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FOREWORD

When David McIvor was working at the Kettering Foundation 
as a post-doctorate researcher, he was repeatedly asked by people  

new to the foundation’s work, “what does Kettering’s research have to say about 
power?” McIvor met Michael Rios at Kettering as the foundation was working 
with community developers to understand whether there was a democratic impulse 
at work in the practices of these professionals. Power was an important issue in 
these research meetings, as well. 

Kettering’s answer relates directly to our research question, “what does it take  
for democracy to work as it should?” With citizens at the center of an effective  
democracy, Kettering argues that power is the ability of citizens to choose the direc-
tion for their future and to produce the kind of community they want by working 
together with others. Power, in this view of democracy, is not just the power to 
choose one’s leaders in the voting booth, but also the power of democratic practice: of 
naming what is of concern, creating options for addressing that concern, carefully 
considering the options, and choosing a direction in consideration of differences 
among them. Power comes from this collective and democratic work. Power comes 
from working with other citizens to take responsibility for a community’s well-
being. 

But then these active citizens bump up against institutions that do not recog-
nize or value the work the citizens are doing. So often, people feel powerless and 
just accept the relationships they have with each other, and cannot get beyond the 
structures and institutions that appear to control all the resources. What practice 
needs to occur to create a more effective and democratic relationship among citi-
zens and these institutions? Rios recognized the value of citizens not only talking 
about the issues in communities, but also in talking about power. 

McIvor and Rios put forward a dialogue about power that recognizes these 
structures and controls, but that also sees citizens as agents acting on their own 
behalf. Their dialogue includes a case study of how a community in the process of 
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redevelopment put conversations about power on the table for deliberation among 
citizens in an effort to cultivate more effective civic relationships. This practice of  
deliberation about power is one way for citizens to recognize what they hold valuable  
in structures and relationships, and to act with greater strength and wisdom in  
relationships of power. Deliberation, as a key ingredient in a strong democracy, is  
a useful practice that can bring theories into the real world. 

Alice Diebel

Program Officer, Kettering Foundation
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INTRODUCTION

When members of communities and formal institutions 
attempt to address public problems, they inevitably encounter the ques-

tion of power. For instance, in the 1960s and early 1970s many neighborhoods in the 
United States were besieged by top-down government urban renewal strategies. These 
strategies were predicated on assumptions of civic powerlessness, in which target neigh-
borhoods were assumed to have insufficient amounts of social capital or civic capacity. 
Belying those assumptions, however, many neighborhoods formed coalitions and 
fought back against urban-renewal projects. 

In recent decades, redevelopment and planning agencies have 
returned to many of these neighborhoods, offering community-
based approaches to development. Distinct from earlier models, 
community-based approaches assume that the power to effect change 
is relatively dispersed and fluid. Many civic groups in these neigh-
borhoods have been suspicious of community-development  
approaches, as history has shown that these same public agencies 
overstepped their role in an attempt to socially engineer outcomes 
in the past. The result has been an impasse, if not an outright stand-
off, between planning professionals and many local community 
groups. Once again, the question of power is at the heart of the impasse.

Power can be conceptualized as the energy that enables complex and shifting  
ensembles of individuals and groups to organize their common life together. Perceptions 
of power (and powerlessness) shape the expectations and behavior of formal institutional 
actors and ordinary citizens alike. As such, questions about how power operates in a 
community, or how power changes hands and locations, are some of the most impor-
tant questions we might ask in order to better understand the possibilities of democratic 
politics at the neighborhood level and far beyond. Public planning scholar John Forester, 
for instance, argues that “to think and act politically” is to “anticipate . . . relations 
of power and powerlessness.”1 Harry Boyte calls power the “lifeblood of public life,” 
and he claims that citizens’ ability to understand power is an essential civic skill.2 In 
a similar vein, scholar and civic practitioner John Gaventa bluntly states that citizens 
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“need to talk about power,” in part because the reluctance to do so can cause efforts 
to deepen democracy to stumble, stall out, or fail altogether. 

Discussions about and analyses of power within public life are important for both 
theoretical and practical reasons. Whether we see power as essentially fluid or stubbornly 
static will inevitably color how we view the potential for public action. In this light, the 
political theorist Rom Coles has noted how different understandings of power “pro-
foundly influence” visions of democracy.3 Bent Flyvbjerg—a geographer and scholar 
of municipal politics—has similarly argued that the analysis of power provides an 
important “check” for political actors, because it permits insight into what is “actually 

happening in politics and planning . . . as opposed to what we nor-
matively would like to see happen.”4 Assumptions and expectations 
about power within particular communities shape possibilities for 
civic collaboration. For instance, the civic-engagement scholar Byron 
White has noted how “power and perceptions of power” can become 
“significant stumbling blocks for collaboration between formal  
institutions and community groups.”5 In short, power matters—
how we think of it, and how we practice it.

