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Editor’s Note:

The foundation has a longstanding research interest in understanding some of the barriers 

to democratic practice. During the past year, we have focused our attention on the kinds of 

organizations that help promote civic skills and opportunities to address collective problems  

within communities. We are not alone in noting that a once thriving network of civic organizations 

has become less “civic” and more “organized,” limiting the opportunities for citizens to feel they  

can make a difference. The first section of this issue describes some of the challenges this change 

has had on collective self-rule. Derek Barker provides a brief history and literature describing the 

reduction in civil society. Martín Carcasson highlights the polarized nature of public discourse and 

describes a center for public life that is passionately neutral, and thus an honest broker of difficult 

conversations. Dorothy Battle describes the gap between what citizens might bring to collective 

problem solving and how organizations often fail to recognize these citizen resources. Scott Peters 

and others relate the need to connect different ways of communicating and how cooperative 

extension might weave connections among different perspectives. Finally, Dallas and Marin share 

a series of multinational perspectives on the need for an independent sector;  without it, democracy 

fails to deliver its promises.

T h e  C h a l l e n g e s  o f  C i v i c  L i f e
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By Scott J. Peters,  
Theodore R. Alter, and  
Timothy J. Shaffer

We hope to develop and learn from  
stories that illuminate how extension pro-
fessionals and community members have 
encountered and dealt with the tensions 
between reason and emotion in their civic 
engagement work and experiences. The 
initiative is motivated and inspired by a 
hopeful possibility; extension is uniquely 
positioned to help people weave emotion 
and reason together in constructive and 
productive ways. As an institutionalized 
part of the national system of land-grant 
colleges and universities, extension has the 
capacity to generate, access, and engage 
a wealth of scientific and technical exper-
tise and knowledge. But extension is not 
just a university organization. It’s locally 
grounded, situated, and governed, with 
offices in nearly every county in the 
nation. As a community-based organiza-
tion, extension professionals and their 
community partners are positioned to tap 
into and engage people’s passions and 
emotions about the things they value and 
care for and the issues they’re interested 
in or concerned about.

We’re convinced that extension can 
help—and already is helping—people 
address the problem of relating emotion 
and reason in the work of democratic  
politics. But we’re also keenly aware that 
this rather simple (and at this point in  
this article, abstract) sounding task is, in a 
few key ways, profoundly countercultural. 
To see this, consider the following story.

During the 1990s, several farmers  
from Minnesota applied for permits to 
construct huge enclosed “feedlots” for 
large-scale hog production. In response, 
some people called on county govern-
ments in rural parts of the state to pass 
new laws that would regulate and restrict 
the location and size of these feedlots, if 
not ban them altogether. Other people 
urged government to stay out of the  
matter. These conflicting views raised a 
difficult public policy question: should 
county governments regulate feedlots for 
hog production, and if so, why, in what 
specific ways, and for what ends?

Community members had a potential 
partner that could help them answer this 
question: the University of Minnesota 
Extension Service. Its official mission state-
ment at the time was “to involve people in 
improving the quality of life and enhanc-
ing the economy and the environment 

In relation to the work of politics,  
Max Weber once asked: How can “hot 

passion and cool judgment” be “forced 
together in the same soul?” Weber’s  
question points to a critically important 
problem of democracy: to figure out not 
only how we might meld hot passion and 
cool judgment together in our work as 
political agents, but also why we should 
try to do so. To use slightly different lan-
guage, the problem is to learn not only 
how to relate emotion and reason, but 
also how to understand their respective 
value and importance.

We’ve placed this problem at the cen-
ter of an action research initiative we’re 
pursuing in partnership with the Kettering 
Foundation and cooperative extension 
professionals from several different states. 

Relating Reason  
and Emotion  
in Democratic  
Politics

  Judgment:
and 

Passion
COOL
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through education, applied research, 
and the resources of the University of 
Minnesota.” While the feedlot question 
looked like it offered a good opportunity 
for extension staff to put this mission into 
practice, most were actually quite reluc-
tant to get involved in it. The reason isn’t 
hard to figure out. The struggle over what 
to do about the issue was explicitly politi-

cal, and extension staff and administrators 
routinely prided themselves on being 
“nonpolitical.” It was also generating a 
great deal of “hot passion,” to use Weber’s 
phrase. It was stirring up intense emo-
tions, including fear, anger, and even hate.

