerable discretion
may be compatible with the independence of those excluded. Where
the group controls a bottleneck through which important opportuni-
ties must pass, its membership decisions carry consequences that ex-
tend beyond voluntary association.

That threshold cannot be located by size alone. A large recreational
network may leave many alternatives available, while a small cre-
dentialing committee can determine access to an occupation. Nor
does a formal invitation to establish an alternative prove that one is
feasible. The inquiry concerns replaceability, dependence, scope, and
the association’s own role in producing the relevant conditions.
These are empirical questions in actual cases; the hypothetical con-
trasts here supply distinctions, not measurements of any existing in-
stitution.

The additional burden is not automatically a duty to admit everyone.
A gatekeeper may have stronger reasons for applying rigorous stan-
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dards because its decisions affect others who rely on certified compe-
tence. What changes is the need to connect exclusion to relevant rea-
sons and to provide a procedure capable of distinguishing deficient
performance from irrelevant disfavor. Greater consequence can jus-
tify stricter competence requirements and stricter constraints on ar-
bitrary exclusion simultaneously.

The same principle applies to remedial design. An independent re-
assessment may be appropriate where technical qualification is con-
tested. A correction of a false record may be appropriate where the
problem is reputational. Shared access to a facility may address a
bottleneck without compelling inclusion in an intimate or expressive
association. The initial question should therefore identify the injury
precisely. Compulsory membership is not the only possible response
to associational power, and preserving associational discretion does
not require ignoring every external effect.

6. Reputation and the export of exclusion

Reputational judgment complicates the boundary between private
choice and public consequence. A person may decline association
without giving an exhaustive account of their reasons. But when that
person makes allegations intended to alter how others treat the ex-
cluded individual, a different responsibility arises. Claims about con-
duct, competence, or danger are assertions with evidentiary implica-
tions. A freedom not to collaborate is not identical with a permission
to fabricate reasons against collaboration.

The distinction becomes especially important when exclusion is pre-
sented as proof of the allegation that supposedly justified it. One as-
sociation removes a person because another has done so; the second
removal is then treated as independent corroboration. The resulting
appearance of agreement can conceal dependence on a single untest-
ed claim. This is a hypothetical information structure, not an asser-
tion about the frequency of such practices. Its logical defect is the
multiplication of judgments without a corresponding multiplication
of evidence.

Evidence standards must nevertheless remain proportionate to con-
text. A private person need not establish a courtroom case before
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withdrawing from an interaction they find unwelcome. A body issu-
ing a consequential public finding has a different burden. Confusing
these standards harms both interests: it can demand impossible
proof from someone setting a personal boundary or permit an insti-
tution to impose a durable public classification on the basis of noth-
ing more than unarticulated discomfort.

The collection’s account of proportional confidence is useful without
making every group a court (Silentii 2026a, Essay III). The intensity
and permanence of a public judgment should not exceed its support.
Uncertainty may justify a temporary precaution without justifying
an enduring declaration of guilt or incompetence. A procedure can
acknowledge that a collaboration should not continue while remain-
ing unable to establish every contested accusation. Precision about
the decision protects the standing of those involved without requir-
ing intimacy, confidence, or reconciliation to be manufactured.

7. Exit, voice, and the cost of remaining

Exit is often defended as the sufficient safeguard against group au-
thority: dissatisfied members can leave. Sometimes this is a serious
response. An optional association cannot promise to satisfy every
conception of its purpose. But the argument becomes incomplete
when departure entails the loss of necessities, accumulated invest-
ments, or an entire network of significant relationships. The cost of
leaving may reveal that participation is not adequately understood
as a sequence of isolated optional transactions.

It is equally incomplete to assume that voice must culminate in the
dissenter’s preferred outcome. Being heard does not imply posses-
sion of a veto. A functioning association requires some capacity to re-
solve disagreement. The question is whether the person can chal-
lenge a requirement without the challenge itself being treated as an
unrelated violation. A group that permits objections only when they
affirm the existing rule has preserved the appearance of voice with-
out its practical function.

Continued membership can express commitment, resignation, uncer-
tainty, or strategic necessity. No single motive follows from the visi-
ble act of staying. This matters for consent: the absence of departure
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does not automatically establish agreement with every demand. It
also matters for criticism: remaining within a flawed association
need not prove hypocrisy, because a member may be attempting to
fulfill obligations or change the practice. The interpretation requires
evidence about reasons and possibilities rather than a categorical in-
ference from location.

An association can also face a legitimate burden from persistent in-
ternal opposition. A member who joins only to prevent the undertak-
ing from occurring cannot necessarily invoke voice to immunize ev-
ery obstruction. The distinction is between challenging how a prac-
tice is pursued and making its pursuit impossible while insisting on
an unconditional right to participate. Even that distinction needs in-
terpretation. The appropriate analysis considers actual conduct, de-
clared purposes, and available forms of participation rather than de-
ciding membership solely through an attributed motive.

8. Objections and limiting cases

The first objection is that external standards undermine association
itself. If every exclusion must satisfy principles not selected by the
members, the group is no longer self-governing. The response is to
distinguish self-government from comprehensive sovereignty. An as-
sociation can govern a shared practice while remaining answerable
for deception, imposed injury, or control of unrelated opportunities.
Recognizing such constraints does not require outsiders to select its
repertoire, dictate its intimate relationships, or determine its entire
conception of excellence.

