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Summary

Overview

Democracy is facing a crisis, but simply reforming the structures of
governance will not lead to democratic renewal. The public needs to
take an active part in the renewal process.

Everyday democracy means increasing public participation in the
formal and informal institutions that shape our daily lives. People
should be able to make individual choices in ways that contribute to
the common good.

Renewing democracy through public participation increases our
collective capacity to tackle major problems facing society, such as the
pensions shortfall and climate change. Many of these problems can be
addressed only by changing the way we live our daily lives.

Demos is committed to building everyday democracy. This essay
concludes with some principles for building everyday democracy that
Demos uses in its work with organisations in the public, private and
voluntary sectors.

We get the politicians we deserve

Our confidence in political leaders is declining, but when we opt out
of political processes altogether we make their leadership less
legitimate. In Britain, poor voter turnout and reduced party
membership have created the conditions for political instability.
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Everyday Democracy

Without a working democracy, we will be unable to adapt to the
social and economic pressures of globalisation.

Britain’s 2005 general election did not renew the legitimacy of the
prime minister, and both main parties are moving towards selecting a
new leader. But too much faith is put in individual leaders to restore
the legitimacy of their parties and the health of democratic politics as
a whole.

Politicians need to renew their own parties and help to increase
wider political participation if our democratic institutions are to
work effectively. But if we, as citizens, choose not to play a part in this
process of renewal, we will get the politicians we deserve.

Everyday democracy

Liberal democracy combined with market capitalism has reinforced
the tendency of individuals to act in ways that reduce our ability to
make collective choices. This is the underlying reason for the crisis in
democracy.

Democracy should be a way to balance personal rights and shared
responsibilities, with political institutions mediating between
individual and group interests. But political institutions seem
irrelevant to people’s daily lives, so their ability to mediate is reduced
when we need them most.

The solution is to reconnect democratic choices with people’s
direct experience of everyday life, and to extend democratic principles
to everyday situations and organisations.

Crisis? What crisis?
Faith in political parties is declining across Europe and trust in
politicians seems to be at an all-time low. Political campaigning is
now conducted largely through the media. Politicians are in the
public eye but politics are not part of people’s everyday experience.
There is pressure on politicians to act as they try to convince
sceptical voters to support them. Creating consensus about tackling
major problems, such as the pensions shortfall or climate change,
which require public behaviour change, has become very difficult.
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Summary

Where are the leaders?

Our political culture perpetuates the myth that strong leaders can
bring about change single-handedly. But the developed world has few
examples of leaders who have successfully converted their formal
authority into a process of democratic renewal.

Rather than relying on the authority of office, real leadership
means motivating people to solve problems for which there are no
easy answers. These principles for leadership could help societies
adapt to new challenges:

O  Acknowledge the limits of existing solutions.

O  Allow solutions to emerge from different sources.

O Distribute power to people who can solve a problem most
effectively.

O  Refuse to be diverted and learn from failure.

Where are the citizens?

People are too busy for formal politics, though many are involved in
informal political activity ranging from volunteering to NGO
campaigns. Participation is distributed unevenly across the social
groups, creating a sliding scale of citizenship.

In Britain there have been several recent responses to this gathering
crisis in democracy. They include:

O the POWER Inquiry, which is looking at ways to increase
participation

O arenewed interest in electoral reform, including a
campaign for proportional representation by the
Independent newspaper

O the Hansard Society’s commission on parliament and the
media, which called for greater transparency.
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Everyday Democracy

However, these responses may focus too much on reforming political
institutions. Constitutional reform is only part of the solution.
Democracy must also be embedded in the everyday reality of people’s
lives.

The role of deliberation

Most of us form our views based on our own experience. Institutions
that are not connected to the everyday experience of people are
unlikely to have much popular support.

Conversation, or deliberation, is an important influence on
people’s views. When institutional decision-making fails to connect
with people’s experience, they do not feel ownership of the process
and are less likely to take part. The European Union is the obvious
example of this.

The challenge for democratic renewal is to create opportunities for
deliberation that relate to both people’s experience and collective
decision-making.

Markets and democracy

The triumph of markets at the end of the twentieth century is widely
misinterpreted as meaning that the state struggles to create public
goods or influence markets.

