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June Board Summary

t the Kettering Foundation’s  
spring board meeting this 

past June, trustees and staff explored 
different options for Kettering’s inter-
national research, listening to the 
remarks of three longtime research 
partners about the challenges of 
exporting democracy. They were 
Daniel Yankelovich, founder of Public 
Agenda and former Kettering board 
member; Ramon Daubon, Vice Presi-
dent for Programs at the Inter-American Foundation; and 
Randa Slim, the executive director of the Institute for Sus-
tained Dialogue.

Debate over the current U.S. policy of imposing demo-
cratic reform by force in places like Iraq has divided  
not only politicians and policymakers in Washington,  
Yankelovich noted in his opening remarks, but also citi-
zens in much of the rest of the country. Elections alone,  
he cautioned, are not a cure-all for political instability or 
social injustice. Hitler, he pointed out, was democratically 
elected in Germany, while more recent elections in the 
Arab World in places like Algeria and southern Lebanon 
have brought hard-line fundamentalists to power—hardly 
the result U.S. or European interests had hoped for.

Current efforts to promote the spread of democracy, 
however, have created a number of interesting opportuni-
ties for both exploring insights from the foundation’s past 
work and focusing the direction of future research: 1) that 
elections alone do not make a democracy; 2) that true 
democracy requires the work of both officials and citizens; 
3) that public deliberation can help get citizens from me 
to we; 4) and finally, that we must find ways to translate  
citizen deliberation into action.

While Yankelovich’s comments focused on the impor-
tance of citizen work to creating an effective democracy, 
Daubon’s remarks addressed the link between democratic 
life and economic growth.

For the past 35 years, the Inter-American Foundation  
has been working on the issue in Latin America. “What 
we’ve come to learn, is that without an undergirth of 
a democratic way of concertation, of learning to talk 
and make decisions together, economics doesn’t work,” 
Daubon said. Democracy he suggested, is really a capac-
ity to talk, identify what’s important, consider alternatives, 
and make decisions. It is done in many places, he added, 
but seldom in Latin America where there is both a rigid 

class structure and a strong tradition 
of authoritarian rule.

“The culture cannot be taught. It  
has to be learned, and it is learned by 
experiencing it,” Daubon explained. 
Working in small, often poor com-
munities, Daubon’s foundation has 
been in the business of engaging cit-
izens in defining economic goals and  
projects. The idea has been enthusi-
astically embraced not only by grass-

roots organizations, but also by an unexpected ally—busi-
ness interests who see it as a powerful economic tool. To 
date, some 53 corporate sponsors have been involved. 
They see the work as not only improving the region’s 
economy, but also its political stability. Kettering’s research 
in civil economics, Daubon pointed out, laid the ground-
work for this new approach.

Business interests, interestingly enough, also played a 
role in Randa Slim’s discussion of political reform efforts in 
the Middle East. Since 9/11, she noted, a host of founda-
tions and government agencies, ranging from USAID to 
the United Nations, have tried to promote the spread of 
democracy in the Middle East, but have met with little, 
if any, success. Most have little, if any, understanding of 
Islam, she said. As a result they are seen as trying to import 
something entirely alien to the region. Secondly, their 
efforts are largely mechanistic: they focus on voting and 
multiparty elections and the like.

Locals are interested in a far more fundamental con-
versation. Broad-based coalitions of Islamicists, nationalists, 
civic activists, and business interests have emerged in plac-
es like Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon, Slim explained, 
and they are engaged in a dialogue about both citizenship 
and public life. Business interests are critical, she added, 
because they can provide a moderating influence to help 
resolve conflicts between the old and new. They also have 
a great deal of credibility—something most governments 
in the region and outside interests lack.

Kettering Foundation president David Mathews con-
cluded the meeting by noting that the Kettering Founda-
tion’s understanding of democracy as a culture rather than 
a process could be valuable in a wider study of these kinds 
of problems. At the same time, research with international 
partners could provide valuable insights into a number of 
other areas of Kettering’s research about the role of both 
citizens and institutions in a democracy.
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n introducing this review of Kettering’s 
“international” research, the first thing I 

must say is that the foundation doesn’t do 
research on or in other countries, which is 
what international research usually means. 
The democracy we study is based on self-
responsibility and self-determination. That 
is why the foundation does not have a 
presence in other countries or an agenda 
for them. Anything done “for Kettering” 
would not produce valid findings about 
how people elsewhere take ownership of 
their problems and organize to combat 
them.

Kettering has joint-learning agree-
ments with organizations in the U.S. and 
around the world to learn what citizens 
themselves are learning about self-gov-

 Introduction
By David Mathews

ernment as they struggle with its prob-
lems. Joint-learning agreements with 
organizations outside the U.S. are grouped 
together under Kettering’s heading “inter-
national research.” 

Each Connections welcomes readers 
into a review of a special area of research, 
in this case international research. This 
review begins with a retreat involving staff 
and independent organizations. It then 
proceeds over six months, culminating in 
a meeting with the board. 

At the January 2005 retreat, we 
stepped back and looked at the state of 
self-government around the world, the 
kinds of democracy that have existed 
at one time or another, and the types 
of democracy emerging today. Amartya 

I
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Sen’s work showing an indigenous, 
non-Western democracy was one point 
of reference, as were studies done by 
colleagues in other countries on proto-
democratic practices in their earliest 
history. Perhaps, we thought, we should 
look deeper into how democracy can be 
elicited from indigenous traditions—as 
opposed to being imported from another 
country.  Trying to import democracy 
raises the question of how a critical mass 
of support can be built and sustained. It 
was suggested that we might look at an 
alternative, which community organiz-
ers call “build-on-what-grows” strategies. 
These strategies are more focused on 
steady improvement rather than on 
“reform.” And if Sen and those doing the 
studies of proto-democratic traditions are 
right, there is usually something to build 
on in every culture.

When our trustees met in June,  
they did a great job of pointing out 
opportunities for employing the founda-
tion’s strengths and steering Kettering  
away from dead ends. With this issue  
of Connections, the foundation hopes  
to generate more comments. The publi-
cation lays out three or four directions  
that future research might take. In  
this piece, my job is to provide an over-
view of the options; other writers will  
elaborate.

Option 1:  
Build on Kettering’s Strengths

Opportunities: Kettering has done con-
siderable research on how citizens make 
sound decisions and the other practices 
that allow them to be effective political 
actors in solving common problems. The 
foundation has looked into how commu-
nities work when the public is put back 
into the public’s business, and we have 
done extensive research on the relation-
ship between the public and the major 
institutions: governments, schools and 
colleges, and nongovernmental associa-
tions. Maybe Kettering should play to 
these strengths. The foundation might 
find more opportunities for joint learning 
around democratic strategies for econom-
ic development or collective action for 
solving other community problems. Some 
areas of research have attracted a good 
deal of interest. For instance, studies of 

public journalism have attracted a follow-
ing in Africa, Central Europe, the Far East, 
Central America, and New Zealand.

Problems: As I said earlier, Kettering 
learns from what others are learning. The 
organizations we do research with have 
to be acting out of their own self-interest 
for the findings to be valid. That requires 
mutual agreement on what is to be 
studied and a clear understanding that 
Kettering will pay only for documenting 
what was learned, not for the projects 
themselves. Those have to be supported 
by local resources. This admittedly unique 
arrangement has been possible in the U.S., 
but it requires great clarity about who is 
to be responsible for what. Such a rela-
tionship is not the sort that organizations 
in other countries typically have with U.S. 
foundations. Local resources are scarce 
in many countries, and the chances for 
misunderstandings may preclude joint 
learning.

Option 2:  
Focus on Only the Most  
Relevant Kettering Research— 
Study the Differences  
between Public Thinking and  
Policy Expert Thinking

Opportunities: Two research projects, 
one comparing the views of U.S. and Chi-
nese citizens and another comparing the 
views of U.S. and Russian citizens, have the 
potential to provide unique and useful 
information to officials making policy in 
those countries. This research tries to iden-
tify how the public goes about thinking 
rather than presuming to know “what the 
public thinks.” In the past, presentations 
on the nature of public thinking in the U.S. 
on A Public Voice and in Washington round 
tables have attracted considerable inter-
est. Organizations in other countries doing 
similar research might find interest in Mos-
cow, Beijing, and other capitals.

A fledging study of how citizens in dif-
ferent countries think about the choices 
the world confronts in maintaining peace 
and promoting prosperity is showing 
promise and may be an excellent com-
panion to the bilateral (Russian and Chi-
nese) studies of public thinking.

Problems: Comparative studies require 
comparable methodologies; that is not 

always possible. Furthermore, for the find-
ings to be useful to officials, they have 
to be policy relevant. Citizens, however, 
often do not think in ways that are policy 
relevant. Even if the foundation pursues 
this line of research, it might be limited to 
a small group of countries or just one or 
two issues.

Option 3:  
Study the Exporting of Democracy

Opportunities: This is a hot issue today 
in Washington, and the foundation may 
have something to contribute, based on 
decades of research into what it takes to 
make democracy work as it should. That 
research has resulted in a unique under-
standing of self-government that is not 
usually reflected in the conversation about 
spreading democracy. The foundation has 
found the wellspring of democratic rule 
in citizens taking responsibility for making 
collective decisions and taking action on 
common problems. 

Problems: Kettering has done some 
studies of what Americans think about 
exporting our political system, which have 
uncovered serious reservations. Further-
more, the definitions of democracy vary 
considerably even when they are explicit. 
In most cases, however, they aren’t spelled 
out but are implicit. That is a prescription 
for confusion.

Now my colleagues will explain in 
more detail what we have learned from 
our research to date and will elaborate 
further on the pros and cons of these 
options. We would be happy to have your 
thoughts.

David Mathews is president and CEO of the  
Kettering Foundation. He can be reached by  
e-mail at dmathews @ kettering.org.
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“(A)mong the great variety of  
developments that have occurred  
in the twentieth century, I did not,  
ultimately, have any difficulty in  
choosing one as the preeminent  
development of the period:  
the rise of democracy.“ 

Amartya Sen

t the foundation’s semiannual 
retreat last January, staff and asso-

ciates discussed opportunities for—and 
challenges to—engaging our research in 
international contexts. Some proposals 
focused on new lines of research. Others 
identified existing areas of Kettering  
research that might be usefully illumina-
ted through wider international experi-
ence. As always, we tried to identify critical 
problems that the particular strengths of 
the foundation’s research might speak to. 
What have we learned about what people 
in other countries see as the central 
challenges to their efforts to strengthen 
democracy?

Participants noted the problems 
resulting from viewing democracy as 
a Western import. Subsequent discus-
sion quickly led to insights about the 
importance of thinking clearly about how 
international research into the challenges 
of “making democracy work” should 
be done. One unique strength of the 
foundation’s research is the result of what 
we call joint-learning agreements. How 
might a similar approach in the interna-

tional research help alleviate the “Western 
import” problem?

In a widely cited article published  
in the Journal of Democracy (1999), 
Amartya Sen argues that the “recognition 
of democracy as a universally relevant  
system, which moves in the direction of 
its acceptance as a universal value, is a 
major revolution in thinking, and one of 
the main contributions of the twentieth  
century.” However, Sen notes a critical 
challenge to democratic experiments,  
one identified by the Kettering Founda-
tion a decade ago—a thin notion of  
what democracy is and  
what it requires of  
people, communities, 
and institutions.

Sen identifies one 
symptom of the prob-
lem: the tendency to 
equate democracy with 
the mechanics and 
structures of majority 
rule in elections. This 
implies that democracy 
is largely a technical 
challenge and can be 
exported—or even imposed—by creating 
formal institutions that structure repre-
sentative voting. As such, democracy is 
correctly seen as a Western concept. In 
many countries, this makes experiments 
with democracy harder to legitimize, and 
therefore less secure under the inevitable 
tensions brought on by change.

We may be witnessing the impact 
of that “thin notion” in Latin America. A 
recent report issued by the U.N. Develop-
ment Program (UNDP) found that over 
50 percent of Latin Americans say they 
would support an authoritarian regime 
over democratic government if authoritar-
ian rule could restore order and resolve 
their economic problems. If democracy is 
viewed principally as a means of choosing 
officeholders, it may not seem like much 
to give up.

