FOUR SCORE AND SEVEN YEARS AGO OUR FATHERS BROUGHT
FORTH ON THIS CONTINENT A NEW NATION CONCEIVED IN

WITH

LIBERTY AND DEDICATED TO THE PROPOSITION THAT ALL MEN
ARE CREATED EQUAL · NOW WE ARE ENGAGED IN A GREAT CIVIL
WAR TESTING WHETHER THAT NATION OR ANY NATION SO
CONCEIVED AND SO DEDICATED CAN LONG ENDURE · WE ARE MET
ON A GREAT BATTLEFIELD OF THAT WAR · WE HAVE COME TO

The People

DEDICATE A PORTION OF THAT FIELD AS A FINAL RESTING PLACE
FOR THOSE WHO HERE GAVE THEIR LIVES THAT THAT NATION
MIGHT LIVE · IT IS ALTOGETHER FITTING AND PROPER THAT WE

Making Democracy Work as It Should

SHOULD DO THIS · BUT IN A LARGER SENSE WE CAN NOT
DEDICATE – WE CAN NOT CONSECRATE – WE CAN NOT HALLOW –
THIS GROUND · THE BRAVE MEN LIVING AND DEAD WHO
STRUGGLED HERE HAVE CONSECRATED IT FAR ABOVE OUR POOR
POWER TO ADD OR DETRACT · THE WORLD WILL LITTLE NOTE
NOR LONG REMEMBER WHAT WE SAY HERE BUT IT CAN NEVER
FORGET WHAT THEY DID HERE · IT IS FOR US THE LIVING RATHER
TO BE DEDICATED HERE TO THE UNFINISHED WORK WHICH THEY
WHO FOUGHT HERE HAVE THUS FAR SO NOBLY ADVANCED · IT IS
RATHER FOR US TO BE HERE DEDICATED TO THE GREAT TASK
REMAINING BEFORE US – THAT FROM THESE HONORED DEAD WE
TAKE INCREASED DEVOTION TO THAT CAUSE FOR WHICH THEY
GAVE THE LAST FULL MEASURE OF DEVOTION – THAT WE HERE
HIGHLY RESOLVE THAT THESE DEAD SHALL NOT HAVE DIED IN
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VAIN – THAT THIS NATION UNDER GOD SHALL HAVE A NEW BIRTH

A Cousins Research Group Paper

OF FREEDOM – AND THAT GOVERNMENT OF THE PEOPLE BY THE
PEOPLE FOR THE PEOPLE SHALL NOT PERISH FROM THE EARTH ·
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WITH THE PEOPLE
Making Democracy Work as It Should
by David Mathews
A Cousins Research Group Paper

M

any Americans have been troubled by our political
system for some time. They live in all parts of the country
and have different reasons for being disturbed. Some fear
that America is in decline because of an erosion of our core values
and problems in the way our political system works—or doesn’t
work.1 Others are troubled by issues like a growing economic divide,
along with racial and other forms of injustice.2 People tend to see
these problems as self-inflicted wounds, and they usually blame
politicians for them. Political leaders, on the other hand, may
blame what they see as an irresponsible electorate. Whatever the
reasons, many people, for many reasons, have lost confidence in the
government, and their discontent has been widespread for some
time.3 If this situation were to morph into a rejection of government
legitimacy, it would be fatal to our democracy.

Symptoms of a Political System in Trouble
The challenges today’s political system faces come from multiple
sources.