Those who were calling on county 
governments to regulate and restrict 
feedlots were afraid that huge hog farms 
would harm the environment, their 
health, and their property values. Those 
who wanted government to stay out of 
the issue were afraid that if the size of hog 
farms was limited, their productivity and 
efficiency would be damaged, and farm-
ers would not be able to compete in the 
global marketplace; they would lose their 
farms and livelihoods, and the local and 
state economy would decline. Motivated 
by both fear and love (albeit of different 
things), each group was angry with the 
other. They were spending a lot of time 
yelling at, attacking, and even threaten-
ing each other at public meetings and 
in letters to the editor published in local 
newspapers.

Despite the political nature of the 
issue and the emotions it was stirring up, 

people learn how to relate and meld  
hot passion and cool judgment. Rather 
than seizing this opportunity, they missed 
it. Not only did they choose to keep 
emotion and reason separate, they also 
insisted that the former be out of the 
room altogether.

Beyond this missed opportunity, the 
call for people to leave their emotions  
at the door in order to clear the way for 
cool and reasoned judgment reflects 
the problem the Harwood Group rec-
ognized in its Organization-First report: 
that organizations embrace and pursue 
civic engagement in ways that privilege 
their interests, expertise, programs, and 
services. As a university-affiliated organi-
zation, the main things extension has to 
offer the world are scientific and techni-
cal knowledge and expertise, and skills 
in helping people understand and apply 
them. When extension staff told com-
munity members to leave their emotions 
at the door in order to focus on the “facts,” 
they were—knowingly or not—putting 
their organization first by privileging their 
expertise. In doing so, they were effective-
ly asking community members to leave 
one of the most important things they 
have to contribute to democratic politics 
out of the room: namely, their hot passion 
and emotion for the things they value  
and care about.

In addition to the organization-first 
problem, this story reflects the dominance 
of the prevailing views of what makes 
for “good” policymaking and “good” citi-
zenship. In each of these, reason is not 
only celebrated and elevated above our 
passions and emotions; it is viewed as a 
corrective substitute for them. Emotions 
and passions are viewed as problems to 
be isolated and overcome, rather than 
potential resources to be drawn upon and 
utilized. While they certainly can be and 
often are a problem, they are not always 
so. And a strong case can be made that 
they are absolutely indispensible to the 
work of politics. Rather than being “left at 
the door” (if that were actually possible, 
which it really isn’t), they need to be 
acknowledged and expressed. And they 
need—somehow—to be included in the 
work of reasoning together about facts 
and evidence.

To make this step, we need to rethink 
our understanding of the relative value 

Emotions and passions are viewed as 
problems to be isolated and overcome, 
rather than potential resources to be 
drawn upon and utilized. While they 
certainly can be and often are a problem, 
they are not always so. And a strong case 
can be made that they are absolutely 
indispensible to the work of politics. 

Hot Passion and Cool Judgment
some extension staff members did choose 
to become engaged in it. Most of them 
limited their role to providing information 
and scientific research findings on the 
technical aspects of animal agriculture. 
There were a few extension staff members 
who took the additional step of organiz-
ing and facilitating public forums. In open-
ing up these forums, they laid down a key 

ground rule. “Tonight 
when we discuss this 
issue,” they would say to 
the participants, “we’re 
going to leave our 
emotions at the door.” 
The assumption behind 
this rule was that peo-
ple were being blinded 
by their emotions and 
this was preventing 
them from being able 
to approach the feedlot 
policy question in a 
calm, rational way—a 
way that included a 
careful consideration of 
the findings of scientific 
research. If people were 
willing to leave their 

hot passion about the issue at the door, 
they implicitly theorized, a space could be 
opened for cool, reasoned judgment.

