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Overview

THE PUBLIC AND OUR PROBLEMS

GOOD CITIZENS DELIBERATE. By talking and listening to people who
are different from themselves, they enlarge their understanding, make them-
selves accountable to their fellow citizens, and build a degree of consensus.

But deliberation is not enough. People who merely listen and talk usually
lack sufficient knowledge and experience to add much insight to their conver-
sations, and talk alone rarely improves the world. Deliberation is most valu-
able when it is connected to work—when citizens bring their experience of
making things into their discussions, and when they take ideas and values
from deliberation back into their work. Work is especially valuable when it is
collaborative: when people make things of public value together. They are
typically motivated to do so because they seek civic relarionships with their
fellow citizens, relationships marked by a degree of loyalty, trust, and hope. In
turn, working and talking with fellow citizens builds and strengthens civic
relationships, which are scarce but renewable sources of energy and power.

A combination of deliberation, collaboration, and civic relationships is
the core of citizenship. If we had much more of this kind of civic engagement,
we could address our nation’s most serious problems. Indeed, more and better
civic engagement is a necessary condition of success; none of the available
ideologies or bodies of expertise offers satisfactory solutions, which must
emerge instead from a continuous cycle of talking, working, and building re-
lationships. Unfortunately, genuine civic engagement is in decline, neglected
or deliberately suppressed by major insticutions and ideologies and by
the prevailing culture. Our mortivation to engage has not weakened, but we
have lost institutionalized structures that recruit, educate, and permit us to
engage effectively.

Nevertheless, we live in a period of civic innovation, when at least one
million Americans, against the odds, are working on sophisticated, de-
manding, and locally effective forms of civic engagement. These Americans
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sce the need for citizenship and are building impressive practices and models.
Their work remains scattered and local because it is contrary to mainstream
national policy. Civic engagement cannort achieve sufficient scale and power
without reforms in our most powerful institutions. The way to achieve such
reforms is to organize the one million most active citizens into a self-conscious
movement for civic renewal.

Thar is the argument of this book. In this introduction, 1 begin not with
civic engagement but with che tangible problems thar afflict us as a nation. |
want to suggest that these problems are intractable without civic engagement
bur are beginning to yield where citizenship is strongest.

Cerrtainly, we Americans are in a bad mood about our nation and our
public life. Unemployment, bankruptcies, bailouts, and other repercussions
of the great recession are surcly on our minds, but our pessimistic mood
started well before that. Between 1998 and early 2002, a majority of Ameri-
cans said they were satisfied with the way things were going, At all other times
since 1993, most Americans have been dissatisfied.!

Perhaps this is because we face an accumulation of profound problems. They
have been called “wicked problems” because better policies alone could not fix
them (although our bad policies surely make matters worse).? Our problems
incerlock, so that each one can be seen as a symprom of another. They are entan-
gled with culcural norms and personal behavior as well as conflicting rights and
limited resources. Any of the purported solutions could do more damage than
good. How to define and diagnose our problems is fundamentally controversial,
inseparable from our diverse religious and philosophical commitments. Ad-
vancing some Americans’ interests and values would set others back. For citizens
who identify with particular interests and ideologies, watching opponents
express themselves in public can be deeply frustrating. For those who feel little
stake in national debates, the bitter controversies are alienating. Because our
problems are complex, entangled, and divisive, the status quo is favored in ways
that special interests can exploit to block even the most straightforward reforms.

I do not claim that our condition is worse than it usually is. On the con-
trary, we are richer, safer, and more respectful of righes than we were half a
century ago—and far more so than when Abraham Lincoln took the oath of
office. A consistent theme in American politics is the Jeremiad, a lament that
we have suddenly lost our way and face imminent destruction. Just six years
after the Pilgrims had landed in Massachusetts, one of their leading pastors
was already accusing them of having forgotten their principles.” After four
more centuries of such Jeremiads, we should doubt that our current problems
are unprecedented. The end is not nigh.
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Bur I do claim that the obligation to address our problems falls on
us—American citizens—more profoundly than in the past. Our political in-
stitutions are inadequate to address our accumulated problems, and the pre-
vailing ideologies offer no plausible solutions.

Consider, for example, that we have put 2.2 million of our own people in
prison, far more than any other nation in the history of the world.* (China is
second with 1.5 million incarcerated citizens, although its population is three
times as large.) That is vastly expensive: the corrections system alone costs $68
billion annually, not counting the expense of law enforcement, courts, and the
lost work of those imprisoned.” It also represents millions of tragedies for all
those convicts 27d their victims. Yet imprisoning millions of Americans does
not make us safe, Our homicide rate remains at least three times as high as the
rate in any other wealthy nation in the world.

Perhaps one cause of the incarceration problem is the failure of our schools.
After all, one in ten young men without a high school diploma is in jail or
juvenile detention. We spend more per child on K-12 education than almost
any other country in the developed world, yet one-third of our young people
drop out before they complete high school.® Considering that almost all
stable and well-paying jobs today require more than a high school diploma,
the dropout crisis is a human disaster, quite apart from its link to crime and
incarceration.

We also spend far more on health care per citizen than any other country
in the world, yet unlike other wealthy nations, we provide no health insurance
at all for many of our people. Roughly 45,000 Americans die prematurely
cach year for lack of medical insurance.” Even if the Affordable Care Act of
2010 meets expectations, we will still have the most expensive system in the
world, with some of the worst health outcomes for poorer people.

At the time of writing, we have recently survived one of the worst eco-
nomic decades in our nation’s history, with no net creation of jobs between
1999 and 2009. Modern economies are cyclical, and it is possible that from
the perspective of 2020, the past decade will appear a mere dip. Bur it is signif-
icant that no party or movement has a plausible plan for how to prevent such
a period from recurring. And other economic disasters are unfolding more
slowly. Detroit’s population is less than half what it was in 1950, the exodus
compelled by the permanent closing of factories and the withdrawal of capital
from the region. Again, no one has a plan commensurate to this problem,
which interlocks with the others mentioned so far. Detroit’s high school

dropout rate is 75 percent; Michigan incarcerates five times as many people as
it did in 1973 and spends 20 percent of its state’s general fund revenue on
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prisons. We could add that Detroit’s traditional industry contributes signifi-
cantly to global warming, which is another serious “wicked problem.”® Detroit
is just one example among many in the Rust Belt that strecches from Balti-
more to Milwaukee. Even though Congress is often described as ideologically
polarized and dominated by political extremes, national politicians actually
show lictle appetite for debating such matters as deindustrialization, mass im-
prisonment, or serious responses to climate change. The scope of debate is in
fact very narrow.

Plainly, our institutions do not work. Their failure is not just wasteful; it is
deadly. They are not just broken; they are corrupt—making some people rich
and comfortable while failing the rest of us.

Libertarian-leaning conservatives diagnose the problem as the corruption of
the public sector. The federal government, they say, was created for sharply
limited purposes (the enumerated powers of the Constitution) and has since
been corrupted by elites to serve their own illegitimate ends at the expense of
individual freedom. One can debate whether the functions of the modern fed-
eral government are appropriate and beneficial. But it is not the case that the
federal government has expanded in scope or power domestically. Berween
1947 and 2012, federal revenues have fluctuated in a narrow band between 17
percent and 21 percent of gross domestic product (GDP), with no consistent
trend over time and no expectation that they will rise above 21 percent in the
future.” What has changed is the nature of federal regulation and activism. Forty
years ago, the national government was involved in welfare and school integra-
tion, it drafted many young men to fight in an unpopular war, and it regulated
the financial markets, which were basically public stock and bond exchanges. It
has retreated in all those important—and potentially invasive—areas.

Good-government liberals argue that the root of our problems is corrup-
tion, the illegitimate use of private money to influence campaigns and govern-
ment. [ am sympathetic to that argument, having worked for two years for the
reform lobby Common Cause and written a book largely about campaign
reform." Bu I think the focus must be broader because corruption—in the
sense of the perversion of the purposes of institutions—is much more perva-
sive. Consider, for example, thar financial markets are supposed to allocate
resources to the most productive purposes, but the cost of the financial sector
grew from 1.5 percent of the economy in the 18005 to 8 percent in 2009—a
sure sign (along with Wall Street bonuses and other blatant evidence) that
this sector is seizing value for itself and not allocating it productively. An-
other sign: in 1970, 5 percent of male Harvard graduates worked in the finan-
cial sector. In 2007, 58 percent of male Harvard seniors said they were headed
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for jobs in that industry.” We need Wall Street, and we need some smart
people to work there. But when an outright majority of the graduates of
America’s most famous university choose to devorte their talents to finance,
Wall Street is absorbing far too much of our assets, offering excessive rewards,
and distorting other institutions, including the university itself.