The foundation’s research is based on 
a deeper, more general vision of democ-
racy. It is grounded in a focus on the roles 
people need to play as problem-solving 
actors in democratic politics. As such, 
democracy is seen not as a destination—
which when reached will deliver particular 
outcomes—but as the ongoing journey 
of people struggling with challenges to 
their collective ability to rule themselves. 
The challenges to citizen self-rule are not 
fixed; they emerge from changes in tech-
nology, demographics, and global political 
forces. Kettering research thus emphasizes 
the study of practices—ways that citi-
zens, communities, and institutions can 
work together—that hold the promise of 
increasing the ability of people to act in 
concert on problems they share. It also 
recognizes that because circumstances 
change, constant study and refinement of 
the ways those practices work is required.

Seen that way, democracy is not a 
thing that can be granted to people, 
exported to people, or imposed. Democ-
racy has to be made to work by the peo-
ple who make up the citizenry of a place. 
What does that paradigm suggest about 
alternatives to “exporting democracy”?

One way the foundation develops 
and tests insights is through learning 

By Randall Nielsen 

A

Democracy is not a thing that can be 
granted to people, exported to people, 

or imposed. Democracy has to be  
made to work by the people who make 

up the citizenry of a place. 

International 
Research 
Opportunities:
Research through  
Joint-learning Agreements
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agreements with organiza-
tions that have their own 
reasons for attempting to 
“make democracy work as it 
should.” These organizations 
have chosen to explore how 
they can facilitate the public 
engagement of issues. Fur-
thermore, they hope to learn 
from their efforts and share 
that learning systematically. 
The foundation’s joint-learn-
ing agreements do not fund 
the organization’s activity, 
but rather support the costs 
of documenting and sharing 
what is learned about mutu-
ally agreed-upon lines of 
questions.

The Kettering Founda-
tion has two general goals 
for the joint-learning proj-
ects. First and most obvious 
is to develop our practical 
understanding of how to 
make public life work bet-
ter, and report findings in 
ways that can inform other 
organizations struggling 
with similar challenges 
under different conditions. 
Kettering realizes that orga-
nizations exploring their 
impact on civic life need 
to learn their way to more 
effective practice. Learning 
is also necessary for efforts to continue to 
grow through time. The development and 
growth of effective democratic practice 
does not come from building on success 
so much as from learning from experi-
ence. Although it is difficult for any orga-
nization to reflect on unsuccessful efforts, 
it is exactly those “failures” that provide 
some of the best opportunities for shared 
learning.

However, we also know that many 
organizations lack the capacity to interro-
gate their experiences in productive ways. 
Most are set up to do things, not to reflect 
on and record what they are learning in 
ways that allow findings to be shared. 
The foundation’s shared-learning relation-
ships deliberately intend to address that 
dilemma. When successful, they have the 
long-term effect of changing the way 
organizations see themselves as civic 

actors, especially through the develop-
ment of their capacity to learn and docu-
ment what they are learning and thus 
continue to innovate in practice.

Recent meetings with international 
organizations revealed some intriguing 
possibilities for shared-learning agree-
ments. As described in Ileana Marin’s 
article (see p.18), an increasing number of 
organizations around the world are com-
ing to see the potential of deliberately 
exploring how to interact with citizens in 
public life. Some have recognized that, 
although there are no simple techniques 
for doing so, lessons from experience can 
be derived and shared so that efforts can 
complement and build on each other. 
There are clearly more opportunities for 
international shared-learning agreements 
now than ever before.

However, these meet-
ings also reinforced our 
understanding of the  
challenges to doing inter-
national research through 
joint-learning agreements. 
By far the biggest obstacle 
is in distinguishing the 
goals of the foundation as a 
research organization from 
those of grantmaking  
organizations. Many of the  
standard protocols that tie 
organizations in other  
countries to U.S. grantmak-
ing foundations are in  
direct tension with the 
development of joint-
learning relationships. 
Joint-learning relationships 
depend on keeping the 
responsibility for the work, 
and the learning that results, 
located in the organizations 
and their communities. 
Extensive experience with 
grant evaluations, however, 
has taught many organiza-
tions to document instru-
mental activities rather than 
record their reflections on 
experiments.

Conventional practices 
of evaluation often hinder 
effective, self-generated 
learning, perhaps more so  

in international contexts. Still, we have  
reason to believe that the challenge can 
be dealt with successfully. At a recent 
meeting with organizations from various 
countries, one participant argued that 
he saw no tension between acting and 
learning in his organization’s protocols. 
He noted that organizations that proceed 
without reflection inevitably fail. Success-
ful organizations are constantly learning. 
The challenge, he noted, is in capturing 
the learning in ways that can be shared 
with others. Although that challenge 
may be more difficult when dealing with 
organizations in other countries, the 
growing recognition of the potential of 
shared-learning agreements gives reason 
for hope.

Randall Nielsen is a program officer at the  
Kettering Foundation. He can be reached by  
e-mail at Nielsen@kettering.org.
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By Harold H. Saunders

ustained Dialogue is a systematic 
process for political, social, and 

economic change. Its distinguishing char-
acteristic is that it focuses on transforming 
the relationships that block collaboration.  
Sustained Dialogue is best suited to those 
situations not ready for formal media-
tion and negotiation; it is so, because it 
addresses the strained relationships that 
prevent people from talking in the rea-
soned ways mediation and negotiation 
require.

Sustained Dialogue conceptualizes 
three decades of experience with adver-
saries and what they do when they sit 
down repeatedly to address what divides 
them. Sustained Dialogue has its roots in 
my experience as a U.S. diplomat in the 
Arab-Israeli peace process after the 1973 
Arab-Israeli war.  The first lesson of that 
experience is that a continuous process 
has the power to transform seemingly 
intractable relationships—as demonstrat-
ed in the grueling work that produced 

five Arab-Israeli agreements from 1974 to 
1979. The second lesson is the importance 
of engaging the human dimension of 
conflict, which in the Arab-Israeli setting 
included Israelis who had survived the 
Holocaust and Palestinians who had lost 
their homes to Israeli military action in 
1948.

After leaving government service in 
1981, I became associated with the Ketter-
ing Foundation’s Dartmouth Conference, 
the longest continuous bilateral dialogue 
between American and Soviet citizens, 
which started in 1960. After the November 
1981 gathering, I was asked to be the U.S. 
co-chair of the newly established Regional 
Conflicts Task Force (RCTF). Its purpose 
was to improve understanding of the 
overall Soviet-U.S. relationship by prob-
ing interactions between the countries 
in regions where the superpowers com-
peted through local proxies.

This task force met 18 times in the 
1980s. We learned that bringing the 
same group together regularly created 
four opportunities: (1) It built a cumula-
tive agenda—questions left unanswered 
in one meeting could be placed on the 
agenda for the next. (2) It built a common 
body of knowledge, both about each oth-
er’s analysis and about each superpower’s 
interest in these distant conflicts. (3) We 
gradually learned to talk analytically rather 
than engage in polemics. (4) Ultimately, 
we learned to work together.

As experience with unofficial dialogue 
accumulated, two concepts emerged: 

 First, relationship was defined by five 
components:

(1) Identity, the life experience that has 
brought a person or group to the 
present.

(2) Interests, both concrete and psycho-
logical, that bring people to a sense 
of their dependence on one another 
to achieve their goals.

(3) Power, defined not only as “control 
over superior resources and the 
actions of others” but as “the capacity 
of citizens acting together to influ-
ence the course of events without 
great material resources.”

(4) Perceptions, misperceptions, and  
stereotypes.

(5) Patterns of interaction, including 
respect for certain limits on behavior.

SUSTAINED 
DIALOGUE:

A Product of Experience

S
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 Second, we recognized from our 
semiannual meetings over a decade that, 
when people come together repeatedly in 
dialogue over time, one can discern a pat-
tern in the evolution of their relationships.

From that insight came the concep-
tualization of Sustained Dialogue as a 
five-stage process—an analytical and 
working framework to permit moderators 
and participants alike to understand the 
progression of relationships as they grow 
together in dialogue.

Stage One: People in conflict decide 
to engage in dialogue—often with great 
difficulty—because they feel compelled to 
build a relationship to resolve problems.

Stage Two: Together they map and 
name the elements of those problems 
and the relationships responsible for cre-
ating and responding to them. At first, 
they vent their grievances and anger with 
each other. This venting provides both the 
ingredients for an ultimate agenda and an 
opportunity for moderators to analyze the 
dynamics of the relationships. This stage 
ends when someone says, “What we really 
need to focus on is . . .”

Stage Three: In much more analytical 
exchanges, participants probe the specific 
problem they have identified: (1) to name 
that problem in a way that reflects the 
concerns of all those affected by it; (2) to 
probe the dynamics of the relationships 
underlying that problem; (3) to broadly  
lay out possible ways to enter into those 
relationships in order to change them;  
(4) to weigh those possible approaches 
and to come to a sense of direction to 
guide the next steps; (5) to weigh the 
consequences of moving in that direction 
against the consequences of inaction;  
and (6) to decide whether to try design-
ing such change.

Stage Four: Together they design a  
scenario of steps to be taken to change 
troublesome relationships and to pre-
cipitate practical actions. They sequence 
those steps so that they interact—one 
building on another, generating participa-
tion and momentum.

Stage Five: They devise ways to put 
that scenario into the hands of those who 
can act on it.

When the Soviet Union dissolved, 
RCTF members made three decisions: (1) 
They would focus on the new Russian-U.S. 

relationship. (2) They would complete 
the conceptualization of the process of 
dialogue they had learned together. (3) 
They would test that conceptualization by 
applying the process to one of the con-
flicts that had broken out in the territory 
of the former Soviet Union. They chose 
the Republic of Tajikistan, where a vicious 
civil war had broken out shortly after inde-
pendence. The first meeting took place in 
March 1993.

In the 12 years since, Sustained  
Dialogue in Tajikistan has moved from 
peacemaking to 
peacebuilding. 
Tajikistani par-
ticipants named 
themselves the 
“Inter-Tajik Dialogue 
in the Framework 
of the Dartmouth 
Conference.” In its 
first year, when 
Sustained Dialogue 
was the only chan-
nel between the 
government and 
the opposition, it 
helped begin a negotiation. In the next 
three years, they worked on a nonofficial 
track parallel to the formal UN-mediated 
negotiations. They injected important 
ideas that were incorporated in the Peace 
Agreement of 1997. That agreement 
established the National Reconciliation 
Commission to implement the Peace 
Agreement, with five Dialogue partici-
pants as members.  In 2000, Dialogue par-
ticipants formed their own NGO, the Pub-
lic Committee for Democratic Processes.

In the summer of 2002, David 
Mathews, Kettering’s president, proposed 
moving Sustained Dialogue from the  
Kettering program to a space of its own  
to allow for fuller development. As 
Mathews said, the deliberative process 
is Kettering’s answer for strengthening 
peaceful communities; Sustained  
Dialogue is an answer to  9/11.

As a result, the International Institute 
for Sustained Dialogue was incorporated 
in the fall of 2002. It works on five tracks: 
(1) It continues with its partners in the 
Dartmouth Regional Conflicts Task Force 
and independently to conduct dialogues 
on its own. The Tajiks are conducting  

Sustained Dialogue is a systematic  
process for political, social, and economic 

change. Its distinguishing characteristic is 
that it focuses on transforming the  

relationships that block collaboration.

dialogues in seven regions of their coun-
try, and there is prospect of a revival of 
the Inter-Tajik Dialogue itself. We are also 
conducting a dialogue among inhabitants 
of Armenia-Azerbaijan-Nagorno Karabakh, 
where a conflict has been stalemated  
for more than a decade. We are conduct-
ing a dialogue with individuals from  
the Muslim-Arab heartland, Western 
Europe, and the United States. (2) We are  
working with established NGOs in South 
Africa, New Zealand, and the Western 
Hemisphere to help them incorporate 

Sustained Dialogue in their programs.  
(3) In April 2005, our second annual  
collegiate conference drew 130 par-
ticipants from 18 universities and high 
schools to learn how they as citizens  
can help heal relationships that block 
democratic collaboration. (4) Through a 
collaboration between Kettering and the 
Fielding Graduate Institute, we co-teach 
with Fielding faculty a course in dialogue, 
deliberation, and public engagement.  
(5) We are exploring the opportunities  
for transforming working relationships  
in the corporate world.

We are engaged in developing the 
substantive base for our work through 
practice and experiment and systema- 
tizing our knowledge in publications and 
training manuals. As with any unendowed 
organization, we are struggling to regular-
ize a long-term financial foundation.