From one perspective, this looks like 
a story about how to do things right. 
According to this view, extension staff cor-
rectly maintained the organization’s official 
nonpolitical stance by limiting their roles 
to the provision of scientific information 
and to the creation of opportunities for 
people to put their passion and blinding 
emotions aside in order to reason togeth-
er; in other words, to see and consider the 
facts. In doing so, these staff members 
demonstrated how extension—and the 
land-grant universities the organization 
is part of—can and does play a positive, 
constructive role in civic life: in the heat 
of passions and emotions, it helps make a 
space for cool and reasoned judgment.

From another perspective, however, 
the story looks quite different. Instead of 
exemplifying the role extension can and 
should take up in civic life, the story can 
be viewed as both a missed opportunity 
and as a problem. The controversy over 
the feedlot policy question provided an 
opportunity for extension staff to help 
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and importance of emotion and reason in 
politics and civic life. There is an emerging 
literature on this topic. Two of the points 
we find in this literature are particularly 
important for the work we are doing with 
cooperative extension:
•  Emotions should not only and always 

be seen as expressions of irrationality 
that endanger reason. Rather, they can 
be and often are infused with intel-
ligence and discernment, and should 
therefore be seen as critically important 
resources in ethical reasoning prac-
tices. Grounded in our life experiences, 
they often (but of course not always) 
reflect rich, detailed perceptions of the 
meaning and implications of events 
and actions. If we try to isolate them 
or leave our emotions and passions at 
the door, we lose a critically important 
ingredient in the process of making 
sound judgments about what ought to 
be done about the problems we face.

•  Emotions motivate us to act. We typi-
cally don’t choose to become engaged 
in political life and affairs only because 
we understand something in an intel-
lectual sense. We choose to act because 
of how we feel about what we see and 
experience, and the things we stand for 
and care about—things that are either 
endangered or not yet fully realized.

These two points do not mean that 
we should elevate emotion above reason. 

Rather, they should compel us to work to 
weave them together. We’re well aware 
of how challenging this task can be and 
is. Our story from Minnesota teaches us 
that it is countercultural, both in a univer-
sity-related organization that privileges 
technical and scientific rationality and 
knowledge, and in a larger society that 
continues to see emotion and reason in 
opposing rather than complementary 
terms. If we ask ourselves what the exten-
sion staff in Minnesota should have done 
to weave emotion and reason together 
in the context of deliberations about the 
feedlot policy question, we can begin to 
imagine how difficult and challenging 
such a task is. We all know that it is both 
difficult and risky to intervene in situations 
that are politically polarized and infused 
with passions and emotion. It’s hard to 
create spaces in which different voices 
and perspectives can be respectfully 
heard and considered when emotions 
are intense, when various interests are in 
seemingly intractable angry conflict, and 
when people are personally threatened, as 
they were in the Minnesota story. It’s hard 
to conduct civil, reasoned discourse that 
generates shared understandings of the 
“facts” about an issue when emotions are 
explicitly welcomed and invited into the 
room instead of being “left at the door.”

How should the tensions between 
emotion and reason be handled in public 

deliberation and discussion? How can 
the process of deliberation and discus-
sion among disparate interests in a public 
setting be designed and framed so as 
to foster a learning environment that 
encourages and supports both emotion 
and reason, giving all voices a chance to 
be heard without any one voice or organi-
zation being given primacy? Should initia-
tives to engage hot-button political issues 
through broad-based deliberative dis-
course even be attempted? Are issues like 
the feedlot question in Minnesota too hot 
to handle? What should be the roles of 
“experts” relative to the roles of communi-
ty members in discussing and deliberating 
about these issues? More generally, what 
should be the relative roles of “expert” 
and local knowledge? How can “experts” 
engage in these debates as respectful 
partners, bringing their own perspectives, 
but also acknowledging the passion,  
emotion, experience, knowledge, and 
wisdom of others? Beyond deliberative 
forums, are there other opportunities 
to weave emotion and reason together 
in collaborative public work initiatives? 
Where and when and how is this happen-
ing? How does or how might extension 
contribute to it?

