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Foreword 

This paper was written in 1996 for an Independent Sector conference. At that time, 

the term  public life  was used to distinguish political life from other kinds of collective 

living. This was intended to counter a tendency to conflate largely social phenomena 

(attending a picnic) with more political activities (building a playground to give 

children a safer place to play). 

If I were writing this paper today, I likely would title it Can Democracy Be 

Regenerated?  The Kettering Foundation’s research has led to a distinctive 

understanding of democratic politics that puts citizens at the center. By citizens, 

we mean people who join with others to produce things that serve our common 

well-being. As our research evolved, we came to use “making democracy work 

as it should” as a central, organizing theme. We define democracy, at its most 

fundamental, as a system of governance in which power comes from citizens who 

generate their power by working together to combat common problems—beginning in 

their communities—and by working to shape their common future, both through what 

they do with one another and through their institutions.

David Mathews 

April 4, 2016



T                  hese days we seem willing  
	    to consider the possibility that 
democracies need something more than  
written constitutions, multiple parties, free 
elections, and representative governments.  
They also depend on a strong public life, a  
rich depository of social capital, a sense of 
community, and a healthy civil society.1 

Now comes the obvious follow-up: Is it possible  
to “reweave the social fabric,” to generate social 
capital where it is lacking, to build a sense of 
community in a fragmented, polarized city,  
to invigorate public life at a time when many 
Americans are seeking security in private 
sanctuaries?2  No one knows. Maybe a democratic 
civil society takes centuries to develop, building 
layer upon layer like a coral reef. Maybe the 
places we admire most result more from 
happenstance than we would like to admit.

These reservations notwithstanding, we do have 
cases where a civil order changed its character in 
a relatively short period of time. Modern Spanish 
democracy emerged from Franco’s fascism in 
only a few decades, according to Víctor Pérez-
Díaz.3  And Vaughn Grisham Jr. reports that  
Tupelo, Mississippi, changed its civic character 
in roughly the same amount of time, the result 
being that the poorest city in the poorest county 
in the poorest state of the union became a 
progressive community with a per capita income 
close to that of Atlanta.4 

So maybe—just maybe—it is possible for towns 
and cities, perhaps even counties and states, to 
change their politics. Maybe public life can be 
regenerated. I say “regenerated” because I am 
assuming that some vestige or memory of public 
life exists almost everywhere. I think modern 
public life is rooted in the earliest institutions 
and norms created for collective survival. So my 
instincts tell me that strengthening public life 
is best accomplished by following the advice of 
J. Herman Blake, a very effective community 
organizer, whose practice is to “build on what 
grows.” With that as a predicate, I want to go on 
to the question of how people might change the 
character of their civil order. 

There is some urgency surrounding this question; 
I sense a danger in trying to strengthen public 
life with only a thin concept of the public, civil, 
or communal to guide the way. That would create 
a problem akin to trying to paint a barn red 
without clearly distinguishing red from pink or 
orange. There is a tendency to take descriptions 
of cities with a rich reservoir of social capital and 
try to replicate their features. If they have a lot  
of festivals, why not generate public life with a 
pig roast? (Actually, a foundation in Europe  
was asked to do just that.) But are community 
barbecues and festivals the product of something 
that happens prior to the events, of some 
precondition that we haven’t been able to 
identify? Are we in danger of mistaking the 
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Michigan, to El Paso, Texas, and from Newark, 
New Jersey, to Orange County, California. We 
have also commissioned independent research  
on public life. And we have been influenced by 
studies like Pérez-Díaz’s on Spain, Grisham’s on 
Tupelo, Robert Putnam’s on north central Italy, 
and that of the Heartland Center for Leadership 
Development on the difference between dying 
and prospering rural communities, among 
others.6 

Putnam and Grisham 
reinforced our own 
impressions that  
the “soft side” of 
the social order  
or an intangible 
such as social 
capital is critical  
to public life.

Putnam and Grisham reinforced our own 
impressions that the “soft side” of the social 
order or an intangible such as social capital is 
critical to public life. Social capital is said to 
consist of networks of civic associations, along 
with norms of reciprocity and social trust, that 

symptom for the cause? If we do, our strategies 
for building civil society will be the equivalent 
of dress-for-success strategies that tell us we 
can get ahead in the world by wearing the right 
tie or dress.

Developing a Concept of 

Public Life

Here is what I will try to do in this paper: 
Drawing on what the Kettering Foundation is 
learning from its research and observations, and 
from studies others have done, I will propose a 
way of thinking about public life, or a paradigm.5  
Kettering has been developing a hypothesis 
about what public life is in order to have a better 
idea about how to strengthen it. The way we 
understand the structure and function of a 
public suggests ways to regenerate public life. 
Since no one knows the answer to the question 
of whether such life can be renewed, surely 
the thing to do is to spell out our assumptions, 
which can be tested by experience.

The  In f luence  o f  S tud ies  o f  Soc ia l 

Cap i ta l  and  Communi ty  Deve lopment 

We aren’t making empirical claims when we 
develop a hypothesis. Yet our experiences 
influence our imagination of what might be. For 
15 years, Kettering has been observing public 
life in communities from Grand Rapids, 
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result in high levels of voluntary cooperation. 
This capital is generated where public life is 
strong, that is, where people are involved in 
public matters and in relationships that run 
horizontally (among equals) instead of vertically 
(between haves and have-nots). As you know, 
while Putnam found these characteristics in 
some areas in Italy, they were noticeably absent 
in others. People in the “uncivil” areas did 
not participate in either local politics or social 
organizations, and their relationships tended to 
be hierarchical, with the have-nots dependent on 
the haves.7 

Similar studies have found towns and cities in the 
United States with many of the characteristics of 
those in north central Italy. Tupelo is often cited 
as an example. Small (its population is about 
30,000) and located in a rural area, Tupelo has 
no special advantages: no large body of water, no 
nearby metropolitan center, and no government 
installation with a large federal budget. Until 
1980, there wasn’t even a 4-lane highway within 
75 miles. Today, its prosperity extends into the 
surrounding area. In each of the past 12 years, 
Lee County has added more than a thousand  
new industrial jobs and even more service jobs.

