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Editor’s Letter

To celebrate 25 years of public political deliberation, the citizens who 
convene National Issues Forums in their communities all over the country
decided to address, this year, not a typically controversial issue that is about to
be the subject of legislation but, rather, a fundamental but elusive problem: 
our life as a democratic people. They decided to deliberate upon “the challenge
of democracy.” 

Listening to some of their probing conversations earlier this year, we heard
one woman—in the middle of a forum, in the middle of the country, in the 
middle of the winter—exclaim, “We’ve got a contradiction, a core contradiction
of values at the center of our culture. On the one hand we get morality
preached at us; and on the other hand, you know, it doesn’t matter if you cheat
on your test, if you plagiarize your paper. What really matters is buying this 
big car!” And at the end of another forum, at the end of Long Island, at the 
end of his patience, we heard a man say, “Louis Brandeis said, years ago, you
can have democracy, or you can have wealth concentrated in the hands of a few;
but you can’t have both.” 

Perhaps these two passing moments stuck in our mind because, at just about
that time, we were reading a draft of the remarkable essay by Ben Barber that
stands as the cornerpiece of this issue of the Review. Tipping his hat also to the
National Issues Forums on their twenty-fifth anniversary, Ben Barber writes
“that liberty is public—deeply rooted in citizenship—and that freedom must
have significant civic meaning if it is to have lasting private value.” The congru-
ence between the thesis of such a distinguished political thinker as Ben Barber
and the remarks of two citizens, talking about democracy in quite different
places across the United States, seemed to us worth noting. The founding docu-
ment of our democracy is rooted in the earlier Virginia Declaration that makes
no bones about a relationship between life, liberty, and the pursuit of property; 
but the notion that liberty may have something to do with the “pursuit of 
happiness” in the form of material success reveals a typical and fundamentally
American dilemma. It challenges our understanding of equality among winners
and losers in the race for the prize; and it infers a role of government, to whom
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only provisionally belong the spoils but always the responsibility of judgment.
And that, among a self-governing people, may indeed constitute a challenge.

Ben Barber’s argument is splendidly complex, but his point clean and simple
to grasp: “public goods are always something more than an aggregation of 
private wants.” Citizens, he says, cannot be merely consumers. The phrase, “citi-
zen consumer” to him is an oxymoron; “public liberty demands public institu-
tions that permit citizens to treat with the public consequences of private mar-
ket choices.” One need not have come fully to share Barber’s apprehension of
capitalism and privatization to understand the dilemma of American democracy
that he perceives: a people that wishes individual citizens readily to pursue their
own good must nonetheless (and necessarily) acknowledge a moral order, a legal
code, and institutions—including government—that restrain their individual
freedoms within the bounds of a common good. 

To suggest that this Review is about that dilemma, per se, would be misleading,
for Barber is the only one of our writers who sets out expressly to address it. 
Yet facets of it may catch the light as readers turn these pages. Each of the 
articles that follow suggests ways of approaching this same dilemma. Like
Barber, Harry Boyte recognizes what he calls “cultural dynamics” that he 
attributes to hypercompetitiveness and consumer pressures, among other factors.
The American dream, for him, has lost the public world; an American “sickness
of the soul” is occasioned by the loss of public life. Boyte revives an older con-
cept of politics suggested by the Greek root, politikos, meaning “of the citizen.”
He senses a need for thoughtful, effective citizen initiative “on an unmatched
scale” to meet growing public problems; and he describes something of his
research into “the sophistication of citizens organizing in neighborhoods, 
religious congregations, health settings, schools, and other venues that bring
people together across partisan lines to address complex problems.”

Self-government, fundamentally, assumes an active, deliberative citizenry. 
The bishop and the rabbi, the professor and the actor-turned-political-leader 
are alike seen, in Lani Guinier’s essay, as talking past each other and over the
heads of those whom they would serve and instruct. In our world, she says, 
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“the group that continues to have authority, legitimacy, and credibility is
citizens”—and deliberation is the process “in which ordinary people are given
enormous dignity and a sense that they have something to contribute.” 

“Belief in the capacities and wisdom of ordinary citizens is a fundamental 
prerequisite for democracy,” Ernie Cortes affirms, but “we must commit to
much more.” The practice of politics, he says, “requires institutions that can
teach the customs and habits necessary for the negotiation of competing values.”
Like Barber and Boyte, he understands that “the dominant market culture has
begun to isolate people from one another and from their institutions.” Without
these institutions, he says (and he is clearly referring to what used to be under-
stood as the “civil society”), “we are reduced to self-absorbed narcissism, 
which easily appropriates the language of consumerism and individualism.” 
He describes the real “conversations of engagement” as those of listening, 
particularly to the other, as someone with a different perspective, a different
point of view, a different story or history; these enable people “to understand that
sustaining and developing their own self-interest requires them to be concerned
with the self-interest of others.” 

In what are thought of as relatively egalitarian, self-governing democracies
today, widespread public deliberation represents a viable political practice that
may ameliorate the competition of organized rival interests—the pattern of a 
politics-as-usual that identifies its public, variously, as spun out of focus groups
or recruited as supportive spectators. Its principle is the precedence of a public,
common good over the private; and it seeks a collective accommodation to
acceptable outcome and viable practice before the details of action or legislation
are constructed. In practice, this turns out to be neither essentially idealistic nor 
tendentiously theoretical; but it does require discipline and the kind of “trust”
that presupposes some faith in the rule of law, the frangibility of power, and 
the possibility of individual economic improvement.

What human beings seem to want, Noëlle McAfee writes, is “to be connected,
to share a world with others, and to have a hand in shaping the contours of that
world. It may be,” she says, “that the appeal of public deliberation is that it
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offers some relief—the possibility, if not the promise, of some relief—from a
world that is increasingly alienating. It offers a way to talk and connect with
strangers; and that may be, just may be, a means to make things right.” She notes
how, over time, the public is moved to “thoughtful and reflective judgments on
matters of the environment, race, and, still too slowly, our place in the world.”
Yet deliberation, public deliberation, in itself is perhaps not enough. “Deliberative
forums seem to occur only here and there, with little discernible effect,” McAfee
observes. “Our real challenge,” she says, “is to find a way to connect public 
deliberation to public policy-making, to find some way that public judgment 
can make its way into law.” 

That is a relationship that David Mathews, too, takes up in his “afterthoughts.”
Our democracy, as Mathews reflects on it, should not be embroiled in a contest
between the public and the power brokers, between what he calls a deliberative
“organic” politics of people and an “institutional” politics of interest groups, 
legislators, and the law. The challenge is to create publics whose reflective 
understanding and collective will may be persuasive in the development of 
institutional policy addressing public problems. 

In public deliberation, people come to understand, slowly, that because 
a shared societal problem is seen somewhat differently—“named” somewhat 
differently, that is—by people with differing experiences, their variously appeal-
ing, individually argued approaches to handling that overall problem may be
compromised, into a collective advantage. That is what public deliberative politics
is about. Deliberation is the means by which we, together, begin to see the linea-
ments of acceptable and publicly useful action. And the real outcome 
of deliberative public politics is a civic life. Or vice-versa!

Robert J. Kingston
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or the last 25 five years, the
Kettering Review, measured by
what it has published, has
been dedicated to the proposi-
tion that liberty is public—

deeply rooted in citizenship—and that free-
dom must have significant civic meaning if it
is to have lasting private value. During this
same 25 years, the United States of America,
with much of the Western world following,
has been dedicated to the proposition that
liberty is private—deeply rooted in personal
and consumer choice—and that freedom
must have a significant personal meaning if 
it is to have a public value. We are invited to
exercise our freedom by making private choic-
es and expressing personal preferences; by
pursuing our own private dreams and treating
democracy and politics as spectator sports,
something to watch on television rather than
to engage in actively. The Kettering Review has
talked about responsibilities, Americans have
talked mostly about rights; the Kettering
Review focused on citizenship, America has
obsessed on individualism. 

In this anniversary essay then, I want to
recall the meaning of liberty in democratic
republics and suggest that decades of ardent
privatization and marketization have obscured
not only what it means for citizens to constitute
themselves as a public (as a republic), but 
also what it means for them to be free. I want
to recall that freedom ultimately must be
public in character and that, for this reason,
private consumers can never act as surrogates
for public citizens. I want to suggest that 
treating freedom as something entirely private
and personal risks trivializing it and can, in

Civic Schizophrenia: The Free
Consumer and the Free Citizen 

in a Free-Market Society
by Benjamin R. Barber

F“Liberty is positive
rather than negative,
and public rather
than private.”
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practice, divide people and fracture persons,
dividing the citizen from the consumer, thereby
producing a kind of “civic schizophrenia” 
that is dangerous to democracy without being
particularly useful to capitalism.

ow it is true of course that modern,
liberal freedom was born out of a
powerful dialectic that had an

antagonistic and, hence, a negative feel. After
all, in the days when hegemonic tyrants were
the true oppressors, rights and individual lib-
erty were weapons against autocracy and they
needed to be deployed oppositionally. Citizens
in potentia were dissidents against illegitimate
authority rather than participants in a com-
mon authority that was not yet legitimate. 

Yet a historically appropriate theory of 
liberal rights that is useful in freeing men 
from tyranny is not so easily converted into 
a theory of civic participation useful in 
justifying democracy or grounding justice in
societies that have long been free, at least 
in the formal legal sense. This has been the
primary paradox of politics in the last century.
Neo-liberals, libertarians, and privatizers seem
to be reverting to a notion of freedom useful
in opposing tyranny—and perhaps useful in
nurturing the emergence of democracy, say
through doctrines of international human
rights today—in order to challenge the 
legitimacy of democratic governance itself,
that form of government the old “negative”
liberty helped establish and legitimate. But
nowadays, the idea that only private persons
are free—and that only personal choices 
of the kind that consumers make count as
autonomous—turns out to be an assault not
on tyranny but on democracy. It challenges
not the illegitimate power by which tyrants

once ruled us, but also the legitimate power
by which we try to rule ourselves in common.
Where once this notion of liberty challenged
corrupt power, today it undermines democrati-
cally constituted power.

Nor is tyranny today what it once was in
those parts of the world we now can call to
some degree free. It is not a matter of vicious
tyrants and totalitarian parties and illegitimate
states. At least since Alexis de Tocqueville
toured the tumultuous America of Andrew
Jackson in the 1830s, tyranny has exhibited to
us moderns a deceptively fresh face. “Fetters
and headsmen,” Tocqueville already saw, “were
the coarse instruments that tyranny formerly
employed; but the civilization of our age has
perfected despotism itself.… Monarchs had,
so to speak, materialized oppression; the dem-
ocratic republic of the present day has ren-
dered it as entirely an affair of the mind.” 

Nowadays, it is not just the power of 
public opinion, but of the marketplace itself
that has created conditions under which, in
Tocqueville’s phrase, “the body is left free, and

N
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the soul is enslaved.” Our psychological reali-
ty begins with the fact that constraint itself is
aimed not at the free body but the liberated
consciousness. It hopes to impede our aims,
divert our purposes, and reformulate our goals.
Can it be then that, in the new battle for
consciousness, the ideology of liberalism has

as its true purpose the liberation of the body
from public goods in the name of subordinat-
ing the soul to the selling of endless private
commodities? That the postmodern Peter
Pan, who, in the form of the advertising
industry or buzz marketing (peers soliciting
peers), lures the young away from their gate-
keepers (parents, teachers, pastors, preachers),
is not trying to transport them to Neverland,
but rather hoping to free them from moral
authority and self-governance in order to
indenture them to private consumerism? 

In terms of its effective use, in modern
liberal society liberty is always public, and
necessarily so. There can be no viable idea of
public liberty outside of the quest for a just
and common life defined by purposes that,
to some degree, are public in character; no
securing of liberty that is not also grounded
in moral limits and, hence, in education and
civic participation. In the current political
climate of globalizing markets, free trade, and
mandatory privatization, however, under the
sway of an infantilizing ethos that “dumbs
down” consumers, this strong view of liberty 
is not very well tolerated. 

This is not to point to some conspiracy of
boardroom managers, manipulating political

theory to the advantage of the bottom line;
marketers are not that smart. Nor do they have
to be; an emerging cultural ethos does the job
for them. That ethos works to create a climate
for consumerism in an era when people no
longer need much of what is produced and
when, to sell what is produced, producers
must busy themselves with the manufacturing
of needs. Privatization is part of a cultural
ethos of infantilization that allows capitalism
to survive the surfeit of goods it produces: 
We need citizens to think like consumers, in a
private and personal way, because to consume
is more important than to make public choices
in a productive capitalist society. For that 
reason, the ethos of privatization makes war 
on the very idea of the public. Government 
is coercive, the state is bureaucratic, the 
majority is oppressive—even democracy, 
perhaps, is tyrannical: Only individuals can 
be free. Freedom is possible only when the
state is constrained, limited, collared.

Privatization strategies supported by these
notions have shaped the dominant political
paradigm, at least since the 1980s when Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher and President
Ronald Reagan adopted them as the official
political philosophy of conservatism. Yet these
strategies assail the idea of collective social
entities even as they celebrate the private and
the personal; they have made inroads in Western
Europe and Asia, where communitarian and
welfare-state models had long been popular.
But well before Reagan and Thatcher, early
social-science critics of the public interest, such
as David B. Truman, for example, in The
Government Process, were insisting that there
was no need to take account of the common
good in discussing interest theory, because
there is no such thing as “the public interest.”
Politicians like Margaret Thatcher simply
asserted that “there is no such thing as society.”

Freedom must be 
public in character.
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and will—a particularly noxious enemy of lib-
erty and personal choice as seen in the liber-
tarian fashion. Milton Friedman, the com-
pelling libertarian economist, offers definitive
language. Nearly a half century ago, he con-
tested the prevailing social-welfare ideology 
of the time by insisting that “every act of gov-
ernment intervention limits the area of indi-
vidual freedom directly and threatens the
preservation of freedom indirectly.” Put into
practice, this means, as Ronald Reagan was to
argue, that when it comes to liberty, govern-
ment is always part of the problem rather than
part of the solution. This libertarian ideology
rationalizes the privatization strategy that has
become a crucial ally in commercial society
today.

Yet when we deploy private liberty against
public power in a democratic regime, even 
if we think we are upholding our rights and
preserving liberty, what we are really doing is
assailing not tyranny but democracy—to
undermine not oppressive arbitrary authority
but legitimate

Skepticism about government and society
accompany a renewed and quite astonishing
faith in the endless capacity of markets to
“coordinate human behavior or activity with 
a range and a precision beyond that of any
other system, institution, or social process,” 
as Charles E. Lindblom concisely puts the

matter, in his balanced presentation The
Market System: What It Is, How It Works, and
What to Make of It. Lindblom acknowledges
that the system “is a harsh and often cruel
coordinator… both an ally and enemy of per-
sonal freedom.” While it “destroys many mam-
moth historical inequalities,” he says, it “then
introduces inequalities of its own,” and while
“historically, it has supported democracy… it
has sabotaged important democratized fea-
tures of ostensibly democratic states.” These
market strategies reinvigorated classical laissez
faire economics and political libertarianism
(sometimes called neo-liberalism in Europe),
attacking large, bureaucratic government as 
an inflexible and inefficient adversary of the
liberty in whose name it affects to operate. 

Liberty here, however, has a negative 
connotation that is inappropriate in modern
democracy: It evokes the sense of a need 
to be free from—not to be determined or 
controlled by—someone else’s power or will
—even democratic power or the general
will. As the feared seat of visible power in 
earlier centuries, but as the recognized locus of
collective will more recently, government has
been the entity associated with alien power

Privatization makes 
war on the public.
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rational authority. Liberty in our era is not only
positive rather than negative but necessarily
public rather than private—which means edu-

cation for liberty must also be public rather
than private. This explains why democrats
argue it is worthwhile for America to support
public universities, state and community col-
lege systems, and K-12 public schools: to con-
stitute us as a public capable of protecting
public liberty. 

itizens cannot be reduced to and
comprehended as mere consumers
because individual desire is not the

same thing as common ground and public
goods are always something more than an
aggregation of private wants. Those accommo-
dating champions of consumer democracy
who have tried to have their civic cake and
consume it at the same time by deploying
notions of a “consumers’ republic” have missed
the crucial point.  A republic is by definition
public (res publica refers to the “things of 
the public”), and what is public cannot be
determined by consulting or aggregating 
private desires. The consumer republic is quite
simply an oxymoron. Public liberty demands
public institutions that permit citizens to 
treat with the public consequences of private
market choices. Being permitted to choose
among a plethora of automobile brands does
not permit a choice in favor of public over 
private transportation or in favor of fuel-thrifty
rather than fuel-wasting engines. Asking what

“I want” and asking what “we as a community
need” are two different things. The first ques-
tion is ideally answered by the market; the sec-
ond must be answered by the democratic
community. When the market is encouraged
to do the work of democracy, our culture is
perverted and the character of our common-
wealth undermined.

Liberty, understood as the capacity to make
public choices (in Rousseau’s terms, to engage
in “general willing”), is a potential faculty 
that must be acquired rather than a “natural”
one that can simply be exercised. Rights are
certainly moral claims, but their effective 
exercise rests on competence and hence on
learned skills of citizenship. That is why 
Tocqueville spoke of a necessary “apprentice-
ship of liberty,” which he called the most
arduous of all apprenticeships. It points to the
core meaning—now lost to most educational
institutions in America—of public schooling
in the liberal arts. The liberal arts are the 
arts of liberty necessary to the exercise of 
citizenship in a free republic. Thomas
Jefferson and John Adams were political 
adversaries, but they agreed with Madison 
that in the absence of competent citizens, 
bills of rights were but pieces of paper. If
democracy was to live beyond the parchment
of a written constitution, competent citizens
had to be educated in common schools and
public universities.

The logic of democracy may begin with the
positing of rights and of a theoretical “natural
condition” in which women and men are born
free, but it depends for its implementation 
on civic learning, public participation, and
common consciousness. The new forms of soft
tyranny we face today derive less from tradi-
tional modes of hard autocracy that enslave the
body in the name of owning things than from

Citizens cannot be 
mere consumers.

C
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monkey—driven by desire—will not release
the nut, even unto death. Why work to catch
the monkey, when the monkey will catch
itself for you? Is this coercion? Is the monkey
free or not? How much more fiendish is this
box than Weber’s iron cage?