However, the idea that markets and the state can be kept separate is
misleading. For one thing, markets depend on legitimate governance
to work effectively. And for another, good governance depends on the
interaction of many institutions — including ones that are part of
neither markets nor the state.

Most importantly, though, people do not experience any
separation between state and markets in their daily lives. For people
to make choices that are not purely consumer choices, markets and
the state need to be more integrated, not more separate. Institutions
that govern markets should be more democratic.
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Summary

Choices and commons

Commons are resources which are freely accessed and shared, but are
often essential to private interests too. Many of the problems we face
in our society stem from the fact that we do not see a connection
between our personal choices and the commons on which those
choices depend.

Using plastic bags at supermarkets or driving children to school are
everyday examples of personal choices where the wider consequences
— social, environmental or economic — are not properly
acknowledged.

So governance exists in part to protect commons. But our
argument about democracy reaches further: democratic legitimacy is
itself a common good that enables us to solve problems together as a
society.

We will solve shared problems only when people are persuaded to
accept a share of responsibility for them and the public value of
collective problem-solving is recognised.

The role of institutions

We need institutions to help us see personal choices in relation to the
common good. Elected governments are just the tip of the iceberg.
Traditional institutions commonly grouped under the heading of
civil society are also part of the picture.

But non-traditional institutions also contribute to the common
good. Parental childcare networks and book clubs are two everyday
examples. For these self-organising institutions to play a different role
in mediating democratic choice, their development must be
combined with the uses of state power.

The most practical way to link individual choice to collective
responsibility is to participate in the institutions that influence our
lives. Formal and informal institutions should be democratised, and
given more responsibility for exercising state power.
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Everyday Democracy

Building everyday democracy

Demos has committed itself to building everyday democracy by
applying the principles set out in the above analysis in its work with
organisations from all sectors. There are four main ways to develop
institutions as the basis for everyday democracy:

O

O

Develop public services and local governance as platforms
of self-governing communities.

Recognise membership and campaigning organisations
that can play a clearer role in mobilising political issues
and mass participation.

Support institutions that can enable cultural learning and
collaboration between cultures.

Spread institutional power more widely and seek to align
power, initiative and responsibility more closely.

These challenges cannot be met through existing structures of
government. But the British government could stimulate more
everyday democracy by developing the local roots of democratic self-
governance. This could be done by:

O

creating a local government financial settlement which
localises a significant proportion of tax-raising power and
matches powers to responsibilities

embracing neighbourhood governance which delegates
management and budgets across key areas

embedding public deliberation in institutional
development such as trade negotiations, scientific research
and innovation programmes, and land development
reshaping public services to make co-production by
citizens as important as professional knowledge and
performance management

involving citizens in local government budget-setting
processes.

14 Demos



1. We get the politicians
we deserve

The British general election of 2005 has shown that political
legitimacy is hard to come by. It did not renew Tony Blair’s authority
or transfer legitimacy to any other leader. Instead, it revealed a barely
contained public hostility towards professional politics. More people
chose not to vote (39 per cent) than voted for the governing Labour
party. More than half of the public describe both the Prime Minister
and Leader of the Opposition as ‘untrustworthy’!

Any national election is a specific judgement of particular parties
and their leaders. But this one also marks the re-emergence of a
longer-term pattern which is reflected around the world: the steady
decline of trust in politics and attachment to its institutions. The
form of nation state democracy that dominated the second half of the
twentieth century is holed below the waterline. People are with-
drawing from its rituals and routines. But democracy cannot work on
the people’s behalf without their active consent.

In Britain, we hope the coronation of new political leaders will ‘put
things right. But it is our democratic system that is at fault and is
creating a crisis of governance. We go along with the myth of strong
leadership until those leaders — almost inevitably — fail to live up to
expectations. But when this happens we question only the leader, not
our faith in the myth itself, which is perpetuated by the media-based
way we consume politics.

But the perpetual cycle of hope and failure of strong leaders hides
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Everyday Democracy

the fact that our democratic system is at fault and we face a crisis of
governance. Our politics duck the big and difficult issues like climate
change and pensions reform, but at the same time seems unable to
put right even small things. So it is not just new leaders, but a new
democratic settlement, that we need — a paradigm shift in the way we
do democracy.

