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Editors’ Letter

5

For decades this journal has explored the question, What does it take for democ-
racy to work as it should? A reader might ask, Why has it taken decades to answer 
such a simple question? Our reply: we have had to belabor this question because 
this journal runs up against a larger culture with a decidedly different answer. Where 
we have argued that making democracy work means making the public’s role more 
deliberative and robust, the larger culture focuses on improving structures of gover-
nance, electing better officials, and fixing a broken political system. All valiant aims, 
but, to date, not terribly effective as problems deepen and confidence in major 
institutions lags. This question is especially pressing as we approach the 2020 
election season, when people will decide on all number of elected positions. Elec-
tions always bring excitement, with the promise of a new day or the affirmation 
of a job well done. Yet history tells us that all of this excitement and promise 
might ultimately ring hollow. For while the names and faces of those in office 
might change, our sense of discontent will likely remain if citizens and elected 
officials continue to relate to one another in the same old way. 

 All the while, things seem to be just getting worse. Not only does the political 
system now seem more broken than ever, the problems that beset us have grown 
more ominous. We could have settled the matter decades ago if political prob-
lems were simple. But problems that become political are hardly ever simple. They 
are, in fact, what philosophers and planners have called wicked. Whereas a regular 
problem, like a broken toaster, can be fixed simply and directly, a wicked prob-
lem, to the contrary, has a number of distinctive features that make it hard both 
to define and to address: it is hard to pin down, has no definitive formulation or 
explanation, involves a lot of different people with multiple views on the matter, 
and overlaps with other problems but is at the same time unique. A classic wicked 
problem is immigration. It bleeds into matters of national identity, employment, 
globalization, and values. 

So, this issue of the Review is focused on a variation of its original question: 
What kind of politics can solve wicked problems? Can they be addressed by better 
governance alone, or is a more robust public role needed? For much of the 20th 
century, politics was the province of elected leaders and expertise, aiming to fix 
problems without the public’s messy input. But what if the relationship between 
elected officials and constituents were recast as one of partners or coproducers? 
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Entities that must work together, not because they necessarily like each other or 
agree with each other, but because making any progress on the problems of the 
day demands such a relationship. 

There are many reasons that wicked problems are difficult to solve. For one, 
it’s unclear when or where the problem ends for there is lack of clear criteria for  
a good solution; also wicked problems radiate out to other problems and so any 
solution will also have indeterminate and possibly irreversible consequences. So, 
those involved in addressing wicked problems shoulder immense responsibility. 
Because each wicked problem is unique, there are no “best practices” to borrow 
and use.

Valerie Lemmie addresses the challenge head on. When she was working as  
a city manager, she began “to realize that the key to fixing wicked community 
problems was role redefinition: elected officials were going to have to learn how 
to share power with citizens; citizens had to move from spectators to participants; 
bureaucracies had to learn to value deliberation and collaboration in equal measure 
to its value of efficiency.”

Wicked problems need deliberative attention from politicians and citizens,  
especially through deliberating and grappling with the roots of problems and the 
kinds of trade-offs that any possible course of action entails. “Citizens should not 
be regarded only as consumers who ‘buy’ policy by contributing money to orga-
nized interest groups or votes to political parties,” write Michael Neblo and his 
colleagues. “Rather, they should have a direct role in advising and evaluating the 
reasoning and policy actions of their representatives.”

Former Congressman Glenn Nye, now working to improve the political process 
by looking for ways officeholders can engage with people, shows that this is not 
just for the sake of more democratic inclusion but in order to help grapple with the 
nuances and trade-offs in issues. Claire Snyder-Hall, herself a veteran of electoral 
politics, echoes Nye, noting the need for public officials to engage citizens in 
making hard choices. 

In a lecture he gave 60 years ago, Joseph Tussman argued for the centrality of 
the “office” of the citizen. Not only is it just that citizens, those affected by policies, 
also be those who help make policies, citizens and all officeholders in a democracy 
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need to carry out the tasks of making judgments about what is in the public inter-
est. Focusing on expertise misses the point: political problems, especially wicked 
ones, don’t have a right or wrong answer; they call for judgment about what actions 
we should carry out, about what we should do. And as Noëlle McAfee observes, the 
informal public sphere takes up this task regularly, not only making direct sugges-
tions but also filtering and making judgments about what officials propose. 

This is a vision of politics with which David Mathews closes the issue, what he 
calls a “with” strategy, in which government is not just in the public’s name but 
with the public itself. Or as Sheldon Wolin puts it, the public should be seen as 
more than agitators; they can be accomplices to democratization.

Noëlle McAfee and Nicholas A. Felts



 
The Office of the Citizen

By Joseph Tussman

9

To be a member of a 
democratic society is 
to find oneself saddled 
with a public office.

O ne of the basic difficulties in 
our attempt to understand 
democratic society and the 
place of the individual in it 
is that it combines, or con-

fuses, two different sets of ideas and activities. 
First, when we think of government, we are 

likely to conjure up the conception of a digni-
fied, deliberate forum or assembly—a senate, a 
jury, a constitutional convention (which looms 
large in our folklore)—a group of selected, quali-
fied persons facing together a common problem, 
arriving at a common decision. We see them, if 
they are successful, clarifying the issues before 
them by a process of ordered, reasonable dis-
cussion, marshalling experience and evidence, 
speaking freely and fearlessly, responsible in par-
tisanship, objective in judgment. It is a spectacle 
of disciplined human beings reasoning indepen-
dently and together, deciding wisely as the result 
of an enlightening, cooperative process. 

We are, to be sure, seldom treated to this 
spectacle in all its glory, but even our cynicism 
and disillusionment reflects the existence in 
our minds of this ideal or model as a basis of 
expectation and criticism. However much our 
practice falls short, the conception of the delib-
erative forum remains as our conception of how, 
at many points, the governing process should 
go on. 

In contrast to this familiar model, we must 
place another, even more familiar—the market-
place. This is the arena into which each of us 
brings his needs and desires, his hopes, his  
talents and skills and meets others in open 
competition. Here we buy and sell and trade. 
We bargain, persuade, make deals, compromise. 
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Third, there has historically been consider-
able conflict about the relative status of these 
two institutions. Sometimes the marketplace 
or “mechanism of the market” has been seen 
as virtually supplanting the deliberative forum 
as the shaper of society’s destiny. Sometimes the 
marketplace is seen as an irrational, disturbing 
influence to be curbed or supplanted by more 
deliberate decision-making institutions. 

Finally, it is possible, with reference to the 
forum and the marketplace, to express both the 
hopes and the fears of students of society who saw 
the rise of popular democracy in the 19th cen-
tury. The hope was that the masses of men could 
be given, through public education, the habits 
and attitudes needed for the successful operation 
of the deliberative forum—to which, by the 
extension of suffrage, they were being admitted. 
The fear was that the deliberative forum— 
rational government—would be swamped and 
corrupted by the habits and attitudes of the 
marketplace. 

That hope is still our greatest challenge; that 
fear is still our danger. 

T he basic insistence of democracy is that 
no one can properly be subject to the 
law who is not also, in a meaningful 

sense, a rightful participant in the process by 
which the system of law is created and developed. 
Democracy, we say, is “self-government.” By this 
we do not mean that everyone can do whatever 
he pleases. We mean that the same person who 
finds himself a “subject” of a system of govern-
ment and law is also, in another capacity and at 
the proper time and place, a sharer in the making 
of the law and in the process of governing. To be 
a member is to be both a subject and a ruler. 

We try to get what we want and make the 
most of what we have. We try to be shrewd, 
fast, canny, and expect others to be the same 
or to pay the price. In this world we are pro-
ducers and consumers, sellers and customers, 
and most of us have at least one foot in this 

world. Much of our culture, our habits and 
attitudes, can hardly be understood without 
an appreciation of the pervasive influence of 
the marketplace. 

As we consider the forum and the market-
place and the relation between them, a few 
observations are called for: 

First, the attitude and skills presupposed 
and needed for the successful operation of each 
are radically different. The cooperative and  
the competitive processes are not the same. 
Deliberating and bargaining are two different 
processes. Statesmanship and salesmanship are 
distinct professions. The art of making decisions 
is not identical with the art of bargaining. 

Second, there may be considerable “incom-
patibility” between the two sets of attitudes and 
skills. That is, they may tend to weaken and 
destroy each other. Within a single person one 
seems to grow at the expense of the other, and 
they coexist only in an uneasy truce. The same 
uneasiness is often found in the relations between 
individuals who are predominantly one type or 
the other. 

The art of making  
decisions is not identical 
with the art of bargaining.
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the duties of his public office, to act like and 
to be a ruler, to take his place in the delibera-
tive forum. 

We do not need to be reminded today of  
the stakes that ride on the wisdom of our poli-
tical decisions, of the penalty for political folly. 
But perhaps we do need to be reminded that 
one of the chief tasks of public education is to 
prepare us for the adequate discharge of our 
public office. 

I t may throw some light on the ways in 
which the democratic citizen can fail if 
we consider the main ways in which an 

aristocratic government can fail. 
First, there is the familiar situation in which 

the aristocracy places the private interest of its 
members or of the ruling class generally ahead 
of the “public good” or general welfare of the 
community as a whole. Such a failure to con-
stitute itself a proper guardian of the general 
welfare can, as a failure in aim, be regarded as 
a moral failure. 

Second, an aristocracy can fail, even when well 
intentioned, to develop the intellectual and delib-
erative disciplines needed to produce decisions 
and policies that will achieve the desired results. 

It is obvious that the shift from aristocratic 
to democratic government does not by itself 
constitute a remedy for these failures or a cure 
for moral and intellectual irresponsibility. It 
might, in fact, increase these dangers. For the 
democratic citizen may, in his ruling capacity— 
as a voter, for example—unconsciously or delib-
erately confuse his private interest with the public 
interest of which he is the guardian. And he may 
through lack of education or through preoccu-
pation with his private pursuits fail to cultivate 

Thus, to be a member of a democratic society 
is to find oneself saddled with a public office, 
with a public role as well as a private station. It 
is this dual status—private person and public 
official—that makes the theory and the practice 
of democratic life so difficult and demanding. 

It is hardly necessary in an age of individu-
alism to stress the importance of the “private” 
sphere. Each person is the center of a cluster of 
values, aims, desires, attachments. He has his 
career, which expresses his bent, his own con-
ception of his life as it should be lived, and lays 
claim to broad tolerance for his unique and 
private goods. His private scope is, of course, 
limited by the external necessities of group life, 
by the rules of the road, by the law of the land— 
which we accept more or less as a matter of course 
if they satisfy our sense of fairness or justice. But 
within these limits we are free to pursue our 
private lives. 

But much as this is, it is not the whole story. 
The citizen has yet—if democracy is not wasted 
on him—to play his public role, to discharge 
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“Should we prohibit the teaching of the theory 
of evolution in the public schools?” is a public 
question. It calls for some action. Obviously, 
one’s view of the truth of the theory might deter-
mine one’s position on whether the theory should 
be taught. It is certainly relevant. But the distinc-
tion between a question of truth and a question 
of action is nevertheless important. A govern-
mental body may speak with authority about 
whether something should be undertaken. Its 
pronouncements, generally, about “truth” have 
no such authority. 

Second, a public issue involves action by 
government. Such governmental action will, of 
course, impinge on private action by prohibiting 
or requiring that certain things be done. But the 
public question is always whether government 
should do something. For example, whether I 
should send my child to a public or to a private 
school is a private question. Whether the gov-
ernment should grant tax exemption to private 
schools or even whether private schools should 
be allowed to exist, is a public question. 

Public questions, then, are questions of  
this sort: 

Should the government enforce racial  
integration in schools? Should the government 
subsidize farmers? Should the government engage 
in a large foreign aid program? Should Party A 
or Party B be entrusted with the direction of 
the executive branch of government for the next 
four years? 

With this in mind, let us turn to a consider-
ation of various aspects of responsibility involved 
in the office of the citizen. 

When we are called upon to act in our  
capacity as public officers—as voters, for  
example—the crucial point is that we are being 

the cognitive and deliberate skills and disciplines 
needed in the public decision-making process. 

One thing is clear, however. The democratic 
citizen holds a public office, and it is a crucial 
office. A society that bestows this office on all 
its citizens cannot afford to fail in educating 
its citizens to discharge that office responsibly. 

A n analysis of the elements of respon-
sibility will be facilitated, I believe, if 
we first consider briefly what a public 

question or public issue is. 
In an obvious and general sense, a public issue 

is an issue properly raised in a public forum and 
calling for some public, i.e., governmental, action. 

First, public issues are “practical” issues rather 
than “theoretical” ones. That is, the question is 
Should something or other be done? The ques-
tion is one of action, not of truth. To take an 
example from the not too distant past: “Is the 
theory of evolution true?” This question, while 
of widespread and burning interest, is not a 
public question as here defined. However, 
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rhetoric in which we package and sell our private 
wares. But the rhetorical corruption of a vital 
distinction does not lessen the significance of 
the distinction. 

There is, perhaps, no better example than 
this of the confusion of the marketplace and the 
forum or of the influence of economic theory 
upon political theory. Everyone is familiar with 
the laissez-faire theory that if each diligently 
pursues his own private interest, the public  
interest is automatically promoted. No one, on 
this view, has to worry about the public inter-
est. It takes care of itself. It is the automatic 
by-product of private striving for private goods. 
This conception—generally abandoned in the 
economic sphere—still has considerable vogue 
in our thinking about politics and is often  
regarded as peculiarly “democratic.” It is attrac-
tive, I think, because it really dispenses with the 
need for any notion of responsibility for the 
public good. It gives a sort of indirect moral 
sanction to single-minded self-interest. We find 
it very consoling. But it is nevertheless an escape 
from the burdens of moral responsibility. 

asked for our judgment on a public question. 
We are not being asked for an expression of our 
private interests. The first problem of responsi-
bility is to see this demand and to respond to it. 

Suppose, for example, that the question is 
whether or not a system of universal military 

training should be established. I, as a citizen, 
am being asked whether in my judgment such 
a step would promote the general well-being of 
the community. I am not being asked whether 
I would like to be in the army or would like to 
have my children drafted. It is, I think, sheer 
dereliction of duty, sheer moral irresponsibil-
ity, to answer the second question when you 
are asked the first—that is, to respond to a 
question of public interest in terms of one’s 
private interest. 

The basic assumptions here are that there is a 
distinction between the public question and the 
private question, between the public interest 
and one’s private interest, and that responsible 
action—i.e., addressing oneself honestly to  
the public question—is possible, even though 
often difficult, and is required. This is, it must 
be noted, a “controversial” position, generally 
suspect and unpopular but nevertheless, I 
think, correct. 

So much cant and hypocrisy has surrounded 
the discussion of the “public interest” that one is 
tempted to dismiss it as mere public relations 

We are being asked  
for our judgment on a 
public question.
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does not require that one ignore his self-interest. 
It only requires that men be “enlightened.” 

I do not think, myself, that this view is  
satisfactory, that moral responsibility can be 
identified with far-sightedness in one’s pursuit 
of self-interest. But it is a respectable view that 
deserves consideration. 

Before moving on to other questions, we 
must guard against a possible misconception. 
To say that a citizen is called on to pass judg-
ment on a question of the public interest is not 
to suggest that he can easily free himself of the 
influence of his private station, his private inter-
ests, his “bias.” Obviously, our judgment about 
universal military training will be affected by 
such things as whether we are of military age, 
et cetera. But to recognize this only makes us 
aware of the difficulty of doing what our scheme 
of government requires that we do. It reminds 
us of the discipline that the office of the citizen 
requires. Democracy is not the easiest; it is the 
hardest form of government. 

W e have only scratched the surface 
of the issues, both theoretical and 
practical, that exist at this point. 

But essentially, the position taken here is that 
in discharging his public function, the citizen 
is being asked his judgment about the public 
interest and that failure to discipline his private 
concerns is a failure in moral responsibility. 
The office of the citizen has at least this much 
in common with the office of the judge, the 
legislator, or the administrator. 

It is, unfortunately, not the case that “every-
one has a right to his opinion.” 

Everyone has, of course, all sorts of beliefs 
and opinions about all sorts of things. Some we 

A more serious attempt to bridge the  
gap between the public interest and private  
or “self-interest” is based on a distinction  
between “self-interest” and “enlightened self-
interest.” Enlightened self-interest, it is said,  
is identical with the public interest. While 
“self-interest” may be identical with what  

one immediately wants or likes, “enlightened 
self-interest” is what one would want if he were 
wise, or far-sighted, or mature, or “social.” On 
this view, being “responsible” is acting in terms 
of these wider considerations rather than the 
“immediate” ones. 