Loss of Confidence: Long-Standing and Mutual
A downward spiral in confidence was spotted by a few scholars
decades ago. A 1976 report by Robert Teeter, an insightful survey researcher, showed “tremendously increasing rates” of public
alienation from and cynicism about government.4 Teeter traced
this change in attitudes back to the late 1960s. His findings were
confirmed in a 2015 Pew report, which found that “The share [of
Americans] saying they could trust the federal government to do
the right thing nearly always or most of the time reached an all-time
high of 77% in 1964. Within a decade . . . trust had fallen by more
than half, to 36%. By the end of the 1970s, only about a quarter of
Americans felt that they could trust the government at least most
of the time.”5 This decline would grow even more as we entered the
21st century.
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Why this change in attitudes? The people Teeter surveyed
believed that, even if they voted, they would have little impact. They
felt powerless to influence, affect, or even communicate, not just
with governments but with all large governing institutions—even
nongovernmental ones. Convinced that they had little or no role,
they responded with frustration and anger. People wanted better
government, meaning more responsive government. In 2017, a
Bosque County, Texas, resident put it this way: “They [the leaders
of the political system] don’t care about people like me” (emphasis
added).6 For some time, Americans have felt relegated to the sidelines,
where they sit uncertain about their ability to make a difference in
their own democracy.7
What Are “Governing” Institutions? Governing, at
its most basic, can be thought of as the organization
of collective efforts for collective well-being. The
institutions that do the governing are present from
the local to the national level. They are agencies of
governments, but they also include nongovernment
institutions that organize collective efforts. These
may not have the authority of law, yet they have the
authority that comes from covenants or the mutual
promises people make to one another to act. Other
types of governing institutions are in education and
social services. They range from governing councils to
boards of directors.
Because it has been growing for decades, the public’s loss of
confidence isn’t likely to end quickly.8 Furthermore, it isn’t confined
to the United States; it threatens governments in other countries as
well. To make matters worse, some officials in the government have
little confidence in the public. The distrust seems mutual.9
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An Undemocratic Concentration of Power? Is declining confidence the result of problems that are even deeper than public perceptions? Does it grow out of the way modern government now does
its job? For example, one of the ways our system was intended to
work was to separate the power of government into three branches—
legislative, executive, and judicial. This is a democratic standard for
preventing a concentration of authority, which could lead to tyranny.
Most people may not be familiar with the finer points of constitutional law concerning the separation of power.10 Nonetheless, any
concentration of authority is likely to seem undemocratic.
There are reasons, however, that large departments of
government sometimes exercise versions of all three functions. It is
more efficient. Yet this efficiency is likely to raise troubling questions
if people believe the standard of separating power is compromised.
A consolidation of power is particularly problematic if people see
power being concentrated in an unelected bureaucracy.11 Many
Americans will react negatively to anything that reduces the control
they feel they should have in their lives.

A House Divided
Today, the tone of the public’s disquiet about the political system has
also changed in alarming ways. Frustration and anger have turned
into sharp bitterness as the political environment has become
supercharged with hyperpartisan polarization. This has spread
into our Main Streets, where all types of divisiveness are evident.
Divisiveness, which pits people against one another, takes many
forms and is highly contagious. Despite some constructive initiatives,
less is being said today about forgiveness, reconciliation, and loving
your enemies. Thomas Hobbes comes to mind: Are we entering the
worst of all worlds where there is a war of all against all?12 Remember
Abraham Lincoln’s warning: “A house divided against itself cannot
stand.”13 About the only thing everybody agrees on is that there is too
much divisiveness.14
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Is Public Engagement the Remedy?
Local government officials have tried to address the concerns of
citizens in a variety of ways. (“Citizen,” as the term is employed
here, is used in its historic sense—all the people who live in a city,
village, or community. They are the demos or collective citizenry in
“democracy.” The term is not used in the narrow, legalistic sense.) The
National Civic Review has featured accounts of city council members
who hold coffee chats and invite constituents to speak directly with
them.15 Some councils even have an attorney attend their meetings
so they can change ordinances in real time with citizens watching.16
Still others use visioning processes that invite citizens to say what
they would like their community to be in the future.17 And several
cities have tried participatory budgeting programs.18