The decline of deference is not a bad thing, but when it sweeps
away all kinds of public legitimacy we have a fundamental problem.
That’s why I say that we get the politicians we deserve, because our
opt-out from politics inevitably reduces the legitimacy of leaders. In
an age when people feel they have better things to do, we need to
work out how to set public rules that allow us to live good lives
together.

Over the next generation our societies will have to negotiate
profound transitions in social, economic and cultural life. Yet our
popular assumptions about sovereignty apply nineteenth- and
twentieth-century methods to twenty-first-century problems. Changes
to governance, law and regulation are happening, often at the
transnational level, but they are largely disconnected from everyday
life.

So while our societies are wealthier, healthier and more open than
perhaps ever before, there is a collective crisis of confidence about
how to hold them together and adapt to change.

Democracy, though an ancient idea, is a relatively recent
achievement. In different parts of the world, it is vulnerable to
poverty, violence, corruption and exploitation. We have to recognise
that the dramatic rebalancing of power going on after the end of the
Cold War, and the sudden expansion of the global market, requires
both fledgling and mature democracies to reinvent themselves.

Democracy should allow us to adapt, without violence, to new
realities, according to the best possible ideas we can come up with
about how to live. For a century in Western Europe, the preferred way
to do this has been through party competition and universal suffrage.
Politicians compete to tell stories that offer a narrative of hope or
reassurance, while we project our aspirations and anger onto them.
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We get the politicians we deserve

However, the basis on which politicians make their stories
believable is collapsing as our scepticism increases. The danger is that
a growing gap between political elites and everyday experience will
become a vicious cycle, narrowing the range of choices that politics
can offer because it cannot mobilise people to change their behaviour.

The erosion of fragile democratic cultures will lead to the
breakthrough and dominance of a far more basic and violent form of
identity politics. The existence of far right parties in Europe, and of
radical Islamic parties in many other countries, illustrates this
possibility.

The fundamental question for twenty-first-century politics is how
to combine market economies with other kinds of value — social,
cultural, environmental, public and moral — in ways that sustain our
societies and our natural environment, and align economic pro-
duction with human need.

Our shared problems and challenges include:

O  how to socialise and educate children, spread opportunity
and offer proper care to a burgeoning elderly population

O  how to manage the new frontiers of scientific knowledge
and power, and to negotiate the close co-existence of
different cultures and religious faiths

O  how to respond to new sources of economic competition
and create the foundations of future prosperity

O  how to reverse climate change and protect biodiversity

O  how to build cities and suburbs in which everybody can
thrive

O  how to achieve security without compromising justice,
and how to address the scale and depth of global
economic inequality.

These are major challenges of collective adaptation — they need large-
scale solutions, expertise, institutional rules — but the new solutions
will also rely on mass changes in individual behaviour and on value
commitments, not just technical requirements.
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Everyday Democracy

To adapt successfully means making public rules and institutions
legitimate in a context where obedience to institutional authority is
breaking down and personal freedom is creating ever greater social,
cultural and ethnic diversity.

In this essay I argue that there is only one logic that offers a way to
reconcile these tensions: the logic of democracy. Without renewing
democracy at every level, our capacity to succeed as societies, and
then as individuals within them, will drain away. Without new forms
of democratic sovereignty, innovative and creative changes to our
current model of political economy will not emerge. Without the
mass exercise of citizenship many of our public traditions and
institutions will atrophy. Without a new level of direct citizen
participation the legitimacy of our political institutions will continue
to decline. Without new cultures of dialogue, exchange and learning,
our social differences will overwhelm us.

That is why democratising the relationships between people,
institutions and public authority is the central challenge of our age.
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2. Everyday democracy

Liberal democracy, combined with market capitalism, is supposed to
have triumphed at the end of the twentieth century. But its brief
honeymoon soon found it awash with new challenges. Not only has
liberal capitalism created a world in which jobs can be exported by
corporations, and terrorists can strike through communications
networks, but the specific forms of freedom that Western citizens now
enjoy have led to increasing disdain for the constitutional models that
brought them about.

Not enough people see democratic politics as part of their own
personal identity to sustain the cultures and institutions through
which political legitimacy is created. The result is that our
preoccupation with making individual choices is undermining our
ability to make collective choices. Our democracy is suffocating itself.