The advantage of this position seems to be 
that it does not require that anyone act con-
trary to his self-interest (enlightened, that is). 
And since it is widely (and dogmatically) held 
that we are all necessarily selfish, this view 

Democracy is not the  
easiest; it is the hardest 
form of government.
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become more organized. They constitute “argu-
ments” and involve inference and deduction. 

Most people can make valid inferences and 
arguments without having studied “logic.” But 
the practice of argument can be enlightened by 
a study of the theory of argument. 

Finally, summing up all of these, the sense 
of relevance—the feeling for what has a bearing 
on the matter at hand, for what can be ignored 
and for what is crucial. Most fallacies are fallacies 
of irrelevance. 

T hese are the general qualities of a  
responsible mind. Education seeks  
to cultivate and develop them quite 

apart from their special bearing on politics. 
But they are as much needed by the citizen as 
by anyone, and they are more seriously tried 
and tested in the political area than in most 
other areas of life. 

Any analysis of the qualities required of the 
citizen must take account of the fact that he is 
not a solitary decision-maker but is one of a large 
number of persons manning a decision-making 
institution. He is a colleague. When he expresses 

inherit; some we forge for ourselves. Some are 
true; some are not. A good part of the history of 
civilization is the process of the creation of disci-
plines, techniques, and institutions of ordeal by 
which beliefs are tested, validated, warranted, 
confirmed, proved. To claim a “right” to a belief 
is to claim that a belief has survived its ordeal— 
for the time at least—and has established a 
“confirmed” status. 

To be cognitively or intellectually responsible 
is to move some distance toward bridging the 
gap between merely having beliefs and having 
a right to our beliefs. Responsibility is not, of 
course, infallibility. One can be responsible and 
mistaken. But the responsible mind is always 
working towards believing only what has a 
right to be believed. 

The adequate study of this problem—the 
validation of beliefs—would take us into the 
fields of epistemology and scientific method, 
logic, semantics—all aspects of the general 
problem of knowledge—and this is beyond 
the scope of our present enterprise. But we 
may indicate, in passing, the general attitudes 
or qualities of mind that must be cultivated: 

First, the drive to clarify and focus. Much 
discussion is fruitless and frustrating because 
we are not talking about the same thing or are 
not sure what is at issue in a controversy. At 
some point “the issue” needs to be clarified or 
formulated. This takes practice and training. 

Second, the demand for evidence. Our beliefs 
must sustain themselves in a world of facts—
some hard, some flabby. We must cultivate a 
hospitable and hungry attitude toward the 
evidential fact. 

Third, the sense of validity. Beliefs and facts do 
not come in heaps. They come organized and 
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Naïve as this may sound, I wish to suggest 
that there are relationships between individuals 
that do call for communication of a different 
sort—relations that are corrupted and destroyed 
by the intrusion of manipulative communica-
tion, propaganda, and selling. Between friends, 
between members of a family, between mem-
bers of a team, salesmanship is a disease. It has 
no place in the relations between scientists in 
a laboratory, between doctors in a hospital, or 
officers on a military staff. It is also, I suggest, 
out of place between political colleagues—and 
that includes fellow citizens. 

Here again is one of the points at which there 
is, I believe, a profound confusion between the 
deliberative forum and the marketplace, a point 
at which their “incompatibility” is most evident. 
It seems increasingly clear, also, that whenever a 
forum is taken over by “salesmanship,” it becomes 
unfit for the making of serious decisions—we 
dare not trust its results, and the real decisions 
need to be made elsewhere. When the wells  
of public discussion become poisoned, it is 
necessary to draw water somewhere else. 

I leave this highly controversial point with-
out further treatment. But unless the distinction 
between collegial communication and salesman-
ship is clearly grasped, I do not see how sanity 
and responsibility can be preserved in the train-
ing of citizens for their tasks. 

One further point about the collegial rela-
tionship—it has to do with “reasonableness” 
and “compromise.” Everyone knows that on 
most issues there is disagreement. Certainty is 
impossible, and men of goodwill do not always— 
or even often—agree. In the face of such disagree-
ment, action may, nevertheless, be necessary. 
Some decisions must be made, and we can’t all, 

his judgment, it is in the form “I think we 
should do so and so,” and the “we” signifies 
the fact that he is participating with colleagues 
in the process of arriving at a common, group, 
decision. It is hardly enough to arrive at a sound 
position oneself if one fails to make his insights 

effectively available to others. He is, therefore, 
inescapably involved in communication— 
listening as well as speaking, reading as well  
as writing. 

The question I wish to pose here is whether 
there is not a sharp distinction between the kind 
of communication appropriate for colleagues 
and the kind of communication we think of as 
natural between the “salesman” and the “cus-
tomer.” There is little doubt that “salesmanship” 
is today a dominant form of communication. 
It is manipulative in intent. Its concern is with 
getting others to behave as the salesman wants 
them to. There is a sort of cold war between 
competing salesmen and between salesman and 
consumers. This is so familiar that it is difficult 
to make the point that there is any other sort of 
communication. We package and sell toothpaste. 
We package and sell politicians and parties. We 
package and sell ideas, ideologies, ways of life. 
All is propaganda—including education, we 
are told. 

When the wells of  
public discussion  
become poisoned,  
it is necessary to draw  
water somewhere else.
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that “compromise” is the heart of the democratic 
process. I think this is a poor and misleading 
substitute for the notion of being reasonable. 
It is the marketplace version of reasonableness 
in the deliberative forum. A compromise may 
be the best bargain one can strike. It is not 
necessarily a reasonable decision. 

Joseph Tussman (1914-2005) was an educator and 
activist who taught philosophy at the University of 
California at Berkeley. Originally given as a public lecture 
at Syracuse University in 1960, “The Office of the 
Citizen” can be found at josephtussman.wordpress.com. 
It is reprinted here with the permission of David Tussman.

always, have our way. The necessities of group 
life and action make some acceptance of this 
situation necessary. Some “accommodation,” 
some “reasonableness,” is called for. But to under-
stand and deal with this situation is not easy. 

To accept a verdict is not necessarily to change 
one’s mind. There is an important place in the 
scheme of things for opposition—continued, 
responsible opposition. Something is needed 
that falls between “sabotage” and “conformity,” 
and this is “as difficult as it is rare.” 

And finally, I wish to express a doubt about 
the equivalence of “being reasonable” with “being 
willing to compromise.” We are frequently told 
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Can agitation find  
its bearings, become 
an accomplice to  
democratization?

E ver since the 1960s, mass 
rallies, protests, and street 
demonstrations have been a 
persistent, if not universally 
welcomed, phenomenon in 

Britain, many western European countries, and, 
to a lesser extent, the United States. Although 
the rights to assemble peacefully and to protest 
have long been guaranteed in these societies, 
attention to their status as forms of politics has 
been, like the phenomena themselves, fitful 
and episodic.

Characteristically, demonstrations take place 
“outside” the official institutions prescribed by 
constitutions and legislation and thus form a 
parallel politics.

A demonstration does not follow a calendar 
or hold prescribed sessions. By definition, its 
actions are inconclusive and intentionally so. 
The aim is to disrupt the ordinary tempos of 
the political process by demanding either a halt 
or a change in direction or a redoubled effort. 
Unlike the deliberative mode of institutionalized 
politics, demonstrations are incitements, agita-
tions that have an inescapably populist quality 
even when the particular cause does not.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the 
noun “agitation” as “the keeping of an object 
before public attention by appeals.” In refer-
ring to “public attention,” that definition intro-
duces what we might call an embryonic political 
note. It is embryonic in the sense that it refers 
to “public attention” rather than, say, to the 
“attention of the public.” It is possible that agita-
tors might aspire to turn mere attention-getting 
into a constitutive act that brings a public into 
existence, temporarily uniting otherwise dis-
connected singulars who might then proceed 
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to discuss the concerns of the agitators and, 
whether intentional or not, help to disseminate 
them and thereby expand the original audience. 
However, by linking agitation to “appeals,” a 
note of equivocation enters. Ordinarily, we do 
not associate appeals with discussion, or more 
precisely, while discussion implies a difference 
of opinion, appeal seems more univocal, per-
haps because of its association with accusation.

I want to attempt to clarify what is at stake 
by setting up a contrast between two 
ideal-types of politics and their tempos. 

One conception represents agitation as disrup-
tive, energetic intervention the results of which 
include a large element of the unpredictable 
and perhaps some element of the anarchic. The 
other is represented by an ideal of action as 
orderly, stylized, shaped, and limited by pre-
scribed processes, procedures, even timetables, 
designed to produce predictable (i.e., consistent) 
decisions or results. This latter conception is 
most famously represented in Max Weber’s 
ideal-type of bureaucratic rationality in which 
tempo is written into institutional practices, or 
better, engraven into them. 

Weber’s notion of rationalization was built 
around the idea that some circumscribed portion 
of the world could be subjected to procedures 
or practices that would render it orderly and 
hence predictable. In modern times, that pre-
meditated construct was best represented by the 

bureaucratic institutions that had become the 
predominant institutional form not only of  
the modern state but of industrial and financial 
capital. For Weber “rationalization” was the key 
to understanding bureaucracies. Their modus 
operandi attempts to structure beforehand, to 
establish a series of steps that “processes” a pre-
scribed range of phenomena by assigning them 
to predesigned categories and then compelling 
them to conform to settled procedures, includ-
ing ever “higher stages” of review. Eventually, a 
“final” decision is arrived at. In this conception, 
one could properly speak of a decision as an end 
product of ritualized “decision-making.”

When Weber likened “politics” to “the slow 
boring of hard boards,” he was acknowledging, 
albeit reluctantly, that the tempos of politics had 
come to emulate those of bureaucracy. Yet at 
the same time Weber was imposing a cage of 
bureaucratic rationality upon politics and eco-
nomic organization, he was struggling to resist it 
and find a preserve for creative individual action. 
Sometimes, he alluded to the role of religion 

A demonstration  
aims to disrupt the  
ordinary tempos of  
the political process.
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element of human feeling, emotion, even unpre-
dictability into a process otherwise dominated 
by the cold calculations of impersonal decision-
makers. The Führerprinzip thus held the potential 
for stirring up, enlivening the measured tempos 
of parliamentary politics and the dispassion of 
bureaucratic antipolitics. The agitation-idea thus 
pointed to an attribute of leadership rather than 
a demotic tendency. Weber was not envisioning 
a politics powered by a mass movement of which 
the leader was the expression and on which 
he depended. The mass was instrumental, not 
constitutive. 

The Führerprinzip may have been approxi-
mated in Hitler’s dictatorial regime, where it 
destroyed the tempos of parliamentary (i.e., 
deliberative) politics and corrupted those of 
bureaucratic neutrality. In that form of agita-
tional politics, while the “masses” were kept in 
a controlled state of excitement and periodically 
mobilized for fervent displays of national unity, 
Nazism pursued a dynamic policy of expansion-
ism and aggression that Weber never imagined. 
While that form of politics has pretty much 
disappeared, at least in western Europe, agita-
tion has not vanished: its tempos have simply 
switched locations. 

S pecifically, the tempos of revolution 
have been appropriated by corporate 
capital, but not simply by capital as an 

economic form of organization. The full import 
of Joseph Schumpeter’s formula of capitalism 
as “creative destruction” is best appreciated  
by taking into account not only the dynamics 
of the market and of the globalizing reach of 
capital, but of the “troika effect” issuing from 
the union of capital, technology, and science. 

as providing an emotional sanctuary from a 
cold, increasingly rationalized world, a haven 
where human beings could gain fulfillment 
without reference to economic calculations or 
bureaucratic requirements. More strikingly, he 

depicted an ideal scientist and an ideal politician 
who struggled to preserve integrity, passionate 
commitment, and a sense of calling or true 
vocation amidst an all-too-rationalized world. 
Passion stood for the inspired, the unmethodi-
cal, the charismatic resistance to rationalization. 
Yet Weber was forced to acknowledge that even 
charisma could be routinized. A miraculous deed 
could be translated into ritual and reenacted 
endlessly and mechanically. So, Weber, who took 
an active part in the reconstruction of politics 
in the Weimar Republic, made one last attempt 
to escape, without renouncing the tempos of 
bureaucracy and its ideal of rational action. 

Although he favored a parliamentary system, 
he also regarded Parliament itself as dominated 
by bureaucratized parties. His concern to pre-
serve a space for passionate commitment led him 
to speculate about the possibility of an extra-
parliamentary relationship based on “leadership.” 
The Führerprinzip was intended to connect a pas-
sionate, charismatic, antibureaucratic leader with 
a mass following. This would inject a healthy 

For Weber, passion  
stands for the inspired,  
the unmethodical, the 
charismatic resistance  
to rationalization.
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corporation appears as highly adaptable, poised 
to adjust to changing conditions, prepared to 
dismantle its current organization and “reinvent” 
itself with a flexible structure adapted to the tem-
pos of revolution, whether of “information,” 
stem cell research, or robotics. 

G lobalized capital is no stranger  
to frenzies of speculation, rapid  
technological change, or radical  

reorganization, thus no stranger to agitation, 
albeit orchestrated. Indeed, it may be said to 
monopolize agitation. The corporate economy 
encourages change, elevates fashion to a norm, 
and, while using the media to manufacture  
excitement and dazzle, instructs an agitated 
populace that virtually every job and habitat 
are temporary. Thus, corporate capital is the 
agitator, the exemplar of permanent revolution, 
of normalized agitation. Its hegemony is secured 
by control over the manufacture of popular and 
elite culture. That control is so nearly total that 
the popular demonstrations against the Iraq 

That combination of powers has made possible a 
unique revolutionary tempo. By enlisting tech-
nological innovation and scientific discovery and 
joining them with its own impulses, capital has 
produced an unprecedented form of power. The 
combination has quickened the rate of change 
throughout the world, hurrying premodern 
societies into postmodernity, shaking up social 
structures, and undermining traditional author-
ities. It is heralded as revolution without violence, 
or rather, violence is presented as moderniza-
tion, as “new times” when innovation quickly 
scrubs out memory.

The troika has set the tempo of our times; in 
the process, it has rendered obsolete the modern 
conception of revolution as aimed at a culminat-
ing moment when democratic and egalitarian 
forces would have triumphed and the frenzied 
time of revolution would give way to the new 
and measured tempo of consolidation. In place 
of modern political and social revolution, the 
troika promotes a conception of permanent rev-
olution, of revolution as continuous, not pausing 

for consolidation, awaiting only the latest sci-
entific breakthrough, the next technological 
innovation to incite investors. In contrast to the 
settled, virtually permanent structure of Weber’s 
bureaucracy, the contemporary globalizing  

The corporate economy 
instructs an agitated  
populace that virtually 
every job and habitat  
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The United States considers itself the world’s 
oldest and most successful democracy and is 
now busily exporting its recipe to other parts 
of the world, particularly those with petroleum 
resources. Official claims to the contrary, the 
fact is that in the United States itself, substan-
tive democracy is on the defensive. The actual 
system is best described as managed electoral 
democracy. Political power is organized to  
deflect popular determination of the uses of 
power and to direct it instead into a controlled 
form of legitimation, serving primarily the aims 
and needs of corporate interests. Two wars—
one cold, against the USSR, the other hot, 
against terrorism—have transformed a liberal 
and predominantly secular society into a conser-
vative and chiliastic one. Where US power was 
once preoccupied with “containment,” now its 
leaders dream of remaking the world. Moreover, 
unlike traditional conservatism, which identi-
fied with the slow tempo of habit, custom, and 
prejudice, the new conservatism is aggressive 
and proselytizing, in short, agitative. 

A ccordingly, the challenge is to expose 
managed democracy and point the 
way to “redemocratization.” What 

sort of role, if any, might agitation play in  
that cause? The Bush administration associated 
democratization with free elections (one person, 
one vote), equal political rights, and a free 
market. The unstated presumption underlying 
all three principles is that freedom and equality 
are conditions that, far from preventing concen-
trations of power, can be exploited to enable the 
more powerful to dominate or control. A well-
financed lobbying group has the same right to 
influence the legislature as the unemployed 

war in 2003 and the agitation at the conven-
tions of the major American political parties in 
2004 either went unreported or were treated 
as freak shows. The public at large remained 
unperturbed, unagitated.

Thus, the new model agitator serves as  
pacifier, exploiting change so that its rapid 
tempo prevents critical thought from gaining a 
purchase—hence no need to muzzle critics— 
and structural injustices go unremedied. Like 
revolution, agitation has been incorporated, its 
tempo co-opted.

