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Everyday Democracy meets the web

The unifying thread that runs through Demos work is what we’re calling Everyday Democracy. That means we’re thinking about how people make choices in their daily lives that benefit the common good. We think democracy is about conversations – at the pub or in your home as well as in the formal space where we engage with politics – at the ballot box or even writing to your MP. 

Our interest in social media comes out of the broader context of everyday democracy. This approach means we start from the perspective of the citizen. People talk about Web 2.0 tools as platforms for conversation and participation, where users create content. The substance of the interaction is not about the platform, but directly mediated by the users through the content. We aren’t only interested in the people who specifically blog about politics, but in how citizen roles, public roles and public good or collectives are being renegotiated. 

What the web does is put the user – and the citizen - in the driver’s seat.

The definition of a resident in Second Life – it is applied to "people who have a stake in the world". In a recent paper by Danah Boyd ‘why teens heart social networking sites’, MySpace is defined as the civil society for teenagers – complete with participants, marginalised teens and conscientious objectors.

What we have is a whole new conception of the citizen as active. What does the recasting of the citizen as active then challenge about our current politics and public services?

One thing people can do is be more active in formal politics in new ways, and start to break down the divides between formal and informal politics. MySociety is the clear innovator in this space. They have built a range of tools that help bridge the intersection between formal politics and the public. PledgeBank, which is launching in the US soon, is an example of the kind of collective efficacy that we think could be possible with online tools. You can pledge to do anything you want and identify how many others need to sign your pledge before you’ll all participate. 

MySociety built an E-petition which is part of the Prime Ministers website and allows anyone to start a petition.  There have so far been 2,555,972 signatures (around 1.8m of which went onto the petition against road-pricing.) 

This tool is about giving citizens a voice. The e-petition site is a great example of a tool that walks the line between individual voice and collective interests – what some would call the democratic deficit. This disparity between the importance we place on voice and self-determination and the democratic ideal of having to defer to collective interests and values needs to be constantly debated in public. 

The e-petition helps showcase that debate – lots of questions come up. What is the definition of a legitimate majority in this case? 2 million signatures might be enough to make us re-think the legitimacy of the Iraq war, but probably isn’t considered enough for more right-wing issues such as road-pricing or fox hunting.

Another question - What does government DO with all this citizen expression and voice? How can the government use the material it gathers as part of a more open conversation with the public?

I think government might be missing the point of listening to the public voice with something like the webcameron, which is Conservative party leader David cameron’s video blog site.   The first video shows Dave doing his washing up – with Ecover washing liquid to show how environmentally conscious he is. The camera even panned to allow you a peak of his wife’s underwear drying in the living room. For someone who was a PR professional in the past, it’s easy to be cynical. But maybe this is his way of connecting with us directly, no middlemen or journalists. 

Maybe this is the flattening of politics that Tom Friedman is talking about? 

Or maybe not. If we think at all about really good web tools, the person who is building the platform is not the one in the spotlight – they are enablers and they let the content created by users drive the interactions and the services. Is Tony Blair posting videos on Labour’s YouTube channel or David Cameron with his video blog grasping this basic point? They shouldn’t be standing in the spotlight, they should let citizens do that.

But what about activism more broadly, or the spaces outside formal politics? This is the space usually occupied by NGOs mobilising people toward a wider cause. Traditionally, civil society in the UK is very strong. Consumers are sophisticated when it comes to charity messaging. Often, organisations have their own campaigning arm. Christian Aid is the campaigning arm of the Church of England. People are used to their charities providing information combined with services. 

But there is an assumption in the activism world – that if only we could get people – everyone – mobilised, we’ll change the world. Is this assumption true? This is not necessarily a simple cause and effect relationship. We are going to be forced to re-think this assumption when we have tools that easily do mobilise people. 

You can imagine different ways of getting active citizens involved in change than more traditional forms of mobilisation. For example, if you want to change the health service, there may be ways of bringing in voice at the point of service rather than in parliament. Patient Opinion is one example of a site which provides a platform for patients to tell their experiences of health services to the National Health Service – when they go to a health trust, they can describe how clean it was, how their operation went, if the doctor was good, etc. This is a completely different view on conversations with the public than you see in the National Health Service today – which really only engages with people through a formal complaints system. The NHS is thought of as very paternalistic. The traditional model in the NHS is about choice, not voice. 

Patient opinion is trying to start with what people want, their voice, and rethinking services based on that, not on pre-determined choices. 

What we’re seeing in online media is really exciting because it forces us to ask:

1. How are people mobilised for social change - how awareness (or conversation) can lead to action? 

2. How do we see public services working in a society where people expect to have a voice? Public services are really the space where people interact with the state everyday, from recycling to using public transport to healthcare.

To sum up. At Demos, we see a role for active citizens. The online examples we are seeing today are really exciting – but they challenge our assumptions about whether social change is a simple shift from awareness to mobilisation to action. And they show us how in our public services we hold onto the assumption that citizens are passive recipients of the delivery of care. And they throw up difficult questions of data and ownership. 

In the UK, George Osbourne the conservative shadow chancellor has challenged the UK to be an open source leader Europe.  He doesn’t only mean that we should use open source IT systems, he is exploring what this means for politics. There are huge implications of this that I don’t think we have really begun to think through in the UK.  
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