According to Grisham, who has spent the  
better part of his career studying Tupelo, a  
large proportion of the people there have a  
strong sense of community (of what they share 
together) as well as a willingness to take 

responsibility. The citizenry “owns” the town’s 
major civic projects; participation levels are high. 
Tupelo has a rich array of organizations and 
networks that provide opportunities for people to 
define and redefine their problems and make 
decisions about how to act. Of course, this is not a 
perfect town. The local development foundation 
has been compared to the political “bosses” that 
ran local governments at the turn of the century. 
Some prominent citizens don’t believe in public 
participation and think decisions should be in the 
hands of a small elite. Most, however, are 
convinced that the upper tier of leadership has to 
create even stronger ties to rank-and-file citizens 
because, as the town grows, new people and new 
problems create new challenges. On the whole, 
Tupelo appears to be a town with a flourishing 
public life, which has been able to reproduce 
itself decade after decade.

You might ask whether the strong economy 
isn’t the reason for this town’s strong public life. 
Obviously, each reinforces the other. But when 
Putnam investigated a similar question in his 
study, he found that it was public life rather than 
the economy that made the difference, that north 
central Italy was not civil because it was rich but 
rich because it was civil. The people of Tupelo 
agree. They say that their prosperous economy 
has been the result of community development; 
their economic strategies have been what I would 
call public-building strategies.

4  



While citizens of Tupelo would say that they 
have a rich community life, I would call it public 
life because the word  public  helps capture 
the natural dissonance within a democratic 
community. A public, for me, is a society of 
diverse people who are joined through ever-
changing alliances in the practical business of 
addressing common problems. I have always 
found Parker Palmer’s characterization of a public 
as a “company of strangers” useful.8  Citizens 
share some things with one another; others they 
don’t. Interests differ and still people are able to 
work together in always temporary alliances. I 
suspect that norms of cooperation and trust may 
be by-products of this public work.9  Without 
denying the importance of such factors, I want to 
give due weight to the pragmatic and practical. 
Our experience at Kettering, especially our 
international experience, leads us to believe that 
people don’t have to be close to or even like one 
another in order to work together effectively.

The  D i f ference  between Pub l ic  Cap i ta l 

and  Soc ia l  Cap i ta l

We have found it useful to make a distinction 
between different forms of social capital, not 
to deny that all political capital is a kind of 
social capital, but in order to call attention to 
the particular type of capital directly related to 
politics, or the capacity of a community to solve 
its problems.

To be sure, public life rests on an informal social 
system. Social gatherings help people form 
closer ties to their communities. People chat 
before and after church services; they talk at 
weddings and festivals; they sound off in bars 
and bingo parlors. Many of their conversations 
are about issues of the day, common social and 
economic problems, and deep political concerns. 
Ray Oldenburg has called the sites for these 
conversations the “great good places” of a 
community. They are remarkably similar  
to good homes in the comfort and support  
they offer.10 

In order for these social gatherings to 
strengthen public life, however, some have to 
have particular characteristics; we would say 
that they have to build  public  capital rather than 
purely social capital. Our research suggests 
that, in order for public capital to be generated, 
there have to be occasions where people can get 
to know one another as citizens; it’s not enough 
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for community members to know each other on 
the basis of social status or family background. 
Also, people must have opportunities to engage 
in a larger conversation about the well-being of 
the community as a whole. And there have to be 
inclusive gatherings, inclusive with respect to 
who organizes them as well as who takes part in 
them. Citizens must be able to find others who 
have similar or related interests.11

Guesses about Structure 

and Function

Focusing on the more public forms of social 
capital, we have begun to create something like 
an anatomical framework for ordering what we 
are learning about public life.12  We felt that we 
needed to develop a reasonably comprehensive 
and coherent account of what constituted public 
life and how it functioned in order to be able 
to make reasonable assumptions about how to 
strengthen or regenerate it. We have come up 
with a half-dozen or so categories for capturing 
the essential elements of public life. Here they 
are in brief:

We think that public life consists of particular 
kinds of  relationships or, better said, ways of 
relating. These public relationships are a source 
of political power, so we put them together in 
one category. We think that public relationships 
are governed by certain  precepts or mind-sets 

about how things get done. At Kettering, Hal 
Saunders has called these “pictures in the mind” 
or mentalities. We suspect that, where public life 
is strong and democratic, the concept of politics 
is strikingly different from politics-as-usual. (I’ll 
elaborate as I go along.)

In addition to relationships and precepts, we 
believe it is useful to look at the distinctive 
structures characteristic of public life. We have 
in mind an array of ad hoc associations and 
more formal organizations that provide space 
for public relationships to form, that create 
“connective tissue,” and that serve as channels 
of communication among disparate elements 
within a geographic community. So civil 
infrastructure is another of our categories.

Public life, we have long thought, is expressed 
in particular practices. By “practices” we mean 
what the Greeks meant, ways of acting that have 
intrinsic worth or value to people, as contrasted 
with techniques, or purely instrumental ways of 
getting things done. For example, hammering 
a nail is a technique; no one hammers for 
hammering’s sake. Painting, singing, and 
dancing are practices; they have intrinsic worth 
to the practitioners, as well as social benefit. 
People genuinely like to paint, sing, and dance. 
An example from politics: the dialogue used 
to solve problems seems to have intrinsic value 
to citizens. They like the dialogue; it changes 
people, adding a public dimension to their lives. 
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Finally, in observing and reading about places 
where public life is strong or growing, we have 
been impressed by how much those communities 
are like good students. They are voracious 
learners, picking up everything they can from 
both their own experience and the experience of 
others. That seems to be how they maintain the 
vitality of their public life. We have been calling 
this civic learning. 