Can agitation find its bearings, become an 
accomplice to democratization?

“Stop and think,” Hannah Arendt once 
counseled. We might rephrase this advice as “take 
stock” in order to assess democracy’s prospects. 
Doubtless, that could, and perhaps should,  
entail exploring the outlook for democracy in a 
variety of settings, from the Ukraine to Northern 
Ireland, for example. Rather than attempt a 
task beyond my abilities, I should like to apply 
Arendt’s counsel to a context with which I am 
more familiar, that of the United States. 
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who are not necessarily similars, but who are 
individuals and groups living together and 
sharing familiar though not necessarily similar 
circumstances. While participation slows time, 
it does not annihilate it. Time is preserved in 
civic memory—of achievements and failures, 
disasters and triumphs, pride and shame. 

B ecause of its different character,  
sensibilities, and tempos—“set in  
its ways”—local democracy is not a 

locus hospitable to agitation and yet is seriously in 
need of it. Local democracy’s communal virtues 
are inseparable from the vices of parochialism. 
Enter agitation as mass protest, raucous dem-
onstration, street theater with jarring rhythms, 
cacophonies that contrast yet complement the 
slower tempos of parochial politics, directing 
local attention to broader, more transcending 
issues of war, peace, environment, and social 
justice—issues that are beyond the competence 
of local powers yet demand the attention of 
citizens who, by definition, are simultaneously 
local and national. 

The best illustration of that complementarity 
was in the run-up to the invasion of Iraq. At 
the same time that there were mass rallies in 

laborer, just as the corporation can appeal to the 
same right of free speech as the ordinary citizen. 
Democracy, or rather democracy-in-bad-faith, 
is reshaped to serve as accessory to inequalities. 

If the idea of democracy is to be disentangled 
from corporate power and its political imperium, 
its defenders must take a stand on two basic 

principles: that there must be meaningful  
opportunities for power to be shared and that 
a democratic society is committed to an ongo-
ing and unending effort to challenge, reduce, 
and ameliorate the effects of social, economic, 
cultural, and political inequalities. 

How can we identify the tempo appropriate 
to redemocratization and to the scale of a coun-
try as large, diverse, and populous—and as 
dangerous—as the United States? Stated sche-
matically, democracy’s best hopes lie at the local 
level of state, county, and municipality. In those 
locations, the tempo of politics is slower, the 
opportunities to stop and think more numerous, 
and the possibilities for meaningful participation 
greater. Participation takes time because, unlike 
bureaucratic decisions, democratic decisions 
are “arrived at” rather than “made.” Moreover, 
because the consequences are immediate rather 
than abstract, decisions depend upon eliciting 
cooperation and agreement among familiars 

While participation  
slows time, it does  
not annihilate it.  
Time is preserved  
in civic memory.
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it to challenge the center. Democratic agitation 
takes time.

Sheldon Wolin (1922-2015) was a political theorist who 
spent time at the University of California at Berkeley and 
Princeton University among other institutions. “Agitated 
Times,” was originally published in a 2005 issue of the 
journal parallax. This version of the essay is republished 
with the permission of Princeton University Press, from 
Fugitive Democracy: And Other Essays, Sheldon 
Wolin, 2016; permission conveyed through the Copy-
right Clearance Center, Inc.

many major American cities, over one hundred 
city councils passed resolutions opposing the 
invasion. To be sure, there was no immediate 
effect upon the decision-makers in Washington. 
And yet at the present writing, there can be lit-
tle doubt that the majority of Americans regret 
the administration’s actions and their own com-
plicity. Arguably, agitation had contributed to 
changing the national mood. Agitation, often 
ignored by the political center, its immediacy, 
rather than merely dissipating, can be instead 
a means of educating particularism, energizing 
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The roles of city  
managers and elected 
officials need to be 
radically reshaped.

I entered public service because I 
believed in the power of govern-
ment to solve society’s problems by 
redistributing resources and step-
ping in to correct injustices. I came 

to see firsthand the immense structural and 
practical obstacles public administrators face 
when they attempt to tackle the “wicked prob-
lems” of communities. I now believe that the 
roles of city managers and elected officials need to 
be radically reshaped. And I have gradually come 
to understand that an essential component is 
missing from the equation: citizen engagement. 

The notion of citizenship is very real to my 
family and runs deep through my understand-
ing of American public life. Like most African 
Americans of my generation, religion was an inte-
gral part of my upbringing, and my childhood 
church was often a meeting place to discuss key 
community issues and political events. The 
importance of civic engagement, political par-
ticipation, and voting was routinely advocated 
by our minister, and I can still hear his voice 
asking the congregation, “Do you know there 
is an election coming up? Do you know what 
the issues are? Have you registered to vote? You 
know you can’t change things if you don’t get 
involved, don’t you?” 

While I was too young to participate in the 
litigation or civil disobedience phases of the 
Civil Rights Movement, I am of the generation 
that subsequently integrated public facilities and 
institutions, and I have vivid memories of the 
violence, pain, anger, and frustration that a Jim 
Crow society visited on African Americans. 

I represented the first generation of African 
Americans to attend integrated schools after 
the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board 
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need a college education, so I was repeatedly 
asked, “Why are you here?” and “Don’t you 
know your place?” My response was that I was 
an American and had the right and qualifications 
to be there. There was too much at stake to let 
somebody turn me around, so I sucked it up and 
decided to use this experience as preparation for 
life in the real world, beyond the boundaries of 
the campus.

I was ecstatic when I landed my first full-
time job after graduate school in a city 
department that was the successor to the 

Model Cities Program and the social policy arm 
of local government. I couldn’t wait to fix prob-
lems, ensure good government through improved 
efficiency and economy, and help people get on 
with their lives. Armed with the desire to do good 
works and cause no harm, I began my public ser-
vice career with the city of Kansas City, Missouri, 
as a starry-eyed idealist, believing government 

had a responsibility to level the playing field be-
tween the “haves” and the “have-nots,” to en-
sure equal access and opportunity for all.

When I entered public service, metropolitan 
areas in the United States were well on their way 
to widespread adoption of the council-manager 

of Education directed the integration of public 
schools in segregated states and in 1955 ruled in 
what is known as Brown II, that public school 
integration proceed “with all deliberate speed.” 
Within a few years, I would join the school-age 
children, both African American and White, in 
school districts being integrated and realize the 
dream of my parents and grandparents of liv-
ing in an integrated society where Blacks and 
Whites had the same rights and opportunities. 
I would become one of “the talented tenth,” as 
described by W.E.B. DuBois in 1903—that small 
group of college-educated African Americans 
who would pursue social change and, he pre-
dicted, save the race.

When I entered the University of Missouri  
in 1969, 1 of only about 100 African American 
undergraduates in a student population of about 
28,000 Whites, little had changed since 1954. 
Fraternities donned Confederate army uni-
forms and serenaded white “southern belles.” 
African Americans stuck together for safety; 
you didn’t stray too far from campus for fear 
you might not make it back. Many professors 
still challenged African Americans’ presence in 
class because “Blacks were inferior” and didn’t 

What they were  
beginning to see,  
though they may not  
have recognized it, was  
a disconnect between  
people and their leaders.
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to make our government more customer-service 
friendly. This was their way of responding to 
citizens who were complaining about city  
government. Under attack, they responded by 
applying more steam—demanding more man-
agerial competence, which they believed would 
make citizens happier. They were out in the 
community, interacting with citizens, and as 
described by Daniel Yankelovich, they knew 
their constituents were not in a good mood.

W hat they were beginning to see, 
though they may not have recog-
nized it, was a disconnect between 

people and their leaders.
I did not yet understand, though, that I, too, 

was part of the problem. There are structural, 
institutional, and organic reasons for the dis-
connect between citizens and their government, 
and one of them, going back over a century, 
was the advent of the “professional” or “expert” 
in local government, in the form of the city 
manager. For too long, we have assumed that 
improving government efficiency, like building 

form of government, which reflected the efforts 
of Progressive Era reformers to rescue local 
government from political machines and the 
corruption they often represented. Since I had 
grown up in St. Louis, a city with a strong Dem-
ocratic party machine, I knew both this system’s 

benefits—personalized response to complaints 
and encouragement of participation in party 
activities—and downsides—salary kickbacks to 
the party, graft, inefficiency, disparate service 
delivery, and little investment in the city’s future. 
I saw that cities that adopted the council-manager 
plan brought scientific management and pro-
fessionalism, helping to ensure organizational 
efficiency, effectiveness, economy, and equity 
in service delivery and decision-making.

Today, the council-manager plan is the 
dominant model of city management in the 
United States and the context for my career in 
public service. Armed with confidence and 
optimism, I found my work as a city manager 
immensely rewarding. Yet all too soon, I came 
to realize that I had to do more than just man-
age day-to-day operations. My role and that of 
hundreds of other city managers was evolving, 
and I found I would need to lead more and 
manage less. Increasingly, I was being called 
upon by elected officials to improve govern-
ment performance, to do more with less, and 

To exclude citizens from 
the work of government  
is to invite frustration,  
and worse.
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growing distance between elected officials and 
citizens in solving community problems.

As city manager, I struggled to find the  
appropriate balance between ensuring organi-
zational effectiveness, efficiency, and economy on 

the one hand and encouraging and sustaining 
active citizen engagement on the other, in ways 
that would be meaningful, productive, and  
acceptable to elected officials and citizens. This 
was a struggle for me because there was little 
institutional, political, or professional support 
for engaging citizens in ways other than endors-
ing decisions and plans already made in city hall 
on their behalf. Most elected officials saw their 
roles as representatives, much as the Federalists 
Hamilton and Madison (in his early days) did— 
as a privileged elite making decisions on behalf 
of the masses. City staff saw themselves as expert 
owners of their respective agencies or departments 
and viewed citizen engagement as meddling or 
interference. They had limited tolerance for it 
beyond a public hearing, community meeting, 

a better car, was the answer. Government is not 
in the business of making cars or some other 
product; it is the mechanism by which citizens 
run a democracy, which can be a messy process. 
To exclude citizens from the work of govern-
ment is to invite frustration, and worse.

In the cities I managed, city council members 
looked to me to ameliorate popular discontent 
and to create a higher-performing city organiza-
tion. Their logic was simple: If we did a better job, 
citizens would feel better about us. In council-
manager governments, elected officials set policy 
and the city manager executes it and manages 
the delivery of city services, presumably effec-
tively, efficiently, and with economy. But, while 
charters define the responsibilities of the city 
manager and his or her relationship to elected 
officials and staff, they are silent on the manager’s 
relationship with citizens. And one effect of this 
model has been elevating the value of technical 
expertise over citizens’ expertise, further distanc-
ing citizens from their local government.

H aving spent my career working 
through public and nonprofit orga-
nizations to improve the quality of 

life in urban communities, I eventually became 
frustrated by the paralysis that infected these 
institutions and their inability to effectively 
address those issues that were of most concern 
to citizens. More and more, the relationship of 
citizens to their local government became one 
of conflict, confrontation, and polarization over 
issues. Terms such as “not in my backyard” and 
“not during my term of office” reflected the 
inability of citizens and their political leaders 
to reach consensus on difficult, controversial 
issues, and more important, highlighted the 

Professional expertise,  
political acumen,  
and all the good will  
and best intentions of 
public officials proved  
insufficient to fix wicked 
community problems 
without citizens at  
the table.
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groups, and blue-ribbon committees were a poor 
and insufficient substitute for direct citizen 
engagement in the governance process. 

It was clear to me something different had 
to be done to reduce the distance and enhance 
the connections between citizens and their gov-
ernment that the council- manager plan did not 
adequately address. Over time, and with prac-
tice, I came to understand that I could play an 
important role in improving citizen-government 
relationships and connections by finding the 
neutral territory, or public space, if you will,  
at which elected officials, city staff, and citizens 
come together, play a shared role, and take col-
lective responsibility for doing public work. 

Gradually, I began to realize that the key to 
fixing wicked community problems was role 
redefinition: elected officials were going to have 
to learn how to share power with citizens; citi-
zens had to move from spectators to participants; 
bureaucracies had to learn to value deliberation 
and collaboration in equal measure to its value 

of efficiency; professional staff had to develop 
the skill set needed to develop and then prac-
tice deliberation and collaboration and then 
measure both; and city managers would have 
to align professional practices with citizenship 
practices, including helping to define which 
problems citizens should address, how they get 

or press conference during which they would 
present their expert recommendations and  
explain why suggestions from the public were 
unacceptable—usually as being too expensive, 
time-consuming, or technically impossible. 

Citizens were also hesitant to get involved, 
even when I invited them, believing they would 
be patronized, their views ignored, or they 
would be used as a rubber stamp to make unpop-
ular decisions ostensibly more palatable to the 
larger citizen community. 

So here we were: stuck in a morass of  
inaction and indifference, blaming and finger-
pointing and getting nowhere with respect to 
building a common understanding of the issues 
and challenges facing the community—which 
loomed larger every day. Citizens were absent 
from the democratic process, and democracy 
wasn’t working without them. Professional  
expertise, political acumen, and all the good will 
and best intentions of public officials proved 
insufficient to fix wicked community problems 
without citizens at the table. Polls, surveys, focus 

Citizen engagement  
is not merely nice or  
noble or idealistic. It is 
pragmatic and essential.
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for the solutions without them. Citizens have 
to be actively involved with government for 
community problems to be resolved over the 
long term, and that means we in government 
have to do things differently. It means we must 
value economy, efficiency, effectiveness, equity 
(in participation), and engagement of citizens. 
This requires more time and the loss of some 
power, but in return, gives us better solutions, 
participation, and commitment from citizens 
in fixing community problems as well as greater 
satisfaction for everyone because government and 
citizens are working in partnership to address 
key community issues.

Valerie Lemmie joined the Kettering Foundation as the 
director of exploratory research after a distinguished 
career in public service. A former city manager, public 
utility commissioner, and adjunct professor, she is a 
fellow of the National Academy and chair of the board 
of the National Civic League. This piece is drawn from 
her 2008 report, Democracy Beyond the Ballot Box: 
A New Role for Elected Officials, City Managers, 
and Citizens.

engaged, how they make sound decisions, and 
what happens once citizens act collectively with 
government. Most important of all, city managers 
need to help create the environment where 
citizen input into the decision-making process 
is valued. They must educate the community, 
elected officials, and staff on ways to make it 
happen and then lead the change.

My argument is that citizen engagement is 
not merely nice or noble or idealistic. It is prag-
matic and essential. Our recent history teaches 
us that we can’t fix those wicked problems in 
the community or set reasonable expectations 
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If a deficit of  
deliberation  
contributes to  
the problems of  
democracy, then  
shifting to a citizen-
centered vision might 
help get American 
democracy back  
on track.

A s an academic political theo-
rist, I began working with 
the deliberative democracy 
community, with its vision 
of citizen-centered politics, 

over 25 years ago. Over the course of all those 
years, that community of theorists, researchers, 
and practitioners has been talking about the 
“disconnect” between citizens and government. 
Trust in government was low 25 years ago, and 
the situation has only gotten worse. Today, the 
divisiveness has reached dangerous levels, with 
some people talking about civil war and others 
about “how democracies die.”

After leaving the ivory tower in 2011, I  
became heavily involved in the realm of elec-
toral politics, serving as a political party leader 
in various capacities, running for state senate, 
lobbying in the state legislature, and doing 
communications work with candidates. Having 
taught democratic theory at the graduate and 
undergraduate levels for 20 years and read many 
books on the subject, I knew I would not find a 
Jeffersonian-style democratic community when 
I decided to get more involved in party poli-
tics. But I did not expect to discover an almost 
Hobbesian world of power plays and payback, 
bullying and submission, quasi-authoritarian 
demands for conformity, and anemic levels of 
democratic courage. Political parties ostensibly 
exist to facilitate civic engagement, yet today 
party operatives often seem to have a vested 
interest in shoring up their own power even if 
that exacerbates the toxic polarization that 
currently embroils US politics. 

Not surprisingly, many citizens feel angry 
or disenfranchised, and an increasing number 
refuse to affiliate with either party. While many 
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politics by refusing to register as either Democrats 
or Republicans, a rising trend that keeps politi-
cal party operatives up at night. 