Yet a public realm, in which all can participate freely, equally and
through which different identities and cultures are mediated and
respected, is a precondition of liberal freedoms.2 Recognition of this
problem has led a stream of philosophers to focus on the need for
shared responsibilities amid a world of private freedoms.?

Swelling their ranks is a growing number of religious and civic
leaders concerned both at the effects of unrestrained markets and
individualism on more vulnerable members of society, and at the
dangers of retreating from a shared public culture. Thus Rowan
Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury, recently warned that we risk

Demos 19



Everyday Democracy

neglecting the full needs of children because of our preoccupations
with consumption, while Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks has called for
religious communities, including Jewish ones, to resist ‘turning in on
themselves’.4

Alarm bells are being rung, too, by those focused on the wider
systems of order and renewal on which survival depends — from
Martin Rees, British Astronomer Royal, calling us to avoid making
this ‘our final century’ to scholars like Jane Jacobs and Jared Diamond
— questioning whether human societies have the capacity to foresee
and avoid catastrophic collapse.>

We need to renegotiate the basis on which we share responsibility
for this public realm — the wider context in which ordinary lives are
lived out. Democracy is the only set of principles that can allow us to
do this — enjoying personal rights demands collective responsibilities,
which in turn require new rules of governance.

The question is how this set of principles can be given tangible
expression through institutions that connect with people’s daily lives,
rather than being imprisoned within cultures and institutions that are
viewed only through the long-distance lens of the media. Only if
democracy is anchored in everyday experience will it be possible to
legitimise shared rules that restrict people’s freedom some of the
time. For that to happen, people must share in both power and
responsibility.

But they must do it in a world where everyday life can be flexibly
connected to an amazing array of cultures, places, organisations and
activities, where structured working and gender roles in stable local
communities are a rarity, where global flows of ideas, culture, money
and people make the connections between personal choices and
collective outcomes increasingly hard to fathom.

The concept of everyday democracy allows us to reconfigure
democracy for this age. It is the practice of self-government through
the choices, commitments and connections of daily life. Everyday
democracy means extending democratic power and responsibility
simultaneously to the settings of everyday life. It relies heavily on the
mediating role of institutions that can symbolise and represent shared
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Everyday democracy

commitments — but simultaneously stimulates a wider range and
choice of such institutions. It means that people can actively create
the world in which they live.

Around the world there are growing examples of everyday
democracy which point to how democratic principles and partici-
pation can become embedded in ordinary life, not just formal
political structures. The Mondragon network of cooperatives in the
Basque region of Spain, owned and governed by its members,
employs over 60,000 people, provides skills and management training
for all of its workers and gives 10 per cent of its profits to social
causes.6 In British Columbia, Canada, a Citizens’ Assembly made up
of ordinary people is enquiring into the reform of electoral systems.”
At the Semco manufacturing company in Brazil, workers vote on how
much they should be paid.8 At the Bromley by Bow Centre in East
London the doctors in the health practice pay rent to their patients
through a community trust. In the Brazilian city of Porto Alegre,
residents take part every year, through a network of meetings, in
setting the city’s budget priorities.® In South Korea, OhmyNews.com
uses ‘citizen reporters’ as contributors to its online news service,
taking named reports from more than 20,000 member-contributors.

Democracy in this context is not so much a form of government as
a set of principles for structuring the interaction between diverse
participants, given the combination of autonomy, diversity and inter-
dependence that people and organisations exhibit.

Democracy cannot flourish without being guaranteed and
practised by the state. But in open, networked societies, the inter-
action between public and private goods goes far beyond what the
state can directly control.

Building everyday democracy therefore depends on applying its
principles to everyday institutions through which people make their
choices and develop their identities. Its basis is the idea that power
and responsibility must be aligned with each other — and widely
distributed — if societies are to exercise shared responsibility through
social, economic and institutional diversity.

We can learn, through practical innovation, how to build
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Everyday Democracy

organisations and decision-making systems that support these
requirements. But the essential lesson of democratic history is that
unless the maintenance of political structures is combined with
deepening cultures of democratic participation, democracy will fall
apart. The solution is not simply to create more direct democracy, or
to set up an ever-growing array of consultative processes divorced
from the exercise of real power, but to embed both these principles —
direct and deliberative — in the range of institutions through which
people can express their concerns, their needs and their identities.