Having now summarized what is to follow, I’ll go 
into more detail about what we see as the major 
elements of public life.

Precepts  and  Norms

We distinguish the social norms that influence 
public behavior from what we refer to as 
precepts, mind-sets, or mentalities. To us, 
norms mean social pressures that result in 
noncognitive, adaptive behavior. Precepts 
are more like guiding principles for political 
behavior, which grow out of a shared image 
of how things get done. Precepts are more 
cognitive than norms, which though powerful, 
appear to be by-products or derivatives of 
precepts. So, without dismissing them, we have 
been looking more at the role of mentalities or 
what some call “conventions.”14 

We have identified six practices we think are 

critical in public life:13 

1.	 Naming problems to reflect the things 		
	 people consider valuable and hold dear.

2.	 Framing issues for decision making that 		
	 not only takes into account what people feel 		
	 is valuable but also lays out fairly all the 		
	 major options for acting—with full 			 
	 recognition of the tensions growing out  
	 of the advantages and disadvantages of  
	 each option.

3.	 Making decisions deliberatively to move 		
	 opinions from first impressions to more 		
	 shared and reflective judgment.

4.	 Identifying and committing all the resources 	
	 people have, including their talents and 		
	 experiences, which become more powerful 		
	 when combined. These are assets that often 		
	 go unrecognized and unused.

5.	 Organizing civic actions so they complement 	
	 one another, which makes the whole of 		
	 people’s efforts more than the sum of the 		
	 parts.

6.	 Learning as a community all along the way 		
	 to keep up civic momentum.
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As I said earlier, we suspect that where democratic 
public life flourishes, the mind-set about how 
things get done is strikingly different from the 
perspective that informs politics-as-usual.15  One 
difference is that where public life is strongest, 
people seem to have a broad, interconnected 
concept of their community, rather than a 
compartmentalized perspective, which separates 
everything into discrete categories. 

Grisham calls precepts “guiding principles.” In 
Tupelo, they include injunctions such as “Never 
turn the work over to agencies that don’t involve 
citizens.” Widespread, inclusive participation is 
an absolute maxim. Some of the guidelines are 
commonsensical: “Build teams and use a team 
approach.” Others are counterintuitive: “Each 
person should be treated as a resource.”16 

John McKnight, a student of community 
organization, helps explain why this last 
principle—seeing people as a storehouse of 
capacities rather than only as needs—is so 
critical.17  Thinking of communities as the sum 
of the capacities of citizens has the potential to 
change the understanding of public participation 
from a right to an asset. Everyone can be seen 
as a glass half empty or half full, McKnight 
says. By labeling people with the names of their 
deficiencies (i.e., their needs), we miss what 
is most important to them—opportunities to 

“express and share their gifts, skills, capacities, 
and abilities.”18  The only way communities can 
become stronger, he argues, is by harnessing 
the sum of everyone’s abilities. That precept 
has evidently guided the citizens of Delray 
Beach, Florida, whose recent civic projects have 
been based on the principle, “err on the side of 
inclusion.”19  Don’t leave a lot of people on the 
sidelines.

Where public life is strongest, we also expect 
to find a different mind-set about power. 
Conventionally, power means control over scarce 
resources and a legal license to act. This kind 
of power is finite, in limited supply. Particular  
people and institutions are thought to have the 
power or authority to act, while others are seen 
as powerless. So those without power must 
be empowered by the powerful. Yet, as Mary 
Parker Follett pointed out many years ago, the 
power given by others isn’t real power; no one 
can really empower someone else because it 
grows out of each person’s unique experiences 
and talents.20  Consequently, this traditional 
concept of power is bound to leave a great many 
people feeling powerless or in need of being 
empowered.
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The power given by 
others isn’t real 
power; no one can 
really empower 
someone else because 
it grows out of each 
person’s unique 
experiences and 
talents. 
For public life to be robust, there would surely 
have to be a broader concept of power, a notion of 
how even those who have no formal authority or 
control over existing resources could accomplish 
something. And, in fact, some citizen groups are 
quite aware of types of power that people generate 
themselves, such as the power of personal 
commitments. These groups think that power 
grows out of people’s innate capacities and is 
amplified through their ability to band together.21 

Seeing power as innate leads to the conviction 
that “local people must solve local problems,” 
which is another of Tupelo’s guiding principles. 
In other communities, citizens have said, “We 
are the solution,” echoing the words of the song 
“We Are the Ones We Have Been Waiting 

For.” These expressions are affirmations of 
responsibility, evidence of people “owning” 
their problems. 

That people have to claim their own 
responsibility may be the most important 
precept of all for democratic public life. In an 
area of western Connecticut hard hit by plant 
closings, one citizen explained the need to 
claim responsibility this way: “All workers 
have to realize that we’re responsible for our 
own condition. If we don’t devote some time 
to our unions, our political party, our church 
organization, and the laws being enacted, we’ll 
wake up and find ourselves with empty pension 
funds, bankrupt companies, disproportionate 
sacrifices, and a run-down community.”22  A 
newspaper editor in Wichita expressed the same 
conviction: “The only way . . . for the community 
to be a better place to live is for the people of 
the community to understand and accept their 
personal responsibility for what happens.”23  
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Public relationships 
depend on 
organizations and 
institutions that 
provide space or 
occasions for them 
to form. The same 
thing is true of all 
human relationships.