In the modern global consumer society,
citizens invited to think of themselves as 
consumers are being invited to become 
compulsive monkeys. No producer or vendor
will put a gun to their heads or force them to
buy what they are selling. Indeed, whether

talking about pornography, cars, drugs, or fast
food, producers will tell them “we just give
you, the customers, what you want.” In the
fashion of modern marketing, vendors will
talk about consumer democracy and how the
market “empowers” its customers, even the
smallest of children. So are the customers
powerful? Are the monkeys free? In a sense, of
course. But neither monkeys nor consumers
are autonomous moral persons or free citizens,
and only such persons and citizens can enjoy
liberty and exercise the rights that define their
autonomy. What more cynical and effective

new soft modes of merchandising and enter-
taining aimed at manipulating consciousness
in the name of selling things. Compulsive

shopping speaks to new forms of market coer-
cion that are difficult to discern, let alone
contend with, because they allow us to feel
free even as we yield gently to their subtle
forms of bottom-up compulsion. The market
does not tell us what to do; it gives us what
we want—once it gets through “telling” us
what it is that we want.

n thinking about modernity and 
modern capitalism, Max Weber talked
about an iron cage. That was a century

ago. I have a different cage in mind. There 
is a fiendishly simple method of trapping
monkeys in Africa that suggests the paradoxes
that confront liberty in this era of global con-
sumerism. A small box containing a large nut
is affixed to a well-anchored post. The nut
can be accessed only through a single, small
hole in the box designed to accommodate an
outstretched monkey’s paw. It is easy to reach
in, but when the monkey clasps the nut,
impossible to get out. Once the monkey’s paw
forms a fist, it cannot be withdrawn, and the
monkey is trapped. Of course, it is 
immediately evident to anyone (except the
monkey) that all the monkey must do to free
itself is let go of its prize. Clever hunters have
discovered, however, that they can secure their
prey hours or even days later, because the

I

Democracy depends 
on civic learning and
common consciousness.
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way to subvert freedom than to urge women
and men to be private solitaries, lonely shop-
pers, personal choosers? This is the foundation
for the new soft totalism that makes of free-
market societies invisible prisons whose 
structures of decision promise personal liberty
and happiness, while producing market servi-
tude and civic frustration. 

Why is private freedom so destructive? 
It is implicated in a disturbing paradox: It
foments a kind of civic schizophrenia that
divides the choosing self into opposing frag-
ments and ultimately denies legitimacy to the
fragment we understand to be “civic” or 
“public”—the self associated with our capacity
to exercise public freedom. Privatization
ideology treats choice as fundamentally private,
a matter not of determining some deliberative
we should (a kind of “general will” produced by
citizens interacting democratically) but only of
enumerating and aggregating all the I want’s
we hold as private consumers and creatures of
personal desire. Yet private choices do inevitably
have social consequences and public outcomes
and when consequence and outcome derive

from purely person-
al preferences,

the results are
often “irra-
tional” and
unintended.

They may be at wide variance with the kind
of society we might choose through collective
deliberation and democratic decision making.
Such private choices, though technically
“free,” are literally dysfunctional with respect
to our values and norms. 

Privatization turns the private, impulsive
“me” lurking inside myself into an inadvertent
enemy of the public, deliberative we that also
must be part of who I am. The private me
screams “I want!” The privatization perspective
legitimizes this scream, allowing it to trump
the quiet “we need” that is the voice of the
public “me” in which I participate and which
is also an aspect of my interests as a human
being. All the choices we make one by one
thereby come to determine the social outcomes
we must suffer together, but which we never
directly choose in common. 

This explains how a society without villains
or conspirators, composed of good-willed but
self-seeking individuals like us, can produce a
culture which many of us despise. Consumer
capitalism does not operate by selecting 
leaders and managers who are self-conscious
advocates of duplicity, manipulators who 
render consciousness false by getting individu-
als to produce an unjust society they do not
really want. Rather, it generates an ethos of
schizophrenia that helps condition the atti-
tudes and behaviors it requires for its own
survival. Hence, it fosters “me” thinking on
the model of the narcissistic child and dis-

Private choices have
social consequences.
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private good which means that when 
some are at risk, all are at risk.

I want a career in youth marketing in 
which I can find a niche in targeting five-
year-olds, but I don’t want to live in a society
where kindergartners are targets of manipul-
ation and exploitation; and I certainly 
don’t want my five-year-old targeted.

As a career marketing executive, I work 
to open kids up to the “influencers.” I can 
buy and control—celebrities, athletes, or 
friends and peers whom I can pay to be 
“buzz” leaders and avoid the gatekeepers I 
can’t buy—moms and teachers, for exam-
ple but as a citizen, I want to live in a 
country that protects kids from exploitation
and marketing; and I want the influencers 
to be tough gatekeepers like pastors and 
teachers and imams and moms, the very 
people I am trying to freeze out of the influ-
ence circle in my work as a marketer.

courages “we” thinking of the kind delibera-
tive “grown-up” citizens prefer. It builds psy-
chic monkey traps into its free-range market-
place. If the attitudes and behaviors that
result turn out to undermine other cultural
values extraneous to capitalism’s concerns—

however deeply relevant they may be to moral
and spiritual frameworks and to the shape of
an ideal public culture—too bad.

Examples abound of how this civic schizo-
phrenia, when combined with an infantilist
ethos and the ideology of privatization, can
defeat the commonweal: 

I want a Hummer that is bigger, faster, 
and meaner than everything on the road; 
but we need a country (and I want to 
live in a country) and we must have a 
world (and I want my children to live in
a world) in which someone else’s car 

does not protect its occupants by killing 
me and mine, in which the nation is not 
oil dependent on foreign countries with 
whom we end up going to war to protect 
our energy imports, and in which the 
global environment is not degraded by
fossil fuel byproducts. 

You want the best health services 
that you can buy for you and yours alone, 
but you want to live in a country where 
everyone is protected from plagues and 
viruses, because health is a public not a 

We suffer together 
but never choose 
in common.
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As a producer of films for the global 
market, I want adults everywhere to 
retain the childish tastes and impetuous 

movie-going habits (repeat viewers of 
blockbuster films are what make 
the big bucks!) that guarantee 
profitability to my films, but as 
a parent I don’t want my own 
children to be addicted to vio-
lence, porn, comics, video-
games and fast-food tie-ins—
and I certainly don’t want to 
be addicted to such tastes 
myself when I have turned 
30 or 40 and am myself a 
parent of kids. 
This exasperating civic

schizophrenia infiltrates the
banking industry and puts
the economy itself at risk. As
individuals, Americans like
to spend, the consumerist
ethos conditions them to
spend more and more; yet the col-
lective result of this permanent spree is
a nation that no longer saves, a growing
international debt, dependency on foreign
investors, and a currency crisis that not only
lowers the value of the dollar but may threat-
en economic meltdown. A report from the
civic research organization DEMOS makes
explicit the tie between privatization (choice

defined as consumer spending) and infan-
tilization (targeting and exploiting the young
as big spenders). Between 1992 and 2001,
DEMOS reports, credit-card debt among
indebted young adults (25-34 years old)
increased by 55 percent, while young adult
households were spending roughly one-quar-
ter of their income on debt payments (run-
ning ahead, even, of the U.S. government!)
and going into bankruptcy more than ever
before. Younger adults (18-24 years old) saw
a sharp rise of 104 percent in their credit-
card debt over the ten years from 1992 to
2001, spending nearly 30 percent of their
income (doubled from 1992) on debt pay-

ments. Not even bankruptcy can stand
in the way of the credit industry’s

single-minded ambition to
empower shoppers, whatever

the social costs. Carol E.
Mayer, in the Washington
Post National Weekly Edition,
reports that 96 percent of
those who declared bank-
ruptcy in 2001 received
offers for credit cards, car
loans, and mortgages in the
same year their debts were
discharged; one-half of
those got more than ten
offers a month.

Now it seems clear
that what we wish for
one by one—to spend
rather than save—is not

intended when aggregated as a referendum
on America’s global fiscal viability; yet this is
in fact exactly what it has become. Undelib-
erated private choices, engendered in part 
by the convergence of the consumer mandate

As individuals,
Americans like
to spend.
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to spend and the focus on youth consump-
tion, result in undeliberated and often dire
public consequences. Even the savings banks
from whom we might expect to receive
encouraging messages about the public bene-
fits of saving have grown schizophrenic,
peddling credit and debit cards rather than
savings accounts, joining in the chorus of
infantilizing voices instructing people to
spend beyond what they have, beyond emp-
tied savings accounts, to spend themselves into
deep debt, because the capitalist economy
counts on that spending for its survival, even
though the national economy is damaged by
it. (The banks have figured out how to make
credit and debit card spending earn the
interest savings accounts once garnered.) And
so, in the twisted logic that emerges from the
schizophrenia induced by privatization,
producers pursue their rational individual
interests as sellers, consumers pursue their
interest as buyers and, presto, consumer capi-
talism flourishes right up till the moment the
national economy fails. 

n our era of late consumer capitalism
then, privatization and the infantilizing
ethos work to reverse the civilizational

valence. In Freud’s language, they encourage
id to displace ego and, in place of a civic
commons, establish an anarchic commercial
playground. The ethos does not despise 
civilization, it is merely indifferent to it. It 
is single-mindedly devoted to consumer capi-
talism and so encourages id-driven individuals
to indulge in behavior—however corrupting
to civilization—that is useful to consumerism.
Regression becomes a necessary tactic of the
mandate to consume. No one is to blame.
There is no “false consciousness.” The system
cracks around fissures that have developed

between the requirements of me and we, of 
id and ego, of its economic mandate and its
civilizational value system. We are encouraged

to withdraw from our public selves into the
sanctuary of “I want,” to secede from the
public sector and fence ourselves in behind
walled communities in which we deploy 
private resources to acquire what were once
public goods, such as garbage collection,
police protection, and schooling, by treating
them as private commodities. What we fail to
see is that they are public not merely in how
they are paid for by democratic governments,
but in how they operate. When garbage 
collection, health care, police protection, 
and education are privatized, they actually are
subverted. You cannot protect a few in the
midst of general insecurity (ask those who
fled to the suburbs to get away from urban
crime and drugs); you cannot educate a few
in the midst of societal ignorance (ask the
corporations looking for educated workers).

The paradox of public and private that
sets capitalism against civilization works to
defeat common aspirations by empowering
private wants. We lose the capacity to shape
our lives together because we are persuaded
by the prevailing ethos that freedom means
expressing our desires in isolation. In the
arena of education, for example, the defects
of public schooling are thought to be remedi-
able by the virtues of private choice. Through
vouchers we are able, one by one, to leave
our indelible marks on policy options that 

Fissures have developed
between me and we.

I
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in serving private choice, no longer reflect
public goods. I want a school in which my
kid gets the very best; you want a school in
which your kid is not slowed down by those
less gifted or less adequately prepared; she
wants a school in which groups whose 
“disadvantaged backgrounds” (often kids of
color) won’t stand in the way of her daughter
learning; he (a person of color) wants a
school in which his option to move his kid
out of “failing schools” and into a successful
one is not hindered by an attachment to
common values. What do we get? Sometimes
the satisfaction of private wants is through a
fragmented system in which individuals
secede from the public realm—and thus the
undermining of a system to which we can
subscribe in common. 

No one wants a country
defined by deep educational
injustice and the surrender of a
public and civic pedagogy
whose absence will ultimately
impact even our own private
choices. Certainly that is not
what we opt for when we
express our personal wants
with respect to our own kids.
Yet aggregating our private
choices as educational con-
sumers in fact yields an inegali-
tarian and highly segmented socie-
ty, in which the least advantaged are
further disadvantaged as the wealthy
retreat from the public sector. As citizens, we
would never consciously select such an out-
come; but in practice, what is good for me,
the educational consumer, turns out to be a
disaster for us as citizens and civic educa-
tors—and thus for me, the denizen of an
American commons, or what’s left of it. 

What the convergence of privatization
and infantilization does so effectively is to
skew the contest between me and we, guaran-
teeing that the “me” will trump rival public
goods and that the consumer that dwells ever
more schizophrenically within each of us will 

triumph over the would-be citizen dwelling
nearby. For privatization argues not only that
consumers are better defenders of liberty

than citizens but that consumers are better
citizens, that they do the work of citi-

zens better than citizens do that
work. This has been the well-inten-
tioned but disastrous tactic of pri-
vate sector do-gooders, from the
time of the National Consumers
League, earlier in the century, to
today’s advocates of the citizen
consumer and the champions of

corporate responsibility. Urge
shoppers to lobby via their dollars

and Euros and yen, to spend their
way to the better world that government

is supposedly no longer fit to seek. Urge
managers to “do well by doing good,” being
responsible by giving time off for workers who
do community service, thinking about the
needs of the communities in which they
reside—right up to the moment the bottom
line dictates that do-good companies are
forced to abandon them. 

Aggregating private
choices yields an 
inegalitarian society.
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Infantilization reinforces this preference
for the private and the puerile, treating 
the impetuous, grasping child as the ideal
shopper, and inculcating in adults an 
obligation to give free rein to the “I want!”
and “gimme that!” that constitute the infan-
tile id. Puerility is not simply an option, it 
is a necessity of capitalism’s survival and
hence a mandate of the zeitgeist, which is, 
of course, the ethos of infantilization. As
such, puerility is endowed with a benevolent,
even a sacred character, much as work and
investment once had Protestantism’s fervent
blessings. There is much tut-tutting at
Hollywood’s celebration of comic-book porn
like Sin City and a lot of oh-mying at the
inanities of Howard Stern Talk Radio and
gross winner-takes-all reality television; 
but there is no resistance, only the quiet
knowledge that what’s bad for us is good for
the bottom line and just fine for the private
me—for my stock portfolio and the long-
term value of my property. 

For all the political rhetoric of privatization,
free consumers are not really free at all and
are incapable of producing public outcomes
of the kind they want as free citizens. The
market sets consumer against citizen, while
pretending to empower the first to do the
tasks of the second. Yet in this era of irony,
cynicism, and privatism, it is much easier to
be (or at least to “feel”) free alone than free
in public. The reward structure privileges the
private and penalizes the public. The results
are unfortunate for democracy; disastrous 
for the freedom in whose name market 
ideology is pursued.

Benjamin R. Barber is Kekst Professor of Civil
Society at the University of Maryland and the author
of 17 books, including Jihad vs. McWorld, Fear’s
Empire, and the forthcoming Consumed: The Fate
of Citizens Under Capitalism Triumphant.
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y theme is democracy and
the relationship between
all of us who are partici-
pating in a democracy
and the conditions 

necessary to create a thriving democracy.
Democracy is not just about elections; it’s not
just about politicians. It’s about the role we
each play as citizens, as leaders, as public 
translators, as watchdogs, as the sustaining
members of a democracy. 

My premise is that we tend to confuse 
rule by the people with the people who get 
to rule. With the help of the media, we focus
on those who exercise formal authority in 
the name of, but not necessarily with the
involvement of, the people. This confusion,
which characterizes contemporary public 
decision making, is nevertheless well illustrated
by a story involving the old city of Verona.
The story showcases the all-powerful, yet 
enigmatic role played by those who exercise
formal authority—then and now. 

The citizens of Verona faced a dilemma
many hundreds of years ago because of over-
crowding in the walled city. The bishop of 
the city decided that, in order to alleviate the
overcrowding, the Jews in Verona had to leave.
The bishop called a meeting with the Chief
Rabbi to inform the rabbi of his decree: “The
overcrowding has become unbearable,” he
announced. “The Jews must leave.” The rabbi
objected. The rabbi convinced the bishop that
they needed to discuss this further, and they
agreed to have a public debate. They invited the
people of Verona to come and watch this debate,
which would take place in a huge amphitheater.
Of course, they didn’t have microphones at the
time, so this was a silent debate.

Sustaining Democracy
by Lani Guinier

M“The public may 
become part of the 
decision-making 
process.”
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The bishop began the debate by raising his
right hand to the sky. The rabbi responded 
by taking his right hand and pointing it at 
his left palm. The bishop then held up three
fingers. The rabbi responded by holding up
one finger. The bishop reached under his
chair; he took out a wafer and he ate it; then
he took a glass of wine and he sipped it. The
rabbi countered by pulling out an apple from
under the table and eating it. Just as the rabbi
began to take a second bite of the apple, the
bishop jumped up and declared, “OK, you’re
right, you’ve convinced me. The Jews can stay.” 

The crowd that had been watching this
silent debate gathered around the bishop.
Several people exclaimed in unison, “This 
was very exciting, but what happened?” The
bishop explained, “I started by appealing to a
higher authority. ‘The Lord of all commands
that the Jews leave Verona right away.’ The
rabbi replied, ‘But the Lord is here in Verona
with the Jews, too.’ Then I responded with
the three aspects of the Trinity—the
Father, Son and Holy
Ghost—and said, ‘These
have to guide us in this
decision making.’ And
the rabbi answered,
‘But there is just one
God, one almighty,
and this is the God of
the universe who also
is the God of the
Jews.’ I responded
with the wafer and the
wine to say that Jesus died for
our sins so that the Christians could be saved.
And he responded by eating his apple and
noting that we are all children of Adam and

Eve. Indeed we are in this together and so we
will have to work it out together.” That was
the bishop’s story.

The Jews of Verona were also puzzled.
“What exactly was going on, Rabbi?” they
asked. To which the rabbi answered, “I have

no idea.” He then shared his interpretation:
“The bishop said, ‘The Jews of Verona must
leave today,’ and I said, ‘We are staying right
here.’ The bishop then said, ‘I will give you
three days to pack.’ And I said, ‘we’ll take a
week.’ Then he ate his lunch and I ate mine.”

Gerald Torres and I used this story as a
metaphor for contemporary democracy in the

United States to introduce the chapter
“The Problem Democracy Is

Supposed to Solve” in our
book The Miner’s Canary.

Here in the United States,
we have “talking heads”
who come together to
have a twenty-first cen-
tury equivalent of the
silent debate in the mid-
dle of the amphitheater,

where the speakers barely
understand what each other

is saying and certainly the specta-
tors need a translator to understand what’s
going on. We have politicians and pundits
speaking in the middle of the amphitheater,

Citizens are silent, 
passive, uninformed.
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while the rest of the citizens are spectators.
The citizens are silent, they are passive, and
they are uninformed. That is not democracy
in my view.

In many ways, the media are reproducing
and reinforcing this impoverished version of
democracy. Twenty-first century technology
trains the camera and directs the microphone
so that all we see and hear are the bishop and
the rabbi. Maybe now they’re not participating
in a completely silent debate and maybe it’s 
no longer a pantomime. Maybe you can 
now hear their voices. But they are still not
communicating with each other. And the most
important visual image is of the spectators
silently watching in puzzlement, their eyes 
fixated on what’s happening in the center of
the stage. I want to challenge us to think
about how we might reconceptualize the 
relationships both between the media and 
the decision makers and between the talking
heads and the public—so that the public 
may also become part of the decision-making
process, so that the citizens are not just 
spectators, so that many more people can
become active participants in helping to 
make the decisions that affect all of our lives. 

he media can help to reinvigorate
the democratic process so that public
decision making becomes a more

interactive process. Decision making should
become a process that involves public delibera-
tion, not just a public pantomime. Media can
help public decision making become a process
in which the goal is public problem solving,
which engages the attention and also the skills,
the insight, the creativity of more of the peo-
ple who have a stake in the outcome. It need

not create an amphitheater-like divide
between the spectators and the experts or the
spectators and the authority figures. 