Many of my politico colleagues also have 
difficulty understanding that electioneering is 
not the only political work worth doing. Indeed, 
politics includes a lot more than just what politi-
cal parties and governments do. Political work 
also takes place in the arena of what political 
theorists call “civil society,” defined as “the realm 
between state and market,” where citizens come 
together in formal and informal voluntary orga-
nizations to engage in collective activities from 
acting to solve public problems (such as feeding 
the hungry or organizing neighborhood watch 
groups) to deliberating about public issues. People 
engaged in such activities hone their democ-
ratic skills and accrue local knowledge that 
could contribute to solving societal problems, 
particularly those “wicked problems,” such as 
substance abuse or bigotry, that cannot be fixed 
by government alone.

A citizen-centered vision of politics focuses 
not exclusively on what political parties and 
elected officials do, but also on what citizens do 
in their own communities to make the world a 
better place. This vision of politics understands 
that in order to establish and maintain a fully 
functioning democracy, we need active citizens, 
engaged in their own communities, willing to 
work with others to address shared problems. 
Citizen-centered democracy focuses on the work 
only citizens can do—things such as naming 
and framing issues in their own (generally 
nonpartisan) terms, deliberating together about 
the trade-offs inherent in various approaches to 
issues on the public agenda, identifying human 
and other resources, organizing actions to solve 

causes contribute to our current dysfunction, 
the lack of opportunities everyday citizens have 
to participate in self-government, by engaging 
in democratic practices or exercising civic skills, 
definitely plays a large role. And therein lies the 
good as well as the bad news. That is to say, if a 
deficit of deliberation contributes to the prob-
lems of democracy we face, then shifting to a 
more citizen-centered vision of democracy might 
help get American democracy back on track.

Citizen-Centered Politics? Never Heard of It!
I find it a challenge to tell friends and allies 

accustomed to power politics about my work 
and academic background in citizen-centered 
politics because such a huge divide exists between 
deliberative democracy and power politics as 
usual. Most people in my experience are familiar 
with only our society’s dominant understanding 
of politics—voting and elections, the advance-
ment of interests, the struggle for power, the 
dishing out of payback—and many find that 
world off-putting. That is probably why so 
many people are turning their backs on party 
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Having studied democratic theory, I suspect 
that feelings of disrespect arise not only from 
actually being insulted but also from being shut 
out of politics, from living in a society in which 
everyday people do not have control over the 
forces that govern their lives. That is the case 
in post-communist Central Europe and in the 
United States not only because of unaccount-
able governments but also because economic 
decisions that affect entire communities get 
made with little or no input from the public. In 
Central Europe, the democracy people expected 
would follow the fall of communism has been 
less than expected; people do not have the sense 
of control they desire, and so they feel ignored 
and disrespected by decision-makers.

In the US context, while it may or may not 
be true that cultural elites and urban dwellers 
look down their noses at rural voters, it is defi-
nitely true that many citizens feel shut out of 
politics. Back in 1994, David Mathews argued 
that American citizens were angry because they 

problems, and learning collectively from their 
experiences.

In addition to engaging in these activities, 
however, citizens also elect representatives 
tasked (theoretically at least) with implementing 
the policy agendas citizens support. And it is 
important to note that, in the United States, 
those representatives emerge from the people 
themselves; they are not born to rule, as would 
be the case in a feudal or monarchical society. 
Active citizens want to work with government 
actors as partners and not be reduced to subjects, 
clients, or customers. Ideally, citizens and their 
representatives should work together collabora-
tively, as coproducers. But in actuality, distrust 
is high on both sides.

 
Shut Out and Disrespected

American democracy is currently in flux, 
and many people, both elected officials and 
citizens, do not quite understand what is going 
on. When Donald Trump defeated Hillary 
Clinton in the 2016 election, it took a lot of 
political operatives by surprise—on both sides 
of the partisan aisle. 

Many analysts argue that the so-called Trump 
voters feel disrespected and silenced by cultural 
elites (at universities and in the media) who  
demand political correctness. Trump voters, 
according to this argument, do not like being 
told what to think or how to talk. Who does? 
In the US context, we can point to Clinton 
labelling them “a basket of deplorables” as the 
latest wound. The phenomenon of feeling  
disrespected, however, does not exist only in the 
US context. Timothy Garton Ash argues that 
in Central Europe, you also see a similar senti-
ment among “right-wing populists.” 
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wanted to build a gigantic mall on environmen-
tally sensitive land, on the side of one of our 
most congested highways that already had hor-
rendous traffic, which would have hurt the  
entire community. As I went door to door 
campaigning, I discovered that nobody knew 
about the public hearing. So, I started telling 
them; I distributed a flyer with information 
about the upcoming public meeting at which 
the project’s fate would be determined. 

To our surprise, the developer suddenly  
decided to pull the project because it “had  
become a campaign issue,” and that success 
got me invited onto a local talk-radio show, 
during which the host depicted me as a crazy 
radical. “You distributed flyers,” she exclaimed. 
“Tell us what you said on those flyers and why 
you did it.” The flyers just let people know 
that the county council was holding a public 
hearing, I told her. 

A lot of politicos worry about an engaged 
citizenry. When I lobbied in the state legislature 
for same-day voter registration, I discovered that 
incumbent politicians on both sides of the aisle 
opposed the bill because it would empower 
people to vote who had not been figured into 
the “voter universe,” the known list of voters 
that candidates contact during an election, 
drawn from the file of registered voters. With 
new people coming to the polls, who knows 
what they might do?

When I briefly considered running for school 
board back in 2011, I wanted to frame the issues 
based on the idea that in order to have strong 
public schools, you need an engaged public. My 
campaign manager at the time, a retired con-
gressional staffer, told me, in no uncertain terms, 
that I was not to use that framing because “the 

“felt they had been pushed out of the political 
system by a professional political class of pow-
erful lobbyists, incumbent politicians, campaign 
managers—and a media elite.” They saw the 
system as one in which votes no longer made 

any difference because money ruled. Sadly,  
the situation Mathews described 25 years ago 
continues and probably for the same reasons. 

When I ran for state senate in 2014, many 
of my supporters recounted how they had been 
shut out of the local decision-making process 
by the county council. My supporters had gone 
to public meetings to voice their concerns about 
unchecked development and were told that  
because they were “not experts” on land use, their 
voices did not matter. Sadly, some responded 
that they used to be experts before they retired, 
instead of challenging the premise that citizens 
need experts to govern on their behalf. Such an 
argument probably would have fallen on deaf 
ears anyway though, given that one councilman 
actually said he was “advised by counsel not to 
talk to the public.” So much for popular sover-
eignty and the accountability of elected officials 
to the people.

One of the strategies the county council used 
to avoid engaging the public was convening 
public hearings without publicizing them. For 
example, during my campaign, a big developer 

One councilman  
actually said he was  
“advised by counsel not  
to talk to the public.”
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work they do. One legislator shared that when 
he knocks on doors during a campaign, he  
begins the conversation with voters by asking 
them whether they care about broad issues like 
health care, education, and safety. The conver-
sations that result from that entree resemble the 
types of conversations that occur when citizens 
name and frame issues for themselves in delibera-
tive settings. Another legislator explained that he 
engages in mini-deliberations with people when 
he door-knocks. While one-on-one conversa-
tions are not the same as public deliberations, 
they have a deliberative flavor, according to his 
account.

When I first heard about such interactions, it 
did not strike me as exceptional because that is 
how I campaigned. I did a tremendous amount 
of door-knocking, and when people came to 
the door, I asked them to name the issues that 
most concerned them. That is how I came up 
with my platform, and that is how I continued 
to campaign even after I had determined my 
platform. And I found that people tended to 
name the same issues over and over: the lack 
of doctors and dentists, the overemphasis on 
high-stakes testing in the schools, the need for 

average voter has a sixth grade mentality and 
won’t understand” what I am saying. 

I think she meant to say that she did not 
understand what I was saying because it exceeded 
her bandwidth. She actually said that the pub-
lic’s only role is paying taxes and we do not want 
parents involved in the schools because they just 
cause problems. The public schools should be 
run by “experts,” she insisted. Shortly thereafter, 
I decided not to run for school board after all.

In contrast, during my state senate campaign 
three years later, I took the argument about the 
need for citizens to get more involved in poli-
tics directly to the people, not to the political 
experts who were advising me, and I found that 
everyday people had no problem understand-
ing the concept of an engaged citizenry. While 
one self-appointed expert said, “nobody cares” 
about “problems of democracy,” like the distort-
ing impact “big money” has on our political 
process, my grassroots supporters understood 
immediately what it meant that my opponent 
was funded by big developers. It meant he would 
put the interests of his funders before theirs: 
profits over people. 

Working with Legislators
For the past year and a half, I have been  

exploring how to strengthen the connections 
between citizens and those who represent them. 
We have long known from past research by John 
Doble that citizens want a tighter connection 
with their representatives, but in recent years, the 
desire for a stronger relationship has emerged 
among legislators as well, according to a study 
by Rich Harwood.

Some legislators have found that connecting 
more strongly with the public can benefit the 
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a new trend in progressive circles called “deep 
canvassing” that entails in-depth conversations 
with people about a variety of important issues, 
but it is not the norm. Campaign experts gen-
erally recommend talking only to those who 
already agree with you.

How Deliberation Could Help Both Citizens 
and Legislators

The idea that everyday people should have 
a say about the issues that affect their lives con-
stitutes a basic premise of almost any school of 
democratic theory. While acting without any 
substantive input from citizens might strike 
many elected officials as an efficient way of 
managing their demanding workloads, mar-
ginalizing members of the public can also pro-
duce anger and hostility, resulting over time in 
a toxic political culture that makes the lives of 
elected officials more difficult.

In contrast, inserting deliberation into the 
realm of power politics could actually help ame-
liorate some of the challenges faced by American 
democracy today. Deliberative democracy the-
ory maintains that engaging with others in a 
deliberative forum helps build relationships. 
We know that to be the case among citizens. 
As Mathews recounted back in 1994, delibera-
tion can strengthen relationships even between 
the most unlikely allies. As one man put it in 
Politics for People, “What you need is a redneck 
like me and a black fireman over there to come 
together and talk about crime and realize the 
other person is not so bad. We’ll . . . leave 
talking to each other. The attitude of the whole 
group will improve.” And that perspective is 
commonly shared by citizens who have had the 
opportunity to deliberate together.

better transportation options for seniors, and 
the problems caused by unchecked development, 
none of which were partisan, by the way. Today, 
when I help first-time candidates get their cam-
paigns off the ground, I recommend they do 
what I did.

I recently realized, however, that such meth-
ods of campaigning are not, in fact, standard 
practice; it felt normal to me probably because 
of all the years I spent in the world of delib-
erative democracy. It just came naturally for 
me to ask people to name the issues that con-
cern them and to share what they consider 
valuable. But that is not the norm in the world 
of power politics. A lot of candidates, particu-
larly incumbents, do not listen to citizens; they 
talk at them, simply pushing their own agenda. 
Indeed, in my experience, when I speak with 
elected officials, most of the time I barely get  
a word in edgewise. 

That is because real conversations are  
deemphasized in today’s campaign “best prac-

tices.” An authentic conversation is not the goal 
of interacting with voters. The goal is simply 
to identify people on your side and get them to 
the polls; engaging in a conversation aimed at 
persuasion is currently considered a waste of 
time by campaign experts. There is, however,  

A lot of candidates,  
particularly incumbents,  
do not listen to citizens; 
they talk at them, simply  
pushing their own agenda.
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members of Congress no longer stay in town 
and socialize together during weekends and 
recesses as they used to do. Consequently, 
they do not develop the “social capital” that 
used to underwrite bipartisan cooperation.

Recently, I had a dinner conversation with 
two young elected officials from different par-
ties who serve together in a state legislature. They 
explained that they are able to work together 
effectively because their families socialize together 
outside of politics; they are friends. They do not 
shrink from making strong arguments in ses-
sion, but their underlying relationship prevents 
the emergence of animosity.

Relationships matter. I know that when I 
served as a lobbyist for a democracy reform 
organization, my work got done more effec-
tively once I became close enough to elected 
officials to have their text numbers and when 
I could message them on Facebook. On the 
flipside, I also know that having a conflictual 
relationship with a couple of legislators made 
my job more difficult. 

Hearing from people in communities is 
particularly important in light of the tumultu-
ous nature of contemporary politics. The 2016 

Consequently, deliberative forums could 
play a positive role in decreasing the toxicity 
in today’s divisive political culture. This might 
sound absurd at first, but in reality, people today 
are not actually as divided over political issues 
as certain vested interests want us to believe. As 
research from Liliana Mason shows, political 
polarization is less about issues and more about 
proclaiming an identity—treating political 
parties like ball teams. For example, Republicans 
loved “Romneycare,” but when Obama offered 
essentially the same plan, they hated it with a 
passion. So, the disagreement was not about 
the substance of the plan, but rather which 
party advocated it. And Democrats can oper-
ate the same way, being critical of the CIA until 
Trump criticizes it, for example. Consequently, 
a deliberative forum that brings people together 
to discuss issues, framed in nonpartisan terms, 
might reveal a path forward on a previously 
gridlocked issue.   

When considering the hyper-partisan dys-
function of Washington, DC, some have argued 
that because of the “permanent campaign,” 

Inserting deliberation  
into the realm of  
power politics could  
ameliorate challenges 
faced by American  
democracy today.
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election revealed high levels of dissatisfaction 
with establishment candidates, and we see an 
upward trend toward voters registering as Inde-
pendents. That turmoil follows on the heels  
of the uprisings on both ends of the political 
spectrum, from the Tea Party in 2010 and  
Occupy in 2011. Clearly, American politics is 
in flux, and it is often hard to understand what 
is going on and what people are thinking. But 
we do know that increased levels of anger,  
divisiveness, and partisan polarization have 
eroded the quality of life for elected officials. 
Indeed, many are retiring early.

Deliberative forums, which have been shown 
to improve relationships among citizens, might 
help improve relationships between citizens 
and legislators as well. Given the levels of anger 
often expressed at public meetings, particularly 
since 2010, the reluctance of elected officials 
to subject themselves to angry incivility might 
be understandable, but that refusal to meet 
with citizens makes people even angrier. I have 
learned from conversations with lawmakers, 
however, that their constituents express less 
anger and frustration when they have relation-
ships with them, when their constituents know 

they can pick up the phone and be heard. Even 
if they do not get what they want, they are more 
likely to remain civil. 

It seems to me that it might be particularly 
appealing for legislators interested in building 
stronger relationships with citizens to connect 
with people already working in a deliberative 
fashion in communities around the country. 
Hearing the deliberations of citizens in commu-
nities might provide legislators with important 
information, and working with the support of 
communities might take the pressure off legis-
lators when they have to make tough decisions. 
In short, legislators cannot solve public prob-
lems on their own. They need the insight and 
support of communities to make hard choices 
and get things done.

Listening to communities of citizens who  
are already having conversations about issues of 
concern to them would be a convenient and 
productive way for legislators to connect with 

constituents. It would be easier and more ben-
eficial than having legislative staff organize events 
that draw only a small number of constituents, 
despite widespread advertising, or convening 
traditional town hall meetings that result in par-
tisan eruptions. In other words, instead of, or in 
addition to, trying to entice people to attend 

Legislators need the  
insight and support of 
communities to make  
hard choices and get  
things done.
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citizens accomplish the goals they have deter-
mined for their own communities.

Claire Snyder-Hall is a political theorist who works as 
a writer and political consultant. She is the author of 
the political memoir, Battling the Prince: Adventures 
in U.S. Politics (SUNY Press, forthcoming).

legislator-sponsored events, legislators could 
attend events convened by citizens that are  
already happening. Inviting legislators to become 
more engaged with what is happening in their 
states already would benefit the work legislators 
want to do anyway. And having a relationship 
with their representatives would certainly help 
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Even when they  
didn’t come to a  
definitive conclusion, 
they recognized the 
challenges of the  
issue and raised  
important points  
of view on them.

I n July 2019, Kettering Foundation 
associate Tony Wharton spoke with 
Glenn Nye, a former Congressman 
from Virginia who became presi-
dent of the Center for the Study 

of the Presidency and Congress (CSPC), in 
Washington, DC. In his work at the CSPC, 
Nye—who has attended National Issues Forums 
deliberative forums and was a panelist for the 
2019 A Public Voice event—has focused on 
Congress’s dysfunction and failure to respond 
to basic public concerns. In its “Political Reform 
Report” in January 2019, the CSPC identified 
four main drivers of dysfunction: gerrymander-
ing, closed primaries, partisan echo chambers, 
and money in politics. The report concluded, 
“Despite the tremendous levels of division cur-
rently plaguing our political system, however, 
the situation is not hopeless. There are efforts 
under way to effect positive change in our poli-
tics and governance—though many efforts at 
the grass roots remain below the public radar— 
and there are numerous elected officials who 
wish to work within a system that promotes 
and rewards an effective level of bipartisan  
cooperation.”