Relat ionsh ips

Mind-sets about a different way of doing politics 
take concrete form in the way citizens relate 
to one another and to those in office. Public 
relationships are those that people form with 
one another in the course of attending to public 
matters. They are different from relationships 
based on kinship, affection, or friendship. To 
paraphrase Parker Palmer, they are ties that 
bind relative strangers in the practical work 
of attending to common problems. Public 
relationships, we think, abound in public life.

Gerald Taylor, of the Industrial Areas 
Foundation (IAF), tries hard to build these 
relationships in the communities where he 
works.24  While he sees public life and private 
life overlapping, he thinks they are separate 
spheres governed by different rules of behavior. 
Public relationships begin in different interests 
and in acknowledging those differences rather 
than trying to homogenize them. Public 
relationships are personal, human, and face-
to-face, but they are also relationships among 
different interests, connections where one set  
of interests influences another.

Here is an account of how IAF operated 
in Baltimore to build public relationships 
by connecting interests: “When leaders of 
Baltimore BUILD, the nation’s largest mainly 
black local organization, first met with Senator 
Paul Sarbanes, he smiled, took out his notebook 
and asked ‘What can I do for you?’ ‘Nothing,’ 
replied the leaders. ‘We’re here to get to know 
you. We want to know why you’re in the US 
Senate, what are your interests and concerns. 
We think that will help us develop a working 

relationship over time.’”25

Taylor believes there is political power in the 
ability to form public relationships, the kind 
of power that comes from different people 
combining their capacities. These combinations 
are held together by promises people make 
to one another in public. You might call them 
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commitments or covenants.26  Promises, made in 
public and subject to public review (Did you do 
what you said you would?) are Taylor’s equivalent 
of trust.

Organizers trying to build public relationships 
aren’t just trying to solve specific problems, 
they are trying to change the way people deal 
with one another. While they say that public 
relationships are subject to change and that 
alliances may shift (because there are no 
permanent enemies or friends, only interests), 
they hope that public ways of relating can 
become ongoing habits. Their ambition is to 
create public life even when interests differ and 
conventional power is unequally distributed. 
Public relationships don’t require equality 
among the parties or promise equal distribution 
of outcomes. Though filled with tensions, they 
are a nonviolent alternative to dealing with the 
potential clash of differences.

Civ i l  In f ras t ructure

Public relationships depend on organizations 
and institutions that provide space or occasions 
for them to form. The same thing is true of 
all human relationships. Families are social 
organizations that allow relationships of love 
and caring to develop. Trade associations 
create commercial relationships, and so on. 

For public life to flourish there must be space, 
that is, events and meetings, where people 
can join to talk about and organize action on 
common problems. There must be institutions 
and associations willing to organize those 
gatherings. We call the sum total of this public 
space, along with the way it is ordered and 
connected, a community’s civil infrastructure.

One of the distinctive features of a community 
with a healthy public life is the amount of effort 
that goes into building this civil infrastructure, 
which also provides channels of communication. 
On the “ground floor,” numerous ad hoc 
associations (small groups like local development 
councils and neighborhood alliances) open 
doors for people to get involved. Associations 
like those Alexis de Tocqueville found in the 
19th century still provide opportunities for 
public deliberation on key issues. In the case of 
the public forums of Grand Rapids, for example, 
a loose alliance of 30 to 40 civic and educational 
organizations has convened the community to 
deliberate on 3 major issues each year for more 
than a decade.27  The forums depend on the 
voluntary efforts of citizens, and their only 
structure is a steering committee that organizes 
a kickoff to introduce the issues and a wrap-up 
meeting to report on results.
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The next tier in the infrastructure consists  
of formal civic clubs, leagues, and 
nongovernmental organizations, which usually 
have offices with signs on the doors, staffs, and 
budgets. We think that, if public life is to be 
healthy, some of these organizations have to 
serve as umbrellas or boundary spanners, 
encouraging a communitywide exchange, 
developing a sense of interrelatedness, building 
networks, and promoting resource sharing. The 
Wilowe Institute, established in Arkansas in 
1982, has been a classic boundary spanner. 
Dorothy Stuck, one of the founders, described 
the mission of the organization simply as 
“connecting people.” The institute convened 
statewide assemblies of citizens as citizens 
(rather than citizens as representatives or 
delegates) to work on issues from education to 
economic development.

Pract ices

Associations and organizations that develop 
public relationships also provide public space 
for citizens to work on their common problems, 
using the civic practices I mentioned earlier.

Community problem solving, or any problem 
solving for that matter, follows a familiar 
pattern. Something untoward happens; someone 
gives the problem a name and proceeds to make 
decisions about how to act; someone acts; and 

then someone assesses the results. Too often, 
the public is pushed aside at each of these crucial 
points. Problems are named in technical, legal, 
or ideological terms. Leaders make the 
decisions; citizens never struggle with the 
choices. Results are evaluated in a way that 
undermines the public’s sense of ownership and 
accountability. Public life grows weaker at every 
step. So at Kettering we asked ourselves what it 
would take to put the public back into the 
picture, what genuinely public problem-solving 
practices would look like. Here are the results of 
our thinking:

Naming Problems and Framing Issues  

in Public Terms

Who names the problems in a community and 
the names that are chosen—even the terms 
that are used—are critically important. They 
determine the way a community will approach 
a problem and who will be involved. They even 
shape the outcomes of the actions taken to solve 
problems. While the tendency is to use names 
foreign to them, citizens have their own “take” 