It is certainly worth considering the possibility that better laws mighe fix
our institutions. For example, a steep tax on carbon would cause people to
burn less of it. The money raised from the tax could make every American
eligible for Medicare. Reforming criminal sentencing laws would cut the
prison population. These and many other plausible ideas have been proposed
for addressing our problems.

But we lack the political will to do anything difficule. Consider the
struggle to get even a modest health reform bill through Congress in 2009-
10, which seems to have exhausted the nation’s capacity and appetite for sig-
nificant legislation. Besides, we do not necessarily know the answers. In the
past, many promising proposals—radical, liberal, and conservative—have
failed because they did not work as expected in the real world. Especially
when institutions are broken and corrupt, we cannot count on wise laws to be
implemented well.

Finally, we cannot rely on laws to make people and institutions work
better. Some of our school systems have plenty of money, yer they still pro-
duce high proportions of dropouts. We could change our criminal penalties,
but that wouldn't stop individuals from committing violent crimes and vic-
timizing others. We can provide better health insurance by law, but if not
enough doctors provide primary care to low-income residents, the insurance
won't help.

To make schools, neighborhoods, hospitals, police departments, and
public institutions in general work better, we must get inside them and change
people’s hearts and minds—not just reform the rules or provide more money.
But outsiders have a poor record of changing other people’s hearts and minds
(although sometimes a bit of external advice or inspiration can be helpful). So
my thesis is that people must change the norms and structures of their own
communities through deliberate civic action—something that they are ca-
pable of doing quite well.

An example that I know from direct, personal experience is the public
school system of Washington, DC. Educational outcomes in DC are very
poor: less than half of public school students graduate on time. Spending per
student is quite high (approaching $13,000 per year), but the acrual services
delivered at the school level are worth much less than that. In 2008, only



8 WE ARE THE ONES WE HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR

$5,355 per pupil was spent on teachers, classroom equipment, and other forms
of “instruction.” The rest of the money seems to be lost somewhere between
the taxpayer and the classroom.

Many of the city’s schools are chaotic and sporadically violent. News
reports frequently reveal startling examples of bureaucratic failure: ware-
houses full of new textbooks thar are never distributed to srudents, and
payroll systems that cannot keep track of employees. There are excellent
teachers—much more skillful and dedicated than I would be—but the system
as a whole is dysfunctional.

‘The context outside the schools is certainly difficult and could be blamed
for some of the failures of the system. Thirteen of every 1,000 babies born in
the District die in infancy, twice the rate for the United States as a whole.
More than one-third of the city’s children are obese. The death rate for teen-
agers is more than twice that of the United States as a whole, and the violent
crime rate is more than three times as high.13 As usual, each problem can be
seen as a symptom of a different one.

There is also a question of motivations, which can lead us to different di-
agnoses. An opening point is to ask why a student should align his or her
efforts with what the schools expect. The Washington Post’s Lonnae O’Neal
Parker wrote a fine series about a young man who graduated from Washing-
ton’s Coolidge High School—barely, years late, after scraping through the
required courses. He was smart, he had supportive parents, bur he rarely
attended class or completed assignments, and he aimed for Ds.

Jonathan walks toward the cafeteria doors. A question follows him: If
you want to make your mother proud, if you know you can do the
work, if you swear to everybody you see that you want to graduate, why
don’t you go to class?

Jonathan stares silently for a few moments.

“Idon’t know,” he says quietly. “I really don’t know.”™

A similar question would have had a straightforward answer halfa century
ago. In 1950, more than half of 19-year-olds in the District had not graduated
from high school—the same rate as today. Bur the city then housed 35,000
industrial workers, including more than 1,000 each of machinists, typesetters,
and automobile mechanics. Washingron was never an industrial city (com-
pared, for example, to nearby Baltimore, where 30,000 men used to work in
the Sparrow Point steel mill alone), bur the federal government offered thou-
sands of positions, like stenographer and office boy, that were the local
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equivalent of factory work.” Young people could obtain these jobs without
college diplomas—sometimes without graduating from high school.

Most adults held working-class jobs. They collaborated in teams com-
posed of people from similar backgrounds, with middle-class auchoricy
figures keeping a distant eye on them. This was an orderly world, with a rea-
sonable social contract: you did what was required, and you received a secure
paycheck. Work life was a continuation of classroom life, with foremen and
office managers replacing teachers and principals. Skills were concrete and
could be learned on the job. A large, anonymous, urban high school, like
Coolidge, served the purposes for which it had been designed. Youth culture
within the school reinforced a sense of solidarity, compliance, and limited
deference to distant authority that would continue in the workplace. It was
casy for young people to envision concretely the benefits they would obrain
from completing school. Crime and academic failure occurred, but they were
marginal, not prominent.

Today, only about 7 percent of the city’s jobs are traditionally blue collar
(including maintenance, moving, and repair jobs), whereas more than half are
“management, business, science, and arts occupsu:ions.”JG Despite the presence
of the federal government in Washington, this ratio is not unusual: manage-
ment and professional jobs outnumber construction, extraction, mainte-
nance, and repair jobs by three to one in the United States as awhole.”

If you obtain credentials and skills for the business and professional world,
you have wide opportunities. Sex, skin color, and age are less profound obsta-
cles than they once were. But it is a long way from today’s Coolidge High
School to the professional world; the curriculum is too easy to prepare stu-
dents for college, and there are few role models in the community. It is unre-
alistic that most teenagers will be self-disciplined enough ro delay gratification
and get themselves through a school like Coolidge. Even if they do, the bene-
fits will be hard to see. If most other students basically doubr the social con-
tract and do not want to participate, it is difficult for any individual student
to comply.*

College-educated parents in a city like Washington have adjusted by
spending unprecedented sums on their own children’s education (including
private schools and after-school activities) * and by applying what Annette
Lareau calls a strategy of “concerted cultivation” to raise their children.” They
devote almost every waking minute of the day to giving their offspring educa-
tional experiences. Even ordinary conversations are opportunities to develop
kids’ cognitive and language skills. Working-class parents are in no position to
provide this kind of investment and, for valid moral reasons, prefer a different
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strategy, what Lareau calls “the accomplishment of natural growth.” They
want to spare their children from the rigors of the adult world but expect
them to organize their own games and entertainment. The poor and working-
class children in Lareau’s book are in many ways more admirable than the
middle-class children. But the middle class is preparing its offspring to suc-
ceed in a white-collar world without any help from the local public schools,
while working-class youth are set up to fail. Although the segregated nation’s
capital was very far from utopia in 1950, a prevailing social contract then made
parenting styles, teaching styles, neighborhoods” norms, school strucrures,
and employment markets work together to produce adequate results.

The breakdown of that whole system is the kind of “wicked problem” that
America faces today. Could better public policies change cause schools to suc-
ceed in a place like Washington? During the first decade of the twenty-first
century, the city underwent two major reform experiments. First, one-third
of the city’s public school students began to attend publicly funded schools
that are independent of the central bureaucracy and governed by charters.
Most of the charter schools are small and have specialized themes or missions.
To move one-third of the student population from a centralized system to
new, highly diverse, small, independent charter schools represents a funda-
mental reform. And the results seem positive: students in DC charter schools
do perform somewhat better than those in regular schools.” But that statistic
does not account for all differences among the students and their families
before they entered school, nor is the gap impressively large. Other research
on charter schools finds mixed results. They may be part of the solution; they
are no panacea.”

The second reform experiment was a cleanup of the bureaucracy thac still
oversees two-thirds of the city'’s public school students. Schools Chancellor
Michelle Rhee was photographed on the cover of T7me magazine holding a
broom, a metaphor for her efforts to sweep out waste and corruption. She
argued that the feacher matters most to a student’s success. Every classroom
should be led by a competent and motivated teacher who is supported by ef-
ficient systems for distributing textbooks, cutting paychecks, and so on. The
most skillful teachers should be deployed in schools where they are needed
most, those where test scores are lowest. The least effective teachers should be
fired. The chancellor’s priorities were to remove poor teachers, assign strong
ones to troubled schools, and reduce bureaucratic waste. She was not inter-
ested in civic engagement, democratic participation, parental voice, or other
strategies I will recommend here. In fact, she said openly that “cooperarion,
collaboration and consensus-building are way overrated.”
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Research lends her strategy some support: the best teachers have a lasting,
positive impact on their students.”* But leaders cannot cause better teachers
to appear in the classrooms where they are needed most—and persuade them
to remain there, year after year—simply through better management. Urban
teaching will remain a frustrating job if the social context is difficult, the mo-
tivations of students and parents are misaligned with the goals of the schools,
and even high school graduates face poor job prospects. I have personally
known teachers who were reassigned to more difficult DC schools and who
immediately left for the suburbs instead.