Wharton: How do you see the relation-
ship between the public and the government 
right now?

Nye: What we discovered through our  
research in 2018 was that we have essentially 
two related problems. We have a problem with 
incentives in politics, and we have a crisis of 
public confidence. It is not surprising that when 
the public sees government dysfunction—and 
remember that we experienced the longest fed-
eral government shutdown in history at the 
beginning of 2019—then they are dissatisfied 
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Wharton: In those four drivers of dysfunc-
tion, do you see other openings for improve-
ment?

Nye: On the open primary side, Maine re-
cently instituted for congressional races a ranked 
choice voting system, which we think is very 
interesting. Basically, any time you have an 

electoral system that incentivizes candidates to 
communicate with a broader audience of voters, 
a more balanced mix of voters, you tend to  
incentivize them to cooperate better, once they’re 
elected, with each other. 

Again, I want to emphasize that the goal of 
our work is to support systems that incentivize 
the kind of compromise that allows the gov-
ernment to do the basic functions well. Our 
ambition is not that every issue becomes bipar-
tisan or that there’s no debate over deep-seated 
important issues, but rather that members of 

with the functioning of government and have 
low confidence in institutions.

So we studied carefully the drivers of dys-
function, again, coming back to that incentive 
question. We have an incentive problem in 
politics. Our political system often incentivizes 
elected officials not to compromise on issues 
even when the result is an inability to do basic 
things like pass a sensible budget, fund govern-
ment agencies on time so they don’t shut down, 
those kinds of things.

We found that voters lose confidence in 
government when they see that it is basically 
dysfunctional. And that creates a problem for us 
in trying to solve any major issue. We identified 
four drivers and assessed how likely we were to 
be able to effect change in those areas. The par-
tisan echo chamber is probably the hardest one 
to fix. Due to modern technology, people self-
select into media consumption groups, and it’s 
very difficult in a democracy to force people out 
of that. But gerrymandering is a purposeful rig-
ging of the political system by political parties 
for their own gain, which can be fixed. There 
are rules that can be put in place to prevent that 
from happening. We put a lot of emphasis on 
that. Primary systems, similarly, there are ways 
to change the system to actually incentivize 
more compromise than less.

And then I think the issue of money in poli-
tics really connects closest to the public confidence 
question. When 70 percent of the American 
public says the system is rigged against a regular 
person, they’re looking at a system with well-
funded special interests having a lot of power to 
move or prevent things from moving in their 
government. And that is very frustrating to the 
average citizen, understandably.

We have a crisis of  
public confidence.
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our public felt. It was really like a relatively nar-
row group of people who contacted us a lot. It 
was good and thoughtful input, but it was not 
necessarily representative of what everybody in 
our constituency thought.

Wharton: And how did you balance that 
against all the other communication you were 
getting from lobbyists, other members of 
Congress, etc.? 

Nye: We always prioritized communication 
that was connected to our constituents. For 
example, if lobbyists wanted to meet with me, 
I took the meeting with a lobbyist if it was on 
an issue I knew to be critical to my district . . . 
or lobbyists who came with constituents from 
my district, so I knew that they were expressing 
a point of view that was organic to my district, 
at least to that group of people. But it’s still a 
very targeted message, right? This is usually 
people who understand the legislative system 
well. They have the time to come visit. 

Beyond that, I went to a lot of community 
events. I tried to attend existing events like Civic 
League meetings, or American Legion meetings, 
groups that already existed on their own where 
I would come as a guest. I actually found those 
to be the most fruitful in terms of really com-

Congress and other legislative bodies are not 
motivated to shut the government system 
down or to stick to the party line.

Wharton: When you were in office, how 
did you go about learning how citizens, your 
constituents, felt on the issues?

Nye: The challenge to being an elected rep-
resentative is there are many channels for citizen 
input. And it’s up to the legislator to analyze all 
that input, right? You have direct input coming 
into your office every day from phones, emails, 
letters from constituents. You have town halls 
or Congress on Your Corner meetings that you 
as a legislator host. You end up attending hun-
dreds and hundreds of community events where 
you talk with people, and they tell you what 
they think.

You have rigorous scientific polling that 
you do, too. All these are inputs. But you have 
to learn how to determine how similar those 
inputs are likely to be. For example, calls that 
come in or letters that come into our congres-
sional office tended to come from the same 
people or types of people regularly. So, it wasn’t 
like we were getting a very broad sense of what 

It was good and  
thoughtful input, but  
it was not necessarily  
representative of what  
everybody in our  
constituency thought.
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lot of people. The challenge is really it’s not so 
much that members of the public don’t under-
stand the trade-offs; it’s just that you have a 
challenge with bandwidth, meaning to get 
someone’s attention requires a level of trust and 
interest in your work. 

I think politicians often format their com-
munication with the assumption that you have 
very little attention from any particular con-
stituent. So, you’re going to have to get across 
your point in 30 seconds or less. And so, then, 
that requires simplification. There’s always this 
push and pull between trying to say your mes-
sage and say how you feel on an issue or what 
question you want to solve in a very short period 
of time. If you’re using mass communication, 
everything’s going to be short. 

That’s also another reason I liked the Civic 
League interaction because there you could 
have a conversation. They expected to spend an 
hour in that room because they were conven-
ing themselves regularly to do this, and you had 
time to get to the nuance of issues. And I think 
that revealed to me that they did understand 
trade-offs pretty well, the same kind of trade-offs 

municating with constituents because . . . they 
were people who knew each other and had  
assembled themselves to talk about issues, and 
I was the guest. So I’d typically come into those 
and do a lot of listening. I also found that those 
were fruitful because people don’t destroy  

their own proceedings when it’s theirs specifi-
cally. They don’t interrupt each other, and they’re 
not rude. If I hosted a town hall, I got a lot of 
politically oriented people, and they would kind 
of yell at each other, and it was sometimes not 
a really fruitful exchange.

Wharton: There’s the old line about not 
wanting to see two things being made, sausage 
and legislation. And what that often means in 
practice is that the things that legislators have 
to do in order to get a bill passed, the public 
doesn’t always necessarily understand. I’m won-
dering how you dealt with that. What was your 
sense of how well the public understood the 
trade-offs that you had to make to get legislation 
passed?

Nye: I mean, I think the public understood 
the trade-offs. But the challenge is that politi-
cians don’t spend much time communicating 
trade-offs. So, you’re starting the conversation 
from the point of view of a politician. You’re 
trying to put things bluntly in very simple terms 
because you want to communicate quickly to a 

The challenge is that  
politicians don’t spend 
much time communicating 
trade-offs.
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are very likely to see things in somewhat tech-
nical terms. And frequently, ordinary citizens 
don’t want to necessarily talk about them that 
way. They want to talk about their larger con-
cerns. Do you think deliberative forums help 
bridge that gap? How do you see that working?

Nye: I do. And I think, again, the prepara-
tory guides are helpful because they already 
express the issues in language that is approach-
able. And they do that in a rigorously tested 
way, so they know that it’s something that most 
voters will be able to relate to in terms of the lan-
guage. Sometimes it can be really challenging, 
actually, as a legislator to remember to do that. 

As a legislator, you spend a lot of your day in 
hearings and you’re thinking about the techni-
cal level of an issue. And that doesn’t always 
come across very well to someone who doesn’t 
spend all of their day focusing on that one issue. 
They may intuitively understand the value of 
the issue, the importance of the trade-off, and 
the relevance to their lives. They don’t have the 
exposure to it at the level that a legislator would 
to speak in those terms. But you’re really not 
that far apart as long as you can find some kind 
of language bridge. 

that they all experienced in their day-to-day 
lives, balancing their home checkbooks.

Wharton: You’ve attended some deliberative 
forums. What did you make of that experience?

Nye: I thought it was excellent for a number 
of reasons. One, it was not organized by a leg-
islator. So, people who came to the deliberative 
forum had made the decision to meet with each 
other, whether or not they all knew each other, 
but they made the decision to meet with each 
other and deliberate on a challenging issue. And 
I attended essentially as a guest. I like the fact 
that they had preparatory material that pre-
sented issues realistically, including trade-offs, 
which I think is very important.

As I said before, typically politicians don’t 
communicate trade-offs, unfortunately. But the 
issue forum includes all the realistic challenges 
that you have to take into account. And that’s 
also where I realized that I think voters do have 
a good understanding. It wasn’t difficult to get 
people to understand that there are trade-offs 
to any decision. They get that intuitively from 
their day-to-day lives.

They just needed to apply that understanding 
to a set of political issues that they may typically 
have heard communicated in very simplistic 
terms, which aren’t really realistic. And even when 
they didn’t come to a definitive conclusion, they 
recognized the challenges of the issue and raised 
important points of view on them, which were 
useful to me. 

Wharton: One thing that sometimes hap-
pens when you have deliberative forums where 
a legislator is involved is that legislators, because 
of the massive information that they’re dealing 
with and because of the technical nature of many 
of the problems that they’re grappling with, they 
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more available than they tend to be, which is 
always a time challenge. But the first part of 
that, the public trust part, is something that 
we’re trying to work on here at the center. 

Among our measures for dealing with that 
are proposing ways to change the electoral  
system and the rules around fund-raising and 
what lobbyists can and can’t do to signal to  
the public that we understand their frustration 
with the system and we’re prepared to make 
some change to it, more than just rhetorical, 
that we’re actually advocating some legislative 
changes to address those. 

There’s not one silver bullet that you could 
use and it would fix all this. The public is going 
to need to see some improvement in the basic 
cooperation and function of the federal govern-
ment. But I do think it’s psychologically valuable 
to show people that we’re serious about reform-
ing the way that the government approaches who 
has influence over it, in a way that connects aver-
age people to the system more than connected 
people. I think that’s a good way to start building 
trust again.

Glenn Nye is the president and CEO of the Center for 
the Study of the Presidency and Congress. He is a former 
member of Congress from Virginia’s Second District.

Wharton: Looking at that question a little 
differently, Is it helpful to a legislator to see 
what their constituents, after they’ve wrestled 
with the trade-offs, consider politically permis-
sible? In other words, when they reach a point 
where they can say, “Oh, I can see how that 
would be a possibility” or “I can see how that 
would work,” and think about an issue perhaps 
in ways they hadn’t before, how is that helpful 
for a legislator? 

Nye: I think it’s very helpful because the 
legislator’s always going to be concerned with 
how other people are going to see his or her  
response to an issue. To put it more bluntly, leg-
islators spend a lot of energy trying to assess how 
their voters are going to respond to the way they 
frame an issue, the way they use language around 
an issue. So, having exposure to a group of peo-
ple in a deliberative forum who have already 
gone through that process is very helpful.

Wharton: Based on your experience in 
Congress and what you’ve learned since that 
time, what do you think is the best way at this 
point to open up new avenues of engagement 
between citizens and their representatives?

Nye: I think the first thing that should be 
done is to take some steps to increase public 
trust. And then we need to have legislators be 
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With modest reforms 
and resources, we can 
reinvest substantially 
in the deliberative 
infrastructure of  
our politics.

“At the close of the constitutional convention a 
lady asked Benjamin Franklin: “Well, Doctor, 
what have we got—a Republic or a Monarchy?” 
Franklin replied: “A Republic—if you can keep it.”  

—James McHenry

T oday we may be apt to read 
this anecdote as a gently cynical 
joke. After all, Americans have 
managed to keep their repub-
lic for almost two and a half 

centuries now. But at the time, Franklin was 
surely quite serious, if witty, in expressing his 
concern. History to that point suggested that 
republics were unstable, especially at scale, and 
that democracies were prone to degenerating 
into tyranny. For many citizens those dormant 
concerns have begun to resurface. Invoking 
Franklin’s quip expresses urgent, not gentle, 
cynicism, and, if it is a joke, it is gallows humor. 
Post-truth politics leads to pre-authoritarian 
governance. Even many of those for whom it 
may seem overheated to talk of losing our repub-
lic worry with [political theorist Hannah] Pitkin 
that “the arrangements we call ‘representative 
democracy’ have become a substitute for pop-
ular self-government, not its enactment.” The 
banality of tyranny, perhaps.

On either the urgent or banal reading, rep-
resentative democracy is nevertheless in trouble. 
Confidence and trust in our democratic insti-
tutions are at an all-time low. Average citizens do  
not feel motivated or empowered to participate 
in their own self-governance; cynicism and  
apathy flow from a rigged system and scorched-
earth partisan warfare.

In response, proposals abound for making 
representative democracy either less represen-
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political parties. Rather, they should have a direct 
role in advising and evaluating the reasoning and 
policy actions of their representatives. Thus, we 
argue that contemporary democracies need 
new, effective channels of communication  

between citizens and their government. Rather 
than merely trying to find the right balance 
between our representatives acting as “delegates” 
or “trustees,” the goal is to lessen the tension 
between the two. 

Directly representative democracy is a pro-
posal for building more direct, inclusive, and 
deliberative connections between citizens and 
government officials in order to create alterna-
tives to our broken system of interest-group 
politics and blind partisanship. We propose  
it as a paradigm to narrow the gap between 
our highest ideals and disappointing realities 
by leveraging new communication technolo-
gies to reconnect citizens to their “immediate  
representatives.”

Political theorist and political reformers have 
traditionally contrasted direct and representative 
democracy, depending upon how much power is 
exercised directly by the people themselves (e.g., 
in referenda) versus how mediated that exer-
cise is through representatives (e.g., via elected 
officials). We claim that the traditional contrast 
between direct and representative democracy—

tative or less democratic. Going alternatives in 
the institutional status quo just cycle around: 
technocracy creates democratic deficits; populist 
nationalism threatens rights; direct democracy 
ends up empowering vested interests at least as 
much as the status quo; and doubling down on 
interest-group pluralism encourages citizens to 
act as consumers, with parties turning voting and 
elections into little more than tribal antagonism.

Many democracies around the world exhibit 
the same array of symptoms. The internet, iden-
tified by early techno-optimists as a boon for 
democracy, actually seems to be accelerating 
many of these dangerous trends. Social media 
and social algorithms enable people to sink 
into their respective bubbles, connecting only 
with the like-minded, seeing only (sometimes 
fake) news that resonates with predispositions.

Our alternative, which we call “directly repre-
sentative democracy,” seeks to reconnect citizens 
to their government as citizens—that is, as part-
ners with their representatives and each other 
in seeking just and effective policy. On this  
account, citizens should not be regarded only as 
consumers who “buy” policy by contributing 
money to organized interest groups or votes to 

Confidence and trust  
in our democratic  
institutions are at an  
all-time low.
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stituent and her elected official. Parties and 
interest groups, though important, are emphat-
ically secondary and derivative. You may be an 
environmentalist, an evangelical Christian, a 
teamster, a Republican, or some combination 
of these. The representative claim that you have 
on your elected officials, however, does not  
depend upon and need not flow through these 
identities. Direct representation in this sense  
is important for both theoretical and practical 
reasons. Theoretically, we are all individual  
citizens with rights and the moral power of  
political judgment—something that is not 
merely a weighted average of our supposed 
group interests and identities. Moreover, when 
those characteristics are translated into the poli-
cy process, they often get used in a misguided 
way. Say that you are an environmentalist, and 
as such, you are leery of genetically modified 
foods. But you do not like pesticides either, and 
GMOs require fewer pesticides. And you are 
worried that without either, food costs will  
go up, causing hardship for poor people, con-
trary to your egalitarian commitments. Such 

at least as it plays out in today’s discussions about 
political reform—does not fully capture the 
practical possibilities. We propose augmenting 
existing democratic institutions to make them 
simultaneously both more direct and more rep-
resentative. Doing so will enable citizens to 

reconnect with their representatives, engaging 
them in important, substantive policy matters.

Directly representative institutions can take 
many forms and can connect citizens with any 
branch of government. Our own innovation in 
directly representative democracy involves a 
new kind of online deliberative town hall meet-
ing that brings average citizens into dialogue 
with their elected legislators on important policy 
matters, directly as citizens, rather than only as 
voters, campaign contributors, or members of 
interest groups. Both the citizens and the mem-
bers of Congress who participated in our project 
agreed that the deliberative town hall that we 
designed improved communication and trust. 
Thus, our term, directly representative democracy, 
is not an oxymoron nor merely some middle 
position between direct and representative  
democracy. Rather it expands the policymaking 
and legitimacy-evoking capacities of represen-
tative democracy itself. 