12



on problems. They respond to those described 
in ways that reflect everyday experience and 
the things people consider most valuable. For 
example, many Americans are inclined to see 
stopping drug abuse as a family or community 
issue rather than simply a matter of enforcing 
the law or preventing drugs from entering the 
country. That perspective captures deeply held 
concerns about the collapse of the family and 
the loss of personal responsibility. Naming the 
problem in legal and governmental terms shuts 
out those who see drug abuse every day in their 
neighborhoods and connects the problem  
to what is happening in the social order and 
economy.28 

Studies have shown that people will not take the 
first step into public life unless they see a 
connection between civic matters and their 
personal concerns.29 People aren’t just looking 
for down-home stories or words with less than 
three syllables. The obstacles that keep them 
from becoming involved can’t be overcome by 
just using everyday language. Problems have to 
be named in ways that show their connection to 
the things people consider most valuable. I don’t 
mean “values,” I mean basic motives like being 
secure from danger or being treated equally.30  
Naming problems to capture the deeper 
concerns of the whole community builds a  
sense of shared fate; it helps move people off  
the sidelines. 

Studies have shown 
that people will 
not take the first 
step into public life 
unless they see a 
connection between 
civic matters and 
their personal 
concerns.  

Although naming problems is a critical first step 
in community problem solving, it’s only one step. 
Framing issues for presentation to the public is 
equally important. (Ask any lawyer!) A name 
identifies a problem but doesn’t say what our 
options are for solving it. The name doesn’t tell 
us what has to be decided or what is really at 
issue in an issue. And what is really at issue are 
tensions among the many things we consider 
valuable. Framing issues in public terms sets the 
stage for confronting our competing motives. 
Our various concerns often lead to different 
approaches to dealing with issues, which may  
be in conflict.
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When it comes to health care, for example, we 
want what is best, and we also want what is most 
affordable. Yet the better the care, technically, 
the more costly and less affordable it is. Any 
strategy for dealing with the costs of technically 
advanced health care runs squarely into this 
dilemma, which is typical of the dilemmas posed 
by major public issues. Furthermore, every 
option for action will have in it both positive and 
negative implications for what we hold dear.

Unless citizens see and confront these conflicts 
and the costs of every option, they won’t make 
sound decisions. (A sound decision is one in 
which people understand and are willing to 
accept the consequences of the option they like 
best.) Citizens will not move beyond individual 
first impressions to shared, mature public 
judgment. Therefore, we believe that public 
judgment, as opposed to popular opinion, is 
essential to healthy public life.31 

The Role of Public Deliberation

Naming problems and framing issues in public 
terms set the stage for making choices together 
so people can act together. At one of the recent 
Grand Rapids forums, a mother who had lost two 
sons to random violence said simply but with 
conviction, “We have to band together to stop 
the killing.” Communities can’t band together, 
however, unless they can make decisions about 
the purposes and direction of action. As I have 
just noted, these decisions are always difficult. 
Conflicts inevitably arise because a great many 
things are valuable to us, and we have no way 
of being certain which of our concerns should 
guide us.

How have people been able to arrive at decisions 
when the stakes are so high and the uncertainty 
about what to do so great? They have called on 
the human faculty for making judgments and 
have employed that form of thinking that is tied 
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to a particular way of talking to one another, 
which we call “deliberation.” The Greeks of 
ancient Athens knew about deliberation, 
colonists used it in America’s early town 
meetings, and it f lourishes today in Grand 
Rapids. To deliberate, people have to talk 
face-to-face in order to examine a wide variety  
of perspectives and weigh the pros and cons  
of every option. That is what deliberation is— 
carefully weighing various approaches to an 
issue against what is truly valuable. Deliberative 
dialogue is different from popular expression 
(sounding off), information gathering, and 
debate. Deliberation explores several basic 
questions: What is valuable to us when we think 
about a particular issue? What are the costs and 
benefits of the various options for acting on that 
issue? What are the tough choices or dilemmas 
that make the decision so difficult? The final 
question can take a variety of forms: What are 
we willing to do to solve the problem? What 
trade-offs are we willing (or unwilling) to make? 
Where do we want a policy on this issue to take 
us? In responding to these questions, people are 
also “working through” conflicts over which of 
the many things that are valuable to them should 
inform their actions.32 

Deliberation is a process of decision making 
that is tied to action. While it doesn’t necessarily 
result in agreement, it can produce a general 
sense of direction and point to shared or 

interrelated purposes. We do not think of 
deliberation as the same thing as building a 
consensus or mediating differences. Forums 
identify a range of actions that people can live 
with. They locate the area between agreement 
and disagreement, the area of the politically 
permissible. Better said, deliberative forums 
create this area, as people sort out what they are 
and aren’t willing to do to deal with an issue.

By watching thousands of  National Issues 
Forums, locally controlled, financed, and 
convened by civic and educational organizations 
across the country, the Kettering Foundation 
has been able to learn more about the outcomes 
of deliberative dialogue.33 We thought initially 
that deliberation would prompt changes in 
attitudes. While that happens in some cases, 
the forums are more likely to change a person’s 
perception of another person’s opposing views 
than to get the two to agree. In other words, 
participants don’t change their own opinions as 
much as they change their opinions of others’ 
opinions. They say they understand opposing 
views better. Deliberation allows us to “take in” 
other people’s experiences. As we internalize 
their views, we are changed, our perceptions 
of others are changed, and we see possibilities 
for acting together that we hadn’t seen before.34  
And that sense of possibility generates civic 
energy for implementing decisions.
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Difficult decisions about how to act are made in 
stages, never all at once. So deliberation has to 
become a habit; one or two forums won’t have 
much effect. People usually begin by blaming 
the difficulties on others before working 
through the emotions provoked by having to face 
unpleasant costs and consequences.35  Working 
through an issue takes a long time, goes on in 
many different settings, and moves in fits and 
starts. Conversations may begin as friendly 
backyard exchanges long before they become 
seriously deliberative. Typically, we start talking 
about personal concerns and then try to find 
out whether anyone else shares our worries. For 
example, neighbors may begin talking about the 
drug paraphernalia they found alongside the 
streets.36  Informal conversations may turn into 
a larger dialogue at a neighborhood gathering. 
Later, a forum may be held on the issue. 
Months of deliberation may pass before people 
determine what they can do together.