A second objection is that purpose-sensitive authority protects objec-
tionable purposes. A group could define itself around the humiliation
of outsiders and claim that exclusion serves its identity. This shows
why functional relevance is not a complete moral justification. The
account begins from a presumption of standing for affected persons;
purposes that negate that standing cannot be justified merely by
declaring themselves constitutive. The objection therefore identifies
a limit of associative reasoning: internal coherence cannot establish
the permissibility of the activity being organized.
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A third objection concerns vulnerable members. Requiring internal
procedures before intervention may expose them to further harm.
The scope-sensitive account does not prescribe internal exhaustion
as a universal rule. Where the process itself creates serious risk, an-
other avenue may be warranted. But that conclusion requires atten-
tion to evidence, immediacy, and the character of intervention. Pro-
tecting a member should not become a pretext for granting a new in-
stitution unlimited jurisdiction over the association or the person it
claims to protect.

A fourth objection concerns friendship and family. Must a person
justify declining a friendship or ending an intimate relationship? Not
ordinarily through the procedures appropriate to a professional
gatekeeper. Affection cannot be adjudicated into existence, and per-
sonal withdrawal is itself an exercise of agency. Yet particular obliga-
tions may remain: avoiding deception, honoring commitments, ar-
ranging care for dependents, or correcting false allegations. The ab-
sence of a duty to remain intimate does not erase every duty arising
from the relationship. Conversely, the existence of those duties does
not create a claim to continued intimacy.

Finally, a group may disagree sincerely about whether a standard is
essential, whether the evidence is adequate, or whether an alterna-
tive exists. The framework does not dissolve that disagreement. Its
contribution is to organize it. It asks whether the dispute concerns
the purpose, the facts, the procedure, the consequence, or the proper
decision-maker. A justified conclusion must then address the rele-
vant disagreement rather than allowing the emotionally powerful
language of belonging to settle all of them at once.
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9. The authority to exclude and the standing that remains

Exclusion can change a role without determining the person’s entire
standing. Someone may be unsuitable for a particular collaboration
and still possess claims to truthful treatment, access to unrelated op-
portunities, and recognition beyond the disputed activity. The dis-
tinction is not a denial that conduct can reveal character. It is a de-
mand that the scope of the conclusion match the grounds. A local
failure does not automatically license comprehensive social judg-
ment, just as local success does not authorize comprehensive rule.

This residual standing is compatible with consequences. The person
who has acted harmfully may owe acknowledgment, repair, and
changes in conduct. The association may have reasons not to readmit
them. What remains prohibited by the argument is the inference that
because one relationship has ended, every other relationship may be
governed by the excluding body. Membership is a particular relation
among persons, not a metaphysical certificate through which the
group distributes human worth.

The continuing identity of the association is also unfinished. Existing
members inherit prior practices but participate in their interpreta-
tion. Neither the founder nor the newest entrant automatically owns
the future meaning of the undertaking. A workable account must ex-
plain how continuity and revision coexist without turning either into
a universal veto. That problem connects social acceptance to the
wider architecture of authority: the power to maintain a common
world requires boundaries, but the boundaries themselves remain
objects of judgment.

10. Conclusion: belonging without comprehensive jurisdiction

The authority of the group cannot be established by a single appeal
either to voluntary membership or to the importance of inclusion.
Associations organize meaningful activities that require boundaries.
Persons retain interests and standing that extend beyond those activ-
ities. The philosophical task is to identify the relationship between
these facts without allowing either to disappear into the other.
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A scope-sensitive account separates admission, participation, access,
sanction, and reputation. It recognizes that continued membership
can generate commitments absent at initial admission, that gatekeep-
ing can create additional burdens, and that the right to withdraw
from intimacy differs from the power to issue a public judgment.
Neither departure nor procedure provides a universal solution. Their
adequacy depends on what the association governs and what its deci-
sions do.

Belonging therefore need not require the surrender of the person to
the group, while individual standing need not require every group to
abandon its purposes. The decisive issue is the conversion of a limit-
ed relationship into a comprehensive jurisdiction. An association
may decide who participates in its undertaking. Whether it may gov-
ern what follows outside that undertaking remains a further ques-
tion, demanding further reasons.

PART THREE e MANUSCRIPT EDITION 2026 12/13



THE ARCHITECTURE OF HUMAN ORDER ESSAY XXIV

References

Brownlee, Kimberley, and David Jenkins. 2024. “Freedom of Association.” Stan-
ford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Source

Hirschman, Albert O. 1970. Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms,
Organizations, and States. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. Source

Silentii, Vocabor. 2026a. The Architecture of Human Order. Part One: Foundations
of Thought, Meaning, and Human Agency. Revised and expanded edition. Au-
thor-supplied manuscript.

Silentii, Vocabor. 2026b. The Architecture of Human Order. Part Two: Law, Jus-

tice, and the Architecture of Order. Revised critical edition. Author-supplied
manuscript.

PART THREE ¢ MANUSCRIPT EDITION 2026 13713


https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/freedom-association/
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/books/9780674276604

	1. The difference between rejection and government
	2. What kind of belonging is at issue?
	3. The claim of a shared purpose
	4. Admission and continued membership are not identical
	5. The threshold at which a group becomes a gatekeeper
	6. Reputation and the export of exclusion
	7. Exit, voice, and the cost of remaining
	8. Objections and limiting cases
	9. The authority to exclude and the standing that remains
	10. Conclusion: belonging without comprehensive jurisdiction
	References