If it is clear, however, that power matters, it is not exactly clear what power is. 
Moreover, despite the chorus of voices insisting on the necessity of asking tough ques-
tions about power, it is not exactly clear how this conversation might proceed, both at 
a theoretical level and within particular, concrete contexts. In this paper, we address 
these practical and theoretical confusions. Power may be a universally acknowledged 
aspect of public life, but it remains an amorphous and slippery concept. For instance, 
within the field of political science, power has long been seen as the indispensable 
subject matter. In fact, Harold Lasswell, a towering figure in 20th-century political 
science, described the discipline as the “science of power.”6 Yet the so-called science of 
power has yielded few consensus results about its primary topic of concern, despite 
decades of investigation. David Ricci famously showed in the mid-1980s that the 
study of power had reached a methodological and conceptual impasse, resulting in a 
situation of “terminological chaos” and a research paradigm in absolute “disarray.”7 
Political scientists assumed that they could identify and understand what power is and 
how it operates, but countless studies of power from the 1960s to the 1980s instead 
revealed a lack of conceptual clarity and the absence of anything resembling an empirical, 
causal account of how power works. A more recent collection of essays in political 
science on the subject matter of power revealed a similar situation: theories of power 
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have proliferated within political science, but the only scholarly consensus within the 
discipline has to do with the absence of consensus about how to conceptualize power 
and its operations.8 This confusion is also reflected at the practical level, as community 
associations, formal institutions, and everyday citizens articulate very different under-
standings of power—talking past one another while using the same terminology.

In the following sections, we attempt to shed some light onto these conceptual and 
practical difficulties. We identify some competing theories of power and suggest ways 
to reconcile their seemingly irreconcilable claims. More important, we use a case 
study of community-development efforts in the Mission District of San Francisco to 
demonstrate how conversations about power can shift perceptions about how power 
operates within a given community, making civic action more impactful. As John 
Gaventa has argued, theories of power should always be articulated in conversation 
with particular cases, lest those theories reside too much in the abstract realm of 
ideas. In light of both this case and of a particular, “dualistic” account of power, we 
argue that the value of deliberation as a mode of public speech is inextricably linked 
to its ability to identify and work through issues of power, including how different 
parts of a community understand the term. In short, we argue that “power talk” can 
be empowering, helping citizens to explore what David Mathews calls the “extraordi-
nary potential of civic relationships.”9 The potential—from the Latin word potentia, 
or “power”—of these relationships rests in part, we argue, on how individuals and 
communities wrestle with the complexities of power. Power talk can be a key part of 
citizens’ efforts to claim their rightful capacity to act.
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THE PARADOX OF POWER TALK

If power talk is important, its importance seems lost on many civic 
associations and everyday citizens. In his book about grassroots democratic organiz-

ing, Blessed Are the Organized, Jeffrey Stout remarked on how citizens often resist 
thinking about their lives or situations in terms of power relations.10 Citizens often 
see power as something that resides exclusively within the formal institutions of  
political life, or as the possession of distant elites. The language of power then seems 
tainted by these associations, given that public trust in formal institutions and elites is at 

an all-time low. As a result, citizens often hesitate to engage in a 
conversation about power, assuming that it is something alien to or 
outside their experience. This is not a new phenomenon. As Saul 
Alinsky remarked several decades ago, even though power is “the 
very essence, the dynamo of life,” within the popular imagination it 
“has become almost synonymous with corruption and immorality.”11 
Power is understood as an external, structural force that shapes  
policy outcomes or the boundaries of political contestation, relatively 
detached from the concerns and opinions of everyday citizens. 

By this light, one might argue that to dwell upon the operations of power might 
only serve to feed citizens’ apathy, cynicism, or sense of civic detachment. If the so-
called “powers that be” are seen as inevitably and ineluctably in control of the situation, 
then the potential power within civic relationships will seem like a fable, or an out-
right deception. The result of this situation is what Paul Rogat Loeb describes as “civic 
withdrawal.”12 According to Loeb, civic withdrawal is fed by feelings of “learned 
helplessness” or “surplus powerlessness”—a tendency to underestimate one’s potential 
agency as a result of perceiving the course of the world as being structurally determined 
or immune to intervention.13 In other words, because of its negative connotations, 
the language of power can be alienating for citizens who already feel disregarded by 
formal or distant powers or incapable of initiating public action on their own. To 
talk about power, then—given the popular understanding of the term—might risk 
the further entrenchment of civic malaise. 

Citizens often  
hesitate to engage  
in a conversation  
about power,  
assuming that it is  
something alien to  
or outside their  
experience.
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Democracy is  
characterized by  
a system of  
governance in  
which power is  
assumed to be  
dispersed, shared,  
and available.

On the other hand, many argue that citizens struggle to initiate civic relationships 
in part because discussions of power are seen as irrelevant or even taboo. Stout, for 
instance, notes that even though democratic constitutions place power in “the people’s 
hands,” citizens’ potential power is rarely “actualized . . . in part because they don’t see 
their lives in terms of power.”14 This is a significant problem for democracy, if we see 
power as a public good.15 Democracy is characterized by a system of governance in 
which power is assumed to be dispersed, shared, and available (simi-
lar, in theory, to the idea of a “commons”). Yet public goods or com-
mons require perpetual maintenance work, and if citizens do not see 
their experience through the lens of power, this work is unlikely to 
take place. 

