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7

Popular Deliberation and
Group Involvement in Theory

Just what is it about the political system that needs improving? Polit-
ical theorists have long been convinced that a successful democratic
governmental system will accomplish three tasks: (1) It will make
good decisions; (2) it will be perceived as legitimate; and (g) it will
help the people in society become better people. In considering sys-
temic reforms, as we do in this chapter, we are not implying that the
American political system is a failure; rather, we are recognizing only
that the extent to which any democracy is accomplishing these three
tasks can always be improved and that every effort should be made
to do so. But the first goal of any reformer should be to do no harm,
and, on the basis of the findings presented in Part II, we fear that
the reform proposals currently attracting the most attention would
actually do significant harm.

REFORMING (OR IMPROVING) AMERICAN POLITICS

Ideas for improving the political system are probably about as numer-
ous as people, but to help organize the various types of changes that
could be preferred, we offer Figure 7.1. In this figure, the govern-
ing process is divided into two steps: predecision consideration and
the decision itself. The key players in each step can either be the
people themselves or elites. Though overly simplistic, this conceptu-
alization at least makes it possible to categorize reforms according to
the particular procedure advocates want to modify.

Four Governing Processes and Possible Reforms

Elites Consider; People Decide: Beginning with the upper-right quadrant
of the figure, some governing processes entail preliminary discussions

163
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Pre-decision Consideration by...

People Elites

» Town hall meetings and » Ballot measures (initiatives
People juries and referenda)

» Navajo democracy » Teledemocracy

Decision by...

» Volunteer groups » Standard representative
Elites » Policy juries government

» Deliberative opinion polls

Figure 7.1. Categories of democratic procedures, with examples.

and consideration by elites but leave the final decision to ordinary
people. The clearest example of this would be the referendum process
(currently operating in 26 states) in which state legislatures discuss
and formulate language addressing a particular problem, but then
leave the final decision to the people of the state who have the oppor-
tunity to vote yes or no on the proposal. Initiatives are proposals that
originate outside the legislature and (like referenda) are voted on by
ordinary people, so they may belong in the upper-left quadrant, but
the actual operation of initiatives indicates that many proposals
emanate from elite segments of society or at some point are comman-
deered by elites in (frequently expensive) contests to influence the
final decision of the voters (see Magleby 1984; Broder 2000).

Numerous writers believe American politics would be improved by
expanded use of this form of direct democracy. Cronin (1989: ix-x),
for example, argues that “a country willing to share more political
power with its citizens will find a citizenry willing to participate in
the workings of government.” Gerber (19g99) believes that ballot
measures, or even just the threat of ballot measures, serve as a useful
prod to needed government action (Lascher, Hagen, and Rochlin
1996 have a decidedly less favorable view). While seeing some neg-
atives to the initiative and referendum process, Bowler, Donovan,
and Tolbert (1998: 264—70) contend that it is not, as some have
averred (see Gamble 19g7), a threat to minority rights. Citrin’s
(1996) account is quite balanced, but he does see the use of ballot
measures as responding to the people’s “positive yearning for voice
— for the chance to be heard and to participate” (290).

Even more enthusiasm exists among political writers these days for
utilizing modern telecommunications technology to give people the
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~ opportunity to make direct decisions on policy matters. Though

these technologies could be employed in many different fashions (as
we see below when discussing the lower-left quadrant), the relevant
procedure at this point works as follows. Similar to the standard
referendum or elite-driven initiative process, elites formulate and
present proposals to the people, who then, in the comfort of their
homes, use the Internet or a television with a coaxial cable to regis-
ter their preference on the proposal. Variations of teledemocracy are
being widely discussed and considered (see Grossman 1995; Morris
1999; and Becker and Slaton 2000, to name a few). To be sure, some
of the proposals for teledemocracy involve communication among
ordinary people, but generally this communication is of the “on line”
variety and thus is quickly discounted by supporters of real, face-to-
face deliberation. Under most teledemocracy procedures, face-to-
face deliberation is limited to elites.

Regardless of the specifics, advocates of teledemocracy tend to be
wildly enthusiastic about the prospects afforded by advances in com-
munications technology, as is indicated by Ornstein’s (2000: 15)
summary: “The advent of the internet has thrilled and excited a core
of populist and direct democracy advocates who have become the
leading proponents of ‘cyberdemocracy.’ The Net, they say, is the key
to freeing citizens from the bonds of soalled representative demo-
cracy.” Many of these advocates believe citizens’ heightened role in
the system would lead ordinary people to feel empowered and to pay
more attention to politics. Even setting aside any perceived advan-
tages of cyberdemocracy, many observers simply view it as increas-
ingly inevitable in light of technology and people’s presumed desire
to play a more active part in politics (see Naisbitt 1984; Rosenthal
1998; Morris 1999; Solomon 2000).