Our approach is direct in that the primary 
representative relationship is between a con-

Citizens should not  
be regarded only as  
consumers who  
“buy” policy.
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Our approach is democratic in that we seek 
to create new and meaningful opportunities for 
citizens to participate in ways that go beyond 
checking off a ballot every few years, writing a 
check to a political organization, or shouting 
protest slogans. Indeed, our vision is closer to 
the civics textbook presentation of democracy 
than either technocracy or interest-group plural-
ism. Directly representative democracy centers 
on reintroducing effective and inclusive com-
munication between citizen and legislators. 

W ith directly representative democracy 
we propose instead to strengthen 
both the representative and dem-

ocratic elements simultaneously—to expand 
representative democracy’s potential in good 
times and in bad. Rather than concede to a 
cycle of zero sum lurches between reform 
movements that do not cut to the root of the 
problem, we propose building more direct and 
deliberative connections between citizens and 
government officials that would be a boon in 
any context. But such connections are especially 
urgent as an alternative to our broken system of 
interest-group rent-seeking and partisan intran-
sigence. Building them will go some way toward 
reconnecting citizens to their government as 
citizens, rather than merely as consumers or 
tribal combatants.

Directly representative democracy is direct 
in that it bypasses and supplements the highly 
mediated pathways of interest groups, parties, 
and mass media that constitute status quo pol-
itics. It is representative in that it strengthens 
established representative institutions rather 
than attempting to work around them. And  
it is democratic in that citizens play a robust 

cross-cutting identities create cross-cutting 
frames and considerations that inform our politi-
cal judgments. But interest groups (including 
public interest groups) tend to act as inflexible 
agents of their core demands. Direct represen-
tation ameliorates this problem and encourages 

citizens to engage policy in a more substantive 
and nuanced way. 

Our approach is representative in that it  
focuses on and seeks to improve citizen com-
munication within institutions of representative 
government, rather than emphasizing initiatives, 
referenda, and other unmediated institutions 
as the primary engines of reform. Directly rep-
resentative democracy agrees that the scale and 
scope of modern democracies preclude direct 
institutions from effectively serving as more 
than a supplement to governance. Unlike the 
relatively few enfranchised citizens of ancient 
Athens, most citizens of contemporary democ-
racies have day jobs and many other demands 
on their time. The benefits of representative gov-
ernment, moreover, are not merely matters of 
“second best.” Talented public servants who 
acquire policy expertise can promote high-quality 
deliberation, develop coherent and forward-
looking policy, and protect against lurches in 
public opinion, among other reasons to favor 
representative over direct democracy. 

We are all individual  
citizens with rights and  
the moral power of  
political judgment.
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of mass democracy restrict the role that average 
citizens can play in self-government to periodic 
opportunities to remove elites from power. Such 
arguments extend beyond the empirical and 
policy domains. In recent years, democratic 
theory has been preoccupied with debates  
regarding so-called ideal versus non-ideal or 
realist political theory. We believe that such 
arguments have been somewhat miscast. In 
most cases the conflict is not between views 
anchoring the idealistic and realistic poles. After 
all, the noted philosopher John Rawls, often 
treated as the arch-ideal-theorist, extensively 
engaged the social scientific literature of his 
day and on that basis argued for his “realistic” 
utopia. And conversely, most leading realists 
hardly reincarnate Machiavelli. Rather, the  
debate hinges on (1) how practical constraints 
should guide our norms and institutions and 
(2) how malleable putative facts about politics 
and human nature really are. Herein lies one of 
our contributions to democratic theory. 

Given the evidence presented above, our pro-
posals do not require starry-eyed idealism to 
warrant their promise. Thus, defeatism about 
the putatively tribal nature of politics is unwar-
ranted. Parties and interest groups do not exhaust 
the domain of the political in modern democ-
racy. Instead, we agree with James Madison, 
who provided both a more balanced vision of 
citizens’ capacities as well as practical reasons 
to extend a modicum of faith in the potential 
of democratic governance: 

As there is a degree of depravity in man-
kind which requires a certain degree of 
circumspection and distrust, so there are 
other qualities in human nature which 
justify a certain portion of esteem and 

role through all phases of the political process, 
rather than simply showing up every four years 
to render an up or down judgment.

Nor is our proposal merely notional. Instead, 
it is based on a series of groundbreaking experi-
ments that evaluated an alternative conception 

of democracy in a realistic, yet scientifically 
rigorous, way. Members of Congress agreed to 
be randomly assigned to samples of their con-
stituents, participating in online town-hall 
meetings about some of the most important 
and controversial issues of the day. The results 
reveal a model of how our democracy could 
work, where politicians consult with and inform 
citizens in substantive discussions and where 
otherwise marginalized citizens participate and 
feel empowered. Our evidence suggests that with 
modest reforms and resources, we can reinvest 
substantially in the deliberative infrastructure 
of our politics. 

Some may worry that we have an overly opti-
mistic vision of human potential. Many argue 
that both human nature and the practicalities 

Our republic can scarcely 
afford further delay.
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Trump movement suborned unfaithful delegates, 
rebelling against its own party’s standard bearer. 
And Trump himself drew support from those 
who wanted to radically disrupt establishment 
politics generally. All of these groups claim the 
kind of urgency, enormity, and moral clarity 
that justify disruption over deliberation. 

Readers of very different political stripes 
might therefore worry that the reforms proposed 
in this book—which focus on improving the 
deliberative quality of ordinary politics—are 
altogether “untimely.” Now is not the moment, 
you might say, to emphasize dialogue and delib-
eration. At best, we are naive and complacent, 
rearranging deck chairs on a sinking ship of state. 
At worst, we abet a fundamentally broken system.

Y et, despite appearances, Dr. King  
affirmed the priority of deliberative 
politics. While languishing unjustly 

in a jail cell for engaging in disruptive action, 
he responds with a remarkable enactment of 
higher-order deliberative politics, one that justi-
fies and delimits the conditions of extraordinary 
politics: “Since I feel that you are men of genuine 
good will and that your criticisms are sincerely 

confidence. Republican government pre-
supposes the existence of these qualities  
in a higher degree than any other form. 
Were the pictures which have been drawn 
by the political jealousy of some among us 
faithful likenesses of the human character, 
the inference would be that there is not 
sufficient virtue among men for self- 
government. (Madison, Federalist No. 55) 

For Madison, institutional innovation was 
the key to promoting the parts of human nature 
that justify “esteem and confidence.”

Is Now the Time? 
“While confined here in the Birmingham city 

jail, I came across your recent statement calling 
my present activities ‘unwise and untimely.’” 
Thus, Martin Luther King Jr. launched his 
great epistle on political protest, rejoining those 
moderate white ministers who rebuked him for 
abandoning deliberation and negotiation in 
favor of disruption. Extraordinary injustice jus-
tifies extraordinary politics, Dr. King explained. 
Many people today fervently believe that we 
live in similarly extraordinary times and call 
again for extraordinary politics. Indeed, such 
calls for extraordinary politics hail from all over 
the political landscape. 

Black Lives Matter highlights the ways in 
which urgent racial injustices that motivated the 
Civil Rights Movement remain urgent. The 
Tea Party formed out of fears that the federal 
government’s growing reach stifles economic 
dynamism and threatens the prerequisites of a 
free society. Indivisible and the Occupy move-
ment coalesced from corresponding fears that 
corporate plutocracy was eroding democratic 
norms of equality and the rule of law. The Never 
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. . . Too long has our beloved Southland 
been bogged down in a tragic effort to  
live in monologue rather than dialogue.

Done well, disruption and deliberation can 
work together to deepen democracy. After en-
during the dogs and night-sticks, John Lewis 
stood for a seat in Congress. 

We leave it for each reader to judge which of 
today’s rallying cries meet Dr. King’s criteria. We 
submit that the directly democratic reforms of 
ordinary politics that we propose remain vital 
whatever you decide. Even if our proposals were 
to succeed beyond our highest ambitions, they 
would, of course, still pale next to the Civil Rights 
Movement’s epochal achievements. And we evince 
none of its leaders’ moral courage in proposing 
them. Nevertheless, they share in the same vision 
of building a democratic community rooted in 
equality, freedom, justice, and mutual understand-
ing. To those who worry that directly democratic 
reforms are untimely, then, our reply echoes 
Dr. King’s concern that in politics, “‘Wait’ has 
almost always meant ‘Never.’” Our republic can 
scarcely afford further delay.

This essay is drawn from Politics with the People:  
Building a Directly Representative Democracy (2018), 
coauthored by Michael A. Neblo, Kevin M. Esterling, 
and David M. J. Lazer and is reproduced with the per-
mission of Cambridge University Press through PLSclear. 
Michael A. Neblo is a professor of political science at 
Ohio State University, where he directs the Institute 
for Democratic Engagement and Accountability (IDEA). 
Kevin M. Esterling is a professor of political science and 
public policy at the University of California, Riverside. 
David M. J. Lazer is a University Distinguished Profes-
sor of Political Science and Computer and Information 
Sciences at Northeastern University.  

set forth, I want to try to answer your statement 
in what I hope will be patient and reasonable 
terms.” The subtlety and sublimity of Dr. King’s 
reply emerge from the way that he fused the 
rational persuasion of the text with the moral 
suasion of its context. The letter itself is a brilliant 
contribution to deliberative politics, penned 
under wildly inauspicious circumstances. 

We should not be surprised to find delib-
erative politics at the heart of the Civil Rights 
Movement. From the perch of history, we tend 
to focus on the acts of civil disobedience them-
selves rather than on how the protesters justified 
and prepared for them. We are tempted to see 
the justification as obvious and the preparation 
as a formality. Yet that is precisely because the 
leaders of the movement were explicit and  
exacting about both: “In any nonviolent cam-
paign there are four basic steps: collection of 
the facts to determine whether injustices exist; 
negotiation; self-purification; and direct action.” 
Knowing that police dogs, fire hoses, night 
sticks, and jail cells would follow on their actions 
rendered such careful progression anything but 
obvious and perfunctory. 

Dr. King believed that any political move-
ment that could withstand the scrutiny of  
history would first need to reengage in delib-
eration informed by the facts collected before 
considering disruption. But more important, 
any successful movement must aim to restore 
deliberative politics on terms that are more just 
and inclusive: 

You may well ask: Why direct action? 
Why sit-ins, marches and so forth? Isn’t 
negotiation a better path? You are quite 
right in calling for negotiation. Indeed, 
this is the very purpose of direct action. 
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Under the right  
conditions, public 
opinion can hold 
power accountable.

I n the wee morning hours after 
Trump was elected to the US presi-
dency, protesters poured into the 
streets across the country, some 
chanting, “No Trump. No KKK. 

No fascist USA.” In the days after the election, 
newspaper opinion pages began filling with mis-
sives from survivors of authoritarian regimes 
around the world with advice on how the United 
States might survive, too. Over the ensuing 
months, the news media’s language began chang-
ing from its usual bland admonishments about 
Trump’s “falsehoods” to saying outright that he 
was lying. In the midterms, the public showed 
its displeasure with Trump by tipping the House 
back to the Democrats. For the new year of 2019, 
the New York Times printed a two-page spread 
in tiny font of the thousands of lies that Trump 
had told during his presidency. During the past 
two years, Trump’s approval rating has hovered 
below 40 percent, and during the government 
shutdown, approval from his base plummeted.

Some might ask, So what? How much can 
public opinion matter in comparison to the 
massive power of the US presidency? No matter 
how loathed, a president can do irrevocable harm: 
canceling climate change accords; tearing apart 
families on the border, leaving children trauma-
tized; colluding with foreign powers; appointing 
biased Supreme Court judges; and leaving a trail 
of lies for all his followers to feed upon. For 
Jürgen Habermas’ political theory, “So what?” 
is the million-dollar question. So what if public 
opinion weighs heavily against formal political 
power? Does public opinion make any difference, 
especially as the public fragments and polarizes 
into silos and media bubbles? Or, even more 
bleakly, might the power of the highest office 



KETTERING REVIEW/FALL 2020

54

omore having lunch with a graduate student 
and a young professor who were energetically 
arguing about something having to do with  
the Reagan administration. Never before had  
I found myself at a table with people arguing 
about politics in a way that showed that they 
thought that what they thought mattered. It hon-
estly had never occurred to me that there was 
any point in discussing matters that it seemed 
I had no chance of affecting. Growing up, I 
had occasionally paid attention to politics,  
especially the Women’s Movement, but there 
seemed to be an insurmountable gulf between 
my views and what happened politically. All 
anyone could do was vote once every four years 
or so. In none of my circles in conservative Texas 
did anyone much talk about politics. I barely 
knew what I thought. But around that lunch 
table in college, these two guys carried on as  
if what they said really mattered. That fasci-
nated me and led to my subsequent interest in 
Habermas and kindred philosophers such as 
John Dewey and Hannah Arendt, who saw a 
deep connection between the will of the people 
and the work of politics. I remain fascinated 
not only by this political phenomenon but also 
by the ways in which so many don’t see them-
selves having anything to do with it, either out 
of ignorance or by design.

Through all his powerful social theory and 
philosophy, Habermas has wagered that, under 
the right conditions, public opinion can hold 
power accountable. Foremost, there needs to 
be a public sphere in which public opinion can 
emerge. By “public sphere” Habermas means 
“first of all a domain of our social life in which 
such a thing as public opinion can be formed.” 
In principle the public sphere is open to all and 

encourage the worst elements of public opinion, 
emboldening racist and nationalist sympathies? 
What if public opinion is just a puppet of power, 
shoring up demagoguery, eroding democratic 
institutions?

To my mind, the big question hovering over 
Trump’s presidency is whether a democratic pub-
lic sphere can check the power of an authoritarian 
president and his administration or, conversely, 
whether an authoritarian administration dismis-
sive of fundamental principles of justice can 
turn the entire country into a fascist state. So 
far it seems that, yes, this administration can 
cause great suffering and hardship, it can reverse 
decades of progress on environmental and social 
justice issues, but it seems that it cannot, under 
current conditions, muzzle public opinion or 
its power. These current conditions include a 
free press, spaces for public opinion to form 
and be shared, strong habits of public expres-
sion and contestation, and means for those who 
have been silenced or marginalized to enter the 
public fray.

I am attuned to these phenomena largely 
because of a personal experience: I was a soph-
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arena of legislation and administration. It has 
the formal power to make decisions and execute 
policies. Just along the edge of this is a second 
arena of elite public opinion, the influence of 
“opinion leaders,” the editorial and front pages 
of the “leading media,” the pronouncements 

by other leaders in the nongovernmental, but 
highly visible, public world: heads of corpora-
tions, public intellectuals, scientists, and those 
with reputation and standing in other arenas 
of civil society from universities to medicine. 
Along the periphery of this arena is the infor-
mal public sphere, which might be captured 
by public opinion polls or glimpsed in public 
mass demonstrations. Today, it bubbles up 
through social media.

takes place whenever people without coercion 
come together to talk about matters of general 
concern. Their opinion is not idle; it is aimed 
at criticizing and controlling “organized state 
authority.” The public exercises this function 
both informally on an everyday basis and in 
periodic elections.

H abermas began exploring the idea 
and the history of the public sphere 
in one of his very first works, his 

1962 book Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit, 
translated into English in 1989 as The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere. There he 
charted how the new media of newspapers in 
the 18th century coincided with the growth  
of an educated, somewhat-moneyed class that 
had the means and leisure to gather to discuss 
and debate the news of the day. Where the  
political state had grown into an impersonal 
apparatus for administering public matters, the 
new bourgeois public sphere became a coun-
terpart to the state, a space in which what the 
state did could be taken up and—rationally 
and critically—argued over at the pub or the 
coffeehouse. This new chattering class brought 
about something new: a public sphere that 
weighs in on public matters. In Habermas’ 
post-Marxist political imaginary, the public, 
rather than the working class, becomes the new 
world-historical actor that just might be able to 
hold power accountable.

In the 50-some years since the publication of 
The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 
Habermas has continued to work out that the-
ory. It now looks something like this: there are 
roughly three realms. At the center is the formal 
political system of the state, a tightly clustered 

What if public  
opinion is just a  
puppet of power?
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public. Are the policies fair, equitable, sound, 
and wise? Do they properly address public prob-
lems or, to the contrary, do they create new ones? 
From a democratic and normative point of view, 
only the public can decide.

The public sphere’s third function, accord-
ing to Habermas, is to hold governments “under 
siege,” or at least accountable, when they fail 
to live up to the demands of public opinion. 
This can be in response to either of the above 
situations — when a public sounds an alarm 
over a problem that is not being addressed or 
when the public deems a policy illegitimate 
and the political system fails to correct it. In 
either case, publics can mobilize, threatening 
to disrupt business as usual, or throw officials 
out of office.