There are numerous ways the language of, and experience  
with, power has been drained out of civic life. For instance, John 
McKnight has shown how citizens often learn to cede power to  
professionals or experts because citizens have not developed or  
internalized a counterlanguage of civic power. The absence of power talk, moreover, 
forms part of what Nina Eliasoph has described as the production of “apathy and 
powerlessness.”16 As Eliasoph argues, in a democracy people “create the public by 
talking.”17 The modes and content of public conversation will therefore dramatically 
affect citizens’ sense of agency or efficacy. In her study of everyday public conversations, 
however, Eliasoph noted how discussions of power were frequently excluded by the 
boundaries of “civic etiquette”—the norms and codes of speech that shape interactions 
within civic life. Eliasoph draws her theory of civic etiquette from the sociologist  
Erving Goffman’s famous distinction between “backstage” and “frontstage” conversa-
tions. Within the groups and associations she studied, Eliasoph noted that concerns 
over power or injustice were only aired within backstage conversations (private or  
side conversations within the larger group). In the frontstage conversations in which 
the group determined its programs and actions, the language of power was replaced 
by a public discourse of “care” and “compassion.” Eliasoph interprets this phenomenon 
as follows:

Volunteers . . . experienced a feeling of powerlessness as a moral problem, 
not just a problem of wasted investment of time, and publicly voicing a 
feeling of powerlessness would have been even more immoral. They did 
not think that worrying about a problem they could not solve was a waste 
of time. It was immoral; it was socially destructive and could undermine 
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their sense of the rightness of the world. They made assessments of personal 
and group power in ways that ultimately were aimed not at preserving 
their interests, but at preserving the feeling that the world made sense.18 

According to Eliasoph, an internalized sense of social powerlessness pervades as-
sociational life in ways that circumscribe the acceptable boundaries of public speech 
and action. Citizens self-police the boundaries of the public sphere in ways that keep 
them from bringing up issues pertaining to power during public conversations—“even 
if they can think those same ideas in other contexts.”19 A failure to talk about power  
is part of a broader civic power failure, which—according to Eliasoph—is largely a 
self-inflicted wound. Citizens turn down the luminous potential of civic relation-
ships, in part because they are reluctant to see their lives and actions in the light of 
power. When citizens do speak about their lives in terms of power, it is often through 
a lens of “zero-sum” struggles over resources. Zero-sum struggles, however, have clear 
winners and losers, whereas the game of power is iterative and endless. By focusing, 
then, on “who wins” or “who loses,” we will miss the ways that power can be coactive 
or “positive sum.”20

Power talk, then, presents us with a paradox, or perhaps just a very tricky situation. 
Politics and public life seem inevitably intertwined with questions of power. Yet civic 
etiquette seems to marginalize power as a subject of public conversation. Citizens, as 
a result, seem uncomfortable with discussions of power, but it may be precisely these 
discussions that make possible the actualization of their power. Power talk is empow-
ering, but citizens have to begin the conversation.

On the other hand, given the broader civic power failure as  
described by Eliasoph and others, to focus more attention on the 
question of power might seem to risk the reinforcement of powerless-
ness. Dwelling on the question of power could intensify civic apathy 
or a self-defeating resignation to the “way things are.” For instance, 
opinion polls reveal that Americans remain broadly committed to 
democratic ideals. Nevertheless, popular commitment to democratic 
principles coexists alongside deeply held assumptions that ordinary 

citizens are incapable of making any significant difference within the broader demo-
cratic system. As a result of this double bind, citizens are both attracted by the promise 
of democratic power and horrified by the ways that it is currently enacted. In the words 
of political theorist Bill Chaloupka, citizens “learn to love the system and hate every-
thing it does.”21 Moreover, they learn to identify power with the system and with the 
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structural features of their economic, political, and social lives. Power is stigmatized, or 
seen as something “out there,” a force that shapes citizens’ lives and political realities but 
is not available to citizens themselves. These lessons are reflected in dominant forms of 
civic etiquette, which exclude the language of power and powerlessness but which— 
perhaps because of this—do little to address civic power failures. 

In order to better understand this tricky situation, in the next section we describe 
competing approaches to understanding power—in terms of agency and in terms of 
structure. Rather than choosing one or the other approach, we argue for a “relational” 
understanding of power that can reconcile—or at least hold together—these seemingly 
irreconcilable paradigms. By understanding power in terms of structure and agency, 
we might find a language or rhetoric of power that can open up the narrow confines 
of civic etiquette and address the broader phenomenon of civic power failure. 
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SHIPS PASSING IN THE NIGHT: POWER AS AGENCY AND POWER AS STRUCTURE

“What is power, but the ability or faculty of doing a thing?”

—Alexander Hamilton

“Power formulates problems . . . and limits possibilities.”

—Bill Chaloupka

Josiah Ober, a scholar of ancient Athens, has argued that  

the original meaning of the word democracy did not mean that the people (the  
demos) ruled—“rule” being one translation of the Greek word kratos. Rather, kratos,  
at the time of Athenian democracy, meant “agency”—the capacity to act. Democracy, 
then, is a system in which all citizens are recognized as having the capacity to initiate 
action or to bring something new into the world. Power, in such an understanding, 
can never be restricted to the formal spaces of politics or to structural forces that 
constrain action. Power, put simply, is agency; it only appears through actualization 
and it otherwise persists as latent potential. Democratic understandings of power  
assume that this potential is broadly shared, and that the capacity to act—and, hence, 
to enact power—is not restricted to a particular class of individuals but is a general-
ized phenomenon, available to all actors, as equals, with the requisite courage and 
motivation. 

Hannah Arendt is the great theorist of power as agency. For Arendt, as for Ober, 
power only exists through its actualization. Power is not something that can be 
stored up or kept in reserve. Power is not a measurable or reliable entity like force or 
strength; instead, power “springs up between men when they act together and van-
ishes the moment they disperse.”22 Power flows from the coordination of speech and 
action under conditions of social plurality. It does not, therefore, reside in material 
structures but is purely an artifact of collective action; it depends upon “the unreli-
able and only temporary agreement of many wills and intentions,” and therefore it 
cannot be reliably “possessed” or simply “applied.”23 Power fades away or disappears 
when those actions end and the actors disperse.
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The preconditions  
for the creation and  
exercise of power  
include the presence  
of multiple individuals 
with the will and  
courage to engage  
one another through 
speech and action.