Public life in America has benefited from the 
deliberation of citizens since the first town 
meetings in the 1630s. So, in analyzing public 
life today, we look at community decision 
making to see how public and deliberative it 
is, and we look to see whether there is enough 
patience for deliberation to become a habit.37 

Acting Publicly

Another phenomenon some of us think is 
characteristic of public life is a particular kind 
of action, which we have called public action. 
A good argument can be, and has been, made 
that the most important feature of public life is 
the nature of action or “public work.”38  One of 
the limitations of the term  public life  is that it 
tends to underplay the dynamic quality of what a 
public does. A public is a body of political actors, 
and public life is a life of action. And we assume 
that public life is characterized by a way of acting 
that is quintessentially public.

Public action may be seen as a pattern of acting, 
an ongoing process integral to the political 
culture of some communities. Just after the 
Second World War, observers recalled that 
the trains in both England and Germany had 
run on time. In Germany, they had been on 
time because someone had ordered them to be 
punctual. In England, they had been on time 
because that had been “the custom.” Public 
action is a custom of acting, an ethos for acting.

How else might we understand public action? 
While the studies of towns and cities with a 
vibrant civil society give some indication of what 
public action is, we thought we might be able 
to describe it more fully by asking what action 
would be like if it had the qualities associated 
with publicness.
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For example, the word  public  is closely linked 
with what is common, shared, or for the benefit 
of all. Public action, then, would be that action 
focused on the overall or common well-being 
of people—although the common good might 
be found at the intersection of different self-
interests. “Public” also refers to that which is 
open to all, unrestricted, and therefore diverse. 
So public action would be the action of a diverse 
array of citizens. And a “public” is an organized 
body of people, so public action would be the 
action of cooperating citizens. The term could 
be used for a type of civic action we suspect is 
found in public life, action that is complementary 
and mutually reinforcing rather than fragmented 
and compartmentalized, an “alloy” of initiatives 

drawing on different capacities and fused the 
way different metals are, to make a superior 
material. The many initiatives that make up 
public action shouldn’t be merely amassed, they 
should reinforce each other, so that the whole  
of the effort becomes greater than the sum of  
the parts.

A public is a body of 
political actors, and 
public life is a life  
of action. 
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 Case studies of areas where civil society is 
strong do, in fact, report action with these public 
qualities. For instance, the Delray Beach project 
could be called public because it included 
an array of citizens, no one was left on the 
sidelines.39 

In describing civil society relationships as 
horizontal, Putnam’s study of Florence gives 
us another clue to the nature of public action. 
While not antithetical to governmental or 
institutional action, which is vertical, as well 
as uniform, linear, and coordinated by an 
administrative agency, public action surely 
has a different character. Institutional action is 
necessarily vertical. The fire department lays 
out rules for exiting a building safely. It sends an 
inspector around from time to time to supervise 
a fire drill. The interactions are from officials 
down to citizens or, in some cases, from citizens 
up to officials. Public action, on the other hand, 
is a repeating collection of lateral efforts; it 
isn’t linear, beginning at one point and ending 
at another. Neighbors working together to 
take care of their parks—pitching in to remove 
trash, plant trees, or build benches—might be 
an example. The interactions are horizontal, 
shoulder-to-shoulder, citizen-to-citizen.

While public deliberation 

seems a necessary condition 

for stimulating public 

action, we don’t think 

it is a sufficient one.
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We don’t think of public action as a substitute 
for carefully planned actions by organizations, 
although it has certain qualities that other forms 
of action lack. Economists would say that it is 
efficient because its transaction costs are lower. 
Even though it requires a degree of coordination 
(everyone can’t show up at the park to mow 
grass and pick up trash), it isn’t administratively 
regulated.40  

Our guess is that cities where there is little 
public action—where everything that is done has 
to be highly organized and planned in detail— 
miss the initiative and inventiveness that allow 
them to be optimally effective. What’s more, 
institutional action may be less productive than 
it might be when it isn’t reinforced by public 
action. Consider the way a good neighborhood-
watch program helps a police department do its 
job. Because official interactions are vertical, 
while public interactions run the other way, they 
can support each other. If the two are woven 
together, as with threads, the result should be 
the strong “whole cloth” of community action. 
(If it were not for the threads crossing one 
another in the fabric of our clothes, our elbows 
would come through our shirtsleeves.)

Though public action isn’t the product of 
an administrative plan, we don’t see it as 
spontaneous or magical. We believe it can 
grow out of deliberation, which, if it goes well, 
results in a sense of direction. Yet while public 
deliberation seems a necessary condition for 
stimulating public action, we don’t think it is a 
sufficient one. Communities also have to deal 
with the obstacles posed by conflicting interests. 
Ideally, common interests should override the 
particular interests that often clash, but that is 
not always the case. We have all seen interests 
in direct conflict such as in instances where 
developers and environmentalists clash. Other 
kinds of self-interest, which are not mutually 
exclusive, may also hamper public action. People 
simply may not see the interdependence of 
their interests clearly enough to be mutually 
supportive. The interest of the policeman on the 
beat may be to preserve order, while the social 
worker in the area may be more concerned with 
the harmony of family life. These interests are 
different and, while not mutually exclusive, 
they aren’t necessarily related either. Each 
professional can, and often does, go about his 
or her business without the assistance of the 
other. So, after deliberative forums, citizens and 
organizations have more work to do in order 
to identify the interdependence of different 
interests. Deliberation lays the foundation for 
that discovery. Seeing where particular interests 
are interdependent should prompt more 
complementary public action.41 
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Judging Results

Another practice that we think has a great deal 
to do with public life is the means used to 
evaluate the outcomes of action. Americans 
insist on knowing results because they want  
to be successful—and well they should. If they 
didn’t, efforts to strengthen public life would 
degenerate into the worst kind of therapy:  
warm but illusory feelings of momentary 
comfort. Results must be known and  
evident to more than those directly involved. 
Unfortunately, the conventional way of assessing 
outcomes can undermine the very thing that 
makes for success—a strong sense of public 
responsibility.