The loss of public confidence has
increased even as engagement efforts
have grown.
Regrettably, declining public confidence hasn’t been arrested
by decades of public participation and civic engagement efforts.
Even more alarming, according to scholars like Brian Cook, many
participatory practices may be counterproductive, unintentionally
widening the divide that they were intended to close.19 Whether Cook
is correct or not, the loss of public confidence has increased even
as engagement efforts have grown. Many Americans have difficulty
seeing a place for “people like me” in a highly professionalized,
bureaucratized government. An Economist article even made a
case for replacing citizens with professionals: “When professionals
dominate all complex subjects, from the forecasting of markets to
the cataloguing of library books, perhaps it is too much to hope that
public policy can ever be the province of the amateur,” meaning
citizens.20 Can there really be a citizenless democracy?
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I don’t mean to dismiss the usual remedies for countering the
loss of public confidence. They have value. Yet I have come to the
conclusion that they don’t go far enough. It has been argued that
Americans should think of themselves and the government as
synonymous, making the question of confidence moot. I doubt that
will ever happen. So what can be done to keep the government from
being seen as the people’s enemy?

Why Not Try More Government With?
There may be other strategies for dealing with the public’s alienation
that need to be tested. One is captured in this publication’s simple
title—With. It was inspired by 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? This is a modest proposal for
bridging some of the divide separating the people of the United States
from their government and from the country’s major institutions; we
already have limited cases of this happening. I am suggesting that
we build on these cases to create a different form of collaboration
that would have institutions working with citizens, not just for them.
In fact, I believe that to work with citizens is the best way to work
for them.

To work with citizens is the best way
to work for them.
What I am proposing isn’t a sweeping, fix-everything-now
solution. It is rather an incremental, build-on-what-grows strategy
that could have a cumulative effect on the troubles that our democracy
faces, like the loss of public confidence. This with strategy isn’t a set
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of best practices either. It is a different way of thinking about the
relationship citizens should have with their governing institutions.
With as Democracy
What does with mean? Part of the answer is that it is a democratic
strategy. Saying that, of course, demands an explanation of what is
meant by democracy here, because the word has many meanings.
Today, the most common is that democracy is a system of contested
elections resulting in a representative government. Certainly, that is a
valid definition. However, there is reason to believe that a democracy
is much more.
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 in tribal enclaves and, later, villages. This was before there were
kingdoms and nation-states.21 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 is key
because we need collective efforts to stay alive. The first with strategy
was people to people.

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.
Much, much later, the Greeks captured some of this survival
legacy in a language with new terms like democracy. This word has
two roots: demos, “the people collectively,” as in a village or deme;
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and kratos, “the sovereign power” or the capacity to act in a way that
makes a real difference.22 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 everyone. Our ancestors went on
to form governments and other governing institutions to produce
more and different public goods. These two political systems,
one governmental or institutional and the other organic or civic,
are interdependent in the ecosystem of democracy, which is the
subject of an earlier book.23 Unfortunately, this essential, symbiotic
relationship becomes weaker if citizens don’t join to produce public
goods, if they delegate much of what they must do to government
agencies, or if all forms of governmental institutions are influenced
wholly by professional expertise and bureaucratic routines. All of
these relegate citizens to the sidelines.

A with strategy encourages collaboration through mutually beneficial
or reinforcing efforts between the
citizenry and the government.
A with strategy is idealistic in that it is democratic, yet it isn’t
a pie-in-the-sky fantasy. The United States recognized the need
for what citizens produce with laws allowing tax exemptions for
nongovernmental institutions serving a public purpose.24 And
public-government collaboration is, in fact, very common in some
situations. Think about communities hit by natural disasters—fires,
floods, and tornadoes. Before the government relief arrives, people
rush to help others—even those who may be strangers—possibly
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putting themselves in harm’s way. Yet, while collaboration with
government agencies does occur in extreme circumstances, it isn’t a
well-established policy.
A with strategy encourages collaboration through mutually beneficial or reinforcing efforts between the citizenry and the government.
And it 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 or to live the lives they want to live.