Understanding how to strengthen a sense of membership across a
wide range of institutions, and then how to factor those institutions
into the use of state and public power, is the key to revitalising
people’s participation in political and civic life.
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3. Crisis? What crisis?

One symptom of collapsing identities is the fact that, in country after
country, political parties appear to be dying on their feet. Fifty years
ago in Britain one in ten of the population belonged to a party. Now
fewer than one in 40 do. Parties are struggling to recruit members,
field activists and retain a respected role the world over. A 2004
Eurobarometer survey of the 15 pre-enlargement member states
found 76 per cent of respondents saying that they did not trust
political parties (compared with 61 per cent for big business and 46
per cent for religious institutions).10

Since 1974, the proportion of British people saying that they trust
the government ‘always or mostly’ has fallen from two-fifths to one-
fifth.1! Perhaps even more significant, however, is the broader social
pattern of people’s hopes and fears — 58 per cent say that they are
optimistic about their own personal futures, compared with 9 per
cent who admit to being pessimistic. But when asked about the
direction of society as a whole, the balance is very different. Only 23
per cent are optimistic, compared with 43 per cent who are
pessimists. This pattern is repeated consistently across the indus-
trialised world. It betrays a striking lack of confidence in the social
and institutional environment.!2

This is not automatically a problem. The fall-off of political parties
might not be a surprise, given the collapse of the cold war ideological
divide, the growth of media power, the range of other ways in which
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Everyday Democracy

people can spend their time, and the rise in wealth and education
across much of the world. If successful government is a question of
management and stability, then the decline of parties might be
welcome.

But we have to ask — as parties become shrunken rumps of their
former selves, focused on marketing political brands in an increas-
ingly competitive media market, but unable to provide the permanent
bridge between national institutions and street level social reality —
which institutions will take their place in mediating between the
experience of individuals and the uses of government power?

The first answer is that, in information-drenched societies, a free
media plays this role. And on one level this is obviously true. But
journalists are among the few groups of professionals trusted less than
politicians in many countries. The competitive dynamics of media
culture helps to project politics as a constant battle in which the task
is to expose, to embarrass and to scrutinise the governing classes on
the assumption that such pressure is the only thing that keeps them
honest. This dynamic has helped lead political culture into a cycle of
antagonism which is further undermining the possibilities of politics
as a whole.

Electoral dynamics, in a postideological age, encourage parties to
crowd towards the centre, and the cultures of media scrutiny, political
attack and consumerism combine to push difficult collective choices,
however important, away from the immediate political agenda.

As voters have come ‘closer’ to politicians through the impact of
television and electronic media, familiarity has bred contempt. After
the Second World War, more than 90 per cent of Britons agreed that it
was a ‘serious neglect of one’s duty’ not to vote. In 2001 less than half
agreed with the same statement.!3

In response to the demand for sensation and drama, politicians
have moved further towards the culture of attack and response, vying
to create ‘moments’ of drama which cut through the cynicism and
distraction that dominate attitudes to what they do. One party leader
described the experience as a ‘daily battle’ to come off best in a struggle
that would be reduced to ten seconds of tape on the television news.
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But, as it heads further in this direction, politics is fighting a losing
battle against forms of theatre and spectacle that are more
entertaining, and forms of conversation and social exchange that are
more meaningful to citizens. There is a clear analogy with football,
which has been affected in similar ways by the changes of the last 20
years.

What began as an amateur game has been professionalised,
televised and globalised to the extent that a few key personalities
dominate the global pecking order.

The drama of football is extended by a relentless focus on personal
battles between managers and the shadowy activities of agents and
proprietors. The influx of attention and money has created a
relentless focus on the performance of teams, in the full glare of a 24-
hour media. But the wider value of professional football depends far
more on the vitality of football culture in parks, schools, playing fields
and amateur leagues than on the attempt to squeeze more excitement
and drama from the Premier League.

Even more pertinently, Premiership clubs could find sustainability
in mutualisation — defining participation in the club through shared
ownership that excludes the drain of payments to external financing
and maximises the commitment of the audience that helps create the
whole event. What is presented to a global television audience as a
spectator sport actually rests, in the long run, on mass participation
and shared ownership.