Arendt’s arguments have significant implications for how we might think about 
power within the context of particular communities. Arendt’s thesis would lead us 
to imagine that—regardless of the conditions in which citizens find themselves—the 
power to reshape those conditions or to initiate significant change is an ever-present 
potentiality. The preconditions for the creation and exercise of power, according to 
Arendt, include the presence of multiple individuals with the will 
and courage to engage one another through speech and action.  
That very engagement—and the cultivation of civic relationships 
that such engagement makes possible—brings power into the 
world. In fact, for Arendt, it is the only thing that brings power into 
the world. Humans’ innate capacity to create power is, like power 
itself, “boundless”—limited only by the courage, imagination, and 
commitment of potential actors. It is along these lines that theorists 
of civic capacity—such as John McKnight and Peter Block—speak 
of powerful communities in terms of those that identify and am-
plify citizens’ native assets and capacities.24 Powerful communities 
are those that more effectively join their members together; in doing so, they turn the 
ever-present potentiality of power into concrete actions.

For many social theorists, however, the conceptualization of power in terms of 
agency is fundamentally misleading and even naïve. The political philosopher Iris 
Marion Young, for instance, has argued that power and powerlessness are not purely 
the artifact of collective action but are “structural.” According to Young, the causes of 
powerlessness are not “the result of a few people’s choices or politics”; instead they 
“are embedded in unquestioned norms, habits, and symbols, in the assumptions un-
derlying institutional rules and the collective consequences of following those rules.”25 
In other words, the social world does not present itself as an open, neutral space for 
action. Material inequalities and inert realities directly impact citizens’ ability to act, 
and—perhaps most important—they shape citizens’ perceptions of their agency. For 
instance, in his study of the effects of suburbanization and the reorganization of 
American urban environments, the sociologist William Julius Wilson showed how such 
processes inevitably “create winners and losers.”26 The population exodus from urban 
environments in the 1970s and 1980s made it harder for neighborhood institutions 
and associations to maintain themselves. As Wilson points out, community groups, 
such as block clubs, churches, and other informational organizations, subsequently 
underwent significant changes due to these structural forces, weakening the civic fiber 
of their communities. Wilson’s study also showed that amidst this backdrop, citizens’ 
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perceptions of self-efficacy significantly declined.27 In other words, structural changes 
affected not only the objective preconditions for action—associations and organiza-
tions that could enable individuals to initiate action through shared understandings 
of common problems—but they altered perceived and felt levels of civic capacity. 
Subjective feelings of capacity are, themselves, of course, one of the “objective” condi-
tions for agency. If one feels or intuits that the “system” is set and the rules of the 
game are biased against you, then the desire to act is crowded out by resignation or 

what Loeb calls surplus powerlessness. Power, in Bill Chaloupka’s 
words, limits possibilities; it is, contra Arendt, a preventive—and 
not purely a creative—force.

Both the “power as agency” and “power as structure” models 
contain valuable insights, but neither theoretical orientation seems 
fully adequate on its own. Arendt’s account of power as something 
that exists only in the moments of its actualization seems to occlude 

the ways social structures, norms, and habits impinge upon, constrain, or shape the  
preconditions for action. Structural forces within everyday environments help to con-
dition expectations surrounding the efficacy, desirability, and the sense of possibility 
for initiating change. To conceptualize power purely in terms of agency can thereby 
risk an overstatement of the extent individuals have control over their environments. 
As John Gaventa has argued, by underestimating the “inert” forces in social life, we 
can fall into the pernicious trap of blaming the victim.28 Similarly, Anthony Giddens 
has argued that because actions always take place within contexts, they are always 
constrained, and never entirely free.29 Therefore, a theory of power that elides how con-
texts actively shape and constrain actions and expectations is inadequate.

On the other hand, “structural” constraints on democratic action have always been 
present. Struggles for democratic self-determination, enfranchisement, or social rec-
ognition have always faced significant obstacles, and have been waged at significant 
expense.30 Democracy, we might say, has never been for the faint of heart or the conflict-
averse. If we overemphasize the structural constraints to action, we will inevitably short-
change social actors’ competencies and capacities to negotiate and even fundamentally 
alter the rules, institutions, and norms that shape their lives. In fact, as Nina Eliasoph  
has noted, theories of structural power themselves rely upon an (oftentimes implicit) 
account of agency, since social agents, through their interactions and rules of etiquette, 
must act in order to reproduce the very constraints that structuralist theorists bemoan. 
Actors cannot act outside or without constraints, and constraints cannot continue or 

A theory of power  
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persist without action. Theories of power, then, need to confront this tricky situation. 
We need “relational” theories of power that can acknowledge both agency and structure.

One strong candidate for this role is the “structuration theory” of Anthony  
Giddens. Giddens’ approach acknowledges that structural accounts of power tend to 
overemphasize the inhibiting environment in which social action takes place, whereas 
theories of agency “overstate the extent to which social life is the accomplishment of 
purposive, knowledgeable actors.”31 In Giddens’ understanding, structure and agency 
“presuppose one another.” Action is always situated, but the structuring properties that 
“bind time and space,” can only be understood as the result of an “historical develop-
ment of practices.”32 Structuration theory emphasizes the “duality of structure,” the idea 
that “the structural properties of social systems are both the medium and the outcome 
of the practices that constitute those systems.”33 We make the road by walking, but the 
road then makes us—it conditions where we might desire to go, and the means by 
which we might expect to get there.

