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Kettering’s Evolving  
Understanding—
and My Own:

Ray Minor

ordinary citizens desire to control their 
daily lives and that this desire defines 
what the foundation means by “democ-
racy.” The foundation’s primary research 
question—what does it take to make 
democracy work as it should?—derives 
from this idea and the underlying  
assumption that democracy is working  
as it should when citizens “self-rule.” 

Democratizing Alabama
In the early 1980s, when I first became 

involved in this work, a broad network of 
individuals in Birmingham, Alabama, was 
convened by the University of Alabama 
at Birmingham (UAB) Center for Urban 
Affairs and supported by the UAB Office 
of Student Affairs. This group was on the 
ground floor of what later became the 
National Issues Forums Institute (NIFI). 
The core group of individuals leading this 
effort included Odessa Woolfolk, Rebecca 
Falkenberry, Wanda Madison Minor,  
Peggy Sparks, and myself. Wanda Minor 
organized this group after several conver-
sations with David Mathews in 1982.  
This group operated under the name 

Reflections on Three Decades  
of Involvement with Democracy 
and the Foundation  
that Studies  
What It Takes to  
Make It Work  
as It Should

1958

I have been involved in the Kettering 
Foundation’s work since the 1980s— 

as a volunteer, associate, independent 
contractor, and employee—so I know 
that to understand the foundation’s work, 
one must pay attention to the ways that 
it looks at the political world. That’s not 
as simple as it sounds, because Kettering’s 
unique understanding of politics has 
evolved over the past 30 years. 

I learned over time that Kettering 
studies democracy from a citizen- 
centered perspective—the sense that 

November 25, 1958
Charles F. Kettering, 
founder of the Kettering 
Foundation, dies at the 
age of 82.
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Birmingham National Issues Forums (BNIF) 
and annually convened a series of forums 
on national issues with hundreds of citi-
zens and many organizations representing 
a cross-section of the community. 

Later, after consulting with Renée 
Daugherty and Sue Williams of the Okla-
homa Partnership for Public Deliberation 
about their research, I conducted a similar 
study to ascertain interest in develop-
ing civic capacity in Alabama. The study 
revealed broad support for such work, so 
in 2005, in association with Bob McKenzie 
and Joe Sumners, I coordinated and facili-
tated a series of forums statewide on the 
topic of rural prosperity. The findings were 

released in a report, entitled Listening to 
Rural Alabama, at the Southern Governors 
Conference in Louisiana. 

A Center Grows in Alabama
Still intrigued by the work of the  

Kettering Foundation, I worked with Bob 
McKenzie and Cathy Randall to found 
the Alabama Center for Civic Life, a 501(c)
(3), nonprofit, nonpartisan organization, 
which was incorporated and received  
tax-exempt status in 2005. The center’s 
purpose is to conduct research and train-
ing on citizenship, democracy, gover-
nance, and democratic practices. Since 
Mathews was the inspiration for establish-

ing the center, in 2008, it was renamed 
the David Mathews Center for Civic Life.

The center was established on the 
premise that democracy works best when 
enlightened citizens engage in the affairs 
of their towns, cities, states, and nations. A 
small group of Alabamians decided to fill 
a void in the public sector by establishing 
an organization that would equip citizens 
with the skills and knowledge necessary 
for engaging in public life.

As an autonomous entity, the center 
operates under the aegis of a board of 
directors, and its programs and activities 
are executed by a paid staff. The center 
has grown since 2005 from 3 founding 

K e t t e r i n g ’s  E v o l v i n g  U n d e r s t a n d i n g — a n d  M y  O w n
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officers to a full board of 15 directors 
and a staff of 4. In 2014, the center held 
a ribbon-cutting ceremony for two new 
buildings in Montevallo, Alabama, at the 
American Village: a learning center with 
a rotunda and a two-story office building 
for the center’s work. The center has car-
ried out programs and activities in all 67 
Alabama counties.

The influence of Kettering research 
can be seen throughout my work. My 
dissertation topic is a byproduct of the 
foundation’s work: I applied Kettering’s 
research on a citizen-centered democratic 
approach to the New Jersey Turnpike 
Authority and its attempt at citizen par-
ticipation in toll policymaking. There I 
explored the level of citizen involvement 
and citizens’ influence on a 11 billion  
dollar toll policy proposal in 2008. 

Looking back, I have come to realize 
that Kettering’s work is important for sev-
eral reasons pertaining to strengthening 
democracy. Perhaps paramount among 
the others, Kettering’s focus on the six 
democratic practices provides a lens 
through which citizens from all parts of 
the world can come to see themselves 
as key actors on public problems and 
see connections between their work as 
citizens and the work of people from 
widely differing circumstances. This rec-
ognition of the work of citizens by citizens 
themselves may well be Kettering’s most 
important contribution to democratic life.

Ray Minor is a program officer at the Kettering 
Foundation. He can be reached at rminor@ 
kettering.org.

Cousins House

The Cousins House was built in 1929 and in 1987 was named  
for Norman Cousins, a Kettering board member for 20 years.  
The Cousins House was designed by Walter W. Tompert, the  
same architect who designed the Trustee House. 

Shortly after acquiring the foundation’s current campus in 1986, 
renovations began on the house. In 2001 and 2002, the wiring, 
plumbing, heating, and air conditioning were updated while  
keeping the original fit and finish. In 2008, the deck over the  
garage was replaced with a new meeting room/dining hall with  
fantastic views of the campus.
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October 29-November 4, 1960 
The first Dartmouth Conference 
plenary is held in Hanover, 
New Hampshire.