Elites Consider, Elites Decide. When, however, the elites not only for-
mulate the proposals but also decide on the proposals, govern-
mental procedures are best described as standard representative
government, the lower-right portion of Figure 47.1. Placing responsi-
bility for both proposal consideration and proposal selection in the
hands of elites is the usual procedure in the United States and in vir-
tually all democracies.! The justification for such an approach was

'Besides the twenty-six states in the United States, only Swizerland makes exten-
sive, regular use of ballot measures, though this could be changing (see Butler and
Ranney 1994).
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perhaps most famously stated by James Madison, who saw the need
to “refine and enlarge the public views by passing them through a
chosen body of citizens” (Federalist no. 10). Similarly, Edmund
Burke (1949 [1774]): 115) spoke glowingly of the “mature judg-
ments” and “enlightened conscience” of elites.

Since consideration and decision by elites already make up the
main governing process in the United States, it might make sense to
assume that supporters of such a process would not be eager to see
any reforms. Not so. In fact, advocates of representative government
are remarkably open to reforms, since many of them believe that
current problems with the system stem not from the general prac-
tice of deferring to elites but from the particular manner in which
elites consider and decide upon proposals. Thus, defenders of
representative government could eagerly pursue campaign finance
reforms, gift-giving restrictions, and other limits on special interest
influence so that elite considerations and decisions would be (or
would appear to be) based more on the merits than on money. Relat-
edly, those sympathizing with representative government might urge
steps to make elite consideration more decorous, civil, and useful.
Brady and Theriault (2001) believe dissatisfaction with Congress to
a great extent springs from members’ tendency to engage in unnec-
essarily shrill, extreme, and partisan debate (see also Uslaner 1993).
Indeed, experimental work by Funk (2001) shows that people
respond more favorably to civil debate than to hostile debate. People
who believe representative government is the best procedure quite
often are among the most active in seeking reforms in the way elites
consider and decide upon policy proposals.

People Consider, Elites Decide: For all the interest in campaign finance
reform and expanding direct democracy by the use of ballot mea-
sures or the Internet, even more energy and academic interest have
been devoted to procedures in which the people are involved in a
richer fashion at the earlier stage of the governing process — the
consideration and formulation of policy proposals (the left side of
Fig. 7.1). We begin with procedures providing for the people’s
participation in consideration while elites make the final decision,
the lower-left quadrant.

The primary motivation behind these procedures is that the
system would be improved if people were more involved. Advocates
do not believe it sufficient when people are limited to making a final
decision either on the candidates who will become decision makers
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. or on policy decisions themselves. Benjamin Barber (1984) refers to

such procedures as “weak democracy.” What he and many others
prefer is strong democracy, which he describes as “public reasoning
.. .1in the participatory mode,” as “ongoing civic participation,” and
as ordinary people involved in “deliberation” (151). Kettering Foun-
dation official (and former Cabinet member) David Mathews (1994)
echoes this desire for the people to be intimately involved with the
consideration of policy proposals, for them to deliberate. To under-
score this point, he uses the American jury system. “Deliberation

...is what makes twelve of our peers a group to whom we literally

give life-and-death powers. We don’t just trust twelve people with
those powers under any condition. We only trust them under the
condition that they deliberate long and carefully. The same is true
of democratic politics” (111).

In this quadrant, people’s role does not extend beyond delibera-
tion. Elected officials are still responsible for making final decisions,
but those who favor this general style of political process desire
reforms that would allow elected officials to be informed by rich and
sustained deliberations on the part of ordinary people. How would
this occur? Specific proposals are incredibly numerous, incredibly
diverse, and incredibly imaginative. Here, we only scratch the
surface.

Perhaps the most discussed method of increasing people’s
presence in the “consideration-formulation-deliberation” stage is
somehow to increase their involvement in the many volunteer orga-
nizations existing around the country. Drawing on the work of James
Coleman (19go), Robert Putnam has popularized the concept of
social capital, a reservoir of expectations, obligations, and trust that
builds up as a result of satisfying interactions with other people in
informal settings and especially in group activities. More important,
perhaps, Putnam makes claims for the ability of social capital to
boost political capital. He believes social capital plays a big role in
“making democracy work” (1993) and that the United States is ex-
periencing political difficulties because of a decline in social capital
(1995). Putnam painstakingly documents the post-1960 decline in
Americans’ associational involvement with their fellow citizens and
pleads that we “find ways to ensure that by 2010 the level of civic
engagement among Americans then coming of age in all parts of our
society will match that of their grandparents” (2000: 404). Journal-
ist David Broder (19g6: 4) is in general agreement with Putnam,
saying that “unless more Americans start working with each other on
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shared civic enterprises, and learning to trust each other, the formal
government of this nation will probably lurch from one credibility
crisis to the next.”