Theories of power, according to Giddens, have to simultaneously acknowledge both 
of these realities, which he refers to in terms of “capability” and “constraint.” Social agents 
have the capability to initiate action, yet these moments of initiation are hemmed in by 
various “rules” of practice, which serve as constraints.34 Structures themselves are not 
constraints; instead they form the medium in which practices and rules mutually influ-
ence one another. For instance, the English language is organized 
through particular rules, yet the ongoing practice of the language both 
fits into and subtly challenges and shifts those rules. Or, as Giddens 
states, “Every instance of the use of language is a potential modifica-
tion of that language at the same time as it acts to reproduce it.”35 
Actors draw and rely upon social rules in order to make practical 
interventions in the world—to raise an objection that others might 
understand, or to make their actions legible—but these interventions 
can exceed the structures that make them legible and shift those 
structures in subtle ways. Social structures, then, are both enabling and constraining. 
Power is a “two-way” relationship. As Giddens puts it, “Power relations are relations of 
autonomy and dependence, but even the most autonomous agent is in some degree 
dependent, and the most dependent actor or party in a relationship retains some au-
tonomy.”36 Theories of power, for Giddens, have to reflect this dualism, rather than 
emphasizing exclusively either capacity or constraint. Neither aspect of power is more 
basic or central than the other.

Structures themselves 
are not constraints; 
instead they form  
the medium in which  
practices and rules  
mutually influence  
one another.
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Iris Marion Young articulated a slightly different, yet similarly dualistic, theory 
of power, which she derived in part from the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre’s idea of 
“practico-inert” objects. Young explains the idea as follows: 

Social objects and their effects are the result of human action, they are prac-
tical. But as material they also constitute constraints on and resistances to 
action, which make them experienced as inert . . . their material qualities 
enable and constrain many aspects of action.37 

Young gives examples of practico-inert objects ranging from the built environment to 
gender norms. Buildings and social norms alike are the product of human action, but 

they appear as solid objects or structural obstacles. Importantly,  
this understanding of structure does not rule out agency. In fact, it  
is agency (although often in the form of habits or relatively uncon-
scious behaviors) that reproduces structures. Institutions, norms,  
practices, and discourses are all the product of practical collective 
efforts. Yet these objects—like Frankenstein’s monster—come to 
have a life of their own. Economic, political, and cultural structures 
create what Sartre calls a “milieu,” which Young interprets as the 
“already-there set of material things and collectivized habits against 
the background of which any particular action occurs.”38 Every-
thing in the material or social world—from the buildings in which we 

live and work, to the government services we use, to the norms of public speech or 
social interaction—is the result of practical action. Yet these entities express themselves 
or appear as external forces that citizens are powerless to alter. The self-expression of 
structures as immovable objects can have a significant impact on citizens’ abilities to 
perceive the practical possibilities for action that reside between them—both between 
those structures and citizens and between citizens themselves.

Young’s interpretation of power as practico-inert also shows how individuals and 
groups might come to perceive structure as susceptible to transformation. Insofar as 
the material milieu shapes social life, it also puts citizens into potential relation with 
one another. Structures circulate bodies in particular ways. The circulation of these 
bodies then makes possible what Young calls “seriality”—individuals can form active 
“series” or groupings when they come to recognize a common problem or idea between 
them. Structures, then, influence the kinds of groupings that might appear by putting 
individuals into different forms of social relation. As such, inert structures are not 
merely constraints on action but also “conditions of enablement for action.”39 

The self-expression  
of structures as  
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Young’s double-sided concept of power argues, in short, that, while social actions 
are always mediated by concrete realities, the possibilities of action are never reducible 
to those realities. Actions take place within a milieu that has been shaped through 
rules and habits. Yet these seemingly inert features of the social world are themselves 
the fossilized remains of joint speech and action, and they can only be maintained, 
modified, or transformed through iterations of future action. Moreover, because all 
structures affect how individuals circulate within a given space, they thereby make 
possible new serial groupings and political actions. A conceptualization of power as 
practico-inert, then, draws our attention to the particular contexts in which action 
might take place, the inert obstacles and practical possibilities at hand in those contexts, 
and the ways that individuals form serial groupings as a way of navigating those obstacles 
and realizing those possibilities in responding to structural conditions.

Another important implication of the theories of power articulated by Young and 
Giddens is that they both emphasize the competencies and capacities of social actors. 
As Giddens argues, structures and institutions do “not just work ‘behind the backs’ of 
the social actors . . . every competent member of every society knows a great deal about 
the institutions of that society.”40 To argue otherwise “implies a derogation of the lay 
actors,” who—under certain accounts of structural power—are regarded as “cultural 
dopes . . . with no worthwhile understanding of their surroundings or the circumstances 
of their action.”41 Relational theories of power begin from the hypothesis that the 
individuals and groups who are situated in concrete ways of life are best positioned to 
understand the rules and structures that shape those lives. Yet relational theories of 
power also resist the somewhat naïve Arendtian idea that power does not exist except 
when it is actualized by social actors through concerted action or speech. Power also, 
in Chaloupka’s words, formulates problems and limits possibilities—shaping percep-
tions and limitations of agency. The interesting political question that follows, then, 
is how citizens navigate the complexities of power—how they make and remake the 
rules that, in turn, make them.
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THE POWER OF PUBLIC TALK

Theories that combine an awareness of structure and agency, 

along with the complex interconnections between them, are a welcome step 
beyond stale discussions of power that focus exclusively on civic capacity or structural 
oppression. However, what these theories often neglect is a conceptualization of civic 
practices whereby a more sophisticated understanding of power might enliven efforts 
to address public problems and create civic relationships. In other words, both Giddens 
and Young reflect on how structures shape the habits and patterns of interaction within 
a given space, but both are relatively silent on the key practices by which citizens might 
come to analyze and coarticulate both the constraints and possibilities for action in 
front of them. This silence reflects the broader phenomenon of what was described 
above as civic power failure—the failure of citizens to see their public lives in terms 
of power, or to approach power in zero-sum terms of winners and losers.