The middle realm of leading media and elite 
opinion mediates between the first and third. 
While journalists and “opinion leaders” in this 
more influential part of the public sphere may 
have visibility and presence, they make up “just 
one link in a chain,” mediating between “state 
arenas […] and the episodic and informal every-
day conversations of potential voters.” They 
take up policies and informal public opinion— 
reflecting, deliberating, and ultimately judging 
them—so as to bounce them back into the other 
realms of the political world.

T he informal public sphere serves three 
important functions. One is to serve 
as a sensor, identifying new social 

problems, just as the Environmental Movement 
began doing in the mid-20th century. Recall 
Rachel Carson’s 1962 book, Silent Spring, which 
begins with an eerie fable of the birds not sing-
ing anymore, driven away by an environmental 
disaster. It was from the public sphere of con-
cerned scientists and citizens that a clarion call 
came about threats to the natural environment. 
A social movement in the public sphere sensed 
the problem, thematized it, articulated it. The 
movement created “Earth days” and made the 
problem a public issue that was, because of 
public pressure, eventually taken up by formal 
political bodies, which created the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency and passed laws for clean 
air and water. It was not the government that 
first noticed this problem and pressed for action; 
it was the public.

The public sphere’s second important  
function is to deliberate on the soundness and 
legitimacy of public policies made by the formal 
political system (along with the legitimacy of the 
system itself ). While the formal political system 
has the authority to make laws and policies, 
these must pass the scrutiny of a deliberative 

Publics can mobilize, 
threatening to disrupt 
business as usual, or throw 
officials out of office.
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One may traverse a tiny piece of it in a day, 
from conversation at breakfast to listening to 
the news in the car to taking part in a social 
media thread in the evening. All the while, the 
public sphere’s web branches out across the 
political landscape, from the informal world 
of members of society in their neighborhoods 
and workplaces to more formal settings of 
“opinion leaders” and the halls of Congress, 
where representatives fret over poll results.

The public sphere emerges most pointedly in 
the news media, where some issues are selected 
for attention, sometimes because political elites 
made the issues salient, other times because 
unrest on the street brought them to the fore. 
But even here it fractures: one take is offered 
by the opinion pages of the New York Times, 
another by those of the Wall Street Journal; one 
by MSNBC, yet another by Fox News. One view 
blasts from AM talk radio and another cordially 
comes to you from PBS’s NewsHour. Yet even 
in such a vast and decentered public sphere, 
these conversations are connected through the 
informal discussions that arise whenever people 
come together, especially when they disagree and 
are hell-bent on convincing each other of the 

At least in the domain of political commu-
nication—in other words, for the readers as 
citizens—the high-quality press plays the role 
of “leading media.” Even radio and television, 
as well as the remainder of the press, depend 
to a large extent on the issues and reports fed 
to them by the “reasoning” newspapers in their 
political reporting and commentary.

W ith all these clearly delineated 
functions, the public sphere is 
hard to pin down. One might 

turn to Twitter and other social media to get 
the pulse of public opinion, but locating the 
will of the people is just as elusive as it was in 
previous centuries. The public sphere is some-
times difficult to locate because it is not a 
place; it is an occurrence. It occurs whenever 
two or more people come together to discuss 
matters of public concern. It may take place in 
a private living room, at a public lunch table, 
or in a public square so long as people are 

gathered there in conversation. It vanishes 
when those gathered together disperse.

The public sphere is more like a network  
or a web than a town hall. It has no center. It 
runs along and connects one node to another. 

The public sphere is  
more a network or a web 
than a town hall. Its web 
branches out across the 
political landscape.
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something changed suddenly when in Novem-
ber “throngs of hundreds of thousands of people,” 
mostly students, joined the demonstrations in 
Wenceslas Square. The security services turned 
zealous and violent, bloodying students and 
horrifying the nation, reminding them of the 
Soviet tanks of 21 years earlier that had steam-
rolled the Prague Spring. The demonstrators, 
including leading intellectuals, called themselves 
the Civic Forum, echoing East Germany’s New 
Forum. “In a matter of days they brought down 
the Communist leadership and dispatched the 
Party toward permanent oblivion,” Thomas 
Omestad reported at the time. The regime  
had overstepped any semblance of legitimate 
authority—and now there was a public space 
through which the opposition was willing to call 
it out. I recall watching the news and hearing a 
Civic Forum leader saying that the Communist 
People’s Party “was not our party,” clearly dele-
gitimizing the country’s formal political power. 
Omestad wrote that, at that very moment, one 
man prophetically shouted, “This is the start of 
the finish of this government.” Sure enough, 
within 10 days, Civic Forum “achieved what 

truth of the matter. All these links in a chain, 
all these discrete and interconnected conversa-
tions, take up new issues and revisit old ones, 
sift through them, chew them over, producing  
insights and public opinion.

H abermas’ book on the public sphere 
was not translated into English until 
the late ’80s of the last century, but 

those who knew his work well saw traces of his 
interest in the public sphere in his works in the 
intervening years on political legitimacy and 
communicative action. In the late 1980s, left-
ist intellectuals were still more interested in the 
state than civil society. The Cold War was viewed 
as a battle between competing visions of the ideal 
state—communist or capitalist—and intellec-
tuals too often saw political power as situated 
squarely within whatever form of government 
and economy the state supported. No one but 
Habermas (and previously Dewey and Arendt) 
paid much mind to the amorphous realm known 
as the people. Yes, sometimes they took to the 
streets, but those people seemed to be dissidents 
and leftists, not the mainstream masses, whom 
most political scientists wrote of as apathetic 
and irrational.

The year that surely vindicated Habermas’ 
vision of the public sphere was 1989, when pop-
ular movements throughout Eastern Europe 
rose up and denounced the illegitimacy of 
their countries’ ruling parties. Within days, 
those regimes fell. At the end of 1989, the New 
Republic reported on how swiftly and decisively 
a popular movement rose up against Czecho-
slovakia’s ruling Communist Party. Prior to 
November 1989, opposition demonstrations 
were relatively small and quickly quelled, but 
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to do as they see fit: they are invoking the pub-
lic’s (supposed) support. It is also why formal 
politics often has a dimension of public rela-
tions: “spin,” punditry, the general business of 
manufacturing public opinion. This is all the 
more real in complex liberal democracies, which 

Habermas knows are rife with what he calls stra-
tegic action—that is, actions oriented to success, 
to getting what one’s group wants, even absent 
real support or contrary to the public interest in 
some cases. Strategic action might well involve 
outright lying, with which Trump has much 
practice. Arendt had noted how vital truth was 
in politics and how absent or distorted it often 
was in the antithesis of democracy, totalitarian-
ism. While Trump surely never has read Arendt, 
he seems instinctively to understand the power 
he has to use lies to create an alternative reality.

Habermas’ response to these challenges is 
that a robust public sphere has the power to sift 
through the distortions and lies to get to “more 
or less reasonable results” so long as public  
deliberative conversations are of a sufficiently 
high caliber. They need to be reasonable and 
critical, especially when dealing with lies; they 
need to have an epistemic dimension, which 
“involves criticism of false assertions and value 

Poland’s Solidarity took nine years to extract:  
a commitment by Communists accustomed  
to jailing their critics to abandon the Party’s 
monopoly on power.”

Of the example of Civic Forum and other 
social movements that toppled regimes in 1989, 
a critic could say that all this was only possible 
because the formal power of the Soviet Union was 
already disintegrating. So, the question returns: 
What real power does the public sphere have? 
Habermas borrowed his answer from Hannah 
Arendt, invoking her notion of the power of the 
“space of appearance,” the power that emerges 
when people come together to take up issues of 
common concern but disperses the moment they 
step away. In a rather obscure essay from 1977, 
Habermas argued that Arendt was articulating a 
concept of “communicative power.” Arendt had 
discovered the horizontal power created by webs 
of people associating with each other.

T he public sphere is not merely a theo-
retical construct. It is a phenomenon 
that dictators instinctively understand, 

which is why one of their first acts in dark times 
is usually to shut down public space, to roll 
tanks over demonstrators in public squares, to 
ban public associations, to disallow any orga-
nization that lacks official approval. Through-
out history, around the world, authoritarian 
leaders shudder in the face of the communi-
cative power of an informal public sphere. 
Shutting it down is one way to avoid scrutiny 
and proclamations of illegitimacy.

Governments that seek real legitimacy—not 
just the absence of criticism—need a democratic 
public sphere to support them. This is why 
leaders sometimes claim they have “a mandate” 

Authoritarian leaders  
shudder in the face  
of the communicative 
power of an informal  
public sphere.
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that surely have put Habermas’ theory to the 
test, the public sphere is doing pretty well. As 
a sensor, it (and “it” stands for that sprawling 
network of conversations) has sounded alarms 
with new hashtags—such as #BlackLivesMatter 
and #MeToo—putting long-neglected issues on 
the public agenda. In the role of scrutinizing 
public policies, it is consciously and critically 
grappling with the lived facts of climate change 
as Trumpian anti-science founders in the tribunal 
of public judgment, as fires rage and hurricanes 
demolish whole cities. In terms of holding gov-
ernments accountable, the public sphere has 
sent the Republican leadership of the United 
States House of Representatives packing.

To my mind, Habermas’ theory of the public 
sphere contributes immensely to our understand- 
ing of politics and, as Habermas turns 90 years 
old, is a profound cause for celebration. We can 
use it as a companion to understanding global 
political events of the past half-century. It helps 
explain the steely determination of authoritarian 
regimes to shut down public spaces and the resolve 
of the people to keep such spaces for public 
expression and deliberation open. What happens 
in the public sphere is of great consequence. 
Whether it has the power to thwart authoritarian 
regimes has much to do with how inclusive, crit-
ical, and fearless it is—and with how confident 
participants are that what they think matters.

Noëlle McAfee is professor of philosophy at Emory Uni-
versity and coeditor of the Kettering Review. This essay 
originally appeared in a special section of the Los Angeles 
Review of Books (LARB) commemorating Jürgen 
Habermas’ 90th birthday. It is published here with 
LARB’s permission.

judgments.” This power to call out lies comes 
from the way that the public sphere, including 
the news media, works: filtering information 
through argumentation, not simply mouthing 
opinions, but testing them in the back-and-forth 
of conversation and contestation. Conversations 
in the public sphere need to be open, unco-
erced, and inclusive. It won’t do if only some 
of the population takes part and others are 
systematically excluded. Habermas’ wager is 
that if speech situations are free, open, fair, rea-
sonable, and inclusive, then a public opinion 
will emerge that is both democratic and pow-
erful, vested with a communicative power that 
can hold the political system accountable.

But we might wonder how far these laudable 
criteria go, especially given historic exclusions, 
given cultures of marginalization, including, for 
example, the one in which I grew up, where 
few saw any point in talking about politics. The 
cultures of marginalization at work when I grew 
up in the 1960s are still at work today, teaching 
women to “be nice” and punishing them when 
they’re not, demanding that people of color stay 
in their place but still killing them for being 
there. There are also profound, often unconscious 
obstacles to “reasonable” public discourse, includ-
ing generations-old traumas that have never been 
properly mourned or worked through.

F or all these challenges, there is still 
ample reason to be optimistic about 
the power of the public sphere. Recall 

the three functions of the public sphere: acting 
as a sensor of public problems; deliberating on 
the merits of public policies; and holding gov-
ernments accountable. In these past two years 
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Governments and  
the citizenry can work 
effectively together  
by realigning their 
efforts so that they are 
mutually reinforcing.

T his year’s review of Kettering 
research is on the relationship 
between the public and the gov- 
ernment and other governing 
institutions (e.g., schools, civic 

organizations, and large NGOs). These relation- 
ships have become deeply troubled as people 
have lost confidence in these institutions. 

Americans living in all parts of the country 
have different reasons for being concerned. 
Some fear that the country is in decline due  
to an erosion of our core values and failures in 
the way our political system works—or doesn’t 
work. Others are troubled by the growing eco- 
nomic divide, which is exacerbated by racial and 
other forms of injustice. People tend to see many 
of our problems as the result of self-inflicted 
wounds, and they usually blame politicians. 
On the other hand, leaders in our governing 
institutions may blame what they see as an 
irresponsible citizenry. (Some citizens also have 
doubts about their fellow citizens.) Overcoming 
these problems is made even more difficult by 
today’s tidal wave of toxic divisiveness.

Governing institutions have mounted 
numerous efforts, such as public participation 
and accountability initiatives, to counter the loss 
of confidence. But these haven’t stopped the 
erosion, and some studies suggest they have been 
counterproductive. Something more has to be 
done to counter the destructive forces at work.

Perhaps the greatest challenge of all lies in 
restoring faith in our democracy. But democracy 
has so many definitions today that it is difficult 
to have a coherent conversation; people talk 
past one another. When thinking of democracy, 
some may have in mind institutions ranging 
from the media to government agencies, which 
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are often seen negatively. Others may be focused 
on and critical of elections or the electoral sys-
tem. Unfortunately, it is seldom that people 
talk about democracy as us, as We, the People.

Most often, when people say “democracy,” 
they mean our major authoritative institutions. 
“Authoritative” is the key word; these are insti-
tutions that have authority over us because they 
have the right facts or expertise or professional 
know-how. Yet these are the very institutions 
that people have been losing confidence in. 
Institutional democracy is in serious trouble. 
On the other hand, the organic or civic democ-
racy found in communities is relatively healthy. 
But while civic democracy is the underpinning 
for institutional democracy, the two have become 
disconnected; they aren’t well aligned.

A With Strategy
There may be other strategies for countering 

this loss of confidence that need to be tested, 
but the one we have focused on is captured in 
the simple title of a forthcoming Kettering 
Foundation Press book, With, that proposes 
another way to think about the relationship 
between our governing institutions and the 
public. A with strategy is a way of creating a 

reciprocal relationship, reconnecting the institu-
tions of democracy with their civic foundations, 
with the democratic citizenry.

The title of the book, and the proposal, draw 
their inspiration from Abraham Lincoln’s ideal 
of a government of, by, and for the people in 

the Gettysburg Address. Today, do Americans 
think our government is really “of” the people? 
That’s debatable. “By” the people? Doubtful. 
“For” the people? Perhaps for some, sometimes. 
So why not try another preposition—more 
government with the people? 

A with strategy isn’t a set of best practices to 
emulate. It is simply a different way of think-
ing about the relationship citizens could have 
with their governing institutions. A different 
way of thinking could open doors to imagining 
new ways for governments to gain from citizens 
and citizens to gain from governments. With is 
just an idea intended to spark imagination. 

With as Democracy
A with strategy is a democratic strategy. 

Saying that, of course, demands an explanation 
of what is meant by democracy because the 
word has many meanings. I think what we now 
call democracy began long before the word was 
coined. It grew out of lessons taken from the 
collective actions needed for human survival 
when our ancestors were hunter-gatherers living 

Institutional democracy  
is in serious trouble.
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agencies, or if all forms of governmental insti-
tutions are influenced wholly by professional 
expertise and bureaucratic routines. All of these 
practices relegate citizens to the sidelines.

A with strategy is idealistic, yet it isn’t a pie-in- 
the-sky fantasy. The United States recognized 
the need for what citizens provide by enacting 
laws allowing tax exemptions for nongovern-
mental institutions serving public purposes. 
Public-government collaboration is, in fact, 
very common in some situations. Think about 
communities hit by natural disasters—fires, 
floods, and tornadoes. Before government 
relief arrives, people rush to help others—even 
those who may be strangers—possibly putting 
themselves in harm’s way. A with strategy fosters 
collective work, not only among people who 
are alike or who like one another, but among 

those who recognize they need one another to 
survive and live the lives they want to live. While 
collaboration between citizens working together 
and government agencies does occur in extreme 
circumstances, it isn’t a well-established policy 
with broad applications.

in tribal enclaves and, later, villages. This was 
before there were kingdoms and nation-states. 
As humans spread out across the globe, they 
carried with them a “political DNA” developed 
in the struggle to survive. A principal lesson of 
survival was that cooperation was key because 
we needed collective efforts to stay alive. We 
had to work with one another, even with those 
from different tribes.

Much, much later, the Greeks captured 
some of this survival legacy in their language 
with new terms like democracy. As explained in 
other editions of the Review, this word has two 
roots: demos, “the people collectively,” as in a 
village or deme; and kratos, “sovereign power,” 
the capacity to act in a way that makes a real 
difference. Modern representative government 
rests on this earlier foundation of collective 
decision-making leading to collective actions 
for collective well-being.