The hope is not that citizens take over authoritative political deci-
sion making but that they become more active in groups which
would, in turn, foster skills (see Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 19g5),
interests, and, as a result, communication with those who do make
political decisions. In this way, citizens would be more active in the
formulation and consideration of policy proposals. Others, however,
believe that the existing group structure, as varied as it is, is not
sufficient to provide decision makers with a sense of people’s
preferences. They advocate special structures to fulfill this need.

James Headlam (193g) calls for the empaneling of “citizen issue
juries.” Political theorist Robert Dahl (1970) urges the use of “mini-
populi.” Sociologist Amitai Etzioni (1972) wants to merge sampling
and electronic communications to find out what ordinary people are
thinking. Similarly, Ivor Crewe and Martin Harrop (1986) want to
create an “Electronic 500" (see also MacDonald 1986). And James
Fishkin (1991, 1995) has actually experimented with deliberative
opinion polls in the United Kingdom and the United States.? The
uniting goal of all these ideas is to obtain something approximating
a random sample of people who are then provided information and
a special opportunity to discuss the topic at hand. As a result, the
group will be able to engage in informed deliberation that will be
much more valid and much more useful than standard public
opinion surveys, since the latter usually entail relatively uninformed
opinions and never provide for deliberation among citizens. The
contention is that if real decision makers could see informed but
otherwise typical people deliberating with each other on the key
issues of the day, those decision makers would be better able to act
in the real interests of the people (see, esp., Fishkin 1995: 161—76;
McCombs and Reynolds 1999).

People Consider, People Decide. The most radical reform proposals
would not stop with people deliberating prior to turning decisions

2Some advocates see the real potential for modern communications technology,
not in allowing the people to render a final decision (as we discussed pursuant to
the upperright quadrant), but in allowing people to deliberate with each other
rather than making the final decision. As Ornstein (2000: 15) described the goals
of such individuals, they want to reduce Congress to a chamber that merely “waits
for public instructions before making any decisions.”

-
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over to elites. They would instead entail ordinary people consider-
ing and formulating proposals and then making a final decision on
the proposals as well. Existing institutions of representative govern-
ment would not be necessary, as the people would engage in rich,
pure direct democracy.

The best illustration of such an approach to governing is the
classic New England town meetings. The way these work is that resi-
dents of the town attend periodic meetings, discuss issues affecting
the town, and then vote to determine the specific approach that will
be used to resolve those issues. Discussion and decisions are made
entirely by ordinary people and not by any designated set of elites.
The American jury system provides another example of the people
both considering and deciding, since it involves ordinary Americans
discussing the evidence of a case and then deciding the outcome. As
with town meetings, consideration and discussion are not prelimi-
nary to elites making the decision but rather to ordinary people
making the decision.

An important variant of these strategies is when no distinction is
made between the consideration phase and the decision phase. A
good example of this approach is Etzioni’s (1996: 221) description
of “Navajo democracy, in which dialogues continue until all members
of a tribe embrace a given position.” This is a style of consensus deci-
sion making in which no voting or other formal decision-making
structure is necessary. Instead, discussion proceeds until the decision
is apparent. This is similar to the approach advocated by Amy
Gutmann and Dennis Thompson (1996). They believe that all prob-
lems, even incredibly difficult moral disputes, can be worn down and
conquered by the deliberative process. People just have to stay with
it long enough (and follow some rules that we discuss below in this
chapter). As they put it, when citizens disagree, “they should con-
tinue to reason together” (1). But the key point is that, whether con-
sideration and resolution are viewed as two separate steps or one in
the same, procedures in the upper-left quadrant do not require elite
involvement. The people do it all.

Taking Stock

Having assayed the various procedural options of democracy as well
as examples of reform strategies employing these options, it is appar-
ent (if it were not before) that the range of democratic forms is
incredible. Accordingly, we are not be able to evaluate each and every
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form in light of the findings we reported in Parts I and II of this
book. But we evaluate what seems to us to be the primary concern
of political writers early in the twenty-first century, and that is to get
ordinary people more deeply involved in the political arena, with
deep involvement understood to mean something more than voting
Democrat or Republican or voting for or against Proposition X.