Deliberative conversations—both formal deliberations taking 
place in organized forums, or the everyday, informal discussions that 
take place in innumerable locations—are key practices by which 
citizens can work through the complexities of power. In fact, delib-
erating about power can be empowering; as Eliasoph has argued, 
“When citizens assume that speaking in public is a source of power, 
public speech magically can become a source of power.”42 Unfortu-
nately, Eliasoph’s study also shows that most political spaces and 
modes of public speaking are relatively vacuous when it comes to 

talking about power. As such, there is a desperate need for public spaces in which 
citizens can identify and work through issues related to felt constraints on action and 
to feelings of surplus powerlessness. Yet these spaces would need to be governed by a 
civic etiquette in which power talk is not only an acceptable but also an essential  
aspect of the conversation. 

If deliberative practices—both formal and informal—were informed by a relational 
conceptualization of power, they could expand the norms of civic etiquette and chal-
lenge the broader phenomenon of civic power failure.43 Efforts to cultivate and reinforce 
civic relationships should see deliberation about power as a central practice, in part 
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because the discussion of structural obstacles to action is a means of identifying room 
for action. In other words, conversations about felt or perceived constraints or obstacles 
help citizens take an important step towards “de-structuring” those structures. By 
articulating felt imbalances of power or the frustrations that are inevitably tied to 
perceptions of powerlessness, citizens deliberating together can begin to erode those 
perceptions and other forms of learned helplessness. In Young’s lan-
guage, the “inert” forces in the surrounding environment become 
less inert, more fluid, and increasingly susceptible to changes  
when citizens discuss how those forces impinge their actions and 
frustrate their desires. This is part of the work of what Giddens  
calls “de-routinization,” or the means by which social agents can 
“counter the grip of the taken-for-granted character of day-to-day 
interaction.”44 The power of the taken-for-granted reflects what  
David Mathews has identified as one of the systemic problems of 
democracy, namely, that citizens perceive “that they can’t really 
make a difference in politics because they don’t have the necessary 
resources.”45 By assuming their own lack of agency, citizens come to 
accept a life of structural constraints. Yet it is precisely the work of articulating and 
publicly deliberating about those constraints that could move citizens back towards 
the space of public action and civic capacity. Talking about power, in short, makes 
power possible.

Power is often an uncomfortable subject matter because citizens might perceive 
power to be absent, a sign of corruption, or a zero-sum competition in which they 
cannot hope to compete. Yet deliberation, supported by a nuanced understanding of 
power, can help citizens envision power less in terms of a zero-sum struggle and more 
in terms of something that is by its nature fluid and accessible. Again, by talking about 
the ways that structural constraints have shaped habits of interaction and norms of 
civic etiquette, citizens can begin to de-routinize those habits and expand the rules of 
speaking or appearing within public space. Doing so facilitates the cultivation and 
strengthening of civic relationships, with all the potential for public life that such rela-
tionships imply. In the next section, we substantiate these claims by describing a case 
of civic power in action.

Deliberation, supported 
by a nuanced  
understanding of  
power, can help  
citizens envision power  
less in terms of a  
zero-sum struggle and 
more in terms of  
something that is by  
its nature fluid and  
accessible.



16

POWER IN PRACTICE: A CASE STUDY OF PLAZA DEL COLIBRÍ

To consider the coexistent aspects of power that manifest  

in citizen deliberation, we ground our discussion with a particular case in 
which citizens and institutions alike worked through issues of power—its perception, 
its manifestation, and how it could be harnessed for the benefit of multiple publics. 
The case study demonstrates that structure is never as “structured,” or static as it is 
often imagined to be, and agency is never purely free or unconstrained. The following 
describes the redesign of a transit plaza in the Mission District of San Francisco,  
California.46 The process began in the late 1990s and involved participation by a number 
of different individuals, social groups, and institutional actors. Some of the groups 
included new and established immigrant groups, advocates for universal accessibility, 
the homeless, youth, older adults, artists, neighborhood residents, and transit users. 
Also represented were different institutional actors, given the nature of the space itself 
—a transit facility in overlapping territorial jurisdictions. Inclusive of this group were 
various regional and citywide agencies representing transportation and law enforce-
ment interests. Nongovernmental organizations participating in the process were 
comprised of neighborhood housing and human-services providers. The quotes in this 
paper are taken from key informant interviews conducted in May of 2004. Interview-
ees participated in the planning and design process of Plaza del Colibrí that began in 
1996 and was completed in 2003.

The story begins in the early 1970s when the Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) con-
structed several transit stations along Mission Street, the central commercial corridor, 
in the neighborhood. At the time, professional planners and urban designers hired by 
BART envisioned the stations as part of a large-scale redevelopment proposal that would 
require wholesale clearance of the urban fabric in and around the proposed stations. 
These professional plans for redevelopment assumed an absence of power within the 
community, yet the irony is that this top-down model of development provoked  
organized resistance that belied the assumption of civic incapacity. While successful 
in their opposition to the project, the community was left with the physical remnants 
of the political struggle: several institutionally designed plazas whose primary purpose 
was to provide access to underground transit stations at 16th and 24th Streets.