Harold H. Saunders is the director of international 
affairs at the Kettering Foundation. He can be 
reached by e-mail at hsaunders@kettering.org.
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By Julie Fisher

or some time, students of public 
deliberation have wondered about 

the so-called “organic” ways that people 
talk together in communities to make 
decisions. As David Mathews often says, 
deliberation is a “natural” process. Even 
though people may not use an issue book 
with pros, cons, and tradeoffs, communi-
ties make decisions based on discussion of 
alternative courses of action. Deliberation 
is recourse in times of uncertainty. During 
the 1989 collapse of East Germany, citizens 
spontaneously began to organize “round 
tables” to consider what to do next.1 In 
Argentina, after the economic collapse 
of 2001–2002, neighbors flocked to the 
streets to talk about their problems.

 Because such “crisis deliberation” is not 
usually sustained, we decided to look back 
in history at the longer-term patterns of 
talking and decision making in local com-
munities. In 2003, we sponsored a series 
of research papers by our international 
colleagues on “historic deliberation.” Ten 
case studies from eight countries were 
identified and included everything from 
records of open town meetings in nine-
teenth-century Colombia to an interview 
with an 81-year-old man in mountainous 
eastern Romania.

Sustainability
Many forms of traditional deliberation 

have died out. Until the Russian Revolu-
tion of 1917, peasant communities held 
veches that included singers to preserve 
the organizational history. Communism 
put an end to deliberation in Romania as 
well. With the introduction of Ottoman 
rule in the late fourteenthth century,  

Albanians withdrew to the highlands; 
there, a ruler named Leke Dukagjini wrote 
down deliberative practices that were 
passed on for centuries. These practices 
survived the loose Yugoslav version of 
communism and were common among 
Kosovar Albanians until the United Nations 
occupied the country in 1999 and began 
promoting Western-style democracy.

Several practices survive to the pres-
ent, including the Talanoa in Fiji, which 
was used to heal polarization among 
politicians. A Romanian NGO, Common 
Futures Forum, has discovered seven 
unusually prosperous small mountain 
towns where deliberation is still practiced. 
And among the Baka, or Pygmy, in Cam-
eroon, deliberation remains a key to the 
survival of small hunting-and-gathering 
communities.

The cases in which sustainability 
proved more difficult suggest, paradoxi-
cally, that deliberation may be widespread, 
if ephemeral, throughout the world and 
throughout history. In France, deliberation 
began in the eleventh century with the 

creation of the village and the establish-
ment of feudal courts that challenged 
royal authority. The practice began to 
decline 150 years later as royal agents 
increasingly dominated the assemblies, 
causing peasants to fear retaliation for 
expressing their views.

Contrasts with Modern Deliberation
Historic deliberation practices differ 

from modern practice in several ways. First, 
traditional practice generally did not set 
time limits. The Talanoa in Fiji and the Hui 
among the Maori people of New Zealand 
allow all voices to be heard, not just all 
views, as in a modern forum. Assemblies 
in Albania used the phrase to beat a matter 
the way we would say “to beat a matter to 
death.” And deliberations among the Baka 
in Cameroon sometimes last many days.

Second, traditional deliberation typi-
cally excluded women and young people. 
In Albania, citizens were represented by 
household heads; in Russia every tenth 
head of household was drafted to serve 
in the peasant assembly. However, there 
were exceptions. In France, women were 
included if they were widows. In Vran-
cea, Romania, forums held 200 years ago 
included women and youth because 
the Vranceans understood that unhappy 
minorities could damage common forests 
and fields. Among the Baka in Camer-
oon, everyone is related and everyone is 
essential for survival, so authoritarianism is 
suspect.

How democratic were these forums in 
other respects? In Russia, Albania, western 

Have People Always

Deliberated?

1Cristiane Olivo, “The Practical Problems of Bridging  
Civil Society and the State: A Study of Round Tables in 
Eastern Germany,” Polity XXXI, Number 2 (Winter 1998),  
pp. 245–267.

F

Men from Viseiei village in Fiji prepare kava during a ceremonial gathering. The kava ritual has historically 
served as a facilitator of social interaction among the people of the South Pacific islands.
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Romania, and the South Pacific, elders 
were given privileged positions, either 
in separate councils or within forums. In 
Albanian forums, the position of priests 
and imams was not privileged. While may-
ors and aldermen were members of the 
Colombian cabildos, they had little more 
power than other participants. The first 
artisan democratic society in Colombia, 
founded in 1838, summoned both artisans 
and peasants to join. As Gabriel Murillo 
and Catalina Arreaza write, “Deliberation 
did not just happen in their chambers” 
they also “made sure it happened outside 
and made it accessible to the masses.” 
Through the civic education provided  
by these groups, tradesmen learned to 
speak in public, read newspapers, and 
contact politicians. Ultimately, the role of 
these democratic artisan societies was 
ended by the bipartisan hegemony of  
the Liberal and Conservative parties.

The eighteenth- and nineteenth- 
century cabildos met on Sundays after 
Mass. The mayor would present a problem; 
citizens expressed their views and voted. 
The cabildos made decisions on every-
thing from weights and measures  
to roads. In 1799, the Bogotá cabildo  
proposed a communal store to prevent 
price speculation. The Cali cabildo sus-
pended a commissioner for corruption. 
More than once they clashed over deci-
sions with the crown, enhancing citizen 
self-confidence. In 1810 all of the cities of 
Nuevo Reino de Granada, as Colombia  
and much of northern South America  
was known during Spanish rule, declared 
independence through open sessions of 
their cabildos and named their own gov-
erning authorities. Eventually the cabildos 
evolved into the present city councils in 
Colombian cities. In Russia, as well, tribal 
unions provided a rough check on state 
power: in 1626, the Smolensk assembly 
prosecuted Governor Shein after his  
military loss to Polish invaders.

The Process of Deliberation
The case studies cited suggest differ-

ences in the deliberative process:
·  Hui and Talanoa “go in circles, repetition 

is common,” people drink kava, and gifts 
are presented. During a Hui, an elder 
listens to contributions and then makes 
a decision.

·  The Russian elders organized lists of 

speakers and subsequent voting. A  
failure to decide might mean “going 
to the wall,” with the issue settled by a 
physical fight.

·  In Albania and Kosova, “beating a  
matter” was followed by the best orators 
presenting their opinions, based on  
the “common benefit.” The matter was 
then decided by majority vote.

·  Among the Baka, tense situations  
are avoided by ignoring the speaker. 
Deliberation involves long, meticulous  
discussions of alterna-
tives, and the one with 
the least opposition is 
chosen.

While traditional pro-
cesses differed, there are 
also similarities with the 
more structured process 
used today. During the 
sfat in western Romania, 
participants consider 
the interests of people 
not in the room. Then all 
opinions are presented, 
followed by discussion of 
the effects of alternative decisions. Com-
munity members who had not attended a 
sfat told Ruxandra Petre that they trusted 
whatever decision was made.

Unlike western Romania, only one 
elderly man in Vrancea (eastern Romania) 
actually remembered what the process 
was like before the communist era. He 
described how people asked about the 
problem underneath the problem. Even 
today, people in the region tend to ask 
about political alternatives, although  
decisions are made by elected officials.

In Vrancea, Russia, and Albania, assem-
blies also served as courts, which could try 
accused persons. Deliberative juries and 
deliberative forums clearly have common 
roots. In Colombia, for example, cabildos 
functioned as land-granting courts. Tra-
ditional assemblies were also involved 
in peacemaking. In Albania, for example, 
local assemblies often helped communi-
ties avoid blood feuds. People not allied 
with either side, having gained the respect 
of both, would get them to discuss mat-
ters openly. Sometimes blood feuds were 
settled at the expense of the individual 
victim whose suffering had first prompted 
the dispute.

Although the evidence is sketchy, 

deliberative process was clearly viewed  
as important. In Vrancea, the Romanian 
word for voice means, even today, “to be 
politically engaged.”  “A Vrancean is born  
and dies,” according to former Kettering 
Fellow George Cretu, “with the ownership 
of his voice.” Cretu shows that the long-
term maintenance of common fields and 
forests in Vrancea was a result of delib-
eration. People understood that cutting 
down trees, for example, would threaten 
their participation in collective decisions.

Conclusions
Taken as a whole, deliberation appears 

to be both a powerful process and one 
that is vulnerable to top-down politics. It 
can be destroyed by top-down politics 
but also seems to be as natural as a sturdy 
plant eradicated in one area reseeding 
itself in another. Sustained deliberation 
seems related to codification, references  
to the past within the process itself, and 
how ingrained it becomes in the political 
culture. There is no ready answer to the 
question of how widespread delibera-
tion has been through history. Melanie 
Beauvy’s work suggests that deliberation 
follows community formation. People’s 
traditional associations are largely with 
kinfolk. When villages with churches,  
markets, and town squares developed a 
thousand years ago in France, unrelated 
people began to relate to one another. 
Perhaps the preservation and recovery of 
unique public places in the twenty-first 
century could help resurrect deliberative 
democracy as well as community.

Julie Fisher is a senior associate of the Kettering 
Foundation. She can be reached by e-mail at 
fisher@kettering.org.

The long-term maintenance of  
common fields and forests in Vrancea  

was a result of deliberation. People 
understood that cutting down trees,  

for example, would threaten their  
participation in collective decisions.
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By Gabriel Murillo

he title of this short essay is very 
pretentious. First, deliberation as a 

collective process to reach consensus and 
create agendas for social change is still 
largely unknown in Latin America. Second, 
the public in general is not familiar with 
the meaning of deliberative democracy 
and its relation to political representation 
and citizen participation. Third, most Latin 
Americans still find it difficult to distin-
guish between deliberation as a collective 
process with a distinctive methodology 
and deliberative democracy as a political 
compass in which representation and par-
ticipation merge.

Nevertheless, deliberative forums 
appeared in Latin America in the early 
1990s. The initial experiences took place 
in Colombia and were promoted by 
the Political Science Department of the 
University of Los Andes in Bogotá. They 
were a rather orthodox application of the 
methodological approach the Kettering 
Foundation had been using in the United 
States. Later, new civic institutions and 
NGOs in other countries began imple-
menting deliberative forums after learning 
about them at the Kettering Foundation.  
Argentina, Brazil, and Guatemala followed 
Colombia.  Two or three years later, partici-
patory gatherings were being developed 
in Ecuador and Venezuela with Colombian 
assistance; in El Salvador, Nicaragua, and 
Honduras thanks to Guatemalan leader-
ship; and in Paraguay with the help of 
Argentina.

These efforts faced more obstacles 
than opportunities. It was quickly under-
stood that the entire deliberation project 

had to be adapted to local realities and 
distinctiveness. Initially, its flexibility with 
the application of the procedures associ-
ated with deliberative methodology was 
indispensable. It proved very difficult to 
develop all components with the same 
level of autonomy and familiarity, par-
ticularly the framing component and the 
convening strategy. Participants’ lack of 
previous exposure to explicit collective 
conversations that sought solutions to 
common problems constituted a serious 
handicap. Although other forms of tacit 
deliberation were already embedded 
in the Latin American political culture, 
there was no prior 
direct knowledge of 
this form of citizen 
practice. People were 
not familiar with a 
structured approach 
to identify, name, 
and frame a public 
problem amenable to 
collective solutions. 
Even less well known 
were structured pub-
lic forums in which 
citizens deliberate 
in order to solve 
public matters. When “deliberation” had 
any meaning for participants, it related 
to formal practices of legislative debates 
intended to generate formal norms and 
procedures.

Recruitment of forum participants 
was difficult because of the lack of trust 
between people that stems from the high 
rates of crime and corruption in Latin 

America and the fact that average citizens 
are rarely a part of decision making. As a 
result of this mistrust, most people were 
surprised by the invitation to participate  
in the meetings. Not all accepted the invi-
tation, and those that did appeared to do 
so with some degree of uncertainty.

These two obstacles—the lack of 
knowledge about deliberation and an 
initial reluctance to participate—as well 
as the high cost of formally implement-
ing deliberative forums on a growing and 
sustainable basis combined to suggest 
that the project might be impossible. 
Fortunately opportunities materialized 
that helped overcome these handicaps. 
One was sharing the difficult and chal-
lenging experiences at the yearly interna-
tional encounters hosted by the Kettering 
Foundation in Dayton, Ohio. The other 
was the launching of the Inter-American 
Democracy Network (IADN) in 1995. These 
two responses were oriented toward a 
commitment to strengthen deliberation 
in Latin America. The resources from the 
United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) allocated to IADN 
were crucial to achieving continuity and 
to expanding deliberation in the already 
mentioned countries as well as other 
sites—Jamaica, Puerto Rico, the Domini-
can Republic in the Caribbean, and Bolivia 
and Peru in South America.