In order for Rhee’s top-down, housecleaning strategy to work, she would
need to mainrain political support. She had a patron in Mayor Adrian Fenty.
But Fenty was defeated after one term in office, in a Democratic primary in
which the teacher’s union spent $1 million against him and voters who were
teachers—or relatives or sympathizers of teachers—clearly played a large
role.” Just 12 percent of the city’s voting-age population turned out on pri-
mary day to reelect the mayor.zs Rhee blamed her own failure to “communi-
cate . . . the great things that are happening” to voters.” She scemed to
acknowledge that leaders must pay attention to the democratic political
process, because voters ultimately rule. She did not say, however, that democ-
racy is a good thing. In fact, a low-turnout primary election in which private
money has substantial influence does not seem like an excellent way to assess
and change public policies. If civic engagement means voting and spending
money on campaigns, then one could sympathize with a leader who thinks
that collaboration is “overrated.”

But assume that the chancellor’s strategy worked better than the alterna-
tives could. In other words, assume that by firing bad teachers and strcamlining
administrative procedures in the teeth of self-interested opposition, she
improved students’ test scores and graduation rates. If the teachers’ impact was
limited to the classroom and the school day, it could not be profound enough
to overcome crises in the broader society, from obesity and violence to a lack of
jobs. If the teachers were able to change parenting styles and other aspects of
their students’ home environments, we should ask whether this change was de-
sirable. A working-class culture would have been modified to match the norms
and expectations of Georgetown and Cleveland Park. In the case of Washing-
ton, DC, a specifically African American, urban culture of long-standing
would be modified to resemble more closely the white precincts of the ciry.
There are good reasons to admire that culture and to resist outsiders’ right to
change it. As usual, our social problems are entangled with culture and con-
nected to our deep moral commitments, about which we have no consensus.
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The previous mayor, Anthony Williams, had introduced different ways for
citizens of the District to discuss and shape policy. In particular, his Citizens
Summits (large, representative, deliberative meetings) had generated strat-
egies to “support [the] growth and development of all youth.” In addition to
holding summits and other forms of deliberative democracy to engage citi-
zens in planning, a city could build daily opportunities for citizens, civic
groups, churches, businesses, youth, and others to collaborate with schools
on the actual work of education. After all, Robert Putnam finds thar “states
where citizens meet, join, vote, and trust in unusual measure boast consis-
tently higher educational performance than states where citizens are less
engaged with civic and community life.” Such engagement, he finds, is “by
far” a bigger correlate of educational outcomes than is spending on education,
teachers’ salaries, class size, or demographics.”® Engaging citizens would have
been an alternative to both top-down administrative reform (Michelle Rhee’s
strategy) and radical decentralization in the form of charter schools. But civic
engagement has not yet been tried in the Districe of Columbia,

My thesis is that citizens must address our most serious problems, exem-
plified by the situation of children in Washington, DC. There is no alterna-
tive to more and better work by the residents of a whole community.

Thar is not an unusual conclusion. For example, after listing some of our
grievous national problems, New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman
concludes, “The standard answer is that we need better leaders. The real answer
is that we need better citizens.””

This position tends to provoke pessimism. We know what it means to get
better leaders—we can at least hope for thatr—and we know how they would
improve the world: by changing laws and policies. But how are we supposed
to produce better citizens? The problem seems insoluble.

In fact, a whole network of groups and individuals has already sprung up
to produce better citizens and to solve serious problems through civic engage-
ment. The process of urban revitalization and school reform in Bridgeport,
Connecticur, offers just one, racher typical example. Bridgeport, an old port
and manufacturing city of 139,000 people, was a basket case in the 1980s.
It was hard hit by the loss of manufacturing jobs, crime, and the flight of
middle-class residents to the suburbs. The city literally filed for bankruptcy in
1991. The schools were so troubled that 274 teachers were arrested during a
strike in 1978.%

Bridgeport is now doing much better, to the point that its school system was
one of five finalists for the national Broad Prize for Urban Education in both
2006 and 2007. A major reason for Bridgeport’s renaissance is active citizenship.
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In 1996, a local nonprofit group called the Bridgeport Public Education
Fund (BPEF) contacted organizers who specialized in convening diverse citi-
zens to discuss issues, without promoting an ideology or a particular dia-
gnosis.” No one knows how many forums and discussions took place in
Bridgeport, or how many citizens participated, because the 40 official “Com-
munity Conversations” were widely imitated in the city. Bur it is clear thar ar
least hundreds of citizens participated, many individuals moved from one
public conversation to another, and some developed advanced skills for orga-
nizing and facilitating such conversations. A community summit convened in
2006—fully ten years after the initial discussions—drew soc people. The
local League of Women Voters estimates that a minimum of 25 local residents,
quite diverse demographically, are now highly skilled moderators and con-
veners of public discussions.”” The mayor, the superintendent, the city coun-
cil, and the board of education had agreed in advance to support the plan that
participants developed. The business community also signed on. The presi-
dent of the Bridgeport Regional Business Council said, “Our business com-
munirty has learned to be very patient with change here, because they know
that community involvement is one of our cultural traits now and we've got
to have it. (It] is the preferred route because the end product is normally
better. The more inclusive it is, the more supportable it is”¥

So far, I have described talk, but the civic engagement process in Bridge-
port involves work as well. Each school has an empowered leadership ream
that includes parents along with professional educators. The professionals
take guidance from public meetings back into their daily work. People who
are employed by other institutions, such as businesses and religious congrega-
tions, also look to the public discussions for direction. Meanwhile, citizens
are inspired to work as volunteers. The school district has a large supply of
adult mentors, many of them participants in forums and discussions. In turn,
their hands-on service provides informartion and insights that enrich commu-
nity conversations and improve decisions.

Bridgeport’s citizens have shown that they are capable of making rough
choices: for instance, shifting limited resources from teen after-school pro-
grams to programs for younger children. Collaboration has become routine
for businesses, nonprofits, and government agencies. Everyone feels that
they share responsibility; problems are not left to the school system and its
officials. The school superintendent says, “I've never seen anything like this.
The community stakeholders at the table were adamant about this. They
said, “We're up front with you. The school district can’t do it by itself. We

own it oo,
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This is a local example, typical of hundreds that could be cited. Other cases
are threaded through this book. They are not uniform. Bridgeport’s process
was highly deliberative and began with private nonprofit organizations. In
Hampton, Virginia (discussed in chapter 6), a nonpartisan city-manager-style
government built a system for engaging citizens in service and deliberation. In
San Antonio (also discussed in chapter 6), a much more confrontational
social movement, rooted in the city’s traditionally oppressed Hispanic com-
munities, ultimarely added deliberative and collaborative pracrices thar re-
sembled those in Bridgeport. The organizers won more than $1 billion in
funding and enough political clout to choose mayors. Universities, schoals,
and news organizations, as well as cities, have been venues of civic renewal.

These efforts have been called “public work” to emphasize that partici-
pants do not just volunteer their time in the evenings, nor do they merely
discuss issues. They actually create, build, and teach, often as part of their paid
jobs.” These projects have also been called “citizen-centered” to emphasize
that they are fundamentally about people in their capacities as members of a
community. The starting point is a group of citizens rather than a problem or
aformal system. This does not mean that organizers must recruit citizens by
inviting them to amorphous and interminable discussions. Often, effective
recruiters emphasize specific issues and potential solutions. But the goal in
citizen-centered politics is to strengthen citizens’ capacities for deliberating,
defining, and addressing problems together.

Yet another possible title would be “open-ended politics.” The origin of
“politics” is the Greek word for citizen, polites. When polirics is open-ended,
citizens decide what to do as they work together. Their goals are not predeter-
mined. I will emphasize the open-ended nature of this kind of work because I
think its main alternatives are ideological or interest-group movements whose
goals are set in advance.

None of these phrases is catchy. In fact, we know from national surveys
that no appropriate terminology really excites people or conveys the core
values that I defend in this book. Offered the opportunity to comment on the
phrases “democracy,” “politics,” “service,” “civics,” “citizenship,” “activism,” “so-
cial entreprencurship,” and “community organizing,” representative Ameri-
cans cither gave lukewarm responses or indicated that they were not thinking
about open-ended, citizen-centered, public work.” For example, many liked
the phrase “community organizing,” but thought that it meant raising money
for charity. It scems that no phrase is more popular or resonant than the
others. We have the opportunity to choose the most accurate terminology
and then build support for it. I write in this book about “civic engagement;”
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with the understanding that it means deliberation (ralking and listening in
reasonably diverse groups about public issues), collaborative work, and the
strengthening of civic relationships.