Now, you may say well, that’s a very 
ambitious project. That, in fact, has been 
the project of my work.

I started out as a litigator with the NAACP
Legal Defense Fund. I was a voting rights

lawyer. I was trying to get more people 
participating in the act of elections. But then
I became a law professor and realized that, 
in some ways, just getting more people to
vote—if the voting process itself is polarized
and the winner takes all—reproduces a game
rather than a deliberation. I realized that just
getting people to the polls is an inadequate
statement of democracy. It’s certainly better
than not getting to the polls. It is certainly
better than what I saw in Philips County,
Arkansas, in the 1980s, where the white 
community leaders were so committed to 
not having black people participate that they
would change the polling places between 
elections without notifying people (white 
or black) where the new polling place was—
except by putting a little notice in something
called the Helena World, a newspaper that was
mailed to subscribers.

In that county, the election day was Tuesday;
they’d mail the newspaper on Monday and the
voter would get it, presumably, (if she had mail
delivery at her home) on Tuesday. But if you

Getting people to the
polls is inadequate.

T
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were not a subscriber, or if you were illiter-
ate, you would have no idea where the
polling place was. And when they changed
these polling places, it would not be just
across the street; it might literally be five or
ten miles in a different direction. In this
community, there was no public transporta-
tion. Blacks and whites were very poor, but
blacks were a lot poorer than the whites: the
per capita income for blacks was less than
$3,000 per year; for whites it was about
$5,000. Forty-two percent of blacks did not
have access to a car, truck, or a van, while
only nine percent of whites were similarly
encumbered. Thirty percent of blacks (com-
pared to eleven percent of whites) did not
even have a telephone. This was the Phillips
County, Arkansas, that greeted us when we
went to try cases there under the Voting
Rights Act, in the early 1980s.

We thought we were doing the Lord’s work
in trying to get people to the polls and trying
to establish uniform rules for participation.
But later, when I became a professor, and so
began to have the opportunity for reflecting
on the work that I had done, I realized that
there was still a disconnect between the 
people who were going to the polls and the
people whom they were ultimately electing. I
realized that any sense of accountability was
severely limited if it was only generated once
every four years, or once every two years,
during a single public ritual called an election.
The challenge was to begin to think about a
greater sense of accountability, a larger space
for interaction between the public and the
decision makers. So I began to experiment in
the one universe, in the one public space, or
at least semipublic space, to which I still had
access. That was the classroom.

I began to be a very different type of
teacher, no longer standing to deliver a lecture
in front of my class while my class sat looking
up at me. I began instead to meet with a small
group of my class in advance, and the groups
with whom I met would be rotated. So, over
the course of a semester, I would have met
with each student in a small group at least
twice; and we would have met with the under-
standing that each one had done all of the
reading assigned for that particular class and
had written a paper about the readings, so he
or she was now something of an expert, or at
least a specialist in this subject. And we would
plan a lesson together asking, “How are we
now going to teach this material to the rest of
the class?” In this process, it turns out, the
students bring enormous energy, enormous
creativity, and exciting new resources.

Students tell me about readings, about 
articles, about things they have seen on 
television that I knew nothing about—or 
if I had seen, might not, at my age, have
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remembered! The level of energy in the class-
room was palpable as a result of this shift in
power, where I’m not standing in front of the
class as a sage on the stage, lecturing. Too

often, when professors just lecture, the infor-
mation goes from the professor’s notes to the
student’s notes without passing through the
minds of either. Mine, now, is a much more
engaged and democratic process. It is a
process of sharing power with my students,
in which we are committed to creative experi-
mentation and also to critical reframing. That
is to say, we are not just taking everything as
a given, as in “This is familiar therefore we
must repeat it.” We are prepared to reinvent,
to take risks in the way in which we discuss
and critique conventional wisdom. 

Now, why is this impor-
tant in terms of learn-

ing? Because learning
is not measured by

what the learner
can repeat on

an exam, or even in a paper, one week or two
weeks after being exposed to the material.
Learning is about what has been internalized.
Learning involves being able to apply informa-
tion or new skills in a different and even unan-
ticipated context. What can you remember
from a class one year later? And can you use
what you remember? Many students in these
interactive classes and seminars will come up
to me five years later, even ten years later, and
they can repeat, almost word for word, things
that were said in this class. Or they tell me
how they’re still working through some little
conundrum that we identified in a particular
session. 

I can assure you there are some professors
who are so charismatic and so inventive that
they will leave a mark as the “sage on the
stage”; but few of us can claim such a long-
term effect simply by virtue of what we alone
say or think. So I’ve been experimenting with
constructing a different kind of space, a shared
space, a learning community in the classroom. 

ut this is not just about classrooms;
ultimately democracy itself is sup-
posed to be a learning project. That

same kind of shared space, that idea of a learn-
ing community, can also serve as a metaphor
for the public square in a democracy: a space
for problem solving, not just for learning a
particular discrete skill. Here is an example 
of what I mean. It happened in Brazil and it
involved a Brazilian dramatist whose name is
Augusto Boal. 

Boal had a theater company in Brazil. It
had done a lot of interactive work with the
community, but the company was disbanding.
The Brazilian government had changed hands

Democracy is 
supposed to be a 
learning project.

B
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and it was no longer funding the theater 
company. The company had been dependent
on those funds so they were going to go out
of business. But they wanted to go out of
business in style.

They wanted to stage their departure by
way of the Carnival in Brazil. But in order 
to get a space in the Carnival, you have to
negotiate with a political party, because the
political parties control access to slots in 
the Carnival. So they went to the Workers
Party, with whom they negotiated a space in
the Carnival on the condition that somebody
from Boal’s theater company run for office.
The condition was, “We’ll give you a space
for you to perform, but you have to agree that
one of you is going to run as a member of the
Workers Party for office.” So, the company
deliberated and decided that Boal himself
would be their candidate, running on the
platform, “Vote for me. Elect my theater
company.” Boal won a position in the local
city council.

Augusto Boal was no longer the head of a
theater company; it had gone out of business.
But now he was a legislator. He decided he
was going to use in the legislative process, the
same techniques he had used with his theater
company. Rather than hiring lawyers, he hired
his actors and actresses as his staff. He divided
up this staff so that each was responsible 
for working with a particular constituency 
to develop a sense of what issues were 
confronting that constituency group. Thus 
for example, the teachers or the sanitation
workers or the police officers might be a 
constituency working with a member of
Boal’s troop. And they used an interactive 
theater process: members of the constituency

group would have to come up with a skit or a
particular dramatization of the problems that
they were confronting; then members of 
the audience would be invited to reenact the

scene, taking the place of one or another of
the protagonists in the script, to demonstrate
how they might solve the problem differently.

This was a vehicle for getting the con-
stituency group to begin to do interactive
problem solving, using theater techniques.
Each of the constituency groups developed a
skit and an explanation. They had a festival
where they showed their productions to each
other. They critiqued and responded to 
each other. And out of this process emerged
pieces of legislation that Boal then introduced.
Thirteen bills passed as a result of this process,
at which point one of Boal’s colleagues said 

Citizens have decision-
making authority.
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fighting you, “Yes, we have a system of
accountability.” Rather, this power-sharing
process is actually an innovative way of prob-
lem solving that enables you to come up with
solutions that have what we like to call nowa-
days, “stickiness.” Those are solutions that are
more likely to work and to be sustainable
within a community, because the process of
arriving at these solutions, and the outcome,
is generated by residents with enormous local
knowledge, a different kind of expertise than
that of formal or officially recognized experts,
even of those who have been working in the
field for many years.

similar project emerged under very
different circumstances recently in
Vancouver in British Columbia.

Here the problem was the issue of election
reform. There were political parties that won
an overwhelming majority of the seats in the
national legislature representing British
Columbia, although they had technically lost
the popular vote. Their share of legislative
seats was grossly disproportionate to their
actual support in the electorate because the
ruling party had successfully gerrymandered
election districts. Remember, Canada, just
like the United States, is a former colony of
Great Britain, so they used a very similar 
system of winner takes all, “First Pass the
Post,” which allows whoever gets elected to
get essentially all of the power in a particular
district. So, even if you only get 51 percent of
the votes you get 100 percent of the power.
And if you draw your districts very cleverly,
you can ensure that a party that has only 30
percent or 35 percent support actually has a
majority in terms of legislative seats—because

to him, “Augusto, you think you’re so smart.
You’ve introduced thirteen bills. The thirteen
bills have passed. But not a single one of those
bills came from your head, right? They all
came from your constituents. You’re not so
smart.” So, Boal goes home and he starts
thinking, well, what could he introduce on 
his own?

He comes up with something he had seen
when he visited Sweden. To protect people
who were blind at busy intersections, the
Swedes had the sound of birds accompany the
change in the lights. People who couldn’t see
when the light was green were alerted by
“tweeting” birds to the fact that it was safe 
to cross the street. Boal writes up a little bill
saying this is what they were now going to 
do in Rio, and he goes to a meeting of his
constituents who were disabled and announces
proudly, “This is my bill.” They are absolutely
alarmed. They say to him, “Boal, what is
wrong with you?” He said, “I think it’s a 
good idea.” They said, “You’re trying to get us
killed.” He said, “No, no, I’ve seen this work
in Sweden. It works really well.” “Trust me,”
he said. They said, “We can’t trust you because
the difference is that, in Sweden, drivers stop
at red lights.” Boal pulled the bill.

The point of that story is twofold. First, 
it is not enough merely to just consult with
constituents. It is important to create a process
in which your constituency, your audience, 
the citizens, and the people in your classroom
are active participants in deciding; they have
decision-making authority, not just consultative
roles. And the second is that it’s not just a 
formal process to demonstrate that you are
tapping into or you’re checking off the right
boxes and you can now assert to whoever is

A
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you are, in effect, manipulating the now-
wasted votes of your opponent.

As a result of the quirks in the way the
winner-takes-all electoral constituencies were
constructed in British Columbia, the party
that had attracted fewer voters was dominating
the legislature. The public was outraged. The
head of the losing party (which had actually
polled more votes) committed to allowing 
the citizens to study the election system,
when and if his party ever came back to
power. When his party finally won both 
more votes and more seats, he kept his word.
He convened something called a citizens
assembly. This Citizens Deliberative Assembly
was constituted randomly, meaning they had
160 citizens from all over Vancouver. Each
constituency district—like our city or town—
had two representatives, one man and one
woman, and people’s names were picked out
of a hat: they were picked randomly. It is 
as if they had picked the names out of a
phone book (or a master wheel for jurors as

they do in the U.S.), except that the people
who were picked had to consent to participate;
they had to show up at a meeting to agree
that they were going to volunteer for this
assignment. Thus there was some minimal

threshold of interest and commitment on the
part of the participants. 

This group of citizens, 160 of them, met
over an 11-month period to deliberate about
the form of elections in British Columbia.
They met once each month for an entire
weekend. Most of the meetings had 100 
percent attendance; attendance rarely
dropped below 90 percent. They held 50
hearings at which 387 oral presentations were
made; they received 1,603 public comments.
If you compare the commitment of these 
citizens to any legislative body in the United
States, I can assure you that the citizens 
were participating and attending much more
vigilantly than our professional (or at least,
elected) politicians. They consulted with
experts. They had a beautiful room that
looks a little bit like the United Nations: 
circular without either a front or back. And
they often met, very much as I meet with 
my students, in small groups, outside of the
general assembly, to go over certain issues,
interacting in multiple ways.

They came up with a particular form of
proportional representation to substitute for

Skepticism dominates 
in the twenty-first century.
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a process in which ordinary people are given
enormous dignity and a sense that they have
something to contribute and that their judg-
ment is going to matter. And in that process,
they become invested in the outcome. In
British Columbia, support both for the out-
come as well as for the process was so strong
among the citizenry as a whole that the pre-
mier of the province agreed to put the matter
back on the ballot. People seem to trust what
citizens have come up with more than they
would politicians.

want to close with one other story that
goes back to a formative period in my
own life, although not a period in which

I was directly participating. It is a period,
though, that created in some ways the heroes
that inhabit my imagination. I am referring 
to the Civil Rights Movement. I have just 
finished reading Constance Baker Motley’s
autobiography, Equal Justice Under Law. She
died, as you know, last fall. In preparation for
going to her memorial service, I had decided 
I was going to read her autobiography. She
was a very formal woman and a very proud
woman. If you read her autobiography you
would also see the humanity and the courage,
enormous courage.

Motley tells the story of going to visit
Martin Luther King Jr. and Ralph David
Abernathy when they were in jail in a remote,
rural area, somewhere near Americus, Georgia.
She went to visit them but she couldn’t stay in
the jail even 30 seconds, because the stench
was so awful. The temperature was close to
100 degrees. She called the visit the “most hor-
rendous experience” of her life. And yet King
and Abernathy had been there for ten days.

the “First Past the Post” pattern. The premier
of the province had agreed that he would put
whatever they came up with on the ballot 
for a referendum, so in May 2005, their pro-
posal went before the voters. And it got 57.9
percent of the votes. But it did not pass
because the premier had established a thresh-
old of 60 percent in order to have it pass.
However, because it had been called the Citi-
zens Deliberative Assembly, it had enormous
authority with the public. 

Unlike the citizens of Verona, ordinary
people are less and less willing to defer to 
the decision making of those in authority;
skepticism about many current sources of
authority—from journalists to politicians—
dominates in the twenty-first century. The
media doesn’t have authority, the government 
doesn’t have authority, even our educational
system lacks legitimacy in the eyes of many
people. The group that continues to have
authority, legitimacy, and credibility is citizens.
We trust citizens to make decisions that are
not just self-serving—especially when they are

working in a deliberative atmosphere. This is
different than a referendum. This is not an
initiative. This is not an up or down vote.
This is not something where you’re treating
people as shoppers or as consumers, using
marketing and public relations. Deliberation is

Local citizens 
understood they 
had power.
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They were fasting. They were singing. They
had great spirit. And she realized that she had
met people who were willing to make the ulti-
mate sacrifice for the movement. 

She was a lawyer who had gone to
Mississippi 25 times in the span of probably
one year. Imagine a black, woman lawyer in
Mississippi in the 1960s, and even before
then, in the 1950s. She litigated cases during
which the white judge literally turned his back
to her: he was in a chair and just swiveled the
chair so that she was arguing to his back. So,
this is a woman of enormous courage. But she
did not have, she said, the courage of King
and Abernathy. She could not have stayed in
that jail. But she did note that King and
Abernathy, although they were heroes, and
although they had enormous courage, were
not the only ones with courage. And she
describes the importance of the black women
who formed the backbone of the Civil Rights
Movement. These were the unspoken, unsung
heroes. And these were the people who attend-
ed, before the Civil Rights Movement, weekly

prayer meetings in their churches. Those
weekly prayer meetings became the mass

meetings. They became the bedrock
of the Civil Rights Movement, at

which people came and sang and
participated and used their col-
lective voice to stir up their
collective courage.

In her autobiography,
Motley talked about the dif-
ference between the

NAACP—a national organi-
zation—and the more locally

based SCLC, the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference. She had

started with the NAACP and continued to
work with the NAACP Legal Defense Fund
(LDF) after the two organizations separated.
The NAACP and the LDF were both head-
quartered in New York City. She compared
these New York based organizations to the
SCLC, King’s organization … which she said
“aimed at providing working-class blacks in
the South with local leadership.” As a result,
King was able to do something that often
eluded the national organizations. He could
“bring out the rank and file locally in com-
mitted, sustained support of desegregation.”

She said the big difference was that very
courageous individuals, a small group of 
very courageous individuals, formed each
local chapter of the NAACP. When these
exceptionally committed individuals wanted
to fill a church, however, they had to bring
Roy Wilkins or Thurgood Marshall down
from New York to come as the featured 
speaker. By contrast, the SCLC could fill a
church every week because they were an
organic part of the local community. They
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were using existing black organizations with
local leadership and local networks. The 
ministers in the local community already had
a following. And that’s how 
the midweek prayer meetings 
ultimately became civil rights 
mass meetings.

It was the community’s space. It
was not the NAACP’s space or the
SCLC’s space. It was the communi-
ty’s space. According to Judge Motley,
the Montgomery bus boycott was an
early prototype of this model. The com-
munity in Montgomery, using the tools of
a bus boycott, had demonstrated through
this process their power to change the rules
in their own community. That is what con-
tinued to inspire people to participate in the
Civil Rights Movement. The local citizenry
sensed their own power to change the rules
of engagement in their own community. It
wasn’t the lawyers in Washington or the 
executives in New York—who were happy 
to fly in, parachute in, to litigate a case—
that ultimately, she said, created the force,
the energy, the vitality of the Civil Rights
Movement: It was the local energy of the local
citizens who understood they had power. 

In Montgomery, the church people could
see that in their own local leaders they
could bring an end to Jim Crow, not in
the Supreme Court in Washington, but in

their day-to-day lives. The Supreme 
Court’s Brown decision, of course, had
sparked this new grassroots momentum,
but few, if any, people had fully antici-
pated the revolutionary effect of Brown
and its progeny on the average black 
person.

Unlike the bishop and the rabbi,
the message I am trying to convey is
about the power of citizens, of the
“spectators.” With media that is
committed to serving the public,

we might use our power and
our technology not only to
connect to the power of the
spectator, but also to rein-

vent the space where those
spectators deliberate and solve

their problems and assert their
collective energy and their collective

voice. Our democracy depends on it. 

Lani Guinier is the Bennett Boskey Professor of Law at
the Harvard Law School. This essay is adapted from
an informal presentation given in December 2005, at
a meeting convened at New York University for a Ford
Foundation initiative on media and democracy. An
earlier and more expansive version of the themes
explored here can be found, coauthored by Gerald
Torres, in  The Miner’s Canary: Enlisting Race,
Resisting Power, Transforming Democracy
(Harvard University Press, 2002).
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or all that our society fills with
constant chatter—24/7 news
cycles, the explosion of the 
Internet, revelations of intimate
secrets on television talk shows—

I’m convinced that America suffers from
silence about what is more deeply on our
minds. The pollster Dan Yankelovich diag-
nosed the pattern a decade ago. Americans, he
said, “feel a sickness in the very soul of society
to which they cannot give a name.” 