In the IADN’s first five years, programs 
on deliberation produced a sizeable  
number of issue books, manuals, and 
videos on many topics of public interest, 
such as education, electoral participa-
tion, citizen security, solid waste disposal, 
the struggle against corruption, environ-
mental protection, child care, and youth. 
An evaluation of this work, required for 

The State of Deliberation  
in Latin America:

What Is 
 Going On?

T

Democracy in Latin America encounters 
countless challenges and enemies; among 

the most important are growing poverty 
and weak citizen involvement in the 

search for solutions to public problems.
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renewal of another USAID grant to sup-
port democracy in the Americas, conclud-
ed that the promotion of deliberation was 
one of the most important achievements 
of this hemispheric network.

By 2000, an important collection of 
both human resources and materials was 
available for expanding the deliberative 
methodology in Latin America. The last 
five-year period has been rather busy, 
although uneven in the implementation 
of deliberation throughout the region.

Although not exhaustive, the follow-
ing examples provide a panorama of this 
growth. First, a USAID-sponsored project 
to promote citizen participation in justice 
reform in Bolivia has used the deliberative 
methodology to generate public involve-
ment in justice administration. Second, 
a recognized advertising agency in the 
Dominican Republic has adopted this 
methodology to fight the lack of neigh-
borhood security in Santo Domingo. Third, 
in Jamaica, a well-known NGO devoted 
to conflict resolution in Kingston’s low-
income areas applied this method to 
encourage citizen involvement in resisting 
urban violence. Fourth, in Colombia, with 
Kettering’s sponsorship, the University of 
Los Andes in Bogotá, along with a local 
college in Cartagena de Indias, has imple-
mented a Public Policy Institute (PPI), for 
local leaders and educators that will use 
deliberation to create public agendas for 
problem solving.  At present, these two 
universities are planning a second PPI to 
reinforce this approach. Fifth, the National 
Ministry of Education in Colombia will 
include the deliberative methodology 
as a recommended practice to promote 
civic education in public and private 
schools throughout the country. Sixth, 
at a regional level, the Inter-American 
Foundation (IAF) has provided a grant to 
the IADN Executive Secretariat (SERID) to 
develop four pilot training programs on 
the methodology in different countries 
that have been offered to their grantees. 
For this purpose, SERID is gathering mate-
rials produced in all the countries that 
have worked with deliberative forums 
throughout Latin America. In addition, 
it is inviting Latin Americans with previ-
ous practical experience in this method 
to create a clearinghouse to provide 
the required resources to the pilot proj-
ects. Finally, Partners of the Americas in 

Washington has launched the first online 
project to promote deliberation among 
OSC’s on the creation of employment to 
strengthen democracy and governance 
in Latin America. The output of this online 
dialogue will be used to improve the con-
tent of the next agenda for the Fifth Sum-
mit of the Americas, which will take place 
in Mar del Plata, Argentina, this fall.

These examples indicate a growing 
and promising future for the practice 
of public deliberation throughout Latin 
America. After 15 years of searching for 
better ways to generate awareness about 
the importance of this way to strengthen 
democracy has elapsed, the advocates of 
this approach must understand that the 
road ahead is still a very long one. Democ-
racy in Latin America encounters count-

less challenges and enemies; among the 
most important are growing poverty and 
weak citizen involvement in the search for 
solutions to public problems. Public delib-
eration as a method of generating ample 
participation and responsible collective 
action for social change and deliberative 
democracy as an environment for promot-
ing responsible political representation 
and active and pluralistic participation are 
required to strengthen democracy in the 
region.                

Gabriel Murillo is a professor of Political Science at 
the University of the Andes in Colombia. He can be 
reached by e-mail at gmurillo@uniandes.edu.co. 
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By Maxine S. Thomas

n March 2002, Chinese and American 
scholars, officials, and journalists came 

together at the St. Regis Hotel in Washing-
ton, D.C., to share the results of ongoing 
research in China and the United States. 
This research seeks to capture what citi-
zens in each country think the relationship 
between the two nations should be.

The 2002 meeting celebrated the 
fifteenth anniversary of the dialogue 
between the Kettering Foundation and 
colleagues in China from the Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences. The volume 
issued to mark this anniversary was pub-
lished both in the United States and in 
China. That volume served as the start-
ing point for the next line of research by 
the partners in the dialogue. The lead 
work on the Chinese side is done by the 
Institute of American Studies, under the 
administration of the Chinese Academy 
of Social Sciences, a research institution 
devoted to comprehensive studies of 
the United States, including its economy, 
politics, society, culture, and foreign rela-
tions. The lead work on the U.S. side is 
done by the Kettering Foundation, which 
seeks practical answers to “the problems 
behind the problems” as it learns what 
it takes to make democracy work as it 
should. This continuing work seeks to 
capture the research that was the focus 
of the dialogue. That is, it attempts to get 
beyond cataloguing recent events in the 
two countries and tries to understand the 
attitudes and values that are developing 
on each side.

Since the 2002 meetings, the founda-
tion has taken the results of the first round 
of research in China and used them as the 
basis for conversations with Americans. 
The Chinese have been engaged in a simi-
lar effort based on the work that came out 
of Kettering’s forums in the United States. 

The essence of these research efforts 
engages two questions: First, what do 
Americans think about how the Chinese 
perceive Americans? And, second, what 
do the Chinese think about how Ameri-
cans perceive the Chinese?

The results of these two new lines of 
research will be the subject of the next 
series of dialogues scheduled for late 
September 2005 in Beijing, China. At that 
time, the Chinese Academy of Social Sci-
ences and others of our Chinese friends 
will host a Kettering Foundation-led U.S. 
delegation to China. Members of the 
official U.S. delegation will include David 
Mathews, President of the Kettering  
Foundation; Robert McNamara, former  
U.S. Secretary of Defense; Hank Meijer, Co-
Chairman of Meijer, Inc.; Anna Faith Jones, 
President Emeritus, Boston Foundation; 
Mike Lampton, Director of Chinese Studies 
at the Nixon Center, Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity; and Kimberly Downing, Associate 
Director, Institute for Policy Research,  
University of Cincinnati. They will be joined 
by foundation staff members Harold 
Saunders, Director of International Pro-
grams, and Maxine S. Thomas, General 
Counsel. This team will present the results 
of Kettering research as well as participate 
in broader discussions about the U.S.-
China relationship.

The Chinese research is led by the  
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 
under the direction of Zhao Mei and Hu 
Guocheng, former International Civil  
Society Fellows at the foundation (Zhao 
Mei now serves as managing editor of 
American Studies Quarterly at the Institute 
of American Studies of the Chinese Acad-
emy of Social Sciences), and by Professor 
Wang Jisi at Beijing University, formerly 
senior research fellow and director of  
the Institute of American Studies at the 
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.

The groups will consider the continu-
ing research led by Zhao Mei in China 
and Maxine Thomas in the United States 
and address such themes as the state of 
China, the state of America, recent events 
that affect the U.S.-China relationship, 
and changes in perception on each side. 
The meetings will wrap up by charting 
the direction for the next steps in the 
research.

The foundation has an opportunity  
to present a broad base of research that 
considers perceptions and values and  
the impact on relationships with other 
countries. When the delegation goes to 
China in September 2005, we will not 
only present the results of recent forums 
on China, but—because of the work of a 
group of colleagues at the foundation—
also much of public thinking of Kettering’s 
work over the last 25 years. A team, which 
includes Brian Cobb, Hal Saunders, Julie 
Fisher, and associates Kimberly Downing, 
Phil Stewart, and Bob Kingston, has been 
busy gleaning broad themes from this 
body of work, gaining insights into how 
the perceptions of the American public 
are formed. This will give us an opportu-
nity to make an important statement on 
what has been learned from 25 years of 
forum results, the Dartmouth Conference 
work, and the U.S.-China work. Further-
more, this will allow us to do what our 
Chinese colleagues had asked; that is, to 
get beyond analysis of current events and 
focus clearly on understanding each side’s 
perceptions of the other.

Maxine S. Thomas is secretary and general counsel 
of the Kettering Foundation. She can be reached 
by e-mail at thomas@kettering.org.

The China
Dialogues

I
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By Denis V. Makarov

The author expresses his gratitude for 
the personal help of Evgeniy Bunimovich 
and his office staff in making this article 
possible.

oscow is a huge city. The Rus-
sian capital has more than ten 

million residents, one-fourteenth of the 
population of the entire federation. Mos-
cow has long been a gateway to Russia, a 
target for invaders over history and com-
monly the point of entry for international 
corporations today, both of whom have 
shared the conviction that “whoever takes 
Moscow takes Russia.”

Moscow, like St. Petersburg, is a federal 
region, with both federal and local politi-
cal life. However, Muscovites—well placed 
for comparing federal and local parlia-
mentary practices—strongly believe that 
the Moscow City Duma is more democrat-
ic and intellectual than the Federal Duma, 
(the lower house of the Russian Federal 
Parliament). More important, the public 
sees a closeness and accessibility in the 
Moscow City Duma’s work with citizens 
than is evident with the Federal Duma.

The Moscow City Duma has 35 depu-
ties, each representing about 200,000 
voters. Although the deputies can belong 
to different political parties, there are no 
straight divisions along party lines within 
the Duma. Compared to the members  
of the Federal Duma, Moscow deputies 
are more likely to employ teamwork and 
to discuss issues on a collective decision-
making basis. On the contrary, in the Fed-
eral Duma, the work of representatives  
is frequently divided by party agendas, 
and, on occasion, hampered by “fist fights.”  
Thirty-five deputies might not seem suf-
ficient for a city of ten million. However, 

Deputy Tatjana Portnova believes that 35 
professional public representatives can 
hear and understand one another’s posi-
tions more effectively than can the 450 
deputies in the Federal Duma.

When assessing the popularity of  
the Moscow Duma, Deputy Evgeniy Buni-
movich writes: “We are younger and more 
attractive. All of us can smile glaringly, 
can propose meaningful arguments, can 
speak for live broadcasting, and can knock 
together unsteady parliamentary coali-
tions. . . .  I personally admire the precise 

courtesy and correctness fellow deputies 
have when putting down your amend-
ment.”1 By comparison, members of the 
Federal Duma can easily be rude and even 
start battles when serious disagreements 
take place.

What are the strategic principles of  
the Moscow City Duma’s operating  
routine that enable its deputies to work 
better on solving public issues? The 
answer is suggested in a comment  
Deputy Alexander Krutov made when he  
spoke of the Duma’s early history. Krutov 
stressed that the Duma’s commissions 
were initially created not on branch or 
expert/field principles, but on the “around 
particular issue” principle.2

The Duma’s democratic traditions 
were also influenced by the numerous 
trips deputies made to the United States. 
As Alexander Krutov stated, 

Moscow City 
Duma 
and Democracy in Russia

M
1.  E. A. Bunimovich, “One Hundred Days Somewhere 

around the Power. (Notes by a Sudden Deputy),” Bulletin  
of the Moscow City Duma (special edition, 2003), p. 11.

2.  A. N. Krutov, “The Past and the Duma,” Bulletin of 
the Moscow City Duma (special edition, 2003), p. 20.
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What was special in 1994 were the 
seminars for deputies and their office 
employees . . .  conducted by the 
National Democratic Institute (USA). 
We saw how authorities like ourselves 
work in big and middle-sized cities 
of the United States and Canada; we 
were told how to organize public 
meetings, how to cooperate with 
media, and where to look during a TV 
interview. All this was interesting and 
useful as well. 

Krutov added that visits sponsored by 
the Municipal Finance and Governance 
program of the U.S. State Department 
Agency for International Development 
were also important. 