What Isn’t Being Proposed
A with strategy aims to bring about a better fit or alignment between
what the government does and what citizens do. But it isn’t another
form of public participation. And at the federal level, it doesn’t mean
just partnering with state and local governments. A with strategy goes
beyond consulting with citizens who are beneficiaries of a government
program. Moreover, it isn’t the same as transferring government
responsibilities to nongovernmental organizations; it isn’t devolution.
I am also not talking about volunteers serving government agencies,
valuable as that is. And I don’t have in mind the kind of partnerships
governments have with businesses and other institutions. I am not
critical of any of these efforts or alliances, yet I still believe there is
more to be done.

Reciprocity and Complementary Production
I think of “working with” as 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 reciprocating in pulling the saw back and forth. Their
efforts produced a result that neither laborer could have achieved by
working alone. They worked with each other.
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A with strategy fosters reciprocity between what citizens do on
their end of the saw and what governments do on the other end. The
strategy is based on evidence that governments at any level can’t do
their jobs as effectively without the complementary efforts of people
working with people.25 That is because there are some things that
can only be done by citizens or that are best done by them. People
aren’t the only ones who need people (as a song of yesteryear goes).
Democratic governments need working citizens.

There are some things that can only be
done by citizens or that are best done
by them.
The case for such complementary efforts 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. Here is Ostrom’s very
practical argument:
If one presumes that teachers produce education, 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 development of better public services. Ignoring the
important role of children, families, support groups,
neighborhood organizations, and churches in the production of 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
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more frequently to refer to those who should be viewed
as essential co-producers of their own education, safety, health, and communities. A client is the name for
a passive role. Being a co-producer makes one an active
partner.26
Products from the work of citizens can complete what institutions
do because civic work is different from the work of institutions. I hope I
have been clear that I am not talking about such things as volunteering
to take the load off teachers and health-care professionals, although
that is very commendable. 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 complementary production
rather than coproduction.

Citizens aren’t usually thought of as
producers capable of contributing to
what governments do.
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 government. The citizens
had started a cultural project, but when they met with municipal
officials, they didn’t ask them to take over the project. They simply said,
“Here is what we have done, now what can you do?” Town officials
offered assistance from a crew that brought in some equipment that
the citizens didn’t have. That is the type of reciprocity that is central
to a with strategy. Citizens take an initiative; they work together to
produce something. Then the government adds the resources it has.
Collaboration develops that is mutually beneficial.
Governments already work with citizens when there is a problem
that is beyond their capacity to solve alone. The two can aid one another. I have already mentioned what happens when natural disasters
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strike. Citizens at the site do immediate rescue work before municipal and federal emergency crews can arrive. Yet, as I have noted,
working with people and communities isn’t typically an intentional
strategy used on a regular basis. This may be because citizens aren’t
usually thought of as producers capable of contributing to what governments do. And, on the government’s side of the divide, there can
be complications with coordination and confusion about authority
that make officials reluctant to go beyond consulting with citizens.

Seeing Citizens as Agents
I have already referred to citizens as producers, and I want to
emphasize that again because it is essential in a with strategy. Citizens,
even in participatory projects, may not be thought of as producers;
more often they are seen as constituents to be heard or consumers
of government services. Recently, however, I was intrigued when the
World Economic Forum, an organization of business leaders, issued
a report that proposed citizens be treated as creators and producers
rather than consumers or clients.27 That is exactly how a with strategy
sees citizens—as actors themselves rather than as 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 who can 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 recognizing 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 labor on their own land. So, he reasoned, “The
regulations under which I live are my own; I am not only a proprietor
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in the soil, but I am part of the sovereignty of my country” (emphasis
added).28 Cooper had a right to that sense of agency because he had,
in fact, been instrumental in creating not just a state constitution but
a new nation.