There are parallels with the cultural discon-
tents among millions of American women in
the early 1960s who experienced what Betty
Friedan called, “the problem that has no
name.” Friedan began her famous 1964 book,
The Feminine Mystique: “The problem lay
buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds
of American women. It was a strange stirring,
a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that
women suffered in the middle of the twentieth
century in the United States.” Friedan argued
that this silence contrasted with the torrent of
talk about modern women. “There was no
word of this yearning in the millions of words
written about women, for women, in all the
columns, books, and articles by experts telling
women their role.” In consequence, women
felt isolated, thinking that everyone else was
fulfilled:

Each suburban wife struggled with 
it alone. As she made the beds, shopped 
for groceries, matched slipcover material, 
ate peanut butter sandwiches with her 
children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and 
Brownies, lay beside her husband at 
night—she was afraid to ask even of her
self the silent question: “Is this all?”
For Friedan and others who birthed the

modern women’s movement, the unnamed
problem was restrictive definitions of what

by Harry C. Boyte

“The cause of 
our time is a 
culture spinning 
out of control.” 

Breaking the Silence
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The study concluded that “people describe a
society at odds with itself and its own most
important values,” where materialism, greed,

and selfishness were eclipsing family, commu-
nity, and responsibility. People worried that
such trends were accelerating. And they felt
alone, because they assumed everyone was
going along. 

In Stiffed, a probing study of diverse subcul-
tures among American men, from shipyard
workers to television executives, Susan Faludi
found similar anxieties stemming from the
replacement of public purposes with private
pursuits. “‘Winning’ was always a peculiarly
prominent aspect of the American masculine
question,” wrote Faludi. But a pivotal change
took place in the 1950s. In the past, “men had
generally been expected to win within a social
context....They ‘won the West’ to build a na-
tion.” In contrast, the new culture of consumer
society: 

elevated winning to the very apex of 
manhood while at the same time discon-
necting it from meaningful social purpose.
Being “first” seemed to be all that mattered
… [in] a society drained of context, satu-
rated with a competitive individualism that
has been robbed of craft or utility, and 
ruled by commercial values that revolve
around who has the most, the best, the
biggest, the fastest.

they could do and be. But it is not a stretch to
see other discontents in her account, as well—
having to do with the hollowness of an Ameri-
can dream that had lost the public world.

I believe that America’s sickness of the
soul is about this loss of public life, what John
Kenneth Galbraith once called “public squalor
amidst private affluence.” The result is a deep
sense of unease without words to describe the
problem; and a feeling of powerlessness to do
anything about it. In 1958, C. Wright Mills
intimated the recovery of public life that did
sweep America in the 1960s: 

Men in a mass society are gripped by 
personal troubles which they are not able 
to turn into social issues.... The knowledge-
able man in a genuine public, on the other
hand … understands that what he thinks
and feels to be personal troubles are very
often also problems shared by others and,
more importantly, not capable of solution
by any one individual but only by modifi-
cation of the group in which he lives.

We need conversation about what ails us
again, if we are to turn personal troubles into
public issues now. And we need experiences of
civic culture-making and public work if we are
to address it.

n 1995 the Merck Family Fund commis-
sioned the Harwood Group to do an 
in-depth study on the “culture of 

consumerism and American lifestyles.” 
The report, Yearning for Balance: Views of
Americans on Consumption, Materialism, and
the Environment, found that “people from all
walks of life—rich and poor, men and women,
all ages, all races—reach a remarkably similar
conclusion: things are seriously out of whack.”

Interviews surfaced 
a loss of 
public purpose.
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about its history and operations. Far more than
we expected, the interviews surfaced a strong,
often painful loss of public purpose. There

was alarm at turf wars, hypercompetitive
norms, and the “star system.” And faculty
members voiced unrealized desires that public
engagement be constitutive of professional
work. Interest in the public relevance of
teaching and research was not simply an 

individual desire but was also
framed in disciplinary terms.

“Our whole department
feels too cloistered,” said
one department chair in
the College of Liberal
Arts, expressing the
department’s hope to
engage more deeply the
urban scene and the 

public world. Yet across
disciplines, people said also

that they felt increasingly
detached even from their depart-
ments. “I talk far more to the

50 people in my subdiscipline
on the internet than I do to the

people on my hall,” said one.
There was silence, as well. Faculty members

said that they consciously avoided mention
of their public interests—what had led most
of them into academia in the first place—for
fear that might jeopardize their reputations

In Faludi’s view, men, too, experienced the
discontents that Friedan had described earlier.
“At century’s end … the commercialized,
ornamental ‘femininity’ that the women’s
movement diagnosed now has men by the
throat. Men and women both feel cheated of
lives in which they might have contributed to
a social world.” She termed this “a tsunami
force, a swirling ocean of larger-than-life,
ever-transmitting images in which usefulness
to society meant less and less and celebrityhood
ever more.” And like women before, men had
great difficulty even naming their problem.

Such sentiments—loss of public purposes
and silences about the problem—also surface
in my own work at the Center for Democracy
and Citizenship (CDC); from new
immigrants to suburban parents,
from inner-city teachers to
faculty and students in 
colleges and universities,
people experience a
“problem that has no
name.” We discovered
such subterranean 
discontents at the
University of
Minnesota in 1997,
when the Kellogg
Foundation asked the
CDC to investigate 
the possibilities for
renewing the land-grant
public service mission 
of the university. We inter-
viewed people who were widely respected in
different departments and colleges, seen 
to embody the ethos or culture of their disci-
plines and the university, and knowledgeable

Silence is linked 
to powerlessness.
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for “rigorous scholarship.” In subsequent 
visits to many other campuses, I have been
constantly struck by how much academic cul-
tures reinforce silence about such questions.

We find silence among students too. In
organized discussions about “The Organization
Kid,” an article in The Atlantic Monthly in
2001 by David Brooks, profiling a generation
of high achieving students unable to talk
about the reasons for their frenetic lives, 
students at the University of Minnesota
expressed discontent at a success-at-any-cost
culture. “Driven by achievement and success,
we do the things we do to ‘get ahead,’” said
one student in response to Brooks. “I recall
being pressed to do volunteer work because 
it would give me an edge on my college
applications,” said another. “Most of us have
never been given the time to really explore
our place and our purpose in the world.”
Another put it, “there is an essential piece
missing…a piece of our souls that has been
stolen away by a steadfast commitment to
rules and order and success.” 

Such comments from faculty and students
echo the discontents about mass society
described by Max Weber a century ago but
they take new forms in our professionalized,
intensely competitive, privatized world.
These can be summed up as the loss of the
public sides of life: the beautiful and sociable
qualities of public spaces; the open-ended,
diverse, horizontal nature of politics; the
publicly productive dimensions of work; and
the larger vision of a robust democratic way
of life. 

rom the vantage of many contempo-
rary elites, this process seems 
inexorable. Globalization breeds

individuals focused on private lives, not 
citizens concerned about the commonwealth.
In The World Is Flat, the number one 
nonfiction best seller in the fall of 2005, 
New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman
treats the huge transformations in societies
across the globe created by the conjuncture of
new technologies. He talks about “empower-
ment,” “communication,” and “flattening of
hierarchies.” He champions open societies
against fundamentalism. But for Friedman,
consumer identities overwhelm everything
else. The good life for most is shopping at
Wal-Mart. “As consumers we love [such
places] because they deliver us all sorts of
goods, from tennis shoes to laptop computers
at lower and lower prices. That is how 
Wal-Mart became the world’s biggest retailer.”
Citizenship, public wealth, and public life do
not appear in his index. 

It is also hard for ordinary people to
imagine that they can tame such cultural
trends. Silence about public purpose is linked
to wide feelings of powerlessness. “If you
look at the whole picture of everything that

F
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is wrong, it is so overwhelming,” one woman
from Richmond, Virginia, told Richard
Harwood in a 1996 Kettering study. “You just

retreat back and take care of what you know
you can take care of—and you make it small-
er, make it even down to just you and your
unit. You know you can take care of that.”  

I believe that today’s “problem without a
name” is the loss of our sense of productive
civic agency that makes a democratic way of
life, at the very moment that we also sense the
need for thoughtful, effective citizen initiative
on an unmatched scale to meet growing pub-
lic problems. As the National Commission 
on Civic Renewal put it, we have become
“spectators and consumers” of democracy, 
a process fed by inability to work across 
differences on common challenges. Loss of
agency results in a private culture of avoidance
and accusation, not a public culture of
accountability and action. 

Yet there are stirrings of change. There 
are beginnings of conversation. And there 
are lessons from the past. In the 1980s, I
researched the increasing sophistication of 
citizen organizing in neighborhoods, religious
congregations, health settings, schools, and
other venues that bring people together across
partisan lines to address complex problems.
These civic efforts are far more substantial, 
it seemed to me, than the “us against them”
mentality of righteous innocence that pre-
dominates in issue organizing and elections.
Scholars like Carmen Sirianni, Lewis Friedland,

and Peter Levine have since shown extensive
civic innovations in community development,
health, journalism, civic environmentalism,
youth development, higher education, and
other areas, in which citizens are problem
solvers and coproducers of public goods, not
simply volunteers, voters, or consumers. 

Implicitly or explicitly, such efforts involve
a conception of politics as the interactions
and negotiations among citizens of different
views and interests, in horizontal productive
relationships with each other in many set-
tings, rather than simply in vertical relations
with the state. Some years ago, I discovered
that such an everyday politics was being
explicitly taught in the most effective citizen
organizing, based largely in low-income,
working-class, and minority communities.
This marked a revival of an older concept 
of politics, from the Greek root politikos,
meaning “of the citizen.” 

Today’s broadly based citizen organizations,
growing from a populist focus on building
the power of citizens, see politics as about

There are stirrings 
of change.
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negotiating plurality—and they are highly
diverse. Their members range from conservative
Baptists to liberal Unitarians. They may come
from mosques, synagogues, trade unions,

schools, or neighborhood groups. They form
several networks, including the Gamaliel
Foundation, the Industrial Areas Foundation
(IAF), the People Improving Communities
through Organizing (PICO) National
Network, and the Direct Action & Research
Training (DART) Network. As of 2004,
records indicate that 170 broadly based
groups, in 33 states, from these 4 networks
involve several million families. They organize
on a philosophical rather than an ideological

orientation to politics, grounded in demo-
cratic and religious values such as respect for
minorities’ rights, participation, justice, or
sacredness of human life. Their approach
involves building relationships among citizens
of diverse backgrounds, as well as developing
sustained public relationships—full of 
tension and moments of conflict but also
productive results—with “establishment”
leaders, once seen as simply “the enemy.”
They are gritty, real, practical—and they see
their organizing as at odds with the culture.
The nation, reads the IAF statement,
Organizing for Families and Congregations,
faces a “values war” fought over “the 
fundamental question: who will parent 
our children? How will they be taught and
trained and nurtured?” Culture-shaping insti-
tutions, in their view, tell: 

people how to eat, how to look, how to 
love, and how to feel…. Our country is in 
the kind of crisis that both Madison and 
de Tocqueville warned us about.…The 
middle is collapsing, confused.... Sucked 
dry by a vacuum.
The stance of these and other problem-

solving civic initiatives is also defensive,
largely lacking a language of change that can
engage people outside their own ranks. “The
public culture,” as squalid as it may seem, 
is taken as a given. As a result, innovative 
citizen initiatives remain fragmented, not
conscious of any common, galvanizing cause. 

Yet here and there, the decaying culture is
posed as the problem, and groups aim to
change it. Some critics describe degradations
in the public culture. In Childhood for Sale:
Consumer Culture’s Bid for Our Kids, a report
for the Progressive Policy Institute, for

Conversations are 
asking about the 
nature of democracy.
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instance, Michele Stockwell documents the
growth of children’s advertising from about
$100 million in 1983 to more than $15 
billion today, including TV, Internet, print,
and more stealthy advertising—like using 
children’s friendship networks as means of
word-of-mouth product promotion. “As tens
of thousands of those flickering images melt
together into a constant, nagging whisper in
children’s ears, specific harmful effects can 
run the gamut from increased parent-child
conflicts to strained family budgets, distorted
value systems, and both physical and emotion-
al health problems,” argues Stockwell.

Mass culture alarms many. The Pew Research
Center found, in April 2005, that “roughly six
in ten Americans say they are very concerned
over what children see or hear on TV, in
music lyrics, video games, and movies.” Bill
Stephney, cofounder of the rap group, Public
Enemy, decries the normalization of crime,
drug use, and prostitution in “gangsta” and
“crunk” rap. And such “normalization” has
global effects. American cultural exports were
once a potent resource; the Russian novelist
Vasily Aksyonov deemed Voice of America
jazz shows “America’s secret weapon number
one.” But today, things are different. In 
2003, a study of teenagers in 12 countries 
by researchers Melvin and Margaret DeFleur
concluded that “the depiction of Americans in
media content as violent, of American women
as sexually immoral, and of many Americans
as engaging in criminal acts has brought many
youthful subjects to hold generally negative
attitudes” toward Americans.

Beyond critique, there are also efforts to
change destructive cultural dynamics. For
instance, a movement among middle-class fami-
lies is growing in the suburbs of Minneapolis

and St. Paul to counter hypercompetitiveness,
overscheduling, and consumer pressures.
When families in Apple Valley, a Twin Cities
suburb, announced their boycott of “sports

on Sundays” in the fall of 2005, in an effort
to restore balance in the hypercompetitive, 
overscheduled, consumer-oriented lives their
children are leading, again and again I heard
an anguish that echoed Friedan, this time
provoked by the larger culture, not mainly
gender roles. “I didn’t know other people felt
this way, too,” said one woman, in tears. “It’s
been getting worse and worse.” She described
friends who put infant children in language
and other “enrichment” activities, touted as
necessary for future success. Colleges and
universities sometimes aim at culture change.
Colgate University, in Hamilton, New York,
and Naropa University, in Boulder, Colorado,
explicitly challenge the consumer student 
culture on campus—what Colgate dean
Adam Weinberg calls “Club Med”—in 
sustained efforts to create cultures that edu-
cate for public work. Positive Hip Hop and
other cultural expressions challenge degrading
images of African Americans, Latinos, and
other people of color. Project for Public
Spaces works with communities to create vital,
lovely public places that renew communal
pride, cultures of sociability, and a sense of
the commonwealth and it has recently found
unprecedented interest in such work. 

Professionals’ work 
should develop 
civic capacities.
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tions of higher education imbued their stu-
dents with a sense of their role in helping to
create a democratic society. “There are
always, in our national life, certain tenden-
cies that give us ground for alarm, and cer-
tain others that give us ground for hope,”
wrote Theodore Roosevelt in The Atlantic
Monthly at the turn of the nineteenth centu-
ry. “Among the latter we must put the fact
that there has undoubtedly been a growing
feeling among educated men that they are in
honor bound to do their full share of the
work of American public life.” Land-grant
schools, for instance, stressed contributions
of their graduates to rural democracy
through research, teaching, and sustained
partnerships with communities. This history
of land-grant institutions was full of implicit
and, at moments, explicit references to con-
cepts and practices of public work. 

The idea that professionals’ work should
aim at helping develop the civic capacities of
people and communities and contribute to
democratic culture—rather than simply 
provide services—was often tied to social
movements with public purposes, such as
New Deal reform or the black freedom 
struggle. In Harlem, for instance, in the
1920s and 1930s, a range of professionals—
artists and poets, labor organizers, teachers,
ministers and musicians, to list a few—saw
themselves as having a civic obligation to
develop the capacities of ordinary people,
invisible in the larger society. Civic-minded
professionals helped to sustain a myriad of
what Sara Evans and I have called “free spaces,”
places rooted in the life of communities that
have a public and diverse character, and 
in which democratic values and practices
incubate as alternatives to the dominant 
culture. In Harlem, such spaces ranged from

Finally, cultural conversations are beginning
to pose these issues in broad terms, asking
about the nature of democracy. Thus,
Imagining America, a consortium of higher
education institutions to strengthen public
work in arts, humanities, and design disciplines,
is sponsoring the America Project by spoken-
word poet, Sekou Sundiata. It encourages 
citizen dialogues to explore and debate the
meaning of America. It grows from Sundiata’s
return to citizenship and democracy after
9/11. “I’m not using these words casually, 
as if they’re some interesting concepts 
making the round of all the hip places,”
Sundiata says:

I use them to describe an argument with
myself as I attempt to orchestrate the 
noise in my head with the harmonies and
dissonances in daily life: the manufactured
news, the disinformation, the heartbreak
of war, the unprecedented assault on
thought and speech, and so on. I found
that many people are also trying to clear
their heads. Trying to reinterpret the
meaning of America. I’ve come to see this
constant revisioning and redefining as a
driving force in the creative process of
democracy.… This struggle to revision and
redefine is not new. What is new is the
context in which we are wrestling with
these ideas; the stakes and how high they
are, that’s what’s new.

he conversation may not be new but
the stakes are high. We need to talk
about examples of culture change and

spread them. Here, there are resources from
history. Professional work once often had
more public meaning. For instance, in the
early decades of the twentieth century, institu-
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jazz spots like the Cotton Club to churches,
labor-study groups, locally owned businesses,
union locals, the Harlem library, schools, and
theater projects. These settings mingled, with

fluid boundaries, to create vital local and
public cultures. People learned the everyday
political skills of dealing with others. They
developed public identities, a sense that what
happened in Harlem mattered to American
civilization.

Free spaces could be found not only in
Harlem, but also across the country. In the
small town of Doland, South Dakota, the
drug store of Hubert Humphrey’s father—
one of a handful of Democrats in a town full
of Republicans—functioned as a civic center
for debate, cultural activity (it included a
lending library and was a musical site), and 
a catalyst for action. Humphrey was later 
to say that he learned his politics “listening
behind his father’s counter.” In Minneapolis,
Minnesota, the formative experiences of
Richard Green, growing up in the 1940s 
and 1950s, revolved around black churches,
extended family networks, and especially 
the Phyllis Wheatley Settlement house on 
the North Side, the heart of the African
American community. Green remembered
Wheatley as a community commons, a civic
center full of public activities and extended
relationships that shaped his vision for what
public schools should be: “commons” for an

information age. His vision, in turn, inspired
educators and families in Minneapolis, where
he served as school superintendent in the
1980s, and led him to be chosen chancellor
of New York public schools, before an
untimely death. Like the commons of old,
Green told Star Tribune reporter Kay Miller,
Wheatley was “the focal point” of social life
and more. It taught values of hard work, 
self-discipline, accountability, achievement,
and giving back. “Even though we were not 
a community of wealth, it certainly was a
community of cooperation, helping the
young people grow up in a healthy manner.”
Settlement workers and others who sustained
Wheatley “would smack your ass in a minute
if you got out of line.”