From this perspective, democracy began and 
continues as a political system in which, at the 
most fundamental or organic level, citizens must 
work with other citizens to create things—
“public goods”—that make life better for every-
one. Our ancestors went on to form governments 
and other governing institutions to create more 
and different goods. These two political systems, 
one governmental or institutional and the other 
organic or civic, are interdependent in the eco-
system of democracy, which is the subject of 
an earlier book from the Kettering Foundation 
Press, The Ecology of Democracy. Unfortunately, 
this essential, symbiotic relationship becomes 
weaker if citizens don’t join forces to produce 
public goods, if they delegate much of what 
they must do to institutions and government 

Democracy began and 
continues as a political 
system in which citizens 
must work with other  
citizens to create things— 
public goods—that make 
life better for everyone.
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can’t do their jobs effectively without the com-
plementary efforts of people working with 
people. That is because there are some things 
that can be done only by citizens or that are 
best done by them. Democratic governing needs 
working citizens. (I realize that saying there are 

some things only citizens working with one 
another can do invites pushback, and I will say 
more about that later.) 

The case for the complementary efforts I am 
writing about now was made persuasively in 
Elinor Ostrom’s Nobel Prize-winning research 
on what she termed “coproduction.” Citizens 
can’t be left on the sidelines, she said, because 
their work is needed to reinforce and complete 
the work of governments, schools, and other 
institutions. In 1993, Ostrom presented her 
argument in the Committee on the Political 
Economy of the Good Society’s newsletter: 

If one presumes that teachers produce edu-
cation, police produce safety, doctors and 
nurses produce health, and social workers 
produce effective households, the focus of 
attention is on how to professionalize the 
public service. Obviously, skilled teachers, 
police officers, medical personnel, and 
social workers are essential to the develop-
ment of better public services. Ignoring 
the important role of children, families, 
support groups, neighborhood organiza-
tions, and churches in the production of 

What Isn’t Being Proposed 
I would caution against debating what is  

or isn’t a true with strategy. Yet there are some 
already well-known and useful practices that 
aren’t what I mean by with. A with strategy, 
for instance, isn’t just another form of public 
participation. It goes beyond conferring with 
citizens who are beneficiaries of government 
programs. It isn’t consultative democracy. At 
the federal level, with doesn’t mean just part-
nering with state and local governments. And 
it isn’t the same as transferring government 
responsibilities to nongovernmental organiza-
tions; it isn’t devolution. Neither is with about 
volunteers serving government agencies, valuable 
as that is. And it is not the same as the partner-
ships that governments have with businesses 
and other institutions. While I am not critical 
of any of these efforts, I believe there is more 
to be done.

Reciprocity and Complementary Production
Working with is a reciprocal relationship. 

The best metaphor I have for this may be too 
dated to mean much today. Where I am from, 
pine trees grow so rapidly that they are treated 
as a crop, like corn. Seedlings are planted in 
neat rows so the trees can be harvested easily by 
machines. Before this equipment was available, 
however, the trees were cut using long crosscut 
saws, with two workers pulling the saw back 
and forth. Their reciprocal efforts produced a 
result that neither laborer could have achieved 
by working alone. They worked with each other.

A with strategy fosters reciprocity between 
what citizens do on their end of the saw and 
what institutions do on the other end. The 
strategy is based on evidence that institutions 

Working with is a  
reciprocal relationship.
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project. They simply said, “Here is what we 
have done; now what can you do?” People had 
taken the initiative, which was an important 
characteristic of what was happening. Town 
officials then offered assistance from a crew 
that brought in some equipment that the citi-
zens didn’t have. That type of reciprocity is at 
the heart of a with strategy. Citizens take an 
initiative; they work together to make things 
(public goods). Then, the government adds 
the resources it has. Collaborating with one 
another is mutually beneficial.

Citizens as Producers
The greatest challenges to a with strategy, 

however, are not in the coordination. They 
have to do with the way citizens see themselves, 
act, and are seen by others. For a with strategy 
to be effective, people have to do their share of 
the work. If they are to be coproducers, they 
have to make things, both tangible and intan-
gible. This concept of citizens as producers is 
novel because, even in participatory projects, 
citizens are more often seen as constituents or 
consumers of government services. They don’t 
necessarily make anything by working with 
others. However, I was intrigued when the 
World Economic Forum, an organization of 
business leaders, issued a report in 2017 that 
recognized the value of citizens being treated as 
creators and producers rather than consumers 
or clients. That is exactly how a with strategy 
sees citizens—as actors themselves rather than 
just objects of the actions of others.

Part of the Sovereignty of My Country?
Working together to produce public goods 

can give people a sense of themselves as agents 

these services means, however, that only 
a portion of the inputs to these processes 
are taken into account in the way that 
policy makers think about these problems. 
The term “client” is used more and more 
frequently to refer to those who should be 
viewed as essential co-producers of their 
own education, safety, health, and commu-
nities. A client is the name for a passive 
role. Being a co-producer makes one an 
active partner.

Products from the work of citizens can com-
plete what institutions do because civic work is 
different from the work of institutions. I have 
in mind supplementary projects that make use 
of people doing the things professionals don’t—
and can’t—do. That’s why I prefer the term com-
plementary production rather than coproduction.

A good example of complementary 
production is captured in a story a colleague 
told me about an exchange between a group of 
citizens in her community and their local gov-
ernment. The citizens had started a cultural 
project, but when they met with municipal 
officials, they didn’t ask them to take over the 
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menial. When people have positive feelings 
about schools, for example, they often speak as 
agents, saying, “Ours is a good school.” Then, 
they add, “And we are involved in it.” Seeing 
this connection helped me recognize the pos-
sibility of restoring confidence in government 
by using a with strategy. This strategy can gen-
erate a sense of public responsibility because 
people tend to feel responsible for what they 
have made. A with strategy could help restore 
a sense of democratic sovereignty.

Starting in Communities
Much of the work citizens do begins locally. 

And more attention is now being given to the 
importance of communities and what citizens can 
do there. Writers James and Deborah Fallows 
toured communities across the United States 
from 2013 to 2016. In their 2018 book, Our 
Towns, they wrote that while many news stories 
gave the impression that the country is “going 
to hell,” the view locally is usually positive. “The 
closer [people] are to the action at home, the 
better they like what they see.” Perhaps this is 
a result of frustration with Washington, but, 
whatever the reasons, constructive change at 
the community level appears more likely. 

Greater appreciation for what can happen 
locally has implications for a with strategy 
because citizens are able to see more clearly what 
can be accomplished when they join together. 
Municipal governments and local institutions 
can be their first allies. That said, community 
politics is not immune to the partisan polariza-
tion that infects national politics. And, although 
there may be greater opportunities locally for a 
with strategy, that doesn’t mean such a strategy 
doesn’t have potential at the federal level.

who make a difference. In 1780, Samuel Cooper, 
a Boston minister who was a leader in the 
resistance to the British during the American 
Revolution, gave a sermon in a ceremony recog-
nizing the creation, after lengthy public debate, 
of a constitution for Massachusetts. The new 

constitution, he said, was “an established frame 
of laws; of which a man may say, ‘we are here 
united in society for our common security and 
happiness.’” He compared the laws that had 
been passed to the fruits that farmers produced 
by their own labor on their own land. He rea-
soned, “The regulations under which I live are 
my own; I am not only a proprietor in the soil, 
but I am part of the sovereignty of my country” 
(emphasis added). Cooper had a right to that 
sense of agency because he had, in fact, been 
instrumental in creating not just a state consti-
tution but a new nation. 

What I take away from this sermon is that, 
ultimately, the key to stemming the loss of 
confidence in institutions may be more in what 
citizens do than in what government does. That 
is because human beings usually have more 
confidence in what they’ve made, or helped 
make, than in what has been made for them. 
When people have worked with an institution 
to solve a problem, they tend to have positive 
feelings about that institution, provided it has 
been receptive and the work hasn’t just been 

A with strategy could help 
restore a sense of demo-
cratic sovereignty.
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challenges a new strategy has to overcome. I 
am afraid what I have said so far won’t be 
credible unless these barriers are acknowledged 
and something is said about overcoming 
them. 

Citizens’ Perceptions of Their Fellow Citizens
One obstacle has to do with the way citi-

zens see their role and their fellow citizens. 
The unpleasant truth is that people don’t 
always have confidence in one another. 
Surveys report that Americans believe 
selfishness is growing. And some people may 
be more comfortable with being consumers 
and clients than taking on the responsibilities 
of active producers. If involving citizens in 
carrying out a with strategy were easy to do, it 
would be commonplace. 

Differences in Ways of Working
Other obstacles are differences between the 

ways citizens do their work and the ways 
governments and large institutions do theirs. 
Why are there differences? After all, the tasks 
that make up any kind of work are similar. 

Things Only Citizens Can Do
As mentioned earlier, a with strategy is 

especially important because there are distinctive 
things to be done that only citizens can do. 
For example, institutions like hospitals care for 
people, but only family and friends care about 
them. (We now have evidence of how powerful 
a medicine that caring can be.) And citizens can 
supply the local knowledge that comes from 
living in a place 365 days a year. Using this 
knowledge, people understand how to do things 
that are different from what professionals do. 

Among the things people uniquely contrib-
ute is their ability to form associations at the 
grassroots level. This was evident in Patrick 
Sharkey’s 2018 study of what has allowed some 
cities to lower their crime rates when others 
couldn’t. The New York Times wrote about the 
study, noting that researchers found that “every 
10 additional [civic] organizations in a city with 
100,000 residents . . . led to a 9 percent drop 
in the murder rate and a 6 percent drop in 
violent crime.” Such organizations didn’t nec-
essarily regard their work as preventing violence, 
but “in creating playgrounds, they enabled 
parents to better monitor their children. In con-
necting neighbors, they improved the capacity 
of residents to control their streets. In forming 
after-school programs, they offered alternatives 
to crime.” Even if not directly related to crime, 
these efforts helped turn negative emotions 
into positive energy.

Overcoming Obstacles
Up to this point, my objective has been to 

explain a with strategy and why it is needed, 
given the problems facing democracy now. 
However, as is always the case, there are 



KETTERING REVIEW/FALL 2020

68

exercise the human faculty for judgment. The 
resources citizens draw on to implement their 
decisions, like personal talents and the ability 
to magnify those talents through forming civic 
associations, are different from institutional 
resources. Citizens organize their work less 
bureaucratically than institutions do. And they 
evaluate results differently, using the things 
they hold valuable as standards rather than 
just using quantitative measures.

Public and institutional ways of working 
may not just fail to mesh, but the way govern-
ing institutions work may have adverse effects 
on what citizens do. For example, citizens typ-
ically work through small, informal, grassroots 
associations. These groups are quite unlike 
highly structured governing institutions. When 
large institutions try to work with these citi-
zens’ groups because they are good at what 
they do, the institutions may unintentionally 
remake them in their own image or “colonize” 
them. The result is that the citizens’ groups 
lose their identity as authentic agents of the 
people, which is what made them effective.

Engaging the Government
To propose any kind of change in what the 

government does, like working more with the 
citizenry, it’s useful to have some grounding in 
how the government actually functions. At the 
federal level, the agencies in the executive 
branch are in the best position to collaborate 
with civic organizations and citizens. They are 
staffed by able public servants who work in 
large bureaucracies, which are necessary given 
the scope and complexity of the programs 
they direct. Bureaucratization, however, brings 
with it certain mind-sets and values that can 

Most all work involves identifying problems, 
making decisions about what needs to be 
done, finding the necessary resources, 
organizing the efforts, and evaluating what 
happens; nothing exceptional about that.

However, the way citizens go about these 
tasks democratically can be quite distinctive. 
The differences begin in things as basic as who 
describes or names problems and the terms 
they use. People don’t identify problems using 
the expert language common to professionals 
in governmental institutions. Citizens tell 
stories about the things that they hold most 
dear: security, freedom, and being treated 
fairly. These are the ends and means for life 
itself, which are universal. The options for 
actions to solve problems grow out of what 
people hold dear and go beyond the things 
that can be done by institutions, such as 
actions by families and the civic associations 
people form. Citizens also don’t usually make 
decisions about which options are best by the 
methods favored by institutions, like cost-ben-
efit analysis. In the best cases, people make 
decisions using the kind of deliberations that 
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from starting where people start. A better 
alignment between citizens and government 
actors doesn’t necessarily require government 
officials to do a great deal more, but rather to 
do what they are already doing a bit differ-
ently.

Ideally, government institutions and 
associations of citizens will collaborate for 
their mutual benefit. Here’s an example of 
what can happen: There have been exchanges 
between people deliberating on policy 
questions and government officials who then 
should deliberate to enact laws and make 
regulations. As officials deliberate among 
themselves, they have to weigh various policy 
options against their costs and consequences. 
They have to consider tensions among the 
things they consider valuable as they weigh 
pros and cons. This is their “choice work.” 
Citizens do the same thing, albeit in their own 
terms, when they deliberate. When 
government officials sit down with deliberative 
citizens to compare the outcomes of their 
respective efforts at choice work, they are col-
laborating with one another. And that has 
actually happened at both the state and federal 
levels. 

Officeholders can benefit from hearing a 
deliberative public because it is a voice 
different from those that government officials 
are attuned to hearing. It isn’t the voice of 
polls or focus groups, of constituents, or even 
of interest groups. A deliberative voice can tell 
them how citizens go about making up their 
minds when there are costs and other trade-
offs to consider. Legislators and public 
administrators can’t create this citizens’ voice, 
yet they can help create a climate in which 

be problematic for a democratic with strategy. 
While inevitable, these obstacles are not 
insurmountable. 

As James C. Scott noted in Seeing Like a 
State, bureaucracies may not be as aware of 
local conditions and human concerns as 
citizens are. He holds that while bureaucrats 
can appear to lack common sense, it is because 
they “see like a state.” They are charged with 
enforcing rules uniformly and, in doing that, 
may not take into consideration extenuating 
circumstances. Even before enforcement, 
creating the rules without sufficient 
opportunities for the general public to weigh 
in, may alienate people. Adding to the 
alienation, rules are legalistic, and that can 
create a climate not conducive to collaboration 
between citizens and the government.

A Better Alignment
Kettering research suggests that govern-

ments and the citizenry can work effectively 
together by realigning their efforts so that they 
are mutually reinforcing. The way citizens go 
about their work has to be recognized in the 
way that governments do theirs. The chal-
lenge, as I have said, is that these two ways of 
working aren’t the same and can be seriously 
misaligned. As noted, citizens and govern-
ments alike give names to problems, but the 
terms aren’t identical. Yet it shouldn’t be too 
difficult for officials to recognize the names 
people use in their descriptions of issues. Offi-
cials also have to respect the way people see 
problems. When they do, alignment is pos-
sible. Of course, people’s experiences and the 
names that grow out of what people experi-
ence can be misleading. Still, officials benefit 
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of that democratic faith, which occurred at the 
onset of the American Revolution. Would the 
people in the colonies support a war against 
England, one of the world’s superpowers? Daniel 
Webster recalled that founders like John Adams 
had responded to the doubters unequivocally 
by insisting that citizens were not fickle but 
would stay the course in the resistance to British 
aggression. Perhaps influenced by his own era’s 
democratic spirit in 1826, Webster imagined 
Adams rising to rhetorical heights to capture 
the spirit of 1776: “But we shall not fail. The 
cause will raise up armies; the cause will create 
navies. The people, the people, if we are true 
to them, will carry us, and will carry them-
selves, gloriously, through this struggle.” This 
was the same citizenry that Abraham Lincoln 
would place his faith in at Gettysburg. And it 
is the same citizenry we must trust today.

David Mathews is president of the Kettering  
Foundation.

such a voice is likely to develop. When citizens 
have deliberated in forums on an issue that is 
also before the government, the outcomes of 
the public deliberations have been helpful to 
elected representatives by showing them routes 
they can take that are less likely to lead to polar-
ization. Exchanges between legislative branches 
and a deliberative citizenry are excellent exam-
ples of a with strategy at work.

Then and Now
Now, as always, the most hotly contested 

issue is whether Americans are able to meet 
the responsibilities of citizenship. As you have 
read, I think there are ways for citizens to make 
some of the differences in the political system 
that they would like to make. But I don’t have 
any doubt-eradicating proof. That acknowledged, 
and also recognizing that people collectively 
have acted foolishly and worse at times, democ-
racies have endured because of a faith in “the 
people.” I am reminded of one of the first tests 
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