As such, we do not have a great deal more to say about the pro-
cedures listed on the right side of Figure 7.1. This is not because
these proposals are less important — indeed, locating ways to make
representative democracy more palatable to ordinary people or
determining the degree to which people should be involved directly
in the decision-making stage of the political process is profoundly
important. But popular involvement in the consideration of political
matters is the central concern for us for two reasons: first, because
of the extent to which it dominates discussions of how to improve
the American polity; and second, because it requires the people to
invest more of themselves in politics, and our empirical results speak
directly to the people’s willingness to make a greater investment in
politics.

In the remainder of this chapter, we present the justifications
theorists (and some empiricists) have offered for getting the people
more involved in voluntary associations and in political deliberation.
Then, in the next chapter, we hold the theorists’ contentions up to
the light of empirical work, much of it recent and much of it utiliz-
ing various experimental designs. We find that reality casts a dark
cloud over theoretical claims that popular involvement either in vol-
unteer organizations or in serious deliberation benefits the political
system. As a result, in the last substantive chapter of the book,
Chapter g9, we take a more careful look at the kinds of procedures
that would improve the American political system in light of people’s
perceptions and lack of political motivation.

THE ALLEGED BENEFITS OF GREATER
INVOLVEMENT IN VOLUNTARY ASSOCIATIONS

The siren call of social capital as a way to understand the decline of
civil society in the United States has enticed many political scientists
and pundits. There is something decidedly appealing and hopeful
in the idea that so many of society’s problems can be remedied by
getting people to be more socially engaged. Social capital, according
to James Coleman (1988), is a resource available to a society, much
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as physical capital and human capital are resources. Social capital
develops in the relations among people. We discuss the arguments
behind social capital, in particular, Robert Putnam’s version of this
idea.

According to Putnam (1993, 1995, 2000), social capital is the
product of dense social networks, which he associates with active and
involved membership in voluntary associations. Numerous studies
have shown that members of voluntary associations are better demo-
cratic citizens: They are better informed, more politically active,
more efficacious, and more supportive of democratic norms, and
they have greater self-respect and are more politically skilled (see,
e.g., Almond and Verba 1963; Verba and Nie 1972; Milbrath and
Goel 19g77; Verba et al. 1995). Putnam (1993) argues that voluntary
association membership generates even greater rewards for society
itself, including greater economic performance and more effective
government performance.

Why is voluntary association membership so beneficial to individ-
uals, political systems, and the society as a whole? According to
Putnam (2000: 134), “the touchstone of social capital is the princi-
ple of generalized reciprocity — I'll do this for you now, without
expecting anything immediately in return and perhaps without even
knowing you, confident that down the road you or someone else
will return the favor.” People directly engaged with other people in
voluntary associations develop this sense of generalized reciprocity
because they learn to trust others and they learn to generalize this
trust to people they do not know (what Putnam refers to as “thin
trust”). Generalized reciprocity is essential to civil societies because
it lowers transaction costs and lessens frictions. When people trust
one another, they can more easily navigate their daily lives and
more efficiently transact business. Governments can expend fewer
resources to obtain the same outcomes if they are not constantly
using resources to enforce laws and punish lawbreakers. If people
are trusting of others and have a sense of generalized reciprocity,
they will create a better society by being more willing to take care of
others’ welfare and by giving time and money to good causes (117).

Putnam’s concern is that there has been a decline in voluntary
association membership (see Putnam 1995, 2000). Fewer Americans
are involved in groups that allow their members to interact directly,
such as bowling leagues, Elks clubs, and Parent-Teacher Associations.
Instead, if Americans do join groups, they join those that are
faceless, such as the American Association of Retired Persons, the
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Environmental Defense Fund, and the American Civil Liberties
Union. People are nominal members of these groups, paying their
dues but not being actively involved. They do not engage directly with
other members and therefore cannot develop generalized reciproc-
ity or trust. More broadly, Americans are increasingly engaged in
individualistic, private pursuits. Democratic society suffers, according
to Putnarh, when people do not interact with their fellow citizens.
The solution to the problem, according to social capitalists, is to
get more people involved with each other, and one way to do that is
to get them to become active members of voluntary associations.
Getting people more involved in individualistic pursuits, such as
national interest groups or even voting, will not give democratic
society the boost it needs. Other theorists concerned about the
individualistic tendencies in American democracy are those who
promote political deliberation. For them, involving people in deli-
berative settings will take care of many of modern democracy’s ills.