The key to stemming the loss of confidence may be more in what citizens do
than in what the government does.
What I take away from this sermon is that, ultimately, the key
to stemming the loss of confidence may be more in what citizens do
than in what the government does. The reason is that 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 that the institution has been receptive
and the work isn’t just menial. When people have positive feelings
about schools, for example, they speak as agents, saying, “Ours is
a good school.” Then they will often add, “And we are involved in
it.” Seeing this connection helped me recognize the possibility of
restoring confidence in government by using a working with strategy.
This strategy can also generate a sense of public ownership and
responsibility because people tend to feel responsible for what they
have made. A with strategy should 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.29 Writers James and Deborah Fallows toured communities
across America from 2013 to 2016 and reported that, while many
news stories gave the impression that the country was “going to hell,”
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the view locally was usually positive.30 “The closer [people] are to the
action at home, the better they like what they see.”31 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 people join together. Municipal
governments and local institutions can be their first allies. That
said, community politics is not immune to the partisan polarization
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.

Things Only Citizens Can Do
As I have emphasized, a with strategy is especially important when
there are distinctive things to be done that only citizens can do or that
they can do better than government agencies. For example, neighbors
and family members are probably best at providing emotional
support when trouble strikes. And citizens working in tandem with
officials 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 can and
should do.

Another thing people uniquely contribute is their ability to generate civic
energy at the grassroots level.
Here is a simple case of the importance of local knowledge
taken from a large city in the Midwest: In one neighborhood,
a dimly lit pedestrian bridge was unsafe for residents and a place
where drug dealers congregated because it was a quick “in-and-
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out” area for people buying drugs. For the police, this was a minor
concern given other, more flagrant violations in the neighborhood.
They only agreed to provide temporary patrols. It was citizens who
came up with a solution to the problem. Knowing exactly where the
drug dealers sat (local knowledge), and with officials’ endorsement,
people glued inexpensive plastic eggs to the bridge railings (not
something governments normally do), making them uncomfortable
for sitting. Then the government did the things it does best: installed
better lighting and improved the landscaping. Together, all of these
efforts helped ensure that the dealers wouldn’t return.32 That was
complementary production.
Another thing people uniquely contribute is their ability to
generate civic energy at the grassroots level. This was evident in a
2018 study of what has allowed some cities to lower their crime rates
when others couldn’t.33 The generators of civic energy in this case were
a multitude of associations of citizens working together to improve
their community. 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.”34 Such
groups didn’t necessarily regard their work as preventing violence,
but “in creating playgrounds, they enabled parents to better monitor
their children. In connecting neighbors, they improved the capacity
of residents to control their streets. In forming after-school programs,
they offered alternatives to crime.”35 Even if not directly related to
crime, these efforts helped turn negative emotions into positive
energy.

Citizens Working Together through Democratic Practices
There are opportunities available every day for people to do the work
that enables them to make a difference. Take something as simple
as describing problems. When communities are facing difficulties,
they have to identify or give names to problems that will resonate
with or engage citizens. From people’s perspectives, these names
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may not be like the names that professionals or experts properly
use. Rather, they reflect the primal concerns of humans—security,
freedom, control, being treated fairly. These are deeply valuable to
most everyone and they engage people in a way that expert names
may not. Communities also have to come up with options for acting
on problems. Those options can include the unique actions citizens
can take, which I just mentioned.
The availability of opportunities, however, doesn’t mean that
they are easy to take advantage of. Because people consider many
things valuable, there will inevitably be tensions among these basic
imperatives. For example, actions to make us more secure from
danger may restrict our freedom. Although our primal motivations
are much the same, we give different priorities to them because we
live in different circumstances. That means we have to work through
these tensions in order to find a way to go forward. We have to move
beyond hasty reactions and exercise our human faculty for judgment
to make sound decisions. This “working through” is also known as
“choice work” or deliberation. Citizens can do it and will, if there are
civic and educational “spaces” open to public deliberation.36