For instance, a community might decide to 
improve its schools by having experts, educators, 
and key leaders set measurable standards of 
“success.” Although local districts might have 
wide latitude in implementing the standards,  
the outcomes would be calculated against a 
predetermined criterion, the way a carpenter 
calculates whether a board is a certain length. 
That would limit the public to measuring success 
by standards it hadn’t set, which, would undercut 
its sense of accountability—of citizens holding 
themselves, not just officials and institutions, 
responsible. When people don’t feel responsible, 
when they don’t hold themselves accountable, 
their communities would seem far less likely  
to change.

Success, getting the results we want in the 
affairs of our communities, may not be  
reducible to simply promulgating standards  
and measuring results; it may require an 
ongoing process of judging results publicly.  
To prevent the loss of “ownership,” we may  
need the kind of accountability in which citizens 
participate in determining success rather than 
just receiving reports of what others have done. 
This public accountability would require a 
mechanism for direct examination of outcomes 
by citizens in much the way that a jury sees 
evidence and hears witnesses.

If the essence of public accountability is judging 
results publicly, as we think it is, then not only 
does the judging have to be done by the public, 
but also it has to employ the appropriate mode of 
reasoning. Judging is the act of determining the 
worth of something when there is no authority 
to tell us what its value is and when people are 
likely to reach different conclusions.

As you may recognize, we are drawing on the 
classical definition of judging the worth of an 
action. Isocrates first described the difference 
between this kind of practical reasoning and 
both scientific and philosophic inquiry using the 
device of a fictional jury trial for Timotheus, a 
general, accused of being a bad officer because 
he pacified rather than annihilated his enemies. 
Isocrates laid out the criteria for determining the 
worth of action as he showed how the general’s 
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tactics were consistent with what Athenians 
considered most valuable to the city.42 (Friendly 
allies are better than bitter subjects, he pointed 
out.) We have used the classical criteria in 
constructing our standards for judging publicly. 

In order to determine the worth of political 
actions, citizens have to look both at what 
happened as a result of those actions and, 
simultaneously, at the effects of what happened 
on what they consider most valuable. Those two 
determinations are the essential steps in judging 
success. In the simplest terms, people have to ask 
themselves, “Did we get what we really want?” 

This process is unlike that used in the 
hypothetical case of school evaluation where 
one of the elements in the determination of 
success—what people wanted or considered most 
valuable—was not subject to reconsideration by 
the public. We anticipate that in the process of 
judging, people will change their definitions 
of success. We expect them to do in public life 
what they do in private life where it is common to 
change our minds—such as when we change our 
minds about what we really need after buying 
something that does what the manufacturer said 
it would do but doesn’t do what we wanted done. 
(In the South we say, “I felt like the dog that 
caught the car,” to let people know that we’ve 
changed our definition of success.)

Judging publicly 
won’t result in clear-
cut declarations of 
success or failure 
because success 
is a moving target. 
However, this way of 
evaluating outcomes 
should produce 
a more realistic 
understanding 
of actions and 
consequences. 

We certainly don’t mean to imply that judging 
results involves nothing more than application 
of a simple two-part formula. We recognize 
that there will be difficulties because (1) many 
things are important to people, so defining 
success is not simple; (2) actions to get what 
we want always have both negative and positive 
consequences; and (3) our actions usually 
produce unanticipated and unintended effects. 
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Furthermore, judging publicly won’t result 
in clear-cut declarations of success or failure 
because success is a moving target. However, 
this way of evaluating outcomes should produce 
a more realistic understanding of actions and 
consequences. And, most important, it should 
prompt the civic learning so essential to public 
life. Judging publicly should help communities 
decide what to do next; opening people’s eyes to 
possibilities for moving ahead.

Civ ic  Learn ing

In introducing this report on our efforts to paint 
a picture of public life, I said that we have been 
impressed by the importance of the community 
learning described in Grisham’s account of 
Tupelo. We have seen the same kind of learning 
in other places where public life seems to be 
growing, such as the “wiregrass” area of 
southeastern Alabama. At first, we meant no 
more by “civic learning” than studying what 
others are doing. Tupelo, for instance, has  
made a habit of sending investigative groups  
and bringing in scores of outsiders for advice  
and counsel.

We have suspected, however, that learning 
from others involves more than looking for 
good models to replicate. Modeling would 
seem to drive out learning. When he was with 
the Council for Economic Development, Scott 

Foster reported at one of our board discussions  
that communities successful in reviving their 
economies had gotten beyond the impulse to 
copy others, which was fatal to the strategy that 
worked best, namely, building a new economic 
base rather than resurrecting dying industries. 
We continue to believe that civic learning is 
adaptive, not imitative. Rather than importing 
models from elsewhere, learning communities 
seem to create their own. 
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More recently, we have begun to look at how 
communities with a strong public life learn 
from their own experiences. Rather than trying 
projects, finding them imperfect, and giving up, 
the Tupelos of the world seem to learn from their 
failures. Or as Charles Kettering once said of 
inventors, they know “how to fail intelligently.”