Civic engagement, so defined, is essential for addressing really serious,
large-scale problems. That means that you and I can contribute to solving
grievous problems by engaging civically. But it is not enough for individuals to
want or try to participate as good citizens. Major institutions are set up to
ignore and even frustrate civic engagement. The kinds of practices that [ advo-
cate in this book are poorly funded, invisible in federal and state law, under-
studied by academics, neglected in education, and ignored in news and
popular culture. Thus our task is not only to engage as citizens but also to work
together to reform rules, incentives, and ways of thinking so that civic engage-
ment becomes much more common and influential. I will use the phrase “civic
renewal” to mean efforts to expand and enhance civic engagement.

In order to make a persuasive case for civic renewal, I must demonstrate
that it can address the kinds of wicked, intractable, interlocked problems with
which I began this chapter. That is not a simple case to make, since most of the
efforts are small and beset by local challenges. Only a much larger and more
robust civic renewal movement could really change the objective circum-
stances in America. But I will offer suggestive evidence of impact here.

An example of a serious social problem is unemployment, acute during
and after a recession, but chronic in our poorest communities. My colleagues
and I have found that when more residents were engaged in civic work, unem-
ployment rose less in counties, cities, and states during and after the recession
of 2008. After accounting for the major economic factors thought to influ-
ence unemployment (demographics, dependence on the oil and gas indus-
tries, housing-price inflation, and residential mobility), civic engagement
emerged as a stronger predictor of communities’ resilience against unemploy-
ment. The two most important elements of civic engagement were the density
of associations in each community that engaged local citizens as members or
clients, and the degree to which residents reported having friendships and
relationships with other people nearby.™

Previous studies suggest possible explanations. Maybe participating in
civic affairs teaches skills that are also useful in the job market, encourages
people to trust one another so that they are more likely to undertake business
parterships, strengthens citizens' affection and loyalty to their communities
so that they choose to spend and invest locally, or creates a strong set of inde-
pendent organizations that hold governments accountable and improve their
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All these explanations are plausible and consistent with my theoretical
framework. Bur I think Sean Safford offers the most persuasive explanation by
means of his close look at Youngstown, Ohio, and Allentown, Pennsylvania.
These two old manufacturing cities were economically and demographically
similar when the crises of global competition and automation hit American
manufacturing in the 1970s.* Youngstown entered a downward spiral and
now has a median household income of $25,000 and a median home value of
$50,000. Meanwhile, Allentown has turned into a successful postindustrial
economic center with a median houschold income almost twice that in
Youngstown, homes worth almost three times more, just one-fourth as many
murders per capita, and a substantially higher life expectancy.”

Safford traces the starkly different outcomes to the civic infrastructure of
the two communities. In their heyday as manufacturing ciries, both had eco-
nomic nerworks dominated by the interlocking boards of their local busi-
nesses. And both had social networks composed of private clubs. But only
Allentown really had a separate, robust civic network. Safford defines “civic
organizations [as] those for which the primary goal is to improve the commu-
nity in some way.”*? In Allentown, the universities’ boards and the Boy Scouts
were among the most prominent civic groups. Youngstown also had civic or-
ganizations but not a network of overlapping civic boards. When the eco-
nomic crisis killed Youngstown’s businesses and left the local elite competing
for scarce financial resources, they had no place to gather, plan, and collabo-
rate. But in Allentown, local leaders talked and cooperated in their overlap-
ping civic organizations.

Their discussions launched specific new initiatives, like the Ben Franklin
Technology Partnership, which has incubated high-tech businesses. Theyalso
developed new overall strategies. The business elite, organized as a civic cadre
through the Lehigh Valley Partnership, converged on a similar development
strategy as the grassroots activist groups, organized as the Community Action
Coalition. Meanwhile, Lehigh University reoriented itself as a civic hub that
connected to both activists and businesses,*

Allentown has not drawn much more external investment than Youngs-
town bur has used its indigenous capital much more effectively, with less dam-
aging competition.** Imporrantly, it was not the number of associations or
the rate of associational membership that mattered. Rather, organizations
were configured into a network that encouraged deliberation and collabora-
tion in Allentown but not in Youngst:own.45 In national data, we find a
correlation between the number of civic organizations per capira and a com-
munity’s economic success, but Safford’s closer look suggests that the density
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of organizations is probably just a rough proxy for the strength of the local
network that permits discussion, collaboration, and relationship building,

In a magisterial study of Chicago neighborhoods, Robert Sampson finds
that a strong organizational infrastructure boosts a community’s capacity for
collective civic action, which has substancial benefits for the neighborhood’s
safety and health. Sampson observes, “It is the totality of the instirutional
infrastructure that seems to matter in promoting civic health and extending
to unexpected economic vitality, whether in the form of rebuilding New
Orleans or in rehabilitating vacant houses in cconomically depressed neigh-
borhoods in cities around the country."%

The benefits are not solely economic. As I noted earlier, Allentown has
much better social outcomes than Youngstown, including lower crime rates
and longer lives. A different stream of research also finds that people are
much healthier and happier—in the original Aristotelian sense of happiness
as flourishing—if they can say that “their own daily activities [are] useful to
and valued by society” and if they have a “sense of belonging to, and com-
fortand support from, a community.” In turn, strengthening civil society at
the community level increases the odds that people will flourish in these
ways.”” YouthBuild USA is a program that enlists marginalized young
people and gives them opportunities to serve and lead. One graduate of the
program told my colleagues, “Doing those kinds of things changes some-
thing inside of you, you develop a whole new kind of happiness inside of
you—that you don’t feel like smoking weed, buying $150 dollar sneakers—
it’s the kind of happiness that only you can get by doing good deeds and
helping others.”**

A different kind of social problem is the incarceration crisis.”” Incarcera-
tion involves highly controversial public policy, and nowhere has civic engage-
ment led to dramatic or lasting reforms of the criminal justice system. In fact,
the huge number of prison sentences can be understood as the reszls of citizen
action. Draconian sentencing laws often begin with referenda or wich legisla-
tive votes that respond to popular pressure. The phrases “populist punitive-
ness” and “penal populism” are used ro describe an international phenomenon:
politicians secking approval by posing as tough on crime and denouncing
lawyers and other elites who would coddle or protect criminals.>

But accumulated evidence suggests that when citizens deliberate, they ar-
rive at merciful or nuanced decisions. For instance, when judges disagree with
jury verdicts, it is generally because they think the jury was too lenient.” Cap-
ital punishment is a popular policy in the United States, yet juries reach cap-
ital verdicts in very few cases.” When a random sample of British citizens
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deliberated about criminal justice policy, they shifted markedly against the
proposition that incarceration reduces crime and became much more protec-
tive of defendants’ rights.”

Unfortunately, public deliberation is now rare within the criminal justice
system. The severe and inflexible penalties required by referenda strongly en-
courage plea bargaining, which is one reason that the proportion of felony
cases thar go to trial has dropped from one in 12 during the 1970s to just one
in 40 recently’ Ninety-seven percent of criminal convictions in che federal
5ystcm and 94 percent in the state systems result from plea bargains and not
trials.” The people (using the ballot box) have chosen to remove the people
(convened as jurors) from criminal law:

Why would they do thac? In 1964, three-quarters of Americans said they
generally trusted the government and 53.4 percent said they generally truseed
other people. By 2010, trust in government was down to 30.4 percent, and
trust in other people had fallen to 34.6 percent, both having lost ground
steadily over the decades.™ Distrust of people of color, especially young Afri-
can American men, is particularly acute and directly relevant to the incarcer-
ation problem. (In fact, “distrust” is much too soft a word for public atticudes
toward young black people.) If we trusted the government but not our fellow
citizens, we might be willing to let judges set sentences. If we trusted our
fellow Americans but not the government, we would be less eager to incar-
cerate citizens and more protective of the jury system. Trusting neither, we are
tempted to require the state to put people in jail without trials.