While governments organize actions
centrally and bureaucratically, citizens act in varied ways.
Obviously, resources have to be available to implement decisions.
For governments, these resources include legal authority, money,
and tangible materials and equipment. Citizens also have resources
in their communities, which are often intangible. These include civic
energy or political will. In addition, people have structural resources
like the associations they form that allow citizens to work together.
While governments organize actions centrally and bureaucratically,
citizens act in varied and less formal ways. But if their actions share
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broad, general purposes, identified in deliberation, they can reinforce
one another. That makes the sum of the civic efforts greater than the
parts, which is powerful.
The associations that citizens create also can draw on the varied
experiences in a group, along with collective knowledge. That fosters
learning together, which is essential in keeping up the momentum
in civic problem solving. As people learn more, they tend to stay
motivated when problems resist standard solutions. Citizens who
learn together are more likely to profit from failures than to be stopped
by them. Learning together also benefits from diverse perspectives,
which helps people understand what is happening around them more
completely. And that allows them to act more effectively.

There is no public for the government
to collaborate with unless citizens
have created a productive public by
deciding and acting together on problems they face.
The work of citizens makes complementary production possible.
There is no public for the government to collaborate with unless
citizens have created a productive public by deciding and acting
together on the problems they face. Working together in the ways
I’ve just described allows citizens to do their share of complementary
production. The opportunities are present everywhere, every day. The
challenge is to recognize the opportunities for citizens to make the
difference they want and need to make. Naming problems goes on all
the time. Options for action are constantly being proposed. Decisions
are being made in many places and in many ways.
The opportunities are so common it is easy not to see their
potential. But why not include the names people use? Why not add
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the options for action that citizens can take? Why not call on the
faculty for judgment that people have for making decisions?

What about the 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 challenges to this strategy
that have to be overcome. I am afraid what I have said so far won’t be
credible unless these barriers are acknowledged.

Citizens’ Perceptions of Their Fellow Citizens
One obstacle has to do with the way citizens 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.37 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 government
and large institutions do theirs. Why are there differences? After all,
the tasks that make up any kind of work are similar. 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.
Nonetheless, public and government ways of working not only may
fail to mesh, but the way the government works may have adverse
effects. For example, citizens typically work through small, informal,
grassroots associations. These groups are quite unlike highly
structured government institutions. When governments try to work
with these citizens’ groups because they are good at what they do,
the government’s agencies may unintentionally remake them in their
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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.

The Way Government Works
To propose any kind of change in what the government does, like
working more with the citizenry, it is good 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 are problematic for a democratic with strategy. While
inevitable, these obstacles are not insurmountable.
Bureaucracies “see like a state” and may not be as aware of local
conditions and human concerns as citizens are, so they can appear
to lack common sense.38 Bureaucracies are charged with enforcing
rules uniformly and, in doing that, may not take into consideration
extenuating circumstances. Rulemaking or promulgating regulations
is one of the primary functions of a bureaucracy, and how it is done has
significant implications for citizens’ confidence in government. Rules
are also legalistic, and that can create a climate that isn’t conducive to
collaboration.

Bureaucratization … brings with it certain mind-sets and values that are problematic for democratic with strategies.
An Inevitable Tension. It is popular to blame bureaucrats for all
we don’t like about large institutions. Nonetheless, there are reasons
that public administrators do what they do. Before he was president,
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Woodrow Wilson was a young scholar in what was then the new field
of public administration. He recognized that there is an inevitable
clash between the canons of effective administration and democratic
values.39 That was particularly true as public administration became
more professional and expert. Bureaucracies were to be objective
and above the political fray and could better see and serve the true
public interest. But those worthy ambitions clashed with democratic
precepts like rule by the people, who were to be the best judges of
their own interests.
Although people are supposed to have an influential voice in the
decisions being made on their behalf, that doesn’t necessarily happen
if citizens are only seen from an expert’s point of view. Professional
administrators may believe, with some justification, that if citizens
knew what the professionals know, they would support what the
professionals are doing. This, of course, assumes that the problem
to be solved as experts see it is the same as the problem that citizens
experience.40
An Iron Triangle. The tensions faced by professional bureaucracies became more difficult as interest groups of all types grew in
number and political clout. They formed effective alliances with the
staffs both in government agencies and in Congress.41 These powerful “iron triangles” shape laws and regulations in the shadows of
government, even in some cases bypassing open debate in Congress.
Obviously, collaboration with citizens’ associations that aren’t interest groups is compromised when the legislative process happens out
of public view. Citizens outside these iron triangles can’t work with a
new law or regulation that they don’t know about.