During those visits we gained first-
hand experience on how municipal 
budgets are made in cities like Chica-
go, Atlanta, Indianapolis, and Washing-
ton, but we also saw what issues they 
faced and what methods they used 
when working on such issues.3

Deputy4 Michail Moskvin-Tarhanov 
offers an example of American collective 
decision making that may be useful to 

Moscow Duma—the attendance by U.S. 
legislators at Christian prayer meetings. 
Such informal meetings date back to 
World War II, when Christian legislators 
gathered for informal talks, discussions, 
Bible reading, and prayer. At the war’s 
close, such meetings evolved into a 
notable event: the first Thursday of Febru-
ary, the President chairs a prayer breakfast 
at the Washington Hilton attended by 
thousands of legislators, public association 
representatives, diplomats, and interna-
tional guests. For three days, these people 
discuss different religious, social, and polit-
ical issues, and establish personal contacts 
with one another. Deputies from the Mos-
cow City Duma who visited in 1995 and 

1996 were impressed by the atmosphere 
and collective discussion. Some features 
(including religious readings) have been 
implemented in Moscow Duma practices.

The democratic practices of the Mos-
cow Duma have been strengthened by 
two bodies—the Public Expertise Councils 
and the Duma commissions. The first is 
an informal group that contributes to the 
work of the latter, which aims at solving 
particular issues. Both use deliberative 
discussions to weigh alternative strategies. 
Ordinary citizens can join such discus-
sions. Although Duma deputies do not 
usually use the term forum, the way they 
structure their discussions around an issue 
resembles round tables, study circles, 
and focus groups. When, for example, 
an education matter is on the agenda, 
Evgeniy Bunimovich reports, “we might 
invite either a heterogeneous group of 
interested citizens or a group of experts—
school principals, teachers. The intellectual 
contributions of both groups are valuable; 
we forward what we have gained to the 
next level—to the Duma’s Commission 

on Education.” The way 
this commission works, 
Bunimovich says, is 
reminiscent of delib-
erative forums: “There 
are no battles, every 
voice is heard, and the 
pros and cons of all the 
possible strategies are 
considered. Of course, 
we always examine 
possible trade-offs or 
risks, with the under-
standing that not all 

costs are associated with money.”
Valery Sevostyanov, who served as 

a Moscow City Duma deputy from 1993 
to 1997, describes the Public Expertise 
Councils as a school of democracy for the 
Duma. He even suggests that “the creation 
of independent public expertise councils 
around many parliaments of different lev-
els can serve as one of the measures for 
public safety.”5 The councils’ public-policy 
tradition, Sevostyanov says, has created a 
“corporate style” of cooperation between 
the Moscow Duma and citizens: “The 
basis of that style is a high intellectual 
level combined with a democratic form of 
communication,” which, he adds, allows 
the Duma to speak confidently with other 

branches of power about Moscow city 
development. It is important, Sevostyanov 
says, that individual factions not strive for 
victory: “We should have an arbitrator for 
all burning issues, and public expertise 
should be charged with that mission. 
There is a Chinese proverb that says: ‘The 
best victory is the victory in which no one 
is defeated.’”6 

Yuri Sizov, a member of the Moscow 
Duma Commission for Budgeting and 
Finance from 1993 to 1997, shows his 
support for Sevostyanov’s position in 
the title he gave to an article written for 
the Duma’s tenth anniversary in 2003: 
“Duma—A Unique School of Common 
Decisions.” That “school,” Sizov wrote, 
shaped his professional development: 
“Since then, my every decision goes 
through an internal expertise process: I 
automatically weigh financial issues with 
all others—social, political, and simply 
human.” Sizov serves now as regional 
chairman of the Federal Commission on 
Securities of the Federal Central Region, 
work which brings him into contact with 
all 11 federal regions. He says he is faced 
with the need to find a common ground: 
“I cannot say it is always an easy job, but if 
I hadn’t had those four years as a Moscow 
Duma deputy, it would be much harder.” 
In the Duma, he added, he learned the 
“simple truth” that “even those planning to 
move in different directions can discover 
a common trajectory if their communica-
tions are based on a reasonably practical 
basis for moving forward.”7

In conclusion, I cite Deputy Irina 
Rukina’s brief explanation for the success 
of the Moscow City Duma: “We are closer 
to the public.”

Denis V. Makarov is the executive director of the 
Foundation for Civic Culture. He can be reached  
by e-mail at FDCC@online.ru.

“Even those planning to move in different 
directions can discover a common  
trajectory if their communications are 
based on a reasonably practical basis  
for moving forward.”
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6.  V. L. Sevostyanov, “Moscow City Duma Initiates 
Public Expertise on Ecology in Moscow,” Bulletin of the 
Moscow City Duma (special edition, 2003), p. 56.
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Decisions,” Bulletin of the Moscow City Duma (special edi-
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By John Doble and Carol Selton

n Coming to Public Judgment, Daniel  
Yankelovich draws a distinction 

between people’s top-of-the-head 
opinions and their considered, worked-
through judgments. Poll results,  
Yankelovich writes, are often mistakenly 
thought to be people’s final judgments,  
as opposed to their initial opinions.

Evidence of Yankelovich’s distinction 
can be seen in comparing poll and forum 
results on the promotion of democracy, 
the subject of the “Americans’ Role in the 
World” forums held in 2003 and 2004. In 
post-forum questionnaires, participants 
strongly endorsed the promotion of 
democracy—for example, a resounding 
83 percent agreed that American “support 
of emerging democracies will, in the long 
run, enhance our own national security.” 
Furthermore, majorities of 60 percent or 
higher believed that “working to spread 
and maintain democracy in other coun-
tries will increase stability in the world” 
and that Americans “should help citizens 
of other countries develop stable democ-
racies.” Recent national surveys echo these 
findings. Taken in isolation, these findings 
appear to demonstrate that Americans 
endorse this country’s vigorous promotion 
of democracy across the globe.

But a different impression emerges 
when one listens to participants in the 
“Americans’ Role” forums. Most participants 
focused on one aspect: Should the United 
States “impose” democracy on other coun-
tries through the use of force? This ques-
tion was answered with a resounding “no.” 
An Air Force serviceman in Panama City, 

Florida, said, “We can’t force our values 
on other people.”  Participants in Carroll 
County, Maryland, said the idea amounted 
to “cultural imperialism.” A man in Austin, 
Texas, said, “I’m comfortable with promot-
ing the spread of democracy as long as it 
doesn’t mean foist.”

Participants gave varying reasons for 
their views. Many worried about the costs 
of military intervention, in particular, the 
loss of life among service personnel and 
foreign civilians. Others expressed con-
cern about offending foreigners’ cultural 
sensitivities. Some talked about the need 
for international approval; others said that, 
since the United States is far from perfect, 
it would be hypocritical for it to impose its 
system elsewhere.

The discussion was dominated by 
the current U.S. military action in Iraq. 
Although participants reached common 
ground on many aspects, Iraq proved divi-
sive and, at times, polarizing. Some saw 
the war as necessary, saying that democ-
ratizing Iraq would reduce the threat of 
terrorism, that the war was an ethical 
response to a tyrant who had massacred 
countless innocents. Others disagreed, 
saying that democratizing Iraq was unre-
alistic, that it was being waged without 
international sanction, and that it was 
diverting resources from combating the 
real threat, Al Qaeda.

When discussions went further—that 
is, beyond the question of imposing 
democracy by force—most participants 
favored the United States taking pro-
democracy steps. One view was that U.S. 

leaders should speak out in support of 
democratic values. In a forum in New 
Orleans, Louisiana, people supported Sec-
retary of State Powell’s criticism of Russia 
for closing down newspapers critical of 
the government. One man commented, 
“I do think we have a right to say, ‘you’re 
doing it wrong and we don’t like it, Mr. 
Putin.’” Many believed that democracy 
could be promoted through an exchange 
of ideas. One New Jersey man stated, “If 
we know about other countries and they 
know about us, they’ll know we’re not 
out to hurt them.”  A woman from New 
Orleans noted the long-term benefits of 
“the many people from other countries 
who come here and get educated. . . . 
They take it back to their countries and 
start programs there.”

Travel and educational exchanges also 
drew strong support at the 2003 National 
Issues Convention in Philadelphia. Several 
participants commented that Americans 
are too isolated and know little about 
other peoples and cultures. Some favored 
working directly with citizens and citizen 
groups, saying “we’ve got to start with the 
grassroots and work up, [because] we’re 
not going to succeed by [military] might.”  
In forums on terrorism in 2002–2003, 
people expressed the desire for increased 
understanding of other nations, especially 
in the Middle East.

As a rule, however, when people talk-
ed about democracy, they thought only in 
terms of an American style of democracy, 
with similar procedures and institutions. 
People’s conception of democracy was 

The Public’s 
Thinking

Promoting the Spread  
of Democracy: 

I
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By Ileana Marin

e live in a time when many 
Americans have retreated from 

politics and public life, and many civic-
minded organizations and public leaders 
seek to reengage them,” Richard Harwood 
writes in his article “The Engagement Path.” 
These words could easily have become 
the succinct motto for what many of us—
formally or not so formally affiliated with 
nongovernmental organizations, universi-
ties, and other types of institutes all over 
the world—are struggling with.

And when I write “many of us,” I have 
in mind the international network that, 
simply to have an appropriate denomina-
tion, we refer to as the International Civil 
Society Consortium for Public Deliberation 
(www.icscpd.org). At last count, this net-
work included 250 international partners 
representing NGOs, universities, and indi-
viduals from Eastern and Central Europe, 
the Middle East, Africa, Central and South 
America, Asia, and the United States. 
Despite its obviously heterogeneous char-
acter, this international network, created 
over a number of years, is very strong.

This expanding group draws strength 
from a special link, the main thread of 
which is the body of ideas that stand 
behind the larger concept of deliberative 
democracy. The group’s members con-
tinuously seek better ways to communi-
cate and collaborate among themselves.  
It would be wrong to conclude that this 
network is too loose, given the great 
encounters that have occurred over the 
past years.

The Kettering Foundation (KF) has 
been the more or less “invisible entity” 
that, in many circumstances, made pos-
sible and then perfected this special 
link. However, through their work, the 
members from this impressive number of 
institutions have mingled before and after 
their connections via KF. Many of them 
have been using a deliberative democratic 
approach in their work for a long time. 
One of the best parts of KF’s role probably 
has been helping people give a name to 
the techniques they’ve been using and 
frame them in a more structured man-
ner. Furthermore, KF has encouraged an 
appreciation of the contacts they have 
developed inside a network created, at 
times, in a rather ad-hoc manner.

mostly mechanical, including a constitu-
tion and bill of rights, checks and bal-
ances, and the separation of powers. 
Few people thought about democracy 
in terms of public deliberation in which 
citizens of other nations, as forum partici-
pants were doing, attend public forums to 
consider issues affecting their lives, com-
munity, and country.

Many participants expressed misgiv-
ings about the long-term consequences 
of U.S. ties to non-democratic countries. 
One man in a Memphis, Tennessee, 
forum said, “It’s like Iran—we propped up 
the Shah of Iran for a long time. . . . And 
[when] the [Ayatollah] took over, we were 
on the outs.”  Participants were divided on 
this point: in questionnaires completed 
after the “Americans’ Role” forums, 42 
percent favored and 48 percent opposed 
the United States cutting ties with foreign 
dictators.

In the forums on terrorism, people dis-
cussed the reasons for Arab and Muslim 
enmity toward the United States. Many 
said Middle-Eastern rage stems from U.S. 
support for unpopular governments that 
act contrary to the interests of their peo-
ple. A man in a Missoula, Montana, forum 
said anti-American feelings are a result of 
the United States being “so closely aligned 
with dictatorial governments who could 
care less about religious freedoms, wom-
en’s rights, and other things the American 
people strongly believe in.”

Despite concerns about imposing 
democracy, broad agreement existed that 
the United States should promote human 
rights around the globe. In Lafayette, Indi-
ana, people were concerned about the 
rights of Afghani women; students at Hof-
stra University and Virginia Tech discussed 
civil liberties and the rights of women and 
children; and in Overland Park, Kansas, 
people focused on genocide. An Engle-
wood, New Jersey, woman said, “We need 
to support [people] when [their] human 
rights are being violated.”

People at an “Americans’ Role” forum 
in Philadelphia favored using force to pre-
vent genocide or in humanitarian emer-
gencies. Some argued that the United 
States should draw a line; a New Jersey 
woman said, “As long as they’re not killing 
their people, dismembering their people 
. . . [we should] let them run their own 
country.”