The Humphrey drug store and Wheatley
were parts of larger movements. Historians,
such as Lary May in The Big Tomorrow and
Michael Dennining in Cultural Front, describe
how, during the New Deal, “cultural workers”
of many kinds—from journalists, screenwrit-
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The dream shifted 
to a more 
cooperative vision.
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ers, and artists to scholars, educators, and
union organizers—took up organizing to
change the culture. They used government as
a resource—the cultural public work projects
of the New Deal were often leading forces in
culture change—but they also saw themselves
working for culture change in many settings,
from the motion picture industry to symphony
orchestras and magazines. As a result, the con-
tent of the American dream shifted from the
individualist, WASP-oriented, consumerist
ideal of the 1920s to a far more cooperative,
racially pluralist, and egalitarian vision of
democracy in the New Deal. C. Wright Mills
drew on this experience when he urged 
cultural workers in the late 1950s to shift
from complaint to action: 

The writers among us bemoan the triviali-
ty of the mass media, but why…do they
allow themselves to be used in its silly
routines by its silly managers? These
media are part of our means of work,
which have been expropriated from us….
We ought to repossess our cultural appara-
tus and use it for our own purposes. 

Such urgings found a responsive audience
among young people in the 1960s. 

urning the tide on today’s toxic 
culture requires building confi-
dence, spreading organizing skills,

and providing language and examples of civic
identity and practice. 

We need fewer calls for more civic work
and more strategies to make our work more
civic. Here are three elements:
• Growing free spaces. It is easy enough to

see places like the Humphrey drug store
or the settlement house as quaint relics 
of a bygone era, having nothing to do
with today’s chain stores and streamlined

service agencies. It takes conscious effort to
bring back locally grounded cultures that
are part of the fabric of community life in
which people of different views and inter-
ests learn the skills of engaging each other
in talk and action. But in our partnerships

with the CDC, we have seen many possi-
bilities for growing such spaces through
teaching the skills of everyday public work
and politics. 

In Public Achievement, for example, a
youth civic-engagement initiative developed
by the Center for Democracy and Citizenship,
teams of young people, ranging from ele-
mentary through high-school students and
college students, work over a period of
months on a public issue they choose. They
are coached by adults, who help them de-
velop achievable goals and learn political
skills and political concepts of dealing with
people who are different. Teams address a
large range of issues, from teen pregnancy
and racism to violence and the school 
curriculum. Public Achievement has now
spread to Northern Ireland, Scotland,
Turkey, Palestine, Israel, Poland, Ukraine,
Scotland, Ghana, Moldova, South Africa,
and other countries. And Public Achieve-
ment works best, we have found, when it is
not an “add on” program but rather a way
for schools to accomplish core purposes and
make their cultures more civic by multiply-
ing free spaces.

Make cultures more 
civic by multiplying 
free spaces.
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In some cases, the culture of free
spaces spreads across neighborhoods.Thus,
the Jane Addams School for Democracy, a
learning and public work partnership with
new immigrant communities from Asia,
Africa, and Latin America, seeks to create

free spaces based on rich interaction
among diverse groups on the West Side of
St. Paul. The Jane Addams School has
involved more than 1,500 col-
lege students since 1997,
and the students learn to
think of themselves 
as “members,” not 
as students doing
“service projects.” A
theme is that 
“everyone is a learner
and everyone is a
teacher,” creating a
sharply different
experience of
colearning and 
cocreation. The 
school has also 
now spawned a neigh-
borhoodwide initiative,
the Neighborhood Learning
Community, in which the whole
community and its institutions—parents,
libraries, businesses, community organiza-
tions, and nonprofits—have claimed
authority for the education of children. Its
mission is to create a neighborhoodwide

learning culture and many new forms of
collaboration have in fact emerged. The
community has formed a partnership with
the school superintendent to develop
strategies for changing cultures of school-
neighborhood relations across the city and
an apprenticeship program connects
teenagers with local employers. 

• Developing citizen professionals. Sustain-
able free spaces depend on professionals
who see their work in communal and
public terms, building the civic life 
of places. In recent decades professional
development has taught professionals to
“think privately,” looking at people in
terms of their deficiencies, not their assets,

detached from the civic life of com-
munities. This emphasis in profes-

sional education weakens profes-
sionals’ own citizenship, cre-
ates standardized, uprooted
models of professional prac-
tice, and erodes civic mus-
cle. It is also sometimes a
little observed cause of sub-
tle patterns of racial and
class prejudice among pro-
fessional elites. In her study
of professional graduate
education, Professional
Identity Crisis, Carrie Yang

Costello finds that aspiring
professionals from minority

backgrounds face a forced choice
between their home cultural communities
and professions that creates “identity 
dissonance.” As one Filipino student put
it, “in the legal culture, you have to adopt
a different way of being, a different 
vocabulary, and different way to carry

The citizenry are 
on center stage.
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yourself…. When I go home, if I act 
the way I do [at Berkeley law school] 
my cousins and my friends say, ‘you’re
kind of whitewashed.’” 

Citizen professionals, however,
acknowledge their own interests in a 
good society and develop unique styles
grounded in local civic cultures, learning
respect for the insights of those without
formal credentials to build skills of collab-
orative public work. A recent collection by
Scott Peters and his colleagues, Engaging
Campus and Community, recounts stories
of land-grant university scientists and 
others who continue once widespread
work practices like this. Scholars who
engage in public work, whether in weed
science or sustainable agriculture, develop
relational and organizing skills that they
never learned in graduate school. They
gain respect for local knowledge and 
culture; they develop a sense of everyday
politics as the negotiation of the gritty
plurality of the human condition; they
function in open-ended, improvisational
ways, recognizing their own uncertainties,

moving from critique to engagement; they
integrate their own specialized knowledge
into a larger project. There are rich 
implications for civic renewal in such
accounts and in several ways, academics
doing public scholarship contribute to
democratic revitalization. Scholars doing
such public work help revive the public
spirit of their disciplines; they multiply
opportunities for citizens to engage in
public work; and they bring civic ideals
and knowledge of larger contexts—
even into work on problems like weeds 
or water. 

Such underground traditions need 
to be surfaced and expanded. At the
University of Minnesota, where public-
engagement efforts have stressed culture
change, several initiatives seek to develop
citizen professionals. For instance, the
Academic Health Center is establishing a
new Citizen Health Program, building on
the work of William Doherty and 
colleagues, framed by the “public work …
approach that explicitly challenges a 
‘service delivery’ model of health care.” 
As its founding statement puts it, Citizen
Health Care is “based on the belief that the
greatest untapped resource for improving
health care is the knowledge, wisdom, 
and energy of individuals, families, and
communities who live with challenging
health issues in their everyday lives.” 

We need organizing like this across 
the landscape of higher education and
professional training if we are to generate
citizen clergy, citizen teachers, citizen 
businessmen, citizen journalists—and 
citizen politicians. 

• Generating citizen politics. On this topic,
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we need a culture-changing politics that
helps people see larger patterns of civic
agency across arenas, beyond simple 
partisan warfare. The galvanizing cause of
our time is not any of the “hot button”
issues that divide us. It is, rather, a general
culture that is spinning out of control,
violating our fundamental values. In a
politics that addresses the squalor of our
common culture, the citizenry, not any
elites, are on center stage. Government is
a resource, neither savior nor Satan, with
many roles to play as the instrument 
of the people. Ella Baker, the great 
civil-rights leader, put it well: We need 
“to redefine politics as including as many
kinds of people as possible and as many
kinds of experiences as possible.” 

It will also require political leadership
across parties in the tradition of the 
late Democratic Vice President Hubert
Humphrey or the late Elmer Anderson,
once Republican governor of Minnesota.
Both believed in citizen democracy.
According to those who knew him,
Humphrey regularly challenged his audi-
ences, reminding them that democracy is
a partnership. “Government isn’t supposed
to do all of this,” said Hubert Humphrey
on February 22, 1967, in a Phoenix 
television interview, responding to a caller
who asked him to fix the problems with
politics. “If you think politics is corrupt,
get your bar of political ivory soap and
clean it up. Get out there and get roughed

up a little bit in the world of reality.” In
parallel ways, Elmer Anderson, at the
groundbreaking of the Minnesota History
Center in 1988, argued that our future
depends on our ability to preserve and
transmit the rich heritage of civic 
practices, the distinctive feature of the
state—“but we cannot assume they 
will be automatically adopted by future
generations.” 

Despite allures of consumer culture, I
believe that most Americans are also deeply
worried about the prospect of a future 
dominated by radically privatized images 
of the good life—reality TV shows, strip
malls, and schools that teach children to pass
standardized tests while they fail at life. Yet 
we need ongoing, widespread public talk and
public work if we are to gain the confidence
to change things. Today, most people feel
powerless; but if called to the task—challenged
to recognize, in the words of the civil-rights
song by Dorothy Cotton, that “we are the
ones we’ve been waiting for”—millions of
people might take up the challenge of being
cocreators of our democracy, not simply its
spectators and consumers.

Harry C. Boyte is founder and codirector of the
Center for Democracy and Citizenship, a university-
wide resource based in the University of Minnesota’s
Humphrey Institute. His latest book is Everyday
Politics: Reconnecting Citizens and Public Life.
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ong before recent terrorist
attacks, invasions, economic
downturns, and hurricanes,
the alienating and homoge-
nizing effects of globalization

and the dominant market culture had begun
to isolate people from one another and from
their institutions, destroying our relationality
and creating a new kind of tribalism. The
undeniable polarization and cynicism 
pervading our nation’s political landscape is
explained in the dominant culture by two
competing narratives: Our democracy is in 
disarray either due to the moral failure and
cynicism of the elite (and the acquiescence
and materialistic culture of the rest of us) or
because of the concentration of wealth and its
corrosive effect on our political institutions.
But neither explanation encompasses the
decline of the intermediary institutions in
which we are taught the habits and practices
requisite for a vibrant democratic culture. 
In addition, these institutions would have
enabled us to develop the social knowledge to
act effectively to counter the demagoguery of
both parties in the public arena. Without these
institutions, we are reduced to self-absorbed
narcissism, which easily appropriates the 
language of consumerism and individualism.

In this age of “political correctness,” instead
of engaging in conversation, debate or argu-
ment, most of us engage in “station identifica-
tion,” in which we basically identify ourselves
and our predetermined positions, then (at
best) pause appropriately while someone else
speaks and we think about what we are going to
say next. Or we avoid conversation completely,
especially if we know it has the potential to
expose tension and conflict, as political discus-
sions often do. As a result, the real conversa-
tions of engagement—of listening, and particu-
larly of listening to the other person as anoth-

Toward a Democratic Culture
by Ernesto Cortes Jr.

L“We must commit 
to rebuilding the
institutions for 
a decent society.”
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er, as someone with a different perspective, a
different point of view, a different story or
history—rarely take place anymore.

Yet it is only through these kinds of con-
versations that people develop the capacity 
to think long-term, to consider something
outside of their own experience, to reconsider
their own experience, and to develop a larger
vision of their neighborhood, their state, or
their society. Unfortunately people don’t
develop the capacity to have deliberative 
conversations on their own. These are skills
that must be cultivated inside institutions.

Alexis de Tocqueville, an early observer 
of American political life, was the first to
understand the important role of institutions
in American politics. He was also the first to
link them to the kind of culture requisite for
the functioning and survival of democracy. 
In studying American politics, Tocqueville
developed a concern for what he called the
Augustinian Soul in American life. In this
Augustinian Soul, Tocqueville recognized 
the tension between an inclination toward
self-absorbed narcissism and, at the same
time, a tendency to overreach in an attempt
to dominate. Fortunately he also believed 
that the institutions of American life provided
a place where people learned the skills of
public life and relationality. These mediating 
institutions created a culture in which the
inclinations of the Augustinian Soul were 
balanced through the face-to-face contact and
engagement that went on in local politics. 

Tocqueville was impressed that, while peo-
ple took a strong interest in national political
elections, the politics that really mattered
were not those of the nation, but the politics
of the state, the township, and the school
board. What he saw in these local politics was

the capacity to engage in direct deliberations
around schools, around townships, and
around all the issues important to the com-
munity. Through these various associations,
people with differences would come together
to bargain, negotiate, and even engage in
reciprocal activities, such as raising barns and
homes and building schools and roads. This
face-to-face political engagement, according
to Tocqueville, was the antidote to our 
tendency for self-absorption.

The other part of the Augustinian Soul
that concerned Tocqueville was our capacity
to overreach, to make larger claims on life
than were appropriate. Tocqueville thought
that our enterprising culture, though 
valuable and important in terms of providing
opportunity, had the potential for greed and
thus to produce large amounts of inequality.
This inequality, in turn, would create concen-
trations of wealth and power that undermine
the political process. But again, Tocqueville
thought he saw the antidote. He believed
America’s intermediate institutions curbed
this inclination by connecting us and helping
us understand the
social nature 
of our existence
and develop-
ment, thereby
enlarging our
understanding
of our own self-
interest (or as
he put it “self
interest,
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properly understood”). He believed these insti-
tutions would challenge us to think beyond that
which is immediate and narrowly individual. 

ecent decades have witnessed an
erosion of the institutions Tocqueville
thought were so important to 

sustain our associative democracy: family,
neighborhood organization, political party,
congregation, labor union, and mutual-aid
society. One of the purposes of these mediating
institutions had been to assist people in 
slowing down, navigating, and adjusting to
change, be it economic, political, personal, 
or societal. It is particularly damaging that 
at the same time these institutions have been
deteriorating, the rate of change in modern
society has increased dramatically. The 
weakening of these institutions has meant that 
massive technological and cultural changes,
embedded in and concomitant with the 
globalizing forces transforming our world,
have untethered our Augustinian Souls, creat-
ing an internal migration into our own selves.
For the wealthy this is manifested in a culture
of narcissism; and for those not so wealthy it
becomes alienation—or Simone Weil’s concept
of malheur, a crushing of the spirit, that
occurs when life becomes so overwhelming
only the instincts for survival are relevant. 

A counterweight to these forces is for
organized mediating institutions to place an
emphasis on practices focused on character
development, philia (Aristotle’s notion of
political friendship), phroenesis (the practical
wisdom that comes from metis or tacit knowl-
edge), praxis (action that is aimed, calculated,
and develops reflective thinking), and the jus-
tice that emerges when all parties with a stake
in the question are involved in the delibera-
tion. These qualities require the customs and

habits of deliberation and negotiation that are
necessary for the successful functioning of a free
and open democratic society. 

In my own experience, organizing cultivates
those practices when we take time to teach
people to have one-on-one relational meetings

and reflect on them afterward. The practices
are further developed when the relational
meetings lead to house meetings, whether they
take place in a house or a school, a recreation
center or a synagogue. These small group
meetings are about telling stories and develop-
ing narratives, but also about inquiring into
the deep concerns affecting people’s daily lives.
The quality of schools, the absence of safe
playground equipment, flooding, low wages,
lack of health care—these types of issues are
all too often a part of the daily lives of low
and moderate income families. These small
group conversations, properly directed and
aimed, then lead to research actions, to explore
the dynamics, dimensions, and complexities of
an issue, in order to prepare for public action. 

Through this process, we learn to engage
people who come from other contexts—
business leaders, bureaucrats, union allies, 
and so forth. Properly conducted, these con-
versations help people get inside one another’s
moral universe through sharing their stories
and experiences, and by so doing, begin to
develop political friendships, or philia. Another
way of thinking about it is that the organizing

People don’t have 
deliberative conversations
on their own.

R
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process is about putting a relational concept of
self-interest in tension with being concerned
for others. It enables people to understand
that sustaining and developing their own 
self-interest requires them to be concerned
with the self-interest of others. This doesn’t
happen naturally, but only through the 
institutions that develop the relational context
in which people begin to understand that for
their children to do well in school requires a
public education system that enables other
people’s children to succeed as well. Or, as
Benjamin Franklin so prosaically put it: If we
don’t hang together, we all hang separately.

An example of this kind of transformation
occurred in the early 1980s when the Texas
Industrial Areas Foundation network was
organizing to support a new public education
finance and accountability system, known as
House Bill 72. One of the biggest stumbling
blocks for our network was the issue of
funding for bilingual education.
Members of some of the more
middle-class Anglo congregations
involved in the network
thought bilingual education
was a strategy that kept stu-
dents from learning English
and becoming “more
American.” It was only
through conversations and
engagement (27 house meet-
ings in just one congregation
alone) with those who had experi-
ences different from their own that a
common understanding emerged. This is
just one illustration of how the organizing
process can overcome obstacles to creating
one of the prerequisites that Aristotle thought

was necessary for the common good the 
connection of our politicalness to our 
humanity. 

For Aristotle, politicalness had nothing 
to do with politicians, but rather with our 
disposition to seek the company of one

another and form philia—or what he called
political friendships. Such friendships emerge
among people who collaborate, work together,
fight together, hold each other accountable, and
care about each other’s mutual development.
This concept of philia is reflected cogently in

Hannah Arendt’s essay on Lessing, in Men
in Dark Times. Lessing’s motto was to

be “every man’s friend but no man’s
brother.” Philia is not about inti-

macy, or warmth or affection; it
is about the disinterested capac-
ity to be concerned about the
Other’s well being: the Other
who has become your com-
rade, with whom you are in

solidarity, but not necessarily
always in agreement. Philia

requires both face-to-face engage-
ment and the capacity to step out-

side of oneself and see the Other as
having a claim on us. It requires recog-

nizing the Other’s dreams, aspirations, hopes,
and anxieties, as well as his or her depth and
complexity. To put it another way, for philia

Deliberation and 
negotiation are necessary
for a free society.
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to begin to develop you must know the 
Other’s story.

The concept of phroenesis is closely related
to what the Greeks called metis, or local
knowledge. Metis is not only a set of practical
skills and intelligence grounded in experience,
but it is used specifically in reference to the
capacity to adapt to a constantly changing 
natural and human environment. To operate
out of metis necessarily includes ongoing 
evaluation and adjustment. People or institu-
tions using do not assume they have correctly 
identified either the problem or the solution;
they instead assume that only through incre-
mental learning and constant feedback and
evaluation will they understand the real issues
and be able to reach long-term solutions. 