Where the Two Can Meet: A Better Alignment
I believe that governments 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
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in the way that governments do theirs. The challenge, as I have said,
is that these two ways of working aren’t the same and can be seriously
misaligned. As noted, citizens and governments alike give names to
problems, but the terms aren’t identical. For example, citizens want
to feel that they are safe in their homes, and this feeling of security
is less quantifiable yet more compelling to them than the statistics
professionals use to describe crime. As people decide what they
should do about their problems, they draw on their experiences. They
reflect on how a problem affects what is valuable to them and their
families. It shouldn’t be too difficult for officials to incorporate the
names people use in their descriptions of issues. That is alignment.
A better alignment between citizens and government actors doesn’t
necessarily require government officials to do more but rather to do
what they are already doing a bit differently.

A better alignment between citizens
and government actors doesn’t necessarily require government officials to
do more but rather to do what they are
already doing a bit differently.
Ideally, government institutions and associations of citizens will
collaborate for the benefit of each. An example of what can happen:
there have been exchanges between people deliberating on policy
questions and government officials who must also deliberate to make
laws and issue 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
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they deliberate. When government officials sit down with deliberative
citizens to compare the outcomes of their respective efforts at choice
work, they are collaborating with one another.

A deliberative voice can tell [officeholders] how citizens go about making
up their minds when there are costs
and other trade-offs to consider.
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 where 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 polarization. Exchanges between legislative branches
and a deliberative citizenry are excellent examples of a with strategy
at work.42

Then and Now
There are many more questions about with that need to be explored
than can be dealt with in this small booklet, which is intended
to be only an introduction to another strategy for repairing the
troubled relationship between the people and major institutions
like governments. Frustrated citizens need to hear more about
what people have tried in the past to change their relationship with
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bureaucrats. And frustrated public administrators need opportunities
to think more about how to deal differently with often-exasperating
citizens. These are some of the subjects that will be covered in the
book titled, With.
There are also issues the country continues to face that would
benefit from being seen in the context of earlier efforts to deal with
them. For example, the interaction between federal officials and the
citizenry in communities in the case of school desegregation has been
contentious. Yet, when citizens in some towns once took constructive
steps, the government was not able to make effective use of their work.
Why the misalignment? The country also continues to face outbreaks
of deadly diseases like flu and measles, while public resistance to
vaccinations is growing. What has been done before inside and
outside government when there was the possibility of an epidemic?
Are there lessons to be learned that could be useful in the future? Still
another continuing issue: Scientific authority is being challenged by a
disbelieving citizenry. What can we learn from earlier efforts to deal
with breakthroughs in medicine like recombinant DNA, which posed
potential risks to public safety? These cases and others are used in the
book-length version of With to show when collaboration is and isn’t
possible.
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 that 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, democracies have endured because of a faith in The People. I
am reminded of one of the first tests of democracy’s faith in citizens
that occurred at the onset of the American Revolution. Would the
people in the Colonies support a war against one of the world’s
superpowers, Great Britain? Daniel Webster recalled that founders
like John Adams had responded to the doubters unequivocally by
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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
themselves, gloriously, through this struggle.”43 This was the same
citizenry that Abraham Lincoln placed his faith in at Gettysburg.
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