In contrast, we have noticed that politics-as-
usual seems to preclude civic learning. Leaders 
often take months to study issues and make 
decisions among themselves yet allow the public 
little opportunity to learn. The custom is to 
promote the proposals of leadership groups 
with a collection of supporting facts intended 
to convince the public of their merits. Leaders 
put their energies into doing “a real selling 
job.” They don’t seem to recognize that, if it 
takes the best-informed people a long time 
to decide how to respond to a problem, it is 
likely to take those less familiar with the issues 
at least as long. Perhaps leaders assume that 
citizens are very accepting of the conclusions 
reached by prominent folk in positions of 
authority. If so, it is an assumption that they 
might want to reconsider in today’s cynical, 
antiauthoritarianism climate.

Civic learning surely involves more than people 
hearing proposals and amassing facts. Citizens 
have to understand the perceptions that others 
bring to problems because no one has exactly 
the same experience with any given issue, and 
differing experiences lead to differing ways 
of approaching problems. The new road that 
gets one person across town more quickly 
may block someone else’s access to neighbors. 
In order to know how a community sees a 
problem like improving transportation, people 
have to synthesize a number of quite different 
perceptions. They can’t really know what they 
think about an issue until they have talked about 
it. They have to construct a shared sense of what 
is happening; that takes time and patience, 
which are often in short supply.

Civic learning seems to allow us to know  
those things about our communities that we 
can know only by learning together—and never 
by learning alone. That means understanding 
what is valuable to us as a community, what our 
shared or interrelated interests are, whether we 
have compatible purposes, and what we think we 
ought to do in responding to common problems. 
People don’t discover those things as much 
as they create them; they don’t preexist their 
talking together in the kind of talk that people 
use to teach themselves before they act.43   
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From What  to  How

We believe civic learning is indispensable to 
public forming because it is compatible with the 
kind of politics that citizens “own” and does not 
undercut the sense of responsibility that is so 
crucial. Consequently, rather than trying to find 
ways for a third party to intervene, the better 
strategy for strengthening public life might be 
to think of ways citizens can accelerate civic 
learning in their communities. This learning 
might occur most around those activities in 
which the public has been least involved— 
naming problems and framing issues, making 
decisions about policies or courses of action, 
figuring out how to act together effectively, 
and determining whether actions have been 
successful. All of these, taken together, would 
seem to be rich in opportunities for learning and 
for developing an idea about a more public form 
of politics.

Our towns and cities are more alike than is 
popular to say, yet strengthening public life 
requires that each of them find its own way. 
While no one should expect the way to be neat, 
linear, and systematic, neither does it have to 
remain mysterious. Although we think that it 
may be possible to strengthen public life by 
putting the public back into the act at critical 
points, we certainly don’t assume that there is a 
science or set of rules that can be followed to a 
predictable outcome.

Civic learning seems 

to allow us to know 

those things about our 

communities that we can 

know only by learning 

together—and never by 

learning alone. That 

means understanding what 

is valuable to us as 

a community, what our 

shared or interrelated 

interests are, whether we 

have compatible purposes, 

and what we think we 

ought to do in responding 

to common problems. 
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We don’t expect public-forming strategies to 
work overnight. One round of naming problems 
in public terms or one deliberative forum won’t 
change anything. These strategies have to 
become habits and be embraced as practices. 
Still, we may not have to wait for centuries for 
our neighborhoods, cities, and states to change 
their ways of doing business, to strengthen their 
public lives. We can start experimenting now.

Impl icat ions  for  Leadersh ip

There isn’t space to spell out the implications of 
our concept of public life for leadership. Many 
would argue that the only way to strengthen 
public life is through leaders. We aren’t sure 
that is an adequate answer. Some research 
suggests that established civic leaders can be 
one of the principle obstacles to involving more 
of the public because they think they are the 
public. Even those leaders who are convinced 
that their communities need a more active public 
aren’t sure of what to do to bring that about. 
One problem is that a public is an abstraction 
difficult for them to distinguish from voters, 
an aggregate of interest groups, or a body of 
clients.44 

Communities where public life is strong may 
not have what would normally be considered the 
“best” leaders. Yet they have so many leaders 
in so many places that they are “leaderful.” In 
robust communities, some forms of leadership 
initiative appears to be expected of everyone.45  
When citizens talk about their leaders, they 
seem to recognize that they are talking about 
themselves.
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We have also noticed that, where public life is 
strong, those exercising leadership appear to 
know a great deal about how to enrich public 
life. For example, they seem more likely to be 
door openers, getting others involved and 
connected, than serving in the more 
conventional role of gatekeeper, granting or 
withholding approval for civic initiatives. I have 
always liked Ronald Heifetz’s definition of 
leaders as good coaches for civic learning (my 
language, not his).46 

Communities where 
public life is strong 
may not have what 
would normally be 
considered the “best” 
leaders. Yet they have 
so many leaders in so 
many places that they 
are “leaderful.”

The Next Challenges

For those who share these or similar 
assumptions about public life and how it 
might be strengthened, the next task is to 
find out more about how civic learning can be 
accelerated through the public experiences 
of naming problems, making choices, and the 
like. That is what Kettering is attempting to do 
now. We also want to find out which existing 
institutions will provide the public space needed 
for civic learning or, if these institutions don’t 
provide enough of this space, how to build new 
democratic organizations that will. 

Finally, we believe that people learn how to live 
a more public life not practice-by-practice but 
by first getting a sense of the whole, which is 
more than the sum of the parts. As I said early 
on, mentalities seem to shape relationships, 
practices, even structures. So ultimately, people 
have to decide whether they want to live a 
different kind of political life that would place 
themselves at the center of a stronger, more 
public form of democracy.
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