A minimum sentencing law is a simple, understandable rule imposed on a
complex system. Itis a classic example of the prevailing view of accountability
as external and driven by numbers, rather than deliberative and determined
by arguments. (See chapter 4.) It transforms criminal cases from transparent
public events, full of explicit moral rhetoric and judgment, into bargaining
sessions managed behind the scenes by lawyers.”” That is a recipe for even
lower trust, which encourages even more draconian sentencing laws. The
resulting crisis of incarceration is largely invisible because citizens do not
serve on juries or even read about jury wials. Even though criminal justice is
officially public business and transparent (in the sense that one has a right to
obtain court records), it rarely impinges on public consciousness.

In Oklahoma in the 19905, the League of Women Voters saw the state’s
incarceration rate—the third-highest in the nation—as a serious public prob-
lem. They also recognized that politicians were afraid of any reforms that
could be depicted as weak on crime. So they organized a series of meetings
across the state that involved nearly 1,000 citizens who held diverse views.
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Many participants expressed anger abour the costs of incarceration and
favored prevention and rehabilitation. Politicians and reporters attended
these meetings and witnessed the prevailing mood, which changed their esti-
mate of whar would be popular. The League then recruited participants to
advocate a bill that would reduce certain felonies to misdemeanors while de-
volving some authority over sentencing to “community boards with citizen
representation.” The bill passed by wide margins. It reflected deliberative
public opinion, and it created a mechanism for the kind of sustained public
engagement in criminal justice that might restore public trust.*®

The sentencing reform legislation was later repealed after lobbying by
law enforcement officials. The statc chose instead to reduce costs by expand-
ing private, for-profit prisons.”” In 2008, companies that run such prisons
spent almost $69,000 on Oklahoma state political campaigns and received
almost $77 million in state funding; the state even imported prisoners from
Arizona.®”’

This chapter of the Oklahoma story is a reminder—as if one were needed—
that engaged citizens face formidable enemies and need political reform ro
prevail. The relationship between institutional reform and civic engagement
isa central theme in chapters s and 6. But even though the legislature retreated
on incarceration, community sentencing boards still handle nonviolent cases
in most Oklahoma counties. The state’s Department of Corrections argues
that these boards save money and reduce incarceration.®

Oklahoma’s community boards resemble other widespread initiatives in
which the justice system engages lay citizens. Problem-solving courts, for ex-
ample, specialize in particular issues, such as drugs or domestic violence. They
reject the traditional measure of success in a judicial system (speedily rendering
appropriate verdicts in cases) and instead try to address an underlying problem,
whether drugabuse, violence, or urban blight. Effective problem solving requires
partnerships both within the government and across the community. Thus
these courts “aggressively reach out to neighborhoods to educate community
groups and find new ways for citizens to get involved in the judicial process.”*
The cast of characters traditionally involved in a court broadens to include social
workers, community organizers, and planners, and their relationships shift. In
Portland, Oregon, the president of an advocacy group called the Black United
Front naturally refers to a local problem-solving court as “we.” He does not offi-
cially work for the court, but he helps set its agenda. Judges, for their part, fre-
quently speak in community settings and even serve on nonprofits’ boards.?

In youth courts, panels of teenagers are empowered to sentence their peers

for minor offences. In restorative justice programs, violators negoriate
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agreements with representatives of their community to repair the harms their
actions have caused.** Modern restorative justice was first proposed by out-
siders to the legal system (Mennonite activists and others), but it has grown
thanks to the support of prosecurors and corrections officials, who see sub-
stantial financial savings and much higher satisfaction among victims and
other residents.”” Like youth courts, restorative justice has shown promising
effects on recidivism. These reforms also engage citizens in deliberations
within the legal system.

By expanding such opportunities, we may be able to change the national
conversation about crime and punishment.* Restorative justice tends ro sat-
isfy both victims and offenders.”” Jurors who successfully reach verdicts in
conventional trials hold more favorable views of political institutions (in-
cluding the jury trial itself), trust their fellow citizens more, and are more
likely to vote in regular elections compared ro citizens who are not randomly
selected for jury service or whose trials end without verdices.®® That finding
suggests that by making traditional juries (or modern alternatives such as
restorative justice programs) more common and more prominent in the
public discourse, we could raise public trust in courts and reduce the demand
for draconian sentencing. In chapter 6 and throughout this book, I advocate
other ways to engage citizens in governance beyond courts. If alienation from
institutions and from our fellow citizens is a root cause of the incarceration
epidemic, these strategics offer the best hope for a solution.

These cases suggest that civic engagement offers answers to large-scale, se-
rious, wicked social problems. I still owe an argument that we can expand and
enhance civic engagement. To do that would require not only shifts in priorities
and resources (described later) but also a change in our public philosophy.

In general, we treat the people who will be affected by social policies as
“at-risk” as victims, as baskets of problems or potential problems. Those labels
apply especially to the young and the old, poor Americans, and minoricies.
Civic engagement acknowledges inequalities and injustices, but it treats all
people as assets, capable of addressing their own problems and contributing
to the whole community. We should welcome and expect them to contribute
not only because doing so has good effects, but also because respecting them
is 2 fundamental moral obligation.

In general, we see education as the job of teachers, professors, and admin-
istrators, whose clients are students. Education is a specialized task to be
measured by experts. Success then boils down to passing tests. But education
should be a community-wide function, the process by which a whole com-
munity chooses and transmits to the next generation appropriate values,

[
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traditions, skills, practices, and cultural norms. Civic engagement at its best
crosses the lines between schools or colleges and communities and reflects a
more inclusive definition of “education.”

In general, our politics is government centered. Liberals want the govern-
ment to accept new tasks, such as health insurance; conservatives believe that
problems would be mitigated if the state were shrunk. Governments are
important, but they are not the only institutions that matter. Furthermore, a
state-centered view of politics leaves citizens little to do burt inform them-
selves and vote. In citizen-centered politics, however, people form relation-
ships with peers, express their interests and listen to others, and then use a
range of strategies, some having little to do with the stare.

In general, our democracy is threatened by the mobility of capital. A com-
munity cannot govern itself if it relies for jobs on private companies that are
able to move their operations and investments at will. Capital mobility is a
threat to progressive policies, such as corporate taxation and unionization,
and also to conservative policies regarding social issues. But an array of eco-
nomically powerful not-for-profit institutions—colleges and universities,
co-ops and land trusts, community development corporations and social
enterprises—are anchored in communities and accountable to local citizens
because their fates are permanently tied rogether. These are no longer mar-
ginal elements of our economy: for example, America’s 4,600 community
development corporations finance and build 86,000 housing units annually.”’

In general, our politics is manipulative. Experts—politicians, pundits,
consultants, marketers, leaders of advocacy groups, and the like—study us,
poll us, focus-group us, and assign us to gerrymandered elecroral districts;
they slice-and-dice us; and then they send us tailored messages designed to
encourage us—or to scare us—into acting just how they want. This is true of
liberal politicians as well as conservative ones. It is true of public interest
lobbies as well as business lobbies. It is true of big nonprofits as well as polit-
ical parties.

Itis also true of many civic groups. For example, my organization, CIRCLE
(The Center for Informarion & Research on Civic Learning & Engagement)
has been part of the movement to increase youth voter turnout. Techniques
for that purpose are becoming increasingly sophisticated. In the 1990s, you
might just mail people flyers reminding them to register. Then organizations
began to test various messages with focus groups before they printed their
flyers. Now they do true experiments, randomly selecting some addresses to
receive one flyer instead of another and keep track of the response rates. (The
messages that people like best in focus groups often perform worst in the



22 WE ARE THE ONES WE HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR

field.) This is just an example of growing efficiency in public-interest, nonpar-
tisan politics. CIRCLE has embraced it because resources are scarce and the
environment is competitive. We believe that engaging young people is valu-
able, and resources should be used in the most efficient possible way. We col-
lected research-based “best practices” in an influential 2006 guide, and many
of those techniques were used by the 2008 Obama presidential campaign to
mobilize an unprecedented share of under-30 voters.””

These techniques work. Yet overall, Americans know they are being ma-
nipulated, and they resent it. They want to be able to decide for themselves
what is important, what should be done, and then act in common to address
their problems. They are interested in what other people think; they want to
get out of what students call their “bubbles” They want an open-ended,
citizen-centered politics in which the outcomes are not predetermined by
professionals. We should not try to manipulate our students or neighbors
into adopting opinions or solutions that we think are right. We should give
them opportunities to deliberate and reflect and then act in ways that seem
best to them. In a time of increasingly sophisticated manipulative politics,
these opportunities are precious.
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How to Think About Politics

VALUES, FACTS, AND STRATEGIES

WHEN I SPEAK to groups of civic activists and educarors, I often read the
following quotation: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, com-
mitted citizens can change the world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has”
I ask people to raise their hands if they recognize the quotation and who
wrote it. Sometimes every hand goes up, and everyone seems able to cite Mar-
garct Mead, the great American anthropologist, as the author. I have jokingly
asked audiences to keep their hands up if they have printed these words and
hung them on their office walls. Quite a few hands remain raised.