The International Civil Society Consortium:

The Case for 
Continuous 
Deliberation

“W

Overall, these findings suggest that 
participants are of mixed opinions and 
have not completed the working through 
necessary to a considered judgment. 
Although they favor promoting democ-
racy and believe this could promote 
stability throughout the world, most were 
opposed to using force to accomplish 
that end. At the same time, participants 

assigned a high priority to safeguarding 
human rights; many were willing, especial-
ly with international support, to intervene 
militarily to prevent genocide.

John Doble is founder and Carol Selton is  
a research associate at Doble Research, a  
nonpartisan, public-interest consulting 
group. They can be reached by e-mail at 
Dobleresearch@aol.com.
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If I were to go back to Harwood’s arti-
cle, it would be to note that, commonly, 
“people reach a critical juncture; their 
engagement will either move forward, 
be derailed, or simply get stuck.” The path 
through this, as many have observed, is 
to pose and respond to the right probing 
questions. In my mind, Kettering has con-
tinuously been the entity that always tries 
to pose the right questions. Furthermore, 
Kettering has, whenever possible and 
appropriate, offered a space for people—
from the United States or other coun-
tries—to figure out what it is that they 
are really talking about and to describe 
it collectively using their own language, 
based on their own ideas, beliefs, and 
experience.

Through years of compiling informa-
tion for the international newsletters 
(available, for those interested, on www.
icscpd.org), I have had many experiences 
in gathering information and details on 
the work of my colleagues and friends 
from around the world. I learned through 
my work that, while getting to know 
people is wonderful and while meeting 
those who share the same interests is a 
life-enriching experience, it nonetheless 
is a great challenge to stay in touch and 

to keep up to date on both work and 
other matters. That is probably one of the 
reasons why many ideas, contacts, and 
relationships get lost in this big world. 
Although we do share a lot through our 
work, and our connections may some-
times be invisible, they nonetheless bring 
a great deal of joy on 
one hand, and plenty 
of interesting and 
useful knowledge on 
the other hand.

It continues to 
be a little difficult for 
some (particularly 
our U.S. colleagues 
at Kettering) to stay 
in touch with others 
in the international 
network, particularly 
those who come from 
universities, NGOs, or 
institutions that are narrowly purposeful 
and have, for the most part, very practical 
concerns in communities where needs are 
clear and sometimes desperate.

It seems that the “message” that 
stands behind deliberative democracy fits 
extremely well in those environments the 
civic or public problem is fundamentally 

settled; that is, democratic, and even cul-
tivated or middle-class communities. The 
United States represents the most elo-
quent example, but in a paradoxical way, 
even some Eastern-European countries 
and some of the former Soviet countries 
fit the description of ordered societies a 

central or underlying concern is always 
the greater engagement of citizens in the 
command of their own lives.

This is what, for instance, one of our 
Russian colleagues said: 

I think that this practice (deliberative 
democracy) is very helpful and useful 
for the Russian NGOs in the discussion 
of hot issues, and also for those who 
believe that effective civil society and 
democracy require public involvement 
in the decision-making process. The 
skills and habits of public participa-
tion and initiative are lacking. Due to 
the absence of a real civic experience 
under the authoritarian communist 
regime, people are missing the skills 
for public dialogue and for reaching 
common ground on those public-
policy issues that concern them. Thus, 
in my opinion, deliberation is a rightful 
and successful thing in order to reach 
this goal.

That, after all, is the goal of delibera-
tive practice. Reaching that goal must 
present a particular challenge in societies 
that have experienced extreme instability 
or where the problems to be addressed 
are as basic as access to the immediate 
necessities of life and social organization 
itself.

Ileana Marin is a program officer with World 
Learning’s Childnet Program. She can be reached 
by e-mail at ileana.marin@go.ro.

Even some Eastern-European countries and 
some of the former Soviet countries fit the 

description of ordered societies where a  
central or underlying concern is always  

the greater engagement of citizens in the 
command of their own lives.
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Approach 3: Prevention through  
education

What we have observed and learned 
in the forums, both in Botswana and 
South Africa, is that most of the people 
who came to these forums did so because 
the issue was personally relevant. They 
expressed this through the stories they 
told. Tellingly, most people who attended 
these forums were young and well aware 
that the pandemic takes its toll on their 
age group. At the very beginning of the 
forum, this intense personal connection to 
the issue set a serious tone for the owner-
ship of the issue that characterized the 
deliberation process. Interestingly, mod-
erators were impressed with the contrast 
between the opening discussions—which 
were emotional, serious, and often 
intense—and the relief participants later 
expressed at being able to talk about the 
issue and to consider choices.

The forums asked the question “What 
bothers you about HIV/AIDS?” Many 
acknowledged and recognized the pan-
demic as a problem and mentioned other 
concerns associated with it, but most still 
refuse to accept the reality of HIV/AIDS. 
Instead, some people blamed the sick-
ness on witchcraft, on punishment from 
God, or on ancestors’ punishment (against 
people who have moved away from  
traditional practices). Some blamed it on 
infrastructural development (new tarred 
roads that connect distant rural areas  
and cities in Botswana), on poverty, or on 
the government. In South Africa, some 

to the economy of their households and 
their countries, as well as raising their 
children.

As a result, HIV/AIDS has a crucial 
impact on security in Africa. Security, 
however, refers not to the ability of state 
power to maintain law and order, but to 
what the well-being of members of soci-
ety requires. The United Nations Human 
Development Report identifies the com-
ponents of human security as economic 
security, food security, personal security, 
community security, and political security.  
HIV/AIDS impacts all of these. Its devastat-
ing effects undermine state functions like 
education, health, and social develop-
ment, leaving behind millions of vulner-
able orphans with no means of support, 
causing economic crises, and threatening 
political stability. A weak society and a 
weak state (like those of most African 
nations) are vulnerable to political conflict, 
and this, in turn, creates a fertile ground 
for the further spread of the pandemic.

What Is the Issue?
The issue book HIV/AIDS: What Should 

Be Done provides people with a frame- 
work for deliberative discussion on the  
issue. The framework takes people 
through the consideration of three differ-
ent approaches, or perspectives, regarding 
the issue:

Approach 1: Focus on the people  
living with HIV/AIDS

Approach 2: Improvement of quality 
of life

By Mpho Putu

Introduction and Background

IV/AIDS is a reality, and it impacts 
everyone in Africa. At bus stops 

and street corners, in restaurants, parks, 
schools, universities, cities, and villages, 
talk is about a friend who has just been 
infected or has passed away: a municipal 
councilor, a politician, a musician, a soc-
cer player, a teacher, a father, or a mother. 
Everyone is affected. What does it mean  
to face the constant lurking threat of  
HIV infection? What does it mean to be 
surrounded by death—of friends and  
family—from AIDS? These are just two  
of the profoundly compelling questions  
people have grappled with in forums 
in South Africa over the past two years. 
Those forums were organized by the 
Institute for Democracy in South Africa 
(IDASA). Other forums have been held in 
Botswana under the sponsorship of the 
International Women’s Democracy Center.

Two facts about HIV/AIDS stand out. 
First, the disease disproportionately  
affects sub-Saharan Africa. This region, 
with 10 percent of the world’s population, 
currently has 70 percent of the 40 mil- 
lion individuals suffering from this disease 
worldwide. Second, the disease most 
strongly affects the most economically 
productive layers of society.  Commonly, 
disease finds its victims among the weak, 
the elderly, and the economically less 
productive. HIV/AIDS, however, commonly 
strikes those aged 15–49, the years dur-
ing which people are contributing most 

HIV/AIDS 
Forums  
in South  
Africa
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HIV-positive South African mothers of “Mothers to Mothers-to-Be” sing together as part of 
their program that helps to prevent more babies from being born with AIDS.
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participants could not understand why 
the government has been unable to find 
a cure for AIDS when technology and 
medical research is so advanced; others 
thought it a strategy by governments to 
reduce the population.

Many expressed concern that the gov-
ernment is not doing more to combat the 
sickness. One example cited was the slow 
delivery of anti-retroviral drugs and other 
medical care to those living with the virus, 
especially pregnant mothers and children. 
At the same time, there was an acknowl-
edgement that the media, government, 
and many institutions working on HIV/
AIDS issues have managed to provide 
clear messages and extensive informa-
tion about the disease. People know the 
facts; millions of condoms are available 
in public places; but people are continu-
ally surprised by the enormous and ever 
increasing numbers of newly infected 
cases. Many conclude that the message is 
not taken seriously. There is a sense that  
“it will not happen to me.”

Poverty and lack of education also 
contribute to ignorance. Many people die 
in silence, unwilling to come out and talk 
about what the pandemic does to them 
emotionally, spiritually, economically, and 
so on. Participants viewed this as a very 
complicated problem that affects various 
aspect of life, labelling it “the wicked issue.” 
Many acknowledged the epidemic, yet 
talking about it is avoided, and no one, 
especially the elderly, is prepared to reveal 
the true cause of sickness or death when 
it happens in the family. Sex and sexuality 
are still considered taboo topics in most 
African communities. “If we are not careful, 
our nation will soon perish. We must break 
the silence and tell the young people to 
do something positive to prevent the 
further spread of this killer disease,” said a 
79-year-old man. This HIV/AIDS issue has 
brought feelings of fear, despair, depres-
sion, and defeat to many of the partici-
pants. At the same time, we discovered 
that it is not easy for people to deliberate 
on their experiences freely because of 
stigmatization.

The level of discussion and the quality 
of deliberation are largely determined  
by the level of education and standard of 
living. In poor communities, there is less 
ability to think critically and thoroughly 
about issues. It seems that the level of 

education has a real impact on the way 
people comprehend and frame these 
critical issues. As an example, people are 
concerned about the sickness and the 
deaths but cannot make a drastic change 
in behavior to prevent the disease from 
escalating. As such, the perception in 
most forums was that HIV/AIDS is a per-
sonal and individual problem, involving 
neither the government nor the com-
munity. Thus, people tend to keep it to 
themselves.

Many participants urged that people 
take responsibility for their lives. In their 
minds, the change of behavior is central 
to reducing the pan-
demic. Many others, 
noting that poverty, 
poor diet, and lack of 
medical care appear 
to be factors in the 
onset of the illness, 
urged the govern-
ment to accelerate 
improvements in 
quality of life. Others 
urged the education 
of young people, 
truck drivers, refu-
gees, and migrant 
workers.

Many people were apparently  
confused by the current debate among 
medical doctors, scientists, and profes-
sionals about HIV/AIDS. The debate is 
focused on the causes of HIV/AIDS, the 
efficacy of condoms, and the safety of 
anti-retrovirals. Disagreements continue 
between various stakeholders, including 
medical practitioners, pharmaceutical 
companies, governments, and HIV/AIDS 
activists and advocacy groups. This sense 
of confusion surrounding the facts about 
the disease has been exacerbated by 
the failure of governments and elected 
officials, especially in South Africa, to 
acknowledge and speak publicly about 
the scourge of HIV/AIDS. Some par-
ticipants noted that some government 
officials and high-profile members of 
the community had died, yet the true 
cause of their sickness and death remains 
unknown, only speculated. This often 
leaves citizens wondering whether HIV/
AIDS is real or not.

As mentioned earlier, the deliberations 
on HIV/AIDS vary from forum to forum. In 

the discussions, many of those who  
are infected and therefore most affected  
by the disease often stated that the gov-
ernment should address their present  
pressing needs. They advocated the imme-
diate provision of such basic necessities  
as food, water, shelter, and medical care.  
The reality of the pandemic and death 
compels them to act as with full rights, by 
demanding that the government meet  
its obligation by providing for their needs 
and protecting their right to life.

A strong sense emerged from the  
deliberations that unless the government 
considers HIV/AIDS an emergency— 

that is, by committing enough resources  
to procure treatment and to render sup-
port and care for the poor—the future 
appears grim. As a result, HIV/AIDS is seen  
as a developmental problem of great  
complexity, requiring strong leadership  
and political commitment to reduce  
its effect.

In contrast, some participants, espec-
ially those from civil society organizations,  
argued that the HIV/AIDS issue is not  
simply about a virus that requires only 
medical intervention. Rather, they contend 
that the problem requires a rights-based 
approach, which significantly extends the 
responsibilities of the actors engaged in 
prevention and treatment. A rights-based 
approach means determining the needs  
of those infected and affected by HIV/ 
AIDS and ensuring that their human  
rights are asserted and respected, what- 
ever their community’s or government’s 
view of the disease might be. The belief is  
that using a human rights framework to 
understand and analyze HIV/AIDS increases 
the scope of responses to the pandemic.