These are just a few of the questions 
we intend to raise and pursue in our 
research. We hope and expect that the 
public work stories we’re finding and 
developing will offer new insights into 
the ways cooperative extension might 
improve its efforts to help people address 
this problem of democracy. While some  
of these stories are about deliberative for-
ums where the problem emerges openly 
and directly, others are about long-term 
relational work in which it emerges in 
veiled and subtle ways. From this recog-
nition we’re already learning to look in 
unexpected places for stories and lessons 
about the work of weaving emotion and 
reason together.

Scott J. Peters is an associate professor of  
education at Cornell University. He can be  
reached at sp236@cornell.edu.

Theodore R. Alter is a professor of Agricultural, 
Environmental, and Regional Economics at  
Penn State University. He can be reached at  
talter@psu.edu. 

Timothy J. Shaffer is a doctoral student in Adult 
and Extension Education at Cornell University.  
He can be reached at tjs279@cornell.edu.
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NEW from  
Kettering  
Foundation 
Press Selected Writings of 

Li Shenzhi

To order this book:
Contact Agency for Instructional  
Technology at 1-800-600-4060. 

You can also FAX your order  
to 1-812-333-4218 or send an  

e-mail to info@ait.net.

Kettering Foundation Press | 2010 
$19.95 • 188 pages 

ISBN 978-0-923993-29-0

Visit the Kettering Foundation Web site at www.kettering.org.

This volume offers the first  
English translations of work by  
Li Shenzhi (1923-2003), a leading  
Chinese statesman and academic,  
who was a premier architect of  
China’s liberal intellectual revival  
in the late 1990s and an uncom-
promising campaigner for political 
reform and democracy in China.

In these pieces, written between 
1991 and 2002, Li Shenzhi considers 
centuries of history; presents a  
worldwide view of cultural, social,  
and political differences; and offers   
glimpses of the possibilities  
for a truly free and democratic  
People’s Republic of China.



To order these NIF publications, contact  
Agency for Instructional Technology  
at 1-800-600-4060. You can also FAX  
your order to 1-812-333-4218 or send  
an e-mail to info@ait.net.   
For a complete listing of NIF issue guides,  
visit www.nifi.org.

Economic Security:  
How Should We Take Charge  

of Our Future?
As the nation slowly recovers from its worst recession  
in decades, it is a good time to ask how we can best take 
charge of the future, so families can feel reasonably secure, 
parents can help their children prosper, and everyone can 
move toward a financially stable retirement. 

America’s Role in the World: 
What Does National Security  
Mean in the 21st Century?
It is time for us to take stock of America’s role in  
the world. How shall we approach the world in  
an environment of diminished power, increased  
volatility, more competition, and global threats? 

Hot Topics for Deliberation! 
New NIF Guides  

12-page NIF Issue Guide $2.49  
Free 4-page Issue in Brief

12-page NIF Issue Guide $2.49  
Free 4-page Issue in Brief
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“The Organization-First Approach reveals the troubling trend  

of nonprofits, foundations, advocacy groups, and others 

becoming increasingly focused inward, consumed by an ethos  

of professionalization that leaves little room for authentic  

engagement or deliberation. The report finds that many of  

these groups have replaced engagement with outreach and  

interface with the public around the organization’s programs  

and agenda instead of the community’s needs or aspirations.”

— David Mathews, President & CEO, Kettering Foundation

Some organizations are reversing the trend toward a decline  

in civil society by creating the spaces and the means for public 

deliberation on a wide variety of local, state, and national  

issues. This report by Scott London describes how many centers 

across the country are building the capacity of citizens to tackle 

tough problems. They promote public life in classrooms by 

developing skills. And they promote public life in communities  

by encouraging citizens to work to address problems and by 

affecting the decisions public officials must make. Kettering Foundation | 2010 
FREE • Coming soon

Kettering Foundation and the Harwood Institute 
for Public Innovation | 2009 
FREE • 24 pages
http://64.239.243.19/

The Organization-First 
Approach

Doing Democracy

by Scott London

A report for the Kettering Foundation

How Programs Crowd Out Community
by Richard C. Harwood and John A. Creighton

To order these publications, contact Agency for Instructional  
Technology at 1-800-600-4060. You can also FAX your order to  

1-812-333-4218 or send an e-mail to info@ait.net.
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