William Easterly makes a similar point 
in his book, The White Man’s Burden, when he
differentiates between planners and searchers.
The subtitle of his book: “Why the West’s
Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much
Ill and So Little Good” is an indictment of

planners. Planners think
they know the

answers; they rely
on experts.
Searchers, in con-
trast, assume they
don’t know the
answers; they
rely on local
knowledge. I do

not mean to imply
(nor, I suspect, does

Easterly) that there is
no role for experts or

for planning but
rather that the

knowledge of
experts is

most useful if it is elicited in response to metis
and phroenisis. As for planning, when plans are 
not adaptable, responsive to experience and
feedback, then they have little basis in reality
and can be more of a hindrance than a help.

he struggle to rebuild New Orleans
may turn out to be a classic example
of the need to synthesize expert

knowledge with metis and ongoing evaluation
and accountability. Rather than focusing on
incremental short-term projects like restoring
utilities and organizing temporary housing 
for the workers on whose return a larger
rebuilding project is predicated, the emphasis
was placed on “comprehensive” strategies and
“master” plans prepared by developers and
architects from across the nation. The Urban
Land Institute proposed a near complete
transformation of the city, overseen by an
appointed board rather than by a democratically
elected or broadly accountable institution. The
ULI plan was based on the assumption that
families living in poor neighborhoods would
not return; and even if they did, their homes
could be targeted for “eminent domain” 
buy-outs and transformed into a greenbelt.
Rejected by the public and remaining elected
officials almost as soon as it was presented,
elements of the ULI plan were nonetheless
incorporated into other master plans promul-
gated by appointed commissions at both the
local and state levels. Debate and dissent over
which elements of which strategy are most
appropriate continue to contribute to delays 
in moving into any action at all; and not only
are these delays crippling in nature, but the
emphasis at first on creating a “comprehensive”
plan inhibited the role that incremental learn-
ing (and planning) might play in leading to
sustainable long-term success.

T
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At the same time the absence of politics and
public debate in the planning process left the
voices of the vast majority of families not only
on the sidelines but subsumed beneath the pri-
orities of businesses and politicians. Genuine
democratic politics is the realm through which

a community seeks control of its fate. Andrew
Gamble reminds us, in his book Politics and
Fate, that the present era has been declared
“anti-political”; according to the pundits 
and philosophers, globalization, technology,
bureaucracy, and the isolated individualism
which they have wrought (and dare we say, 
natural disasters) have rendered us slaves to the
forces of modernity. There’s no point in poli-
tics, because these forces are beyond the control
of any collective effort. Yet Gamble also points
out that faith is the counterweight to fate: faith
in the capacity to act; faith in genuine politics;
faith in neighbors, institutions, and colleagues.
According to Gamble, fate is a restraint, rather
than an unalterable destiny. And genuine poli-
tics—politics that involves debate, negotiation
and compromise—already recognizes restraints;
it works around and within them.

A politics that is going to counteract fate
has to be attentive to the development of 
institutions and the individuals inside those
institutions. Mobilization strategies, while
clearly appropriate in some circumstances, do
nothing to rebuild the institutions that develop
people’s capacities for genuine engagement and
transformation. In fact, an overemphasis on
mobilization can increase the pressures on our

remaining institutions, rather than counteract
them. A strategy like that of the Industrial
Areas Foundation is attentive to internal growth
and development of institutions and individu-
als, as well as to the external political action
required to address concerns of families 
and communities.

There are always, for example, concerns
and crises to be addressed in the Los Angeles
Unified School District. The broad-based
organization affiliated with the Industrial
Areas Foundation in metropolitan Los
Angeles, One-LA, has been organizing to
strengthen and improve area campuses for
more than five years. A number of victories,
ranging from prioritizing bond packages and
reorganizing year-round campus schedules 
to toxic waste clean-ups, have made clear 
the power of an organized constituency of
parents, educators, classified workers, and
other community members. However the
organizing work in LAUSD has not been just
about public action; it has been centered on
mentoring and developing
leadership among peo-
ple who genuinely
cared about
schools but did
not have the
skills necessary
for engage-
ment and 
collaboration.

Violence
was rampant
near the campus
of Harmony
Elementary in
LAUSD. One of the
students had been
shot and killed. And

Genuine politics 
recognizes restraints.
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Robert Cordova, the principal, initially saw
his work with One-LA as a way to deflect
concerns of parents onto a different institu-
tion. However once Cordova began having
relational meetings with organizers and
experienced One-LA leaders, he began
to see himself not just as a manager
of crises, but as an educational
leader with a broader vision for
the transformation of his
school. He began to see the
benefit of working with 
people outside the walls of
the campus and he started
viewing parents as assets
rather than liabilities. He
learned that sharing power
did not reduce his authority
as principal and that collabora-
tion could lead to innovation
and creativity—things he could
never have “mandated” from the 
top down.

Today Harmony Elementary is not only
safer, and located in a new building, but
teachers are transforming their curriculum
and instruction methods as well. Their col-
laboration with one another, with parents,
and with Mr. Cordova, has loosed their
imaginations about possibilities for change.

They have reorganized the campus budget
to hire an English language development
coordinator, something teachers felt was
vital for a campus where 80 percent of the

students are Spanish-speaking English lan-
guage learners. Cordova’s development as a
leader inside his institution strengthened not
only his school, but the other adults associ-
ated with it and his LAUSD area superin-

tendent has recruited him to lead train-
ing sessions for other principals in

his area. His transformation has
strengthened One-LA as well:

Cordova collaborates with
and mentors other princi-
pals from campuses work-
ing with One-LA, and
sees himself as an active
leader in the broader met-
ropolitan community,
using democratic prac-

tices not only to counter-
act crises but to develop lead-

ership and constituencies for
change.
In Salinas, California, leaders of

the broad-based organization, Communities
Organized for Relational Power in Action
(COPA), refused to accept that the closing of
their public libraries was “fated” to happen.
Indeed, their faith in the democratic process
and in the story of Salinas as the home of
literary giant John Steinbeck propelled them
into action that recognized the values of
both short-term restraints and longer-term
debate and nego-tiation. In early 2005,
when the city council voted to close the
three city libraries to save money, short-term
negotiations focused on private fundraising
to keep the libraries open for limited hours.
At the same time, COPA leaders began nego-
tiating with the city council to declare a state
of emergency, permitting them to place a
half-cent general fund sales tax on the
November 2005 ballot. Measure V, as it was

Collaboration could 
lead to innovation.
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called, proposed to fund general city servic-
es, such as police, fire, libraries, parks, and
recreation. COPA leaders educated voters
on the issue and helped turn them out in

record numbers to the polls, where the tax
measure won by 62 percent—even though
three previous measures had failed to pass.
The funds generated will provide an esti-
mated additional $120 million to the City
of Salinas over the next ten years.

The difference between Measure V and 
its failed predecessors hinged on the conversa-
tions and negotiations of the organizing
process. In our experience, people are 
willing to increase their own taxes if they 
see the increase as being in their self-interest.
Self-interest, properly understood, is not a
narrow matter of dollars and cents, but
includes a broader understanding of the
common good. When plans for spending a
tax increase are negotiated publicly with a
broad-based constituency of taxpayers, 
people see more clearly their stake in the 
compromise that emerges. Measure V and the
role of the COPA organization provide just
one example of dozens of stories from
organizations in which an organized con-
stituency and a process of public negotiation
and compromise has led voters to commit
themselves to paying higher taxes as an
investment in their communities.

he Governor’s elimination of a luxury
car tax, coupled with severe constraints
on property tax increases, has left

many California cities with budget crises. The
City of Maywood, near Los Angeles, devel-
oped what is unfortunately not a unique strat-
egy to generate resources. A California resi-
dent cannot receive a driver’s licenses without
providing a Social Security number; a car
being driven without a license is subject to
impounding by police. To raise revenue, the
City of Maywood set up weekly check points
to identify and impound cars. Week after week
undocumented immigrants—who were not
allowed to have driver’s licenses—had their
cars impounded. They then paid fines averag-
ing $1,200 to have a vehicle returned only to
have it impounded again the next week. It
was clear that this policy was about generating
revenue rather than securing public safety
(which is the usual justification for impound-
ing an unlicensed driver’s vehicle) because
these immigrants were denied the option of
securing licenses. 

As the reality of the City of Maywood’s
strategy emerged through hundreds of relational
meetings, house meetings, and research
actions, One-LA leaders made a decision to
take public action. In the short-run, thousands
of people organized public meetings with
elected and appointed officials to demand—
successfully—that the weekly checkpoints,
which impounded hundreds of cars each
week, be terminated. Even so, some police 
officers then moved on to stake out the gar-
ment factories where undocumented workers
were employed. Officers would target cars
with rosaries hanging from the rearview 
mirrors, citing them as visual impairments, or
pull cars over for minor infractions like a

Self-interest includes
understanding of 
the common good.

T

       



54

KETTERING REVIEW/SPRING 2006

cracked taillight, and then impound the cars
when drivers could not produce a license.

Clearly the practice of more politics was
required. 

Leaders of One-LA organized precinct 
walks to discuss with voters the abuses by 
the Maywood police department, abuses that
had been tacitly sanctioned by a four-person
majority on the city council. Three of the
four stood for re-election in 2005, their cam-
paigns supported in large part by contribu-
tions from towing companies, and refused to
meet with One-LA or to rein in the police
department. Their challengers, with one
incumbent, who had a history of working with
the organization, committed themselves to
One-LA’s agenda for change, which included
improvements to city infrastructure and pro-
tections for tenants, as well as police depart-
ment reform, then won overwhelmingly on
election day. Despite vandalism, harassment,

threats, and false accusations made against
community leaders and organizers working
with One-LA, voter turn-out was twice as
high as that of the previous election, increas-
ing from 1,400 to over 3,000 voters. One-LA
leaders had contacted more than 600 voters
during their precinct walks, and 1,100 people
attended their public assembly the night
before the election. 

Fate seemed particularly harsh on the 
evacuees from Hurricane Katrina. Abandoned,
without food, water, or transportation in the
face of rising floodwaters, many residents of
New Orleans understandably viewed the
future as beyond their control. As soon as
evacuees began arriving at the Houston
Astrodome, leaders and organizers from The
Metropolitan Organization (TMO), the
broad-based IAF affiliate in Houston, met at
the Astrodome and began identifying pastors,
deacons, principals, teachers, and other mem-
bers of the evacuee community who had
organizing and leadership experience from
their lives in New Orleans. A resulting, 70-
person leadership team began conducting
house meetings—small group conversations—
among evacuees. These were the only conver-
sations being held with the evacuees about
what they viewed as their most immediate
needs; and as specific concerns were heard,
TMO worked with city, county, and federal
officials to organize a response.

These organized evacuees earned a number
of early victories for themselves, including 
a playground for their children and an 
accelerated process for moving the elderly 
into housing. At least one of their victories
impacted not only the Houston evacuees but
everyone with cell phones from the 504 area
code, and later, the evacuees from Hurricane
Rita, who faced a similar crisis. Early on,

Real politics 
leads to justice.
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TMO leaders had heard concerns that 
cell-phone services from 504 were being 
cancelled by the phone companies. Knowing
that this would clearly have destroyed the
evacuees’ efforts to reconnect with family
members, TMO and the evacuee leadership
team, working with city officials and the area 
congressional delegation, secured a ruling
from the F.C.C. prohibiting the cancellation
of services.

Throughout Texas and Louisiana, 
organizations worked with evacuees from 
both Hurricanes Katrina and Rita to identify
and act on their interests and concerns. This
work included the practice of politics, not only
with elected officials but with FEMA, the Red
Cross, and a myriad of other institutions at
local, state, and national levels. It continues 
as the Katrina Survivors Networks, organized
by Southwest and Southeast Network IAF
leaders, joined with the Jeremiah Group of
New Orleans on March 25th in ratifying an
agenda for rebuilding New Orleans and turn-
ing out absentee voters for the upcoming city
elections. Jeremiah leaders and other Network
Survivor leaders know New Orleans will be
rebuilt; the question is who rebuilds and how. 

And that is a question of politics.
The effective practice of real politics 

leads to justice. Stuart Hampshire, in Justice 
Is Conflict, makes a useful distinction 

between justice and the absence of conflict.
He reminds us that conflict is inevitable,
given the different interests existing in any
society, but that justice implies a fairness in

the procedures for managing conflict. In a
democracy, the procedure for managing that
conflict is politics. For politics to be just,
according to Hampshire, it requires the
engagement of a variety of individuals, who
will certainly represent adversarial views, but
who nonetheless agree to collaborate with 
one another in the political process toward
resolution. And the practice of politics
requires institutions that can teach the 
customs and habits necessary for the negotia-
tion of competing values. 

hese same institutions are required 
to teach people how to understand
their own metis or phroenisis. Politics

requires both practical and tacit knowledge,
which ordinary people possess but are rarely
aware of. They don’t know they have it
because they are too rarely encouraged to
reflect on their own experience or strategies
for coping with everyday life. Belief in the
capacities and wisdom of ordinary citizens 
is a fundamental prerequisite for democracy.
Saul Alinsky, founder of the Industrial Areas
Foundation, reminded us more than 50 years
ago that believing in democracy requires the
belief that with the right information, and 
the capacity to understand and engage in
argument around that information, at least 
51 percent of the people will make the right
decision. Although making the right informa-
tion available is critical, as citizens we must
commit to much more.

As citizens we must commit to rebuilding
the institutions that are requisite for a decent
society. In his book The Decent Society,
Avishai Margalit describes a civilized society
as one in which people are nice to each other
and follow the rules. But a decent society is
one that goes beyond civility. In a decent 

T
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society, the institutions do not treat adults like
second-class citizens or children who are to be
seen and not heard. Notwithstanding the 
negatives of Vietnam, Lyndon Baines Johnson
will always be someone I admire because of

his rationale for signing the Civil Rights Act
and the Voting Rights Act: that no man or
woman should ever be humiliated in front of
their own children. Or to put it another way,
in a decent society, an ordinary person should 
be able to appear in public without shame.
Unfortunately, at this point in our nation’s
history many of our institutions not only treat
people without respect but are moving toward
treating them as outcasts or even
outlaws. I refer not only to
undocumented immi-
grants, but also to the
poor, the working
poor, and, to some
degree, any person
who dares to raise a
voice against the
dominant 
culture.

Our founders talked
about “life, liberty and the
pursuit of happiness,” but the
latter two presuppose the context and space
for public deliberation, agency, and the right
and capacity to dissent. Part of agency requires
the capacity to have erlebnis, the German
word for “lived experience,” or something

more than an undigested happening. Unfor-
tunately you cannot have this kind of an
experience without a willingness to be dis-
rupted and changed; you cannot have this
experience outside the context of a relation-
ship—a willingness to act and be acted upon.
Through relationships, people develop the
capacity to connect that which is disruptive
and meaningful in their own life stories to the
stories of others. This is what allows us to
connect the story of developing democratic
institutions in New Amsterdam at the begin-
ning of our history to rebuilding democracy
in New Orleans in the wake of Hurricane
Katrina.

It is not a constitution that makes a demo-
cracy, but the habits and practices of empa-
thy, relationality, deliberation, negotiation,
confrontation, argument, and ultimately—
compromise. This is the stuff of democracies.
Saul Alinsky used to say that if one word

defines democracy it is compromise.
Too often today, instead of

the compromise of half a
loaf of bread (which is

still life-giving), we are
forced to accept the
compromise of Solo-
mon half a baby
(which is a corpse).

To a surprising
degree, a plutocracy has

emerged in our culture:
one in which certain groups

of people can manipulate the
system to serve their interests and exempt
themselves from normal requirements and
restraints. This is reflected in the fact that
both major political parties are focused on the
wealthiest 20 percent of families. Or, as I

People connect to 
the stories of others.
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sometimes put it: The Democratic party
represents people making between $150,000
and $350,000; the Republican party repre-
sents everyone over $350,000; and people
earning less than $150,000 are represented
by no one. Notwithstanding the language of
our Constitution and our laws, this cultural
shift suggests an emerging caste system in
the United States.The only way to curb such
a shift is to rebuild the democratic institu-
tions that develop in people their capacity

to engage one another in the kind of reflec-
tion, relationships, and deliberations that
are requisite for the functioning of a decent
society. 

Ernesto Cortes Jr., the southwest regional director of
the Industrial Areas Foundation, is a recent recipient
of the H. J. Heinz Award for Public Policy and an
appointment as Martin Luther King Jr. Visiting
Professor at MIT in the Department of Urban
Studies and Planning.

    



The Myth of Democracy and 
the Limits of Deliberation
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lato’s Republic begins with a
question, “What is justice?”
and ends with an answer, 
harmony of the soul. A rather
odd answer arrived at in a

rather circuitous manner. The detour is by
way of an analogy: Perhaps a soul can be 
compared to a city, and if we find the ideal,
just society then we might have a formula 
for an ideal soul. The ideal city, as it unfolds
in the book, is one in which each part minds
its own business and leaves others’ business
alone: Rulers rule; soldiers protect; and the
mass of people produce goods and obey 
whatever the rulers dictate. To keep each part
doing its own thing, the city needs an overar-
ching myth, “myth of the metals,” which
explains that people are born with certain
metals in their blood, which suit them to 
different kinds of work: Those destined to
rule have gold; to be soldiers, silver; and to be
productive workers, bronze. Someone with
gold blood is unsuited for making money, and
someone with bronze could hardly rule. That
this was called a myth indicated that, in fact,
the framers of this ideal republic knew it 
wasn’t true; people are not born with blood
that determines their station in life and the
mass of people are not compelled to defer to
the wisdom and judgment of the few. But the
framers knew that it was vital to pass off this
myth as truth if there were to be any harmony
in the city.

Students who read the Republic today scoff
at this myth; but in a sense they and their 
fellows, parents, and teachers generally 
subscribe to a modern equivalent: the myth 
of democracy. It goes like this: We live in a
democracy that is so large that the people 

by Noëlle McAfee

P“Mediating 
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rule by electing representatives who decide
matters of public policy in the public’s interest.
These representatives should heed public will
in order to make sure that the policies they
enact are democratically legitimate. If there’s
any doubt, opinion polls can be conducted, 
or hearings held, so that the public’s will can
exert influence over public policy. The myth is
this: Self-rule can be had without any serious
work on the part of the public; that representa-
tives can somehow “grok” what public will
might be in the absence of any serious public
deliberation; or, that public deliberation need
not extend beyond deciding whom to elect. 
We hear so often that an election for so-and-so
equals a “mandate” to do x, y, and z, as if the
thinking that led to choosing a representative
was also a thinking through of policies. This
might be true to a point, but after the election,
politics continues while attention to public
thinking and will wanes.