In fact, this quotation is only attributed to Margaret Mead. It cannot be
found in her printed works and may be apocryphal.' But it is certainly pop-
ular among Americans who see their goals as “civic.” Google found it on more
than four million websites in 2012.

I think I understand the motivations behind these two sentences. Marga-
ret Mead—or whoever composed this quotation—was exhorting us to work
together and make the world better. Thar is a worthy objective.

Burt these propositions are literally false. Not only small groups of
thoughtful citizens “change the world.” So do technological inventions, insti-
tutional inertia, markets, clashes of social classes and ethnic or religious
groups, governments, armies, violence, terror, and sheer accidents.

For instance, a huge flood changed New Orleans profoundly in 200s.
Hurricane Katrina changed New Orleans for the worse (at least in the short
term), and that brings up a separate problem with Margaret Mead’s quora-

tion. Changing the world is morally ambiguous—change can be good or bad.
The World War I veterans who gathered around Mussolini and Hitler were
“small group[s] of . . . committed citizens,” and they made the world a lot
worse. | deleted the word “thoughtful” in describing them, but they did think
a lot about social issues and strategies. They just thought in a bad way.
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Mead also implies that small groups of thoughtful and committed citizens
always succeed. She begins: “Never doubs . . ” Buc it is easy to list groups of
deeply thoughtful and fully committed citizens who have failed—some ar the
cost of their lives, and some with hardly a ripple. A cynic might counter:
“Never doubt the capacity of large groups of ignorant and selfish people to
squelch good ideas and make the world worse.”

I do not mean to disparage Margarer Mead (or the real author of these
sentences), but rather to emphasize that we need a serious investigation of
three questions:

1. When can “a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens” change the
world?

2. How can they be most effective?

3. Whar are good means and good ends for these groups?

One would think that these three questions would be essential to the
whole enterprise of research and education. To be sure, they are not the only
questions that matter to us as human beings. We should also consider what
private individuals may and should do. For instance: “Is it acceptable for me

What will happen if I buy this prod-
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to lie?” “Is an abortion permissible?
uce?” “Would this be a beautiful object for me to create?”

We should think, too, about large social forces and mass behavior (nor to
mention the natural world, the past, and purely abstract cruths like those of
mathematics). But the scale of human affairs that lies berween a lone individ-
ual’s decisions and entire societies seems especially important. This is che
domain of groups that one can choose to join or to leave, that one can tangi-
bly influence through one’s own choices and actions, and that can (in turn)
influence the larger world. “Civil society” is the name for that scale of human
action where the minuscule powers of an individual obtain enough leverage
to count but are not lost entirely in the mass. It is the world of “we.” but not
such a huge or abstract “we” that “I” no longer marers. It is politics at the
human scale.

When we discuss macropolitics, our grammar is typically passive or imper-
sonal. We use phrases like, “The US should support Greece,” or “The budger
should be balanced” When we discuss politics at the human scale, our
grammar becomes active and personal: “We can balance our budget,” or “1
support Greece.”

Civil society—the human scale of politics—is certainly studied, bue not
sufhiciently in ways that combine three maters: facts, values, and strategies. We
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need to know facts because we should not try to do something that is impos-
sible, or redundant, or that has harmful but unintended consequences. If, for
example, a small group decides to create a co-op to sell local food, but there is
no market for their product, or the supply is inadequate, or the law forbids the
form of business that they prefer, or their activity will inadvertently destroy
natural ecosystems or desirable businesses, or if experiments show that indi-
viduals zever cooperate voluntarily in the way that they dream of, then they
had better be aware of these facts.

We need values because otherwise we cannot distinguish between the ef-
fective, small group action of Mussolini’s fascisti in 1922 versus the civil rights
movement’s leadership in 1955. Both groups were thoughtful and committed,
and both won their political battles, but one group was bad and the other was
good.

Finally, we nced strategies. It is insufficient to wish for better outcomes
and determine that those outcomes are possible. We need a path to the desir-
able results,

Developing a fully adequate strategy is difficult, just as empirical research
and moral argument are difficult endeavors. It is not enough to say that some-
thing “should be done.” People should stop having unprotected sex; if they
did, there would be no new cases of HIV/AIDS, and the virus would go
extinct. But saying that does nothing to address the HIV crisis. Nor is it suffi-
cient ro say that major institutions should change their policies. Many lives
would be saved if governments spent more money on HIV education and
anti-retroviral medications, but again, saying that achieves nothing. Some-
times one can be effective merely by expressing the truch. Usually, however,
political success requires more than expression; it takes organization and ef-
fective tools that may include laws, votes, payments, electoral campaigns,
strikes, boycotts, or lawsuits—depending on the situation. To choose a
strategy, one must be smart about whar will work and also understand facts
and values.

Itis ideal to address a real audience that has the capacity to do something,
to influence another group to do something, or otherwise to start a helpful
chain of events. One must persuade that audience to take beneficial steps,
using some effective combination of moral suasion and plausible appeals to
self-interest. Somerimes it works to address particularly powerful individuals:
billionaire philanthropists, national politicians, or celebrities with hugc pop-
ular followings. Buc it is hard to get those people’s attention and to persuade
them to act differently. Despite their disproportionate power, they are not
omnipotent, and they are always asked to do more worthy things than they
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can manage. Finally, we may not want our strategies to be contingent on the
goodwill of an elite. For all those reasons, a fully adequate strategy must ad-
dress whomever chooses to listen and must give those people effective ideas and
reasons for action. Engaging anyone who chooses to listen is a civic approach
to strategy because it treats citizenship (membership in a community) as a
sufficient condition and does not privilege status, expertise, or power. But
finding something effective for everyone to do is no easy task.

I believe there is much less scholarship than we need that combines facts,
strategy, and values and that deals with the human scale of politics. Empirical
social scientists pay relatively little attention to the effects of small-group pol-
itics because to do so seems naive, They know that the decisions and strategies
of “small groups of thoughtful, committed citizens” generally macter less than
economic forces, institutional structures, mass public opinion, and tech-
nology. To mention just one example, the outcome of presidential elections in
the United States is strongly correlated with the performance of the economy
in the previous year.” That means that all the deliberare work of campaigns,
parties, and independent advocacy groups matters less than the blind, imper-
sonal force of the business cycle.

Nevertheless, working cogether in small groups is morally important—it is
what we should do and should care most about. To be a good person is to do
this work well. Thar is reason cnough to make it a central question for reflec-
tion and research. In addition, deliberate human action has significant impact.
Small groups of thoughtful, committed citizens do make a difference under
appropriate circumstances, as shown by the civil rights movement, the wom-
en’s movement, the conservative legal movement, and numerous other exam-
ples. Until recently, research on social movements tended to emphasize the
external (and uncontrollable factors) that caused some to succeed and others
to fizzle. The ones with adequate resources and favorable positions would
win; the others would fail. But recent scholarship emphasizes thart leaders of
movements and other active participants make choices that affect cheir suc-
cess. Leadership is emerging as a significant causal factor in the outcomes of
social movements.” Meanwhile, Elinor Ostrom won the 2009 Nobel Prize in
Economic Sciences for demonstrating thar the organization and governance
of voluntary groups affects whether they can solve social problems. These
findings suggest that “small groups of thoughtful, commitred citizens” matter,
even if other factors matter too.

If the leaders of the South African freedom movement reviewed the schol-
arly literacure on democratization during the apartheid years, they must have
found it depressing. Prosperity, cconomic cquality, and ethnic homogeneity
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were the factors that had been found to increase the odds of a successful tran-
sition to democracy. These structural factors were all evidently absent in
South Africa. Only the country’s heritage of British rule was thought to
increase the odds of success, and that was an ambiguous marter in South
Africa, where the British influence had been limited.* Thus, if the African
National Congress and other democratic reformers had been guided by hard-
nosed, empirical research, they would have chosen a goal short of democracy,
somcthinglikc a negotiated arrangement among separate authoritarian com-
munities. Bur they were right to ignore the scholarly literature because it was
based on empirical data—in a word, on the past—and the past can never
determine the future. So far, their peaceful revolution appears a monumental
work of deliberate human agency. To his credit, one of the leading empirical
scholars of democratization, Seymour Martin Lipset, after reviewing the stan-
dard preconditions of success (none of which applied in South Africa), said

in 1993:

There are a number of assertions we can now advance, with consider-
able confidence, about the structural, cultural, and institutional factors
that are conducive to the development of democracy. But specific out-
comes depend on particular contexts, [including] the abilities and tac-
tics of the major actors. For example, Washington and Lincoln, Lenin
and Gorbachev, Nehru and DeGaulle, each had a profound effect on
the prospects for democracy in his time and country. Clearly then, we
cannot generalize by a formula. The various factors I have reviewed
here do shape the probabilities for democracy, but they do not deter-

mine the outcomes.”