17

Much has changed since the struggles over redevelopment of the station areas 
decades ago. However, the issue of land speculation, fueled by gentrification beginning 
in the 1990s, re-ignited debate over the area’s future, which continued to serve as a 
major cultural hub for the larger San Francisco Bay Area Latino population. During 
the mid- to late 1990s, there was a sense among long-time residents that the social 
landscape was changing. For a variety of cultural and economic reasons, the Mission 
had become a desirable location for residence and nightlife, attracting a young and 
diverse population with no historical ties to the neighborhood. Proximity to downtown, 
accessibility to transportation, a pleasant microclimate, and an abundance of warehouse 
spaces attracted outside investment from individual builders and real estate agents alike. 
People were less empathetic to the acute social problems of the Mis-
sion, which included homelessness, drug abuse, and gang violence.  
It is against this backdrop that a group of nonprofit organizations 
and neighborhood residents began a discussion about transforming 
the Mission District, including one of the BART stations that had 
become a magnet for people who were displaced and homeless. A 
major concern was the design and layout of the BART plaza that 
had not significantly changed since its construction 30 years prior. 

There was initial skepticism about changes to the physical con-
ditions of the area due to the inherent politics that pitted organizations 
against the public agencies, as well as against one another. From 
entrenched community organizations and activists to bureaucratic agencies, such as 
BART, there was a sense that coming together was a waste of time. A staff member of 
a local housing organization commented, “A big challenge was obviously dealing with 
large institutional transportation agencies. You know, this was a fine grain project. It 
really required a paintbrush and they are used to working with steam-rollers.”

A member of BART’s board of directors, who helped to initiate the project,  
acknowledged past imbalances and abuses of power:

There was a lot of resentment, a lot of this kind of populous resentment, 
going back a really long time. I mean, going back to this redevelopment 
proposal that the neighbors still take credit for fighting off. So I thought 
we needed to approach this community in a new way. And that will build 
a level of trust . . . where they feel like they are more equals and they don’t 
get into their defensive posture. 
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In the terminology of Iris Marion Young, both the built environment of the BART 
stations and the fraught relationships between formal institutions and civic groups were 
practico-inert forces, felt as immovable or unchangeable structures. Unless these atti-
tudes could be de-routinized, the likely outcome would be a continued civic power 
outage. In response, a series of community dialogues were held in the mid 1990s to 
address communitywide concern about redevelopment, gentrification, and the declin-
ing conditions at 16th and Mission Streets. The outcome of these gatherings was an 
agreement to embark on a participatory design process, given the community’s mis-
trust of the various government agencies and professionals hired by these entities in 
the past. In other words, there was a collective recognition that organizations would 
need to talk about power—their own and the power of others—in order to build new 
relationships and collaborations. To engage in this kind of power talk, however, also 
meant addressing lingering resentments about the practico-inert structures within the 
community.

Acknowledging past struggles and challenges that lay ahead, one of BART’s plan-
ners assigned to the project admitted:

 Well, I guess part of it had to do with the fact that institutionally we 
were doing something we’ve never done before. We didn’t really have the 
resources or the history or the comfort level for getting involved in com-
munity work. There was also a perception that it was a bad idea to try to  
do anything because nothing that anyone had tried in the Mission had ever 
come to fruition or led to anything good. There, the political sensibility 
[was] that all things tried in the Mission failed because it was such an  
activist and contentious community. 

There was a related concern about different political agendas  
in the community and the need to have an open dialogue about un-
equal relationships of power. As one of the participants astutely  
observed, “the project was sandwiched” between competing interests. 
However, these same groups were able to come together to recognize a 
common problem and idea between them, or what Young describes as 
“seriality.” Rather than avoiding the discussion of power altogether, 
the workshops brought different players to the table to have a frank 
conversation. One of the participants observed: 

One of the things that these workshops do is to lay out what each group’s 
agendas are. . . . We might not understand all the intricacies of it, that in 
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the course of the conversation you know that certain folks have certain 
needs to be addressed.

Another concern was that some local activists used intimidation to exert their 
influence early on in the process. For example, vocal individuals frequently identified 
homelessness as a major source of the community’s problems. To ensure inclusiveness, 
the team’s urban designers met with individuals who were homeless (and other under-
represented groups) whose voices were absent during initial community meetings. In 
reflecting on the practical aspects of citizen involvement, a member of the urban design 
team commented:

The important part in how the public participated is that 
there was an understanding that there were different publics 
and that conversation had to happen early on between the dif-
ferent publics. . . . Then there were all of the agency folks, the 
police, and BART. In a way, the agencies are not the public, 
but they are a public in this conversation. 

Overall, the participatory process afforded opportunities for issues 
to be raised, many of which were external to the functional aspects of 
the planning project but which clearly touched upon feelings of rela-
tive power and powerlessness. Designing the plazas, in other words, 
served another goal beyond its basic mission. Aside from and in  
addition to its focus on the plaza redesign, the process and its open-
ness to power talk enabled participants to reimagine a social space and to keep open 
the possibility of improving relations between the multiple publics that shared that 
space. In reflecting on the power of imagining change, a county transportation official 
observed, “One of the greatest values or contributions . . . to any kind of public  
debate is to paint a picture of a different world for people to visualize. Because often-
times the problem is precisely that people are confronted with a problem [and] they 
can’t quite envision what the solution is.” 