While this democratic myth isn’t as blatant-
ly elitist as the myth of the metals, it has much
the same effect: So long as things run properly,
leaders can lead and the mass of people can 
go about their business, ever so occasionally
interrupted by a trip to the ballot box or a
knock on the door from a pollster. Elected 
officials and leaders of institutions can say they
consult the public, but for the most part they
are interested in managing the public and 
manufacturing public opinion that suits their
own interests. We say we live in a democracy,
but everyday behavior belies this. This is not 
to say that representative democracy is a bad
thing. Having representatives deal with the
day-to-day business of lawmaking makes good
sense; but having things so in the absence of
ongoing public deliberation does not.

The myth and how it is used are quite
seductive. We can pay homage to the will of

the people without having to bother to heed
it, much less cultivate it. Instead of the trouble
(and uncertainty) of getting a public to think
long and hard about matters of common 
concern, we can make a kind of Singaporean
pact with our leaders: Lead us well, keep us
happy and prosperous, and you can have your
power and we will give up ours. If you don’t
lead us properly, you will get in trouble. We
might boot one of you out of office or call 
for term limits, campaign reform, and clean
living. But on the whole, we’ll leave the pact
in place as we search for another candidate to
lead. The people of Singapore seem to have
made this pact with their eyes wide open; but
in America we have made it while wearing the
blinders of a faux democracy. We pretend that
we can have our “democracy” without having
to go to any meetings or to seriously try to
rule ourselves.

hat, then, is a real alternative to
mythical democracy? The answer is
not direct democracy, especially if

all that means is that an unreflective public
decides matters by referendum rather than

W
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through the mediating office of a somewhat
deliberative body. In the current scheme, 
even with all the corruptions of money and
politics, at least some people are deliberating,
albeit without the benefit of a deliberative
public’s judgment. Certainly people deliberate
informally in their daily lives, but the issue

here is whether and how we deliberate publicly,
on political matters, with other members of our
communities, especially with those who bring
in new perspectives from different
experiences. A major obstacle to
nonmythical democracy—
and the reason why many
reflective people worry about 
supplanting the myth—is
that many do not trust “the
people’s” judgment. In fact,
to say that a large group of
people can have anything
like judgment seems bizarre.
The general public, after 
all, all too often advocates
policies that are short-sighted,
inconsistent, and detrimental to
the public weal. It is hard to believe they
might be wise.

This concern, I am coming to see, may 
be precisely what heralded the past quarter-
century’s experiments in deliberative democracy.
A resounding case of the public weighing-in
directly came in 1978, when voters in California
passed Proposition 13, the so-called “People’s
Initiative to Limit Property Taxation.” It was

a test-case for direct democracy, led by an anti-
tax advocate who understood that a change 
as big as this one would not get passed at the
legislative level, so he took it to the people.
Proposition 13 brought down property taxes
an average of 57 percent. It was a relief for
property owners, especially corporations, 
but a blow to school districts, mental health
providers, towns, cities, and potential home-
owners. The goal was to rein in taxes, no 
matter the cost. But more than 25 years later,
the costs are hard to miss: a chronic education
problem and holes in the safety net of one of
the most prosperous states in the country.
Whether it was a victory for democracy
depends on one’s definition of the term; 
for those who wanted direct self-rule, it 

was certainly a boon. The referendum 
movement took hold and took off

after Proposition 13. It led to
direct ballot initiatives in states

from coast to coast; a recent
one did away with bilingual 
education in Massachusetts,
and, ironically, another dealt
a blow to California’s newest
“terminator” governor.

Shortly after Proposition
13 passed, the dean of public

opinion research, Daniel
Yankelovich, and a former

Health, Education, and Welfare
Secretary, David Mathews, began to talk with

each other about this development and what it
meant for democracy. Back in 1978, Mathews
and Yankelovich, along with many others in
the country, had seen the problem lurking:
Mathews worried about finding ways for a
democratic public to understand the complexi-
ty of public problems; Yankelovich worried
about how to hasten the public’s move from its

Politics continues, while
public thinking wanes.
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initial knee-jerk opinions to more reflective
judgments. The passage of Proposition 13
revealed the depth of the problem. Not only
did this referendum presage a disaster for the
economy of California, it would cast a pall
over democracy itself. And it indicated the
troubles facing a nation whose public did
not have opportunities together to learn,
reflect, deliberate on, and decide matters of
huge concern. Who could trust people to
rule themselves when they made such 
poor choices?

What was needed was an alternative to
this direct, unreflective democracy, settings
for people to reflect, discuss, and deliberate
together on matters of common concern.
Just as the framers of the Constitution
understood that legislatures worked best as
deliberative bodies, so too a public could
work best when it deliberated. Out of this
insight and some profoundly argued kindred
ones (like those of philosophers John Rawls
and Jürgen Habermas) grew the National
Issues Forums, then Study Circles, eventually
the National Coalition for Dialogue and
Deliberation, the National Issues Conventions,
the Deliberative Democracy Consortium, 
a host of other initiatives in deliberative
democracy, and an academic cottage industry
in deliberative democratic theory. The
results—from the “scientific” findings of
deliberative polls to the carefully analyzed
but anecdotal video records presented in 
A Public Voice—are impressive. It is evident
that a deliberative people, what we might
even reverently call a public, can make sound
choices when it deliberates.

The amount and quality of attention,
research, and public work that went into
addressing the worry that public judgment
was unlikely—that went into deliberative

theory—is impressive, too. It has occupied 
the careers of faculty members in philosophy,
sociology, urban planning, political science,
and even architecture. It has led to academic
conferences and special issues of journals.
There have been national deliberative polls
throughout the world, concerted research 
and grantmaking in the foundation world,
and conventions of leagues of deliberative
practitioners. It has transformed one field—
conflict and negotiation—into another, 
dialogue and deliberation. It has gone hand in
hand with a related development: the focus on
civil society, the space between private and
governmental life, as a major locus of political
change. Hence, it has even been connected to
the end of the Cold War, the fall of the Berlin
Wall, and the rise of a global civil society.
Deliberative politics has been heralded as an
alternative to conventional partisan politics.
And it has come under attack for the very
same reasons: those who think politics will
always have an agonistic dimension deride
deliberative theory as a mistaken and maybe
even dangerous search for unity and consensus.

Deliberative theory holds out the hope that
another kind of politics might supplant the
usual partisan, interest-driven, money-fed,
public-ignoring kind of politics that dominat-
ed the twentieth century.

At present, the most innovative and robust
political forces seem to be deliberative forums,
especially those that are intent on bringing

Deliberative forums 
seem to be robust 
political forces.
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together different parts of a community, the
unlike-minded.  Even better are those that 
also try to engage policymakers, so that 
representatives can directly
brush up against public
judgment. And even better
are those that partner with
the media, so that journalists
might begin to frame issues in
public terms and make room for
public involvement. But even
after 25 years, these public delibera-
tions are barely discernible features of
our political landscape.

he usual politics, undergirded by the
myth of democracy, is a tenacious
creature, and even as hopes for 

deliberation have brightened, the old politics
has taken its deleterious toll. As the twentieth 
century ended and the twenty-first began,
researchers started noticing new and serious
problems in the body politic. One of the main
researchers has been Rich Harwood who,
beginning in 1992, started noticing disturbing
kinds of alienation in the body politic. First,
people are seriously alienated from the political
process itself. David Mathews described
Harwood’s picture as one of people locked out
of their own house, peering into the kitchen
window to see strangers sitting at the table.
The realm of deciding matters of common
concern seems to have become the province of
an elected class, while those who are directly
affected seem to have little ability to steer the
course of events. 

People feel themselves alienated from the
news media, too—a disconcerting finding 
for those in journalism, for they have seen

themselves as soldiers for the public interest,
the little guy’s voice in the face of power 
and money. But the people Rich Harwood
interviewed saw things quite differently:
They saw the news media as a source of their

problem, as a force that framed issues and
laid out the news in a way that exacer-

bated the polarization in politics
and left no room for the public.

A third kind of alienation,
that Harwood has found

most recently, is perhaps
the most troubling:
People are alienated

from each other. We
burrow deeper and deeper into

our own homes, enclaves, and circles of kin.
We keep to people like ourselves and increas-
ingly disdain people with different views and 
backgrounds. We have become a country
deeply polarized and privatized, a troubling
phenomenon in a world of ethnic division
and religious wars that attempt to annihilate
anyone different.

What is most troubling about these kinds
of alienation is that they run so counter to
what human beings seem to want: to be 
connected, to share a world with others, and
to have a hand in shaping the contours of
that world. It may be that the appeal of 
public deliberation is that it offers some
relief—the possibility, if not the promise, of
some relief—from a world that is increasingly
alienating. It offers a way to talk and 
connect with strangers; and that may be, 
just may be, a means to make things right.
But this last hope is the most remote: How
might the deliberating and choosing that
goes on in a room of citizens make any 
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difference in a world dominated by the dem-
ocratic myth of representative government
that makes public deliberation unnecessary?
While deliberative theory and experience have
begun to put to rest the worry that public
judgment is impossible, the machinery of

politics-as-usual has evolved to the point where
it has already completely sidelined citizens.

The central problem keeping us from
loosening the democratic myth’s hold on us
—the people—remains the worry that the
public lacks the ability to make sound choices.
Twenty-five years of deliberative experimenta-
tion should have laid this worry to rest. What
keeps it from a proper burial, however, is the
related worry that no amount of public delib-
eration will make a damned bit of difference
to how politics-as-usual runs. Until there is a
way to link public deliberation to public and
governmental action, the myth will carry on.

The true believers—or maybe they are
visionaries—hold that there is in fact a 
connection, though one that might only be
seen in retrospect, over the course of years 
or decades. Certainly over time, the public
has moved from reactionary positions to
more thoughtful and reflective judgments 
on matters of the environment, race, and,
still too slowly, our place in the world.
(Would that we could speed up that one!)
Both Daniel Yankelovich and Seyla Benhabib

have a point when they say that deliberation
occurs in all sorts of informal venues, shot
through all kinds of sectors of society. Over
the long run, these informal deliberations do
result in more thoughtful public judgment.
And this judgment may, as Yankelovich 
maintains, profoundly influence public policy.

Nonetheless, after 25 years of deliberative
forums, the myth of democracy is still alive
and present, whereas deliberative forums
seem to occur only here and there, with little
discernible effect.  Even when they are a
robust part of the life of a given community,
their effects are little as long as elected repre-
sentatives for the most part pay them little
mind. This stubborn feature may be due to 
a number of causes. Maybe there just are not
yet enough deliberative forums. Maybe there
isn’t enough incentive, still, for people to go
to deliberative meetings. Maybe deliberative
theorists and practitioners haven’t done enough
yet to turn the tide. Clearly there are many

People are seriously
alienated from the 
political process.

    



tenuous indeed. Seeing it probably requires
special equipment or theoretical edifices or
special retreats well designed, in which people
can fathom the connection. It is indeed hard
to see a link between what some roomfuls of

people decide and what representatives in a
mythically democratic society legislate. 

For many years now, observers have 
noted the deep disconnect between public
deliberation and politics.  This “disconnect”
has been, for the many years I have been
associated with this work, an ongoing con-
cern. There have been various attempts to
bridge it—from meetings in presidential
libraries and the White House to programs
taped at the National Press Club. My worry
is that these efforts won’t do the trick, really.
Or not alone, as special occasions. Our real
challenge is to find a way to connect public
deliberation to public policy-making, to find
some way that public judgment can make its
way into law. Something here is still missing.

All the good work on public deliberation
tends to ignore a vital element of a more
public politics. I’m reminded of a moment
more than a decade ago, when I was one of
three guests on a public affairs show on 
public television in Austin, Texas. The other
two guests were James Fishkin, who has
adapted deliberative theory to the work of
public opinion polling, developing a more
deliberative, public means towards gauging
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who love such meetings, devout convenors 
of National Issues Forums, study circles, and
the like. But in reality, only a very small 
percentage of people in fact attend public,
deliberative forums. For a pragmatic people,
the overarching question is going to be What
good will it do? What difference is it going 
to make? 

Or maybe money and politics and the
power of the state will continue to overshadow
and ignore public will. Maybe this is at 
bottom a matter of power structures, the 
corruptions of capitalism, and the genuine
inability of public will to steer a system in 
fact steered by the bottom line. Marxists have
argued over this question for years, wondering
about whether the “superstructure” of politics
and culture can have any autonomy from 
and influence over the economic and power
structures of society; yet surely history seems
to be on the side of those who think there is
some “relative autonomy of the superstructure.”
Certainly meliorist attempts at transforming a
society have resulted in fewer injustices than
radical attempts to overthrow bad societies,
attempts that too often in themselves lead to
further injustices. Falling back on a critique of
capitalism leaves little room to move!

inally, then, it remains, perhaps, that
deliberative public meetings alone are
not durable enough institutions to

link public will to public policy. When one
deliberative theorist told an NIF convenor that
in running forums she was aiming to change
the politics of her city, the NIF convenor
understandably responded with some increduli-
ty. The link between holding deliberative 
public meetings and the politics of a city is

Politics-as-usual has 
sidelined citizens.
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what a reflective and deliberative public might
believe about issues; and Ernesto Cortes Jr.,
the southwest regional director of the Industrial
Areas Foundation, one of the most thoughtful
and effective organizations involved in com-
munity politics. I was sitting between them,
and at one point Ernie leaned over and around
me and said to Jim, “Deliberative polls just
drop down into communities, but what 
communities need are long-standing institutions
through which they can become politically
engaged over the long run.”

The public institutions Cortes is talking
about are not the formal ones of NGOs, 
public interest groups, and the like. They are
the informal ones people put together and run
on their own. IAF usually begins with some
institutions that already exist—churches or
schools—and draws out and connects people

from these institutions into something like, 
for example, an interfaith group. In creating
such new “institutions,” people are creating
mediating bodies, places that bring together
people in a community and thereafter provide

a way for those people to engage elected
officials and formal institutions. The three
kinds of alienation that I mentioned a
moment ago all result from an absence of
mediating forces. There is little to mediate

between people and their elected officials, or
the public and the news media, or different
parts of communities. The kind of public
institutions that IAF and other community
organizers work through redress these 
alienations, but they still represent just a
drop in the bucket of America and function
primarily in less-affluent communities. In
most communities today, disconnected
political life prevails.

This absence is felt as a kind of loss.
There is a nostalgia for the day when such
institutions did exist; but it is a nostalgia
that has been present hundreds of years.
Each generation thinks that the previous
generation had it better: tighter communities,
safer neighborhoods, more mindful adults,
more effective organizations, stronger 
communal bonds. To go back to such days
would probably mean going back to a time
that, from a modern perspective, would 
be unpalatable in many other ways. The
tight-knit societies of yesteryear were also
the authoritarian and conservative ones that
we moderns shun. “Effective” organizations
practiced and professed a kind of absolution
of belief or class. Perhaps freedom and 

People are creating
mediating bodies.
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self-rule necessitate a tradeoff: more choices
and freedom but fewer connections and less
solidarity; if so, it is probably fruitless to look
backward to and for “community.” The task,
rather, is to figure out what kind of mediating
institutions we can create for the twenty-first
century. 

What we need are mediating institutions
that can help translate public will into law, that
can take what emerges in public deliberations
and other social movements—public will—
and give it political efficacy. This question of
translation was central to Jürgen Habermas’s
last, major book, Between Facts and Norms. 
It picked up where his previous huge, two-
volume book left off: with a dismal sight of
“colonization” of the public sphere by systems
in which the instrumental languages of
administrative, economic, and bureaucratic
systems were putting a stranglehold on the
public’s ability to find and cultivate its own
voice. The public’s language, importantly, is
one of solidarity, meaning, purpose, value;
other languages are about bottom lines, means

and ends, power, and such. Even if the public
should manage to hang on to its own way of
reasoning and speaking, the systems had no
way to fathom what on earth this public was
saying. Between Facts and Norms thus takes 
up the question of translating public will into
law. It paints a picture of arrays of informal
citizen organizations that are sensitive to the
public weal and, when alerted to problems,
deliberate on these matters, developing public
will.  When public policies are at odds with

this public will, these organizations begin to
put pressure on legislative bodies—or any that
seem vulnerable to what the public thinks.
Such bodies pass laws that translate public
will into language that other systems can hear.
So, the environmental movement, for example,
puts pressure on Congress which then creates
an Environmental Protection Agency that
fines polluting corporations. The corporations
can “hear” what a fine says, even as they 
may be impervious to public outcries and
dead fish floating down the river.  

ow, as I recount this account 
from Habermas, I can anticipate 
a reaction from those who think

deliberative public politics should be shorn 
of the antagonistic trappings of conventional
politics: the Habermasian picture of how
public will is translated into law is simply
“politics as usual”; purveyors of public 

In communities, 
disconnected political
life prevails.
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will become formal public interest groups
adept in matters of faction and power 
brokering. 

The lure of conventional pressure politics
is that, in the short run anyway, it promises
results. If you make enough noise, join the
right interest group, you can make a difference.
Hence, thousands of people ante up to their
favorite interest group, or write letters to
Congress or for Amnesty International. A 
little effort, a little money, and a “public 
citizen” is born (at least in Ralph Nader’s
view of citizenship). But I think what differ-
entiates Habermas’s view from conventional
politics is the role it sees for citizen groups 
as incubators of legitimate public will. This
isn’t an image of protesters on the street, of
determined “greens” or “neo-cons.” It’s the
image of people in a room, sorting things 
out together in the course of developing 
considered and collective judgment. What
Habermas offers beyond what deliberative
theory alone offers is an understanding of 
the role of social movements or informal
public institutions that carry public will 
up the ladder, that hold formal political 
institutions accountable. Even if politics is
sometimes antagonistic and conventional, we
can nonetheless begin to imagine active insti-
tutions that behave more deliberatively. Or, 
we don’t even need imagination; we can see
principles at work in successful models. 

Mark Warren describes in his book, Dry 
Bones Rattling, one successful IAF initiative, 
a job training program called Project QUEST,
as follows:

The existence of IAF organizations as
mediating institutions, their ability to
implement community development 
policy without losing their participatory
character, lies at the heart of Project
QUEST’s success. In that role, IAF 
organizations have an effect both on 
the social capital of communities and 
on the politics and policies of the urban
environment. By turning community
building toward politics, the IAF creates
effective power for local communities, so
they generate the capacity to implement
their visions.… The IAF strategy puts
community building and political power
in symbiotic relationship.

IAF’s focus on strengthening communities
draws its attention to the range of elements
of successful politics: from building citizen
organizations to building the mechanisms,
capacities, and relationships that make those
organizations’ plans possible. The plans are

It is fruitless 
to look backward 
to “community.”
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arrived at deliberatively; but those deliberations
are not ends in themselves.