Wise citizens will take into consideration the factors that “shape probabil-
ities,” because it is naive to ignore barriers and threats, but they will not
renounce their agency just because those factors look daunting,

A master question for social theory during the twentieth century was
structure versus agency: whether people’s voluntary choices made any differ-
ence in politics or underlying scrucrures determined everything. This ques-
tion divided, for example, French existentialists (who preached the value of
intentional political acts) from French structuralists (who thought that polit-
ical events, including major elections and revolutions, were superficial percur-
bations on the permanent structures below). Bur the question for the
twenty-first century should be different: not how much impact agency has,
but how that impact can be expanded. The reason to expand it is not that
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agency is intrinsically good. Hitler was an effective political agent. Rather,
deliberate and effective human action is one necessary condition of a worth-
while human life. If there is no agency, life is pointless.

Another obstacle to helpful research is the enduring positivist bent of the
social sciences. Positivism presumes that there is a sharp distinction between
facts, which can be observed and tested, and values, which are sheer matters
of opinion. Social scientists acknowledge that they have values but regard
them as biases and try to reduce their impact on their own scholarship. They
use sophisticated techniques for that purpose. For example, to construct a

“survey or a test, a researcher often generates many potential questions and

then has them screened by several different sets of diverse experts and lay re-
viewers and tested with a sample of the target population to see which ques-
tions correlate with each other. Irems that prove controversial or that fail to
correlate with others are rejected. The final test or survey then has a patina of
objectivity and value neurrality, because the researcher did not control the
choice of questions. Often the topics included on the test are drawn from
previous literature that has been thoroughly peer reviewed and thus deemed
scientific. Finally, careful researchers disclose their remaining biases in the
limitations section of their articles.

But having the right values is not a bias; it is the most important achieve-
ment. You cannot tell that your values are right simply by asking whether they
are uncontroversial or prevalent in the published literature. A whole disci-
pline can be morally misguided, as the examples of Soviet and Nazi sciences
clearly demonstrate. Our deepest obligation is to have the right values, and
that requires being able to propose and assess moral reasons. A good examina-
tion, for example, is not merely composed of questions that are scientifically
valid and reliable. A good exam tests knowledge and skills thart are valuable—
that a person really should have or that a just society really needs.

In this book, I draw on several empirical research programs that try to help
something good work in the world. For instance, scholars who study positive
youth development (PYD) assess initiatives that give young people opportu-
nities to contribute to their communities, Scholars of common pool resources
study how communities manage common property, such as fisheries and for-
ests. Scholars of deliberative democracy investigate the impacts on citizens,
communities, and policies when people talk about public issues in structured
setrings.

These are empirical research efforts, commiteed to facts and truth. They do

not seek to celebrate, but to critically evaluate, their research subjects. Never-
theless, an obvious goal is to make the pracrical work succeed by identifying
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and demonstrating positive impacts and by helping sort out the effective
strategies from the ineffective ones. Underlying these intellectual efforts is
some kind of hope that the practical programs, when done well, succeed.
Along with hope, another relevant virtue is loyalty to a field of practice that
shows promise.

These motives or virtues are largely hidden, because positivist social sci-
ence cannot handle value commitments on the part of researchers; it treats
them as biases to be minimized and disclosed if they prove impossible to elim-
inate. Often a search for motives is critical and suspicious: one tries to show
that a given research project is biased by some value judgment, cultural as-
sumption, or self-interest on the scholars’ part. But we can look for motives in
an appreciative spirit, believing that an empirical rescarch program in the
social sciences is only as good as its core values.

Note that it is not at all obvious why we should hope that PYD, common
property resource management, and deliberative democracy work. These are
expensive and tricky strategies. For instance, the core empirical hypothesis of
PYD is that you will get better outcomes for youth if you help them contrib-
ute than if you use surveillance and remediation. But it would be cheaper and
more reliable if we could cut crime with metal detectors in every school
instead of elaborate service-learning programs. So why should we hope that
PYD is right?

Likewise, it would be easier to turn all resources into private or state prop-
erty than to encourage some communities to manage resources as common
property. And it would be easier for professionals to make city plans and bud-
gets than to turn those decisions over to citizens. So why do scholars evidently
hope that good common property regimes produce more sustainable and
efficient economic outcomes than expert management and that citizens’
deliberations generate more legitimate and fair policies than governments?

Part of the reason is simply that things are not going very well in the world,
and scholars seek alternatives that may be obviously better (for example, more
efficient or sustainable and less corrupt and wasteful). That is part of the rea-
son, but it doesn’t fully explain the focus of these research projects. If you're
worried abour violence in American high schools, you should look for some-
thing new that works. But why should that new approach include service and
leadership programs, instead of better metal detectors and video cameras?

Ultimarely, all three of my examples are anchored in commicments that I
would describe as Kantian. Immanuel Kant argued that the individual is a

sovereign moral agent, and our responsibility to others is always to help them
develop their capacities for autonomy and voluntary cooperation. Real
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Kantians are willing to defend autonomy even if the consequences for health
and welfare turn out to be bad. But real Kantianism persuades few people and
has liccle influence. Thus, I think the research projects I have mentioned here
are motivated by a kind of soft or strategic Kantianism. The best initiatives, on
this view, are the ones that achieve efficient and reliable improvements in tan-
gible human welfare by enhancing people’s autonomy. Strategies like PYD
and common property regimes stand out as worthy of study because of their
Kantian values. But they deserve critical scrutiny on utilitarian grounds. If
they fail to deliver the promised practical outcomes, they should be improved
before they are abandoned. The same attention should not be given to sur-
veillance systems or top-down managerial structures. In theory, those solu-
tions might work just as well but helping them succeed would not enhance
autonomy. That is the implicit moral theory behind these research programs.

In our time and culture, it is a risky strategy for scholars to admit their core
moral commitments. The smartest move is to pretend that a research program
is simply scientific and all the outcomes of interest are utilitarian. Burt those
assumptions have the disadvantage of being wrong. They distort research in
various subtle but damaging ways. For example, if we try to justify youth ser-
vice programs because they cut dropout rates and teen pregnancy, we are
likely to shift those programs in the direction of noncontroversial service,
when the real (bur undisclosed) morive is to make young people into political
actors. Besides, when we are influenced by an implicit moral philosophy, we
may make judgments that we would not actually endorse or defend if we
spelled them out clearly. Kantian premises may motivate PYD, common
property resource management, and deliberative democracy. Those motiva-
tions are commendable, but they do not show that Kantianism is 7ight. Most
people reasonably resist Kant’s full-blown moral philosophy. By spelling out
our actual views, we can analyze them crirically, take responsibility for them,
and make them more complex and persuasive. Talking in this way is a form of
accountability; a running theme of this book is the importance of account-
ability as reason giving.

Political philosophy (as practiced in philosophy and political science de-
partments and by some independent writers) directly addresses questions of
value. It takes as its central objectives not only to analyze or describe values
but also to identify the bess ones. Political philosophy is often informed by
facts: for instance, economics influences it deeply. The problem with political
philosophy is that it takes too little account of stracegy. Strategy is studied and
taughe in academia but predominantly in fields far removed from philosophy,
such as business.”
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In the most influential book of political philosophy written in English
since the Second World War, John Rawls says that his subject is “justice,”
which is a feature of “the basic structure of sociery.”® This way of thinking
about politics can be deeply misleading to an individual who is deciding
which groups to join, create, or lead and how to steer those groups. The indi-
vidual cannot determine “the basic structure of society.” He or she might have
opinions about the basic structure: for example, Rawls himself favored a more
equal distribution of economic goods than actually prevails in the United
States today. But if you agree with him about that, it doesn’t mean that you
should join an association for economic equality. Such an association might
g#in no traction, or it might provoke a public backlash, or it might divide an
existing political coalition, or it might lead to a massive new government pro-
gram that does not work. Depending on the situation, you might do better
advocating a particular reform in the health system that has a real prospect of
passage. Rawls’s theory by itself would send you in the wrong direction unless
you also understood strategy.