The perception in most forums was 
that HIV/AIDS is a personal and  

individual problem, involving neither 
the government nor the community. 

Thus, people tend to keep it to  
themselves.
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political and financial costs have been high. 
By some estimates, the effort to intercept 
and detain would-be refugees is costing 
the country as much as $300 million (Aus-
tralian) per year—$300,000 for each refu-
gee prevented from entering the country.

Given the issue’s divisiveness, journal-
ism faculty and students at the Queensland 
University of Technology (QUT) began a 
research project to explore whether a more 
deliberative form of public discussion on 
the airwaves might have yielded a differ-
ent outcome. The project places journalists 
at the centre of community deliberation 
on the economic and social challenges 
created by incoming asylum seekers and 
refugees. The effort did not begin with the 
belief that a “best answer” already existed; 
rather, the goal was to explore how the 
media might gauge public concerns on 
the issue and cover the news so as to help 
citizens resolve those concerns.

Although most media coverage relied 
on official sources in government, busi-
ness, and elsewhere, the QUT group has 
experimented with approaches that permit 
ordinary citizens to establish the news 
agenda. Queenslanders, for example, were 
asked what concerned them about asylum 
seekers and refugees and why they held 
those concerns. The short-term goal is to 
use this knowledge to produce stories on 

By Angela Romano

mmigration is controversial not only 
in the United States, but in countless 

other countries as well. Although Australia 
was a haven for political refugees from 
East Timor and Kosovo in the late 1990s, 
since 2001 the nation has been divided 
politically over how to respond to asylum 
seekers. Observers believe that much of 
the angry, disruptive debate has been 
fueled by the media—in particular talk 
radio, or talkback radio as it is called in 
Australia. This is ironic because only a few 
years before, the same medium was key 
to pressuring the government to accept 
Albanian refugees from Kosovo. Public 
support at that time was broad. As one 
caller to a popular talkback program put 
it in the 1990s, “I’d put a couple up, mate. 
I have a couple of spare beds and plenty 
of tucker.”

However, the 9/11 terrorist attacks and 
deteriorating economies in the Middle 
East have changed the situation drasti-
cally. Since 1999, asylum seekers, rather 
than apply at Australian embassies abroad, 
have increasingly attempted to arrive by 
boat and apply directly for refugee sta-
tus. Although government policies have 
stemmed the flow of asylum seekers, the 

Australia—
Refugees and 
Immigrants

I

The forums provided participants with 
an opportunity to appreciate the broader 
implications of HIV/AIDS. Among other 
things, participants thought that the 
pandemic challenged them to consider 
extraordinary ways and means of deal-
ing with it. At the core of this initiative is 
an emphasis on why and how political 
institutions, civil society organizations, 
and businesses should take the lead in 
combating the disease. It is clear that civil 
society and development professionals 
believe that the commitment to fight 
HIV/AIDS must emanate from leaders who 
are dedicated to human rights and who 
endorse sound policies and implement 
them justly and effectively. Everyone must 
take the initiative. Those who are HIV  
negative must continue to lead healthy 
lives and minimize their risk of HIV infec-
tion, and those who are positive must  
be counselled about risk reduction and 
ways of living positively with their HIV 
condition.

At the End of the Forum
Many people left the forums with 

the belief that something could be done. 
Many thought they had found a place 
where people were willing to talk and  
listen to them about this most personal 
and complicated issue. Most important, 
they saw the need to continue talking 
about HIV/AIDS in clubs and churches  
and with their friends.

Future Plans 
IDASA plans to hold a number of 

forums in South Africa in disadvantaged 
and underprivileged communities, in high 
schools, and with Citizen Leader groups 
with whom we work. We have recently 
been invited again by the Washington-
based International Women’s Democracy 
Center (Barbara Ferris) to continue with 
the work in Botswana, teaching issue 
framing, naming, and moderation, as  
well as holding some forums.

Mpho Putu works with the Institute for Democracy 
in South Africa. He can be reached by e-mail at 
mphop@idasa.org.za.
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2001 when the Howard government 
refused to allow a group of asylum seek-
ers, who had been rescued by a Norwe-
gian tanker after their boat began sinking, 
onto Australian soil so that their applica-
tions for refugee status could be consid-
ered. Press coverage used terms like refu-
gees, boat people, and illegal immigrants as 
if they were interchangeable.

The press was also so disconnected 
from the public that it failed to indicate 
why people were so anxious about asy-
lum seekers when there had been no 
increase in the number of applicants in 
several years. The only change had been 
that more asylum seekers were lodging 
their applications onshore after travelling 
to Australia by boat. Our current research 
project attempts to identify how a deeper 
understanding of these community con-
cerns could help journalists better address 
the public’s information needs. The QUT 
program attempts to use a 
variety of strategies—stake-
holder consultations, com-
munity forums, town hall 
meetings, and focus groups.

Early research identified 
some significant trends. 
Public support for refugees 
accepted through offshore 
programs was increasing at 
the same time support was 
falling for asylum seekers 
attempting to reach Austra-
lian shores by boat. There 
was, however, little evidence 
of this nuance in media cov-
erage.  Although govern-
ment policies have greatly 
reduced the arrival of boat refugees (since 
2001 only one boat has arrived), nothing 
has been done to address the underlying 
social roots of the public’s particular con-
cern about asylum seekers arriving  
by boat.

Citizens might work through these 
issues better if the news they received 
included the following: more informa-
tion about the political problems that 
prompted the increase in the asylum 
seekers arriving by boat, their experiences, 
how claims are processed, how Australians 
might determine whether boat refugees 
are a threat or a useful addition to society, 
and what alternative responses Australians 
might make to their arrival.

topics about which citizens feel confused 
or insufficiently informed. The long-term 
goal is to develop a guide for further pub-
lic deliberation that contains key aspects 
of traditional NIF or Kettering issue books 
and that reveals how communities (1) 
nominate or name particular problems, (2) 
frame them to reveal their true nature or 
the underlying problems behind them, (3) 
identify possible solutions, and (4) weigh 
the benefits and tradeoffs associated with 
those solutions. Those ideas, accordingly, 
will then provide both a guide and the 
material for future radio news on the topic.

Beyond simply offering an example  
of how journalists can better connect  
with the public, our research has revealed 
how journalists’ own framing of the 
issue—through the use of both sources 
and language—made it difficult for the 
public to come to terms with the issue. 
Few citizens have any direct contact with 
asylum seekers. The press, as well, has  
little contact, since journalists’ access 
to detention centers is severely limited. 
Because of those restrictions, the media 
group Reporters Sans Frontiéres (Reporters 
Without Borders) downgraded Australia’s 
position on its International Press Freedom 
Index from twelfth to fiftieth. 

Although conservative columnists 
have criticized the press as “too soft” on 
asylum seekers, a considerable body of 
academic research and press commentary 
presents a very different picture. Rather 
than being soft, press accounts have often 
demonized asylum seekers—describing 
their arrival in terms of invasion, attack, 
contagious disease, floods, or tidal waves. 
Numerous media accounts circulated mes-
sages that asylum seekers might include 
“sleeper” terrorists who threaten national 
security. When public tension was high, 
news stories seldom included the voices 
of asylum seekers or refugees themselves. 
Mass media outlets, particularly tabloids 
and talkback radio, reflected the general 
Australian discomfort with the increased 
numbers of Middle Eastern and Islamic 
people among asylum seekers and  
refugees.

Strict government control of detainees 
and detention centers created problems 
for journalists, but other problems sprang 
from the journalists’ own limited under-
standing of the issues involved. One  
example is the so-called Tampa crisis of 

To test these ideas we initiated a pilot 
program, “New Horizons, New Homes,” three 
30-minute programs that aired on com-
munity radio in March. These productions 
taught students a great deal, as they had to 
learn to frame issues, manage and condense 
a variety and volume of information, and 
maintain their objectivity and impartiality 
while doing so.

Balance was a problem. News coverage 
of the boat people has been largely nega-
tive, but few formal groups exist with overtly 
anti-immigration stances and even fewer 
were willing to go on the air in support of 
current or increased government restrictions. 
This is contrary to the situation in the United 
States where anti-immigrant groups abound. 
At the same time, government officials were 
reluctant to speak with student journalists in 
detail—making it hard to obtain alternative 
viewpoints from formal institutions on the 
issue. This situation, however, had an unex-

pected benefit, in that it forced students  
to engage more directly with the local  
community. Students spoke to more than 
130 citizens, and, from those discussions, 
selected and aired a range of comments 
that typified community concerns.

In the longer term, this project will 
explore strategies to build journalism’s  
role as a mediator of community politics. 
New models of journalistic practice may  
ultimately produce better solutions for 
Australian communities and strengthen 
Australia’s social fabric.

Angela Romano is a senior lecturer in  
Journalism at the Queensland University of  
Technology. She can be reached by e-mail at 
a.romano@qut.edu.au.

The effort did not begin with the 
belief that a “best answer” already 

existed; rather, the goal was to 
explore how the media might gauge 

public concerns on the issue and cover 
the news so as to help citizens resolve 

those concerns.
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herding and farming peoples. Mali, mean-
while, has its own strong tradition in local 
radio, with more than 300 community-
based radio stations.

Along with these community-based 
projects, African journalists have played 
a significant role on a national level as 
well, particularly in emerging democra-
cies. By calling attention to abuses and 
injustices, the press helped bring an end 
to dictatorship and military rule in places 
like Kenya and Nigeria and to apartheid 
in South Africa. While the press was often 
highly partisan and, at times, inaccurate, 
the opposition and intimidation it suffered 
at the hands of government officials—the 
beating, jailing, and murder of journal-
ists—gave it a measure of credibility with 
the public. Although their stories may not 
always have been believed, their motives 
were always trusted.

The arrival of free elections and a 
measure of democratic rule, however, has 
provided no magical cure for the region’s 
problems. Poverty, corruption, HIV/AIDS, 
and ethnic conflict have proved as chal-
lenging to the region’s newly elected 
leaders as they were to the self-appointed 
rulers of the past. Journalists are similarly 
challenged. Their motives and abilities 
are no longer as widely trusted. Hazards 
remain. As the organization Reporters 
Without Borders noted in its 2005 Annual 
Report, “Press Freedom too often remains 
just a frustrated hope in Africa. . . . Death 
threats are common. Self-censorship is 
widespread and taken for granted. And 

from Africa, offering the foundation a 
chance to gain new insights into the rela-
tionship between journalism and democ-
racy on the continent. In Cameroon, for 
example, community-based radio sta-
tions have been instrumental in bringing 
people together around the issue of agro-
forestry; they aided the development of 
a local forest association to help promote 
and protect forest resources for citizens 
and residents. In northern Senegal, where 
the country borders Mali and Mauritania, 
community radio stations have played a 
key role in resolving conflicts between 

By Kenneth A. Brown

rom South Africa to Nigeria, journal-
ists in Africa are experimenting with 

new ways of engaging citizens—bringing 
people and political leaders together to 
work on problems like ethnic conflict and 
HIV/AIDS. While much of public journal-
ism scholarship in the United States has 
focused on newspapers, most newspapers 
in Africa have only a few thousand readers 
at best, with their reach limited by illit-
eracy rates as high as 70 to 90 percent in 
many countries. Instead, most people get 
their news from radio. Not only are radios 
affordable and readily accessible, radio 
stations themselves are relatively inex-
pensive to equip and operate. In addition 
to major news sources like the BBC, the 
Voice of America, and the often nationally 
owned networks of different African coun-
tries themselves, the continent is home 
to literally hundreds of community radio 
stations. Operating with limited budgets 
and small professional staffs, their pro-
gramming is often improvised and highly 
experimental. They focus on local issues 
and events and, in some cases, train local 
residents in the studio and encourage 
them to develop their own programs. A 
few stations even give microphones and 
tape recorders to children to cover the 
news in a different way.