Suspending reality to imagine other possibilities also unmoored individuals from 
their original perception of the problem. As one member of the BART board of directors 
commented: 

[The] idea of these planning sessions [is] not just taking the pulse of the 
community, it’s letting the community talk to one another. And a good 
planning process is transformative. Meaning, everyone comes out of it 
changed in terms of their perspective. Another good thing about the 
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planning and the public involvement [is that] everyone comes out of it 
with different ideas than they had going into it. 

The power to create a shared vision built on trust and respect between different 
publics should not be overlooked, as it is one way to overcome the practico-inert 
conditions materialized in the built environment. “Once they saw that we respected 
them and we took their concerns seriously,” commented a landscape architect involved 
in the project, “we could create relationships where we were working together to solve 
the problem as opposed to beating on each other to see who would win.”  When asked 
what kept the project momentum moving forward despite a number of technical dif-
ficulties and institutional barriers, one of the BART staff shared: 

It’s actually kind of amazing. As we’re talking I’m looking through all the 
pictures and so forth, and the dedication and so forth. I do have a network 
of personal acquaintances and friends and so forth of people that I really 
love and care about who I think are really trying to make good things  
happen. It has given me good feelings that it is possible to make things 
happen in very difficult circumstances with very limited resources. 

From the possibility of action emerges the practice of agency in which people chal-
lenge the present order of things to move beyond the structural constraints of existing 
policies, regulations, and institutional inertia to enable individual and collective action. 
Through several years of planning and design that included both communitywide 
forums, and later, an advisory committee to monitor contract awards, design, devel-
opment, and construction, a strong political voice emerged:

I’ve been in processes where they had meetings and never over this long 
a period of time to plan and get community input, and when it gets 
done it’s exactly what they had planned to begin with, and you wonder 
where the heck that all came from. With this one what was unique was 
they actually took the input of the community and incorporated it into 
a workable plan. And at one point they brought back a design that was 
completely different than what the community wanted and the commu-
nity said, “No.” And they went back and changed it. I thought that was 
very unique.

As this statement by a local resident and participant suggests, the project enabled 
the public to make specific claims for the use and meaning of the plaza space. The level 
of understanding and sophistication was the outcome of an engaged and informed 
citizenry who could discern which proposals best served their needs and interests. Yet 
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we argue that this engaged and informed process was possible because it created room 
and space for power talk.

The project also served to change many policies and procedures of the participating 
agencies. One of the BART board directors commented, “The fact that this project 
was in essence designed by the public was something really new for 
BART . . . [and] it began a process of reinventing the way we plan 
and think of our existing stations [and] has really transformed the 
organization of BART.” The issues raised provided important les-
sons for a governmental agency such as BART, which, prior to the 
project, did not coordinate station-area planning and design. As a 
result of the project, BART developed its institutional capacity in 
this area by forming a planning division to coordinate the redesign 
of existing stations. Due to subsequent efforts of this division within 
BART, community-based plans have been adopted for a number of 
other transit stations in the San Francisco Bay Area. Key to this 
success has been moving beyond historical antagonisms and perceived barriers between 
civic groups and government. In reflecting about the community process that led to 
Plaza del Colibrí, the same BART board director reflected:

It caused us to form new partnerships and new relationships within San  
Francisco that we never had before. So we’re working much closer  
with neighborhood groups, with community organizations and city  
departments than we have been historically, and that’s continued.  

The deliberative process surrounding the Plaza del Colibrí broadly engendered 
changed norms of practice and behavior. Power talk helped to actualize citizens’ ca-
pacity to act and to coordinate ongoing conversations and relationships with formal 
institutions and actors. The formal, governmental actors and the citizen organizations, 
in part by talking through past experiences of power and feelings of powerlessness, 
brought into being new relationships and habits of interaction.
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CONCLUSION

Power is a public good, and without power the public cannot 

do much good. Successful collaborations between citizens and formal institu-
tions are necessary to the maintenance of power as a public good. However, citizens 
and professionals, informal associations and formal institutions, often talk past one 
another when it comes to the subject of power. Citizens today, as reported by Jeffrey 
Stout and others, seem leery of the language of power, in part because they feel as if 
power is elsewhere. Civic withdrawal, cynicism, and apathy are inextricably linked 
with these feelings of powerlessness. Yet democracy presumes that power ultimately 
resides in citizens’ capacities to act, to initiate public projects, and to collaboratively 
shape their common world. The absence of power talk, then, both reflects and mag-
nifies a worrisome civic power outage. Felt experiences of powerlessness stand in the 
way of the actualization of latent democratic capacity.

The example of the Plaza del Colibrí, however, shows that this need not be the case. 
Citizens and formal institutions can establish new relationships, modes of interaction, 
and collaboratively shape the future of their communities. Yet this example also shows 
that, in order to accomplish these tasks, citizens and communities need to engage in 
frank conversations about power. These conversations erode feelings of powerlessness, 
help establish trust across historical divides, and create new collaborative relationships 
and habits of interaction within a particular community. When experiences with power 
and powerlessness are shared publicly, the actual operations of power in a space can 
shift in dramatic fashion. Public power talk, in short, is empowering and should be 
seen as a central concern within deliberations about a community’s past, present, and 
future. The potential of civic action and relationships hinges upon this difficult yet 
necessary work.
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