In private foundations today, it is popular to ask grantees to articulate a
“theory of change”: a set of steps that will lead from the existing situation to
the desired outcomes. Like any theory, it can be experimentally rested—it will
either yield the promised outcomes or not. Sometimes political philosophy
has a theory of change. For example, Plato’s plan was to develop the blueprint
of an ideal state and then persuade the tyrant of a city-state (Syracuse in Sic-
ily) to implement it. This theory did not work—Plato had to flee Syracuse
before he was killed there—but it seemed plausible in advance.’

Almost 2,000 years later, Machiavelli addressed The Prince to another Ital-
ian tyrant, Lorenzo the Magnificent. Perhaps Machiavelli’s real intent was to
give Lorenzo advice, or maybe—as Rousseau believed—Machiavelli was hint-
ing to his fellow Florentine citizens that rule by one man would inevitably
turn vicious and tyrannical. In that case, Machiavelli’s theory of change was to
subvert Medici rule by writing a book that would be read with irony.

In turn, Rousseau addressed his Discourse on the Origins of Inequality to
the leaders of republican Geneva, with a plea to govern it differently. Since
they were sovereign lords, they could change their policies if he persuaded
them successfully. Still later, Hamilton, Madison, and Jay addressed their Fed-
eralist Papers to Americans who could vote to ratify the Constitution or in-
fluence public opinion. Thanks to the American Revolution, the majority of
white men collectively held the power of Lorenzo the Magnificent, but they

were not yet so numerous or so deluged with media that thoughtful essays
would be lost in the noise. It made sense to address and persuade them.
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What is the theory of change of modern academic philosophy? John
Rawls is a leading example, and his Theory of Justice is dedicated to his wife—
an appropriate and even touching gesture bur interestingly different from the
choices made by Machiavelli, Rousseau, Hamilton, and Madison. Either
Rawls did not take responsibility for changing the world, or he hoped to
change it by the following roundabout strategy: first develop a theory of the
best possible society by means of academic scholarship, primarily addressed to
colleagues and advanced students, and then popularize (or let someone else
popularize) the results so that they might influence public opinion and
thereby change influential popular votes.

[ see no evidence tha this strategy had any impact, despite Rawls’s enor-
mous prestige in the academy. Public policy in the United States is less Rawl-
sian than it was in 1970, and liberal activists and leaders who share some of his
principles rarely look to him for arguments or guidance. Nor has any other
political philosopher had more success than Rawls or his followers and
interpreters.

This is not a refutation of Rawls’s philosophy, which may be correct on its
own terms. [ am not a pragmatist who thinks that the only justification of
intellectual work is its impact, what William James used to call its “cash value.”
A theory can have intrinsic merit. I would, however, assert that Rawls and his
colleagues are no longer writing in the same genre as Plato, Machiavelli, Ham-
ilton, and Madison (and many in-between). Contemporary academic polit-
ical philosophy does not offer a path to a better society but only an indication
of what one would be like. It is a highway without the on-ramp.

In political philosophy, “ideal theory” means the effort to define a fully

just society. Proponents assert that it is useful for guiding our actual political
decisions, which should steer toward the ideal. Amartya Sen, in The Idea of
Justice, offers one of several recent and prominent critiques of this method.
Sen argues thar there is no way to settle reasonable disagreements about the
ideal state. Knowing what is ideal is not necessary to make wise and ethical
decisions. And even an ideally designed set of public institutions would not
guarantee justice, because people must be given discretion to make private
decisions, and those decisions can always be unjust.

Sen finds an alternative to the tradition of developing ideal social con-
tracts, as Plato, More, Locke, Rousscau, Rawls, Nozick, and many others did.
The alternative is to compare on moral grounds actually existing societies or
realizable reforms in order to recommend improvements, a strategy epito-
mized by Aristotle, Adam Smith, Benjamin Constant, Tocqueville, and Sen
himself (among many others).
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I would push the critique further than Sen does. The non-ideal political
theories that he admires are still addressed to some kind of sovereign: a poten-
tial author of laws and policies in the real world, a “decider” (as George W.
Bush used to call himself). Sen, for example, in his various works, addresses
two kinds of audiences: the general public, understood as sovereign because
we can vote, or various specific authorities, such as the managers of the World
Bank. In his work aimed at general readers, he envisions a “global dialogue,’
rich with “active public agitation, news commentary, and open discussion,” to
which he contributes guiding principles and methods."” In turn, that global
dialogue will influence the actual decision-makers, whether they are voters
and consumers in various countries or powerful leaders.

Unfortunately, no reader is really in the position of a sovereign. You and I
can vote but not for elaborate social strategies. We vote for names on a ballot,
while hundreds of millions of other people also vote with different goals in
mind. If T prefer the social welfare system of Canada to the US system, I
cannot vote to switch. Not can I persuade millions of Americans to share
my preference, because I don’t have the platform to reach them. Even legisla-
tors are not sovereigns, because there are many of them, and the legislature
shares power with other branches and levels of government and with private
institutions.

This book has a different theory of change and is meant to exemplify a
different approach to scholarship. It is directed at readers who can acr to
enhance democracy in the United States. But because we are far more effec-
tive when we act collectively rather than singly, this book identifies networks
of organizations that an individual can join and influence. The book’s strate-
gic recommendations, empirical evidence, and moral arguments are all
addressed at members (and prospective members) of these nerworks.

Since the late 1980s, I have had the privilege of working for the Charles E.
Kettering Foundation, Common Cause, CIRCLE (The Center for Informa-
tion & Research on Civic Learning & Engagement), the National Commis-
sion on Civic Renewal, the Institute for Philosophy & Public Policy, and the
Jonathan M. Tisch College of Citizenship and Public Service at Tufts Univer-
sity. I have served on the boards or steering committees of the American Bar
Association’s Division of Public Education, AmericaSpeaks, the Paul J. Aicher
Foundation (fiscal agent for Everyday Democracy, which brought Study Cir-
cles to America), the Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, the Delib-
erative Democracy Consortium, the State of Maryland’s Task Force on Civic

Literacy, the Newspaper Association of America Foundation, and Street Law,
Inc. I have completed projects for the National Conference on Citizenship,
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the New America Foundation, the Aspen Institute, and the Corporation for
National and Community Service. I have served on advisory committees for
America’s Promise, Mobilize.org, Generation Citizen, and the Obama cam-
paign’s Education Policy Committee and Urban Policy Committee.

These institutions are demonstrably connected—not in one organized
structure but as a dense network with many common ties. The same network
also encompasses such organizations as Campus Compact, Demos, the
League of Women Voters, and the Industrial Areas Foundation, with which 1
have not worked as directly. Most important, the network touches many citi-
zens who are members of one or more of these organizations or who simply
participate in, or follow, civic renewal as individuals.

This book is primarily addressed to that network and to anyone who wants
to join it. My theory of change is to try to elucidate the underlying values of
the network—anticipating that my analysis will provoke some disagreement—
and then to propose strategic next steps in light of the current situartion. If the
network grows and has polirical impact, the reasons will go far beyond this
book. But if the book contributes to its success, its theory of change will be

vindicated.
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Values

COLLABORATION, DELIBERATION,
AND CIVIC RELATIONSHIPS

IN CHAPTER 2, I argued that we need a combination of values, facts, and
strategies to think wisely about politics. Chaprer 3 turns to values. The core
proposition is simple: most Americans should be involved in deliberation and
collaboration. In other words, they should talk, listen, and work together on
public problems. To do so requires certain kinds of relationships with one’s
fellow citizens. Thus chapter 3 introduces deliberation, collaboration, and
civic relationships as its core concepts. I argue that a combination of these
three produces beneficial results, it yields knowledge about what is right, and
it enhances the dignity and agency of participants. In other words, the advan-
tages of civic engagement (thus understood) are pragmaric, epistemological,
and ethical.

Talking and Listening

The dominant view of political scientists during the 1950s and 1960s was that
individuals and organizations wanted things. They had options, such as to
vote, to contribute money, to run for office, to strike, to sue, or to threaten
violence, and they made their choices in order to get as much of what they
wanted as possible. Political outcomes were the result of many simultaneous
choices. Harold Lasswell’s famous book was entitled Politics: Who Gets What,
When, How!

Since then, “deliberative democrats” have argued that we should not be
satisfied with policies that arise because individuals and groups try to get
what they want. People may not want good things, their power is starkly
unequal, and some of their tactics are unethical. Besides, people often don’t
know whart they want until they have communicated with others. Alchough

our views about matters very close to our own lives may emerge out of private