Perhaps the problem with focusing first 
on deliberation is that it tends to lead one
into a corner, focusing primarily on how deli-
beration creates public will. A larger frame-
work is needed to chart ways in which public
will can affect public policy. Deliberation is
just one piece of a larger public politics. And
IAF is just one model. There are many kinds
of public institutions that can convene a pub-
lic and channel will into policy: community
leadership organizations, convening or “boun-
dary spanning” organizations, community de-
velopment corporations, and many more that
one can find outlined in recent literature, in-
cluding both Mark Warren’s book mentioned
above and Carmen Sirianni and Lewis Fried-
land’s book The Civic Renewal Movement.

For democratic communities to work, there
need to be longstanding public institutions

through which people can come together,
institutions that are not shy about standing
up for what citizens are coming to, nor of
building relationships with officials. These
institutions could convene public delibera-
tions and serve as venues for public action,
convening with officials and even advocating
for what the public wills.

Any community that has such organizations
will have much public power in its midst. It
will be the kind of “power with” that is formi-
dable and even more awesome than coercive
or administrative “power over.” It will catalyze
new relationships between policymakers and
the public. It will even make a connection
between public will and public policy. In such
a community, a pragmatic citizen will think
efforts for deliberation and public action 
wise and well spent. The connection will be
strong, maybe even obvious!

Noëlle McAfee is a political philosopher and research
professor at American University and associate editor
of the Kettering Review. She is finishing her fourth
book, Democracy and the Political Unconscious,
for Columbia University Press.

Deliberations are not
ends in themselves.
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his may be one of the most
significant issues of the
Review. It comes at a time
when questions about what
democracy is are getting 

serious attention around the world. These
questions play through issues like immigration
and terrorism. They are discussed in Russia
and China. They are implicit in conversations
about communities working together when
confronted by a Katrina or a plant closing.

Americans sense that something is wrong
with our democracy; even though, as Harry
Boyte notes, they aren’t exactly sure what the
problem is. Noëlle McAfee draws together 
the Review’s discussion of this problem by
challenging the assumption that representative
government can intuitively grasp the public’s
will; she argues that this essential connection
is weak. I share her conviction. I would
describe the problem as a weak connection
between the organic sources of democracy 
and the institutions of our political system,
both governmental and nongovernmental. I
suspect the difficulty is not just structural, but
that it goes deeper—into the way institutional
politics understands organic democracy.

Those of you who enjoy Jürgen Habermas’s
work in democratic theory will see some 
similarity in the organic/institution distinction
I am making and his distinction between 
the public sphere and political systems. This
Review is implicitly about the relationship
between the two. I’ll try to make the implicit
more explicit by drawing on what I have 
written for past issues. 

… afterthoughts
by David Mathews

T“Be open to the
possibilities of what
we might do, 
collectively.”
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To begin with, I don’t consider institutional
politics “bad.” I have spent my career in insti-
tutions of government, education, and
research. They are absolutely necessary.
Organic, citizen-based democracy is not 
an alternative form of politics, like direct
democracy; it is the foundation for democrat-
ic institutions and representative government.
These massive structures rest on less visible
foundations—the norms, relationships, and
practices that are the organic underpinnings
of self-rule. Harry Boyte might call them the
foundations of public life because they create
a democratic ethos, or culture. Americans
show that they understand the importance of
what is outside institutional politics when
they talk about the importance of personal
character, of families, and of a sense of shared
responsibility for our common well-being.
The critical role these play in politics is evi-
dent when communities confront problems
that are deeply embedded in social structure
and culture. 

Several of the authors in this issue focus
on a key organic practice: collective decision
making through deliberation. I will too. Here
is how I understand the connection between
deliberation and democracy: Democracy, or
self-rule, in its most basic form, operates
through the joint efforts that citizens make 
to solve common problems. These efforts
begin when citizens make decisions together
about what they are going to do. The most
effective means of making these decisions 
is deliberation because it helps turn initial,
individual reactions into more shared and
reflective judgments. Note that “deliberation”
has two meanings. One is a way of making

decisions by reasoning together; the other is
as a political initiative grounded in public
deliberation, “deliberative democracy.”
Strengthening public deliberation won’t solve
all of the problems of institutional politics,
yet the problems of the institutional system
will only get Band-Aids if we don’t keep the
foundations of self-government intact. And
that is what encouraging public deliberation
can help to do.

ne of the first efforts to cultivate
more public deliberation began with
the introduction of the National

Issues Forums (NIF) in 1981. Now celebrat-
ing their twenty-fifth anniversary, NIF delib-
erations occur in nonpartisan forums that are
organized, conducted, and funded by a host
of civic, educational, and religious organiza-
tions throughout the country. The premise
behind these deliberative forums is that the
public’s ability to choose is essential to our
liberty—liberty that Ben Barber argues is 
also public. 

Today, there are a number of deliberative
initiatives. But their significance is misunder-
stood because of the tendency of institutional
politics to miss the political significance of
what happens in public life. “Organic” 
politics is dismissed because it doesn’t look
"political." Much that goes on is so personal
that it seems private and so social that it
seems quite nonpolitical. This misperception
occurs despite the relationship between the
personal and the political that the women’s
movement demonstrated and despite the
connection shown between social relationships
and political outcomes.

O
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To illustrate the tendency to judge
organic politics by institutional standards,
take the requirement to “get up to scale” as it
applies to deliberation. In representative gov-
ernments, school boards, and local civic
organizations, majorities must rule. So from
an institutional perspective, the size of a
political effort is a proper measure of its sig-
nificance. A party with a handful of members
isn’t likely to be taken seriously. Organic pol-
itics, however, operates on a small scale or
microlevel. The groups that citizens form
aren’t large, they tend to be ad hoc, and there
may not be a great many of them. Their
power lies in the significance of the ideas
about politics that they generate, the work
they do by collective effort, and the perva-
siveness of their associations. Revolution and
reform movements, for example, usually
begin organically before they become institu-
tional. Organic democracy depends not so
much on size as on space or opportunities to
draw people together in common enterprises. 

Take the case of deliberative forums. No
one knows how many civic, educational, and
religious organizations are holding them, but
there are a good many. A survey of National
Issues Forums a few years ago located some
4,000 sponsors. Over 800,000 copies of issue
briefing books for these forums have been
distributed or sold—and that is only a partial
measure of participation because the books
are often copied, or forum participants use
"issues in brief." The most recent book,
Democracy’s Challenge, released a few months
ago, has already prompted plans to hold
deliberations in more than 40 states. 

Even more significant, other organizations
are now preparing their own issue books 
for deliberative forums—among them 

the American Bar Association, the Farm
Foundation, and the Southern Growth
Policies Board. In addition, a number of
communities that began forums using NIF
books now regularly frame their own issues.
Other deliberative projects have developed
since the NIF forums began, but what influ-
ence the NIF example has had is impossible
to measure. It is somewhat easier to track the
influence of the NIF deliberations outside 
the U.S., where organizations in 32 other
countries, from Russia to South Africa, have
begun to hold their own national issues
forums.

Compared to 25 years ago, all of these 
initiatives might seem impressive. From an
institutional perspective, however, they are 
of little consequence because they aren’t up 
to scale in a nation of millions and a world of
billions. National Issues Forums certainly
have not become as widespread as Wal-Mart.
They probably never will. Perhaps they don’t
need to.

believe that the real significance of 
the NIF and other organized forums is
not their number but their influence on

our understanding of democracy and their
role in reinforcing natural, unstructured
deliberation, which promotes a deliberative
culture. Public deliberation provides essential
political space, suggests new ways of thinking
about self-rule, and leads to useful work
being done to advance the good of all.

The cultural norm that tells us to seek out
others who are needed to solve a problem—
and not retreat into a protective enclave—is
at the heart of self-rule. Alexis de Tocqueville
recognized that the impulse of neighbors to

I
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seek out neighbors was one of the defining
characteristics of American political culture.
Today, we hear the same impulse reflected in
ordinary, protodeliberative conversations:
What happened? What do you think it
means? Should we do anything? What would
the consequences be if we did? Surely these
questions are common in the community
problem solving that Ernie Cortes writes
about. Certainly they are raised when people
talk about national issues like health care 
and Social Security.

Evidence shows that informal deliberation
is a normally occurring phenomenon whose
impact is evident in the maturing of public
attitudes over time. Benjamin Page and Robert
Shapiro found a consistency and rationality
in response to issues that could only be
explained by the existence of a system of
informal deliberation. Dan Yankelovich also
discovered the influence of public delibera-
tion in changes in the quality of attitudes at
the end of certain elections. More recently,
Harwood Institute research has shown 
how this natural deliberation comes about. 
It begins to take shape over backyard 
fences, during coffee breaks, and at the 
grocery store. People begin by talking to
those they live and work with, who aren’t
necessarily of a like mind. The role of 
formally organized forums isn’t to introduce
deliberation, but rather to distinguish it from
other forms of public discourse and encour-
age it wherever collective decisions 
are being made.

This cultivation is essential. Although
deliberation is an ancient political practice
(even described in Egyptian hieroglyphics), 

it is vulnerable to attack. These days public
deliberation is endangered by everything
from hyperpartisan political rhetoric to the
absence of front porches. Recognition of this
threat to the democratic environment is one
reason people are trying to strengthen the
habit of reasoning together.

trengthening the culture of delibera-
tion has been the long-term goal of
some National Issues Forums. Their

objective has been to help communities (and
the nation as a whole) move from making
hasty responses to hot-button issues, such as
race and abortion, to a habit of cultivating
more considered judgment. There are schools,
colleges, and libraries that believe the best
way to affect the political culture is through
the education of young people. But I want to
be clear: The fact that these institutions use
deliberation in educational programs doesn’t
mean that deliberation is merely a means of
education. Its role is political—to work
toward sound judgment on difficult issues.
And it is this political but nonpartisan activi-
ty that makes experiences in forums valuable
for students. Participating in deliberations on
issues students care about, when combined
with other instruction, has proven effective in
changing young people’s attitudes about the
political system. As students report, it
changes the way they "think and live." And
that effect carries over to their everyday lives
where organic democracy has its roots. Recall
the point that Ben Barber makes—that the
liberty essential to democracy is rooted in
public choice, not individual preference. In a
nation of shoppers, everyone knows what

S
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personal preference is; but collective choice is
an abstraction unless it can be experienced.
Public deliberation is an experience in public
choice and therefore in public liberty. 

esides lack of scale, another reason
that public deliberation has been dis-
counted is that it is seen as just talk,

divorced from action and lacking in political
power. That is a legitimate challenge because
the outcomes of forums have to be useful in
solving political problems in order to be
taken seriously. In fact, it would be silly to
spend time deliberating over which course of
action to take if no action were to be taken.
Yet actions seldom follow directly from deci-
sions. Other things have to happen before
and after. Deliberation doesn’t lead directly to
action; first it leads to generating political
will, securing commitments, and enlisting the
people or organizations that will act. Deli-
beration paves the way for all that must 
follow. 

That said, case studies have shown how
deliberative forums have influenced policies
and stimulated civic action. Failed school
bond issues have passed; new programs for
young people have been initiated; and insti-
tutions have amended their policy recom-
mendations, along with the way they engage
citizens. In many cases, deliberative forums
were in or linked to organizations that could
implement what was decided in the delibera-
tions. Yet in spite of these cases, the percep-
tion persists that deliberation is just so much
talk without any meaningful impact. 

And there are reasons why. Forums don’t
exercise what institutional politics understand

as power or result in what institutions consider
action; but what they do provide is political
and potent. The institutional measure of
political power is control over someone or
something; laws and regulations compel what
otherwise would not be done. Don’t steal!
Don’t murder! Judged by this standard, 
public deliberation may not measure up
because its outcomes don’t have the force 
of law. And the action that is set in motion
by deliberation isn’t like institutional action,
which is necessarily narrowly focused and
specific. Build a bridge! Close a school! 
The power that public deliberation generates
is power with, not over. And the action that
follows is often a broad band of complemen-
tary efforts, diverse but serving the same
objective. 

NIF participants seldom reach a unanimous
decision in favor of one particular remedy for
a problem; they are more likely to settle on
an approach to a problem that can be served
by a number of initiatives. Nonetheless, even
though the decisions may not be about spe-
cific solutions, forum deliberations have
affected the decision making about where
bridges should be built, voting district
boundaries set, and schools located. And 
they have been used to influence individual
behaviors—when alcohol has been abused on
college campuses or breast cancer mortality
rates have risen as a result of a failure to get
checkups. Important as these effects are,
sponsors of public deliberation sometimes
have had more in mind than action on a
problem or issue. They have wanted to
change the way their community goes about
its business so that local politics will be more
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open to the public, more reasonable and fair,
and more responsive to problems as citizens
see them. Such sponsoring organizations have
used deliberation to create a new piece of
civic architecture: not an auditorium, but a
space in which politics could change.

No one with Lani Guinier’s background
would say that voting isn’t essential to 
representative government. Yet her experiences
in voter registration led her to conclude that
the voting booth doesn’t provide enough
space for the public to do all it must. She
argues that deliberative practices significantly
increase the public space that people can use
to do things that they can’t do at the polling
booth. Deliberative forums allow people to
rename problems in their own terms rather
than just professional, partisan terms.
Citizens can reframe issues to identify more
than the usual two opposing options for
action. And they can set a course of action
that drives complementary civic work. 
Voting booths provide essential political
space, but not for these broader and 
fundamental democratic purposes.

ust as organic politics encompasses a
kind of action that is different from
institutional action, it generates its

own distinctive form of power. Certainly
there is power in a legislative decree; yet there
is also political power in a working political
relationship, in the resolution of moral con-
flict without violence, and in a shared sense
of purpose and direction for a community.
This kind of power is in short supply these
days. In fact, it could be argued that the
world suffers less now from a lack of legisla-

tion—or even from bad legislation—than 
it does from polarized relationships, moral
disagreements turned violent, and a lack of a
sense of community among unlike others.

What makes public deliberation useful
isn’t that it speaks in the language of institu-
tional power, the language of policy-making.
It is that deliberation introduces another lan-
guage drawn from other points of reference.
While policy properly draws on expertise,
deliberation draws on personal experience 
in family and community life. The public
voice that emerges tends to be pragmatic, 
not dogmatic. This is why public deliberation
helps counter (though not prevent) the 
polarization that increasingly immobilizes
institutional politics. 

Having to make choices together in delib-
erations leads to public thinking which, as
Habermas pointed out, is not instrumental.
Public thinking is moral reasoning; it is about
what should be. Deliberation requires people
to offer personal and experiential reasons for
what they think ought to be, and not just
take positions; so inevitable disagreements
over what should be are not as prone to end
in uncompromising conflict. 

Precisely because it is different, public
thinking is attracting attention from institu-
tional leaders. It provides them information
unlike what they get from polls, focus groups,
and constituency hearings. Public delibera-
tion doesn’t result in strict instructions for
officials, but it does identify what is and isn’t
politically permissible—what the citizenry
will and won’t accept to solve a problem.
More officeholders will pay attention if they
find public deliberations can help them do a
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better job. Already health departments have
organized forums on contentious local issues as
a way of countering polarizations. On specifical-
ly high risk/low predictability issues, such as
the avian flu, the Centers for Disease Control
has used deliberation in crafting policies that
are politically viable. And the Southern Growth
Policies Board uses outcomes from deliberative
forums in recommending policies to governors
and legislators. No intermediary organizations
or mediating institutions have been used to
bring the public’s reflective judgments to these
institutions. Most have depended on the type
of often informal group I would call "forma-
tive." Many of these have evolved into broad,
citizen-based associations of the kind Harry
Boyte has encountered in increasing numbers
in his work.

Historically, mediating institutions have
been useful in bringing citizens’ concerns to the
attention of institutional leaders. But the form-
ative organizations I am talking about can
move the traffic in the other direction and
bring institutional politics closer to organic
democracy. For instance, the forum sponsors
that work with the Southern Growth Policies
Board don’t just bring the results of delibera-
tions to governors and legislation; they build a
stronger tie between SGPB and the citizenry
that is not organized into interest groups. 

When connections have been made between
organic and institutional politics, the tendency
has been to "colonize" organic democracy and
reshape it in institutional terms. For instance,
some NGOs have become more like govern-
ment bureaucracies and less like formative
agencies. What might seem the logical alterna-
tive—to make institutions more organic—
would, I fear, also be counterproductive; for

the most part, institutions must behave as they
do because of the tasks we assign them. So
what I am proposing here is admittedly tricky.
I suggest another strategy: a better alignment of
these two spheres. Institutions could take into
account the distinctive characteristics of organ-
ic democracy and go about their work in ways
that make it easier for the public to do its
work. A good place to start, as I have suggest-
ed in other Review pieces, would be to recog-
nize the difference between the way citizens
name or define issues and the way profession-
als and politicians name them. 

ut as well as criticisms of deliberation for
lack of scale and political impact, the
Review usefully identifies a third criti-

cism of efforts to cultivate public deliberation.
It isn’t based on institutional standards for
scale and effectiveness; it comes out of one of
deliberation’s own claims, its ability to move
the public from hasty reactions to public judg-
ment. After 25 years, why is public judgment
still suspect? Why hasn’t the evidence from
Page and Shapiro or the various deliberative
projects been more persuasive? 

I have begun to think that maybe doubts
about the public’s ability to make sound deci-
sions can’t be removed and maybe shouldn’t.
No matter how massive the evidence, nothing
will dispel the uncertainty about citizens 
and their capacity for self-government; the
doubt has persisted since Plato. It is conven-
ient to blame elites who have self-interest in
perpetuating this doubt; but citizens, them-
selves, aren’t always sure they can depend on
their fellow citizens.

Make no mistake, I am not proposing 
that the doubts be embraced; they’ve done a
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great deal of damage. They have certainly con-
tributed to our current dilemma, as Matthew
Crenson and Benjamin Ginsberg describe it in
their book Downsizing Democracy. The Amer-
ican political system has sidelined its citizens
and privatized its public. If the doubts weren’t
so entrenched, projects to get citizens off the
sidelines might not have to sail against prevail-
ing winds and we could correct the imbalance
in our political system that has not only dis-
lodged citizens but also relegated people to the
less powerful roles of spectator and consumer.

Maybe doubt is inherent in democracy. 
After all, there is something about self-rule that
is provisional and antiperfectionist. If the
doubts will never go away, the challenge for 

the next 25 years is to engage them more 
effectively. All the potential in democracy 
hasn’t yet been realized; at the same time, 
never fully trusting of our collective selves, we
remain properly suspicious of our infallibility.
For democracy to work as it should, perhaps 
we only have to suspend our doubts. We 
don’t have to be convinced, just open to the
possibilities of what we might do collectively.
Our common duty is to test possibilities, to
experiment and, above all, to learn. That is
what the culture of deliberation promotes.

David Mathews is president of the 
Kettering Foundation.
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