Over the past three years, five of the 
Kettering Foundation’s Fanning Fellows 
for Journalism and Democracy have come 

Public Journalism in Africa:

Journalism in

Engaging Citizens and  
Political Leaders

Transition—

F

Village meeting in northern Senegal to discuss farming problems. Traditional community gatherings can 
be a valuable opportunity for journalists. 
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hate media have even resurfaced.”
 In consequence, many journalists in 

the region’s newly emerging democracies 
have begun to rethink their relationship 
both to the public and to public officials. 
They are bringing citizens and officials 
together to work on common problems 
and experimenting with a more public 
style of journalism that takes them out of 
their traditional watchdog role and trans-
forms them into facilitators. This interest in 
public journalism, surprisingly enough, is 
growing not only in countries where new 
democracies are taking shape, but also in 
countries where journalists and citizens 
alike are still living under authoritarian 
rule or even civil war. In those unstable 
countries and regions, some journalists 
have come to believe that becoming a 
facilitator of conversation between offi-
cials and citizens might make journalists 
less of a target and increase their impact 
on regional problems.

That insight was a key finding of the 
2004 Kettering-sponsored workshop for 
African journalists at Columbia University.  
Participants from emerging democracies 
and those from more unstable coun-
tries shared a growing awareness that 
problems in the region were as much a 
responsibility of its people as they were of 
its political leaders. Public accountability, 
for example, remains an issue in much of 
Africa, not just because of officials, one 
conference participant observed, but 

because of the public and its attitudes. “In 
much of Africa,” he said, “there is a son-of-
the-soil phenomenon—a reluctance to 
criticize those who come from the same 
tribe or region. Once one gains power, 
one is expected to look after one’s family 
and one’s region.”

Since that meeting, a number of 
participants have begun testing some 
of those ideas in the field. In Nigeria, 
Tokunbo Awoshakin, former Kettering 
Fanning Fellow and Washington bureau 
chief for ThisDay, one of Nigeria’s largest 
newspapers, has been bringing political, 
business, and community leaders togeth-
er with journalists to talk about problems 
in the Niger Delta, the center of Nigeria’s 
petroleum region. Poverty, corruption, 
and conflicts between local peoples and 
international oil companies have com-
bined to make it one of the most violent 
and unstable regions of the country. As 
recently as 2003, several thousand people 
were driven from their homes and more 
than 100 murdered in disturbances that 
shut down more than a third of the coun-
try’s oil-producing capacity. The impact 
of all this, however, reaches farther than 
just the delta region. Nigeria is the world’s 
eighth-largest producer of petroleum and 
a significant source of imported oil for the 
United States. While the project Awosha-
kin has initiated is still new, its ability to 
bring people together at all—particularly 
local residents and political leaders—is 

no small feat. A decade before, Nigerian 
journalist Ken Saro-Wiwa was executed by 
the government of then-president Sani 
Abacha for his efforts to call attention to 
the region’s troubles.

In another promising project, Awosha-
kin has been working with former Ket-
tering Fellow Mpho Putu, now with the 
Institute for Democracy in South Africa 
(IDASA), organizing deliberative forums 
on HIV/AIDS and working with journal-
ists to make sure they are aware of the 
forums—not just as news events, but as 
sources of new perspectives on the issue. 
The program has won the support of 
Nigerian First Lady Stella Obasangjo, as 
well as the Commissioner of Information 
in Nigeria’s Ogun State, the Honorable 
Niram Malaolu. In Awoshakin’s initial study, 
four forums were held and then rebroad-
cast around the country by national radio 
to spark forums and discussions in other 
communities.

In South Africa, radio journalists have 
been making use of traditional storytell-
ing, theater, and dance to engage citizens, 
as have HIV/AIDS workers and others. 
Playacting and storytelling, it seems, have 
not only given conservative people a way 
to talk together about private subjects like 
sexuality and health, they have also made 
for good radio—a critical and often over-
looked part of many attempts at public 
journalism.

In another interesting innovation, 
former Fanning Fellow Brett Davidson 
has been making use of research and 
techniques for community mapping 
developed by longtime foundation 
research partners like Richard Harwood. 
In a project funded by the South African 
government, Davidson and his colleagues 
at IDASA are working with community 
radio stations to study the communities 
they serve, satisfying new federal licensing 
guidelines for community radio stations. 
The project, which Kettering hopes to 
learn more from as it progresses, has not 
only helped radio stations better identify 
the issues of particular concern to the 
communities they serve, it has also helped 
make local residents more aware of their 
community’s radio station and provided 
a source of assistance and support. That 
support includes everything from local 
organizations and businesses advertising 
on the radio to local residents donating 

Young families at a mother-child health clinic in rural Gambia. Health clinics like these offer an 
opportunity for local residents and professionals to share their concerns and ideas.
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Citizen Democracy 

by Stephen E. Frantzich
New York: Rowman & Littlefield  
Publishers, Inc., 2005.

In response to his students’  
political cynicism, Stephen Frantzich, 
a professor at the United States Naval 
Academy, wrote Citizen Democracy: 
a collection of “real examples of rela-
tively typical individuals who over-
came cynicism to affect public well-
being.” Frantzich’s primary message 
is that one person can change the 
political landscape.  He aims to cre-
ate a Rosie-the-Riveter type of deter-
mination in the minds of students—
an “I can do it” mentality. After all, 
look at what the citizens featured in 
his book accomplished. Letters from 
Barbara Brimmer and Valeria Schoen 
to their respective congressmen led 
to the admission of women at the 
U.S. Naval Academy. Merrel Williams 
illegally copied private documents from 
the major tobacco company where he 
was employed and initiated the tobacco 
suits of the 1990s. In the 1950s, Rosa Parks 
refused to give up her seat on a city bus 
and helped launch a campaign for Afri-
can-American civil rights.

The individualistic message of Citizen 
Democracy is both its major strength and 
its weakness. Certainly, stories of Ameri-
cans rising from unfair circumstances 
or personal tragedy to become political 
engines of change are inspiring. But what 
practical lessons are they sending to 
Frantzich’s college students and others?

One lesson evident in Citizen Democ-
racy is that political change often involves 
tremendous personal sacrifice. Gregory 
Watson, in his effort to put a cap on 
congressional paychecks, describes his 
political experience as “practically my 
life’s work at this time, taking up all my 

spare time and making the question of 
a social life academic.” Lois Gibbs had to 
suffer insults and resentment from her 
neighbors as an activist against a chemical 
company. In fact, Frantzich mentions that 
Gibbs’ divorce was in part the result of the 
stress of community activism. Although 
an extreme example, in consequence of 
his efforts to assist terminally ill patients 
to commit suicide, Jack Kevorkian went to 
prison. The idea that to participate in poli-
tics might mean losing one’s spare time, 
friends, close relationships, and even one’s 
freedom might be discouraging to college 
students.

Another problematic element of  
Citizen Democracy is Frantzich’s analogy of 
politics as a game. “American politics can 
be compared to a game. . . . Like all games, 
politics has players, rules, strategies, win-
ners, and losers. Politics . . . includes fans 
in the stands who cheer their favorite 
partisan or ideological teams but seldom 

Books Worth 
Reading

their time or even supplying blankets to 
soundproof a makeshift studio to help the 
station itself survive. It has turned commu-
nication between the radio station and its 
audience into a two-way street.

National and international broadcast-
ers are no less interested in these kinds of 
projects. Concerned about polio and HIV/
AIDS, for example, the Voice of America 
sent correspondents and producers to 
Africa to convene forums and commu-
nity meetings. When religious leaders 
in Nigeria’s northern Kano State urged 
their followers not to have their children 
vaccinated for polio—charging that the 
plan was a plot by Western interests to kill 
Muslims—the station started a series of 
radio programs. These featured local pub-
lic health nurses and residents who talked 
about their concerns and their experienc-
es with the vaccine. With local mothers 
stressing that the vaccine had not made 
them sterile, the programs helped fuel a 
reversal not only in public attitudes, but 
in the attitudes of political and religious 
leaders as well. These forums, often held 
on market days in regional capitals, some-
times drew 5,000 to 7,000 people, and put 
political and religious leaders on the spot.

At one time, it would have been 
impossible to have children discuss con-
troversial issues like HIV/AIDS on a public 
radio station in conservative, predomi-
nantly Muslim areas, but innovative radio 
programs in the region have done just 
that. Radio broadcasters have found that 
the use of children’s voices makes it possi-
ble to pull adults into the discussion. Wary 
of discussing such issues with outsiders, 
adults began to participate readily once 
children were involved—they wanted to 
be involved in an issue that their children 
cared about.

These efforts are just beginning. Still, 
they might well prove important for oth-
ers outside Africa. A number of them, 
even at this early stage, have already pro-
duced definite results on difficult public 
problems. The techniques radio journal-
ists in Africa are developing for engaging 
citizens with their political leaders may 
well offer useful insights for journalists and 
citizens in other countries.

Kenneth A. Brown is a program officer at the  
Kettering Foundation. He can be reached at 
kbrown@kettering.org.
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Across the Great  
Divide: Explorations  
in Collaborative  
Conservation and  
the American West
Ed. by Philip Brick, Donald Snow, 
and Sarah Van de Wetering  
Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2001.

This book bears witness to “the 
movement of one very potent 
idea across a region”—namely, the 
emergence of collaborative conser-
vation as an alternative to what for-
mer Montana Speaker of the House 
Daniel Kemmis terms “the trench 
warfare of adversarial politics and 
decision making” that had sur-
rounded environmental issues in 
the American West. By integrating 
case studies with testimonials and 
opinion pieces, editors Brick, Snow, 
and Van de Wetering present a compre-
hensive examination of the role of col-
laborative initiatives in the environmental 
movement. In language that is both 
hopeful and honest, this text offers a very 

real sketch of collaborative conservation, 
acknowledging the failures, barriers, and 
paradoxes that can undermine collabora-
tive efforts, while analyzing collaboration’s 
triumphs.

The editors hold that there are three 
fundamental implications of collaborative 
conservation: the deep involvement of 
communities in local conservation efforts; 
the conservation of the community itself; 
and a sense of community that extends 
beyond local surroundings—a “communi-
ty of all who share a passion for accessible 
nature.” Consequently, this book evalu-
ates collaborative conservation in local 
community and extended community 
contexts. It addresses issues such as where 
and where not to collaborate; how people 
can reconcile local and national author-
ity in issues related to public lands and 
resources; how the results of collaborative 
conservation are to be evaluated; and 
whose voices are missing from discussion 
and how those voices can be located and 
heard.

“Collaborative conservation did not 
emerge in a vacuum,” the editors main-
tain, but rather appeared in response to a 
series of changes and tensions that have 
culminated within the environmental 

get involved personally. The focus of this 
book is fans who became players. They 
are the heroes of the American political 
process, who make it legitimate for us to 
be called a democracy.” Here, students 
learn that politics is something they can 
join or not join. It is a game that goes on 
with or without them. They can play or sit 
out. In using this analogy, Frantzich fails to 
recognize that his students are inherently 
political.

By defining the realm of politics as 
narrow and the corresponding political 
action as drastic, Frantzich, rather than 
inspiring students, risks further alienating 
them from the breadth of possible politi-
cal experience. Citizen Democracy teaches 
students what they may do individually—
with great time and sacrifice—to affect 
the political process. It does not, however, 
teach them what they may do together.

—Rebecca Rose

movement and the American West over 
the past three decades. In essays that 
chronicle the factors contributing to the 
emergence of collaborative conserva-
tion, the authors decipher the changes in 
Western economics and demographics, 
the policy gridlock that developed within 
the environmental policy arena, and the 
need for a new kind of politics when 
confronting environmental issues. The 
authors couple historical facts with per-
sonal accounts and create an illustrative 
map of the birth and development of col-
laborative conservation in the American 
West. The editors then segue from essays 
explaining how collaborative conserva-
tion can function in the environmental 
movement to case studies that illustrate 
how collaborative conservation actually 
has functioned in specific communities 
facing specific environmental issues. These 
case studies provide an intimate look at 
how people, institutions, and resources 
can connect to the work of environmental 
conservation. The strength of the book 
arguably lies in these case studies, for 
they expose collaborative conservation 
at its most vulnerable and paint for read-
ers a very honest picture of collaborative 
conservation that theory alone could not 
provide.

Across the Great Divide does not offer a 
blueprint for implementing collaborative 
conservation in the environmental move-
ment. For that reason, the book should 
appeal to a broad readership. The goal 
of the book is to shed light on the emer-
gence of a conservational phenomenon 
moving through the American West. This 
it vividly does. Ultimately, Brick, Snow, and 
Van de Wetering conclude that, “while we 
do not see collaborative conservation as a 
replacement for traditional environmental 
conservation approaches, we do believe 
that collaborative initiatives will enrich, 
deepen, and make more effective the 
environmental movement as a whole.”

—Kara Rademacher
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