THE ALLEGED BENEFITS OF ENHANCING
POLITICAL DELIBERATION AMONG
ORDINARY PEOPLE

Voting, whether it be for a candidate or on a policy proposal, is gen-
erally a private, individual act. Modern political commentators tend
to react quite negatively to this atomistic, individualistic version of
democracy. Indeed, for a growing number of political observers, the
essence of true democracy is not individual-actor decision making
but decisions that are made only after intense, sustained, social inter-
actions.’ Deliberation has become the concept de jour of political
theorists and in some cases has taken on nearly religious overtones.
Exhortations to deliberate seem to be everywhere. All problems are
the result of a “failure to communicate,” and if something is wrong
with a democratic polity, insufficient deliberation must have been the
cause. After all, when a problem develops, is it not best to talk about
it in hopes that it can be resolved? Who could deny the benefits of
deliberation? Thus, whether it comes by people being more involved
in voluntary groups or by creating new fora for discussing policy
problems, the goal of many theorists is to increase the amount of
interaction and, especially, deliberation among ordinary people.

*Though see some of the essays in Macedo (19gg) for negative assessments of
deliberative decision making. i
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Better Decisions

Perhaps the most obvious alleged benefit of democratic deliberation
is that it leads to better decisions than would have occurred if there
had been no deliberation. This sentiment is manifested in Con-
dorcet’s Jury Theorem (1994 [1785]). According to this theorem,
each person on the jury has private information; that is, information
the others never had or did not retain. If each person reveals this
private information to others on the jury, the decision subsequent to
deliberation will be a step above that which would have occurred had
no deliberation taken place. A similar, if less formal, justification is
offered by Abramson (19g94: 205) when he characterizes deliberat-
ing juries as “collections of wisdom [in which] ... people change
their minds not out of expediency but because their views actually
have shifted through hearing the views of others.”

The logic leading to the conclusion that deliberated decisions will
be better decisions extends well beyond the jury box. After all, “two
heads are better than one” is a general-purpose aphorism. It is only
common sense. What could be more reasonable than believing that
decisions are improved by bouncing ideas off of others and sopping
up information they provide? John Rawls (1971: 359), for example,
makes the straightforward point that “discussion is a way of com-
bining information and enlarging the range of arguments” and will
therefore “improve matters.” Benjamin Page (1996: 2) agrees: “Since
policymaking is complicated and full of uncertainties, an individual
citizen’s personal experience and reflection, alone, can get her or
him only so far. Sound political judgment requires exchanging
knowledge and ideas with others.” James Fishkin (1995: 28) is think-
ing along these same lines when he asserts that decisions made in
scattered isolation are decisions based on “partial knowledge, partial
arguments, and unanswered misrepresentations.” And Robert Dahl
(1989: 104-5) equates deliberative decisions with “enlightened
understanding” and the opportunity for citizens to “discover and
validate.”

Sometimes, the justification for deliberation is not that resultant
decisions will simply be better informed but that they will be more
sensitive to the needs and concerns of others with whom one has
deliberated.! Benjamin Barber (1984: 152), for example, writes that
“[c]Jommunity grows out of participation ... civic activity educates

*This sentiment is found in many of the works of communitarians.
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individuals how to think publicly as citizens.” He takes making citi-
zens capable of public thinking as “a single, crucial end” (197). In
fact, Barber believes that participating in democratic deliberation
leads people to think not of “me” but of “we” (153). In this, of course,
Barber is closely following Rousseau, who saw the democratic process
as a way for a person to reaffirm partnership with the general will
(Rousseau 1946 [1762]).

Better (That Is, More Legitimate) System

Not only do theorists assert that democratic deliberation leads to
better decisions, they also argue that it encourages people to view
decisions as more legitimate and valid. If people have the opportu-
nity to be involved in the decision or if they at least believe the deci-
sion was based on an inclusive and responsible debate of the relevant
issues, they may feel better about processes and decisions (Ely 1980:
181). Recent writings connecting legitimacy to democratic delibera-
tion are plentiful.’ To provide two examples, Seyla Benhabib (1994:
26) points out that people may “accept the ... will of a. .. process
that has been fairly and correctly carried out,” even if there are
“grave doubts about the rationality of the outcome,” and Iris Marion
Young (2000: 5-6) believes “the normative legitimacy of a demo-
cratic decision depends on the degree to which those affected by it
have been included in the decision-making process.”

Scholars of the legislative process, not surprisingly, have been par-
ticularly interested in the connection between deliberation (among
representatives rather than ordinary people, in this case) and legiti-
macy. Why, they have asked, are legislatures so omnipresent when
few of them have real power? The usual answer is that visible, open,
democratic deliberation, such as that typically occurring in legisla-
tive bodies, makes people feel better about the governmental
process, so legislatures help secure legitimacy.® As summarized by
Packenham (1g70: 530), the belief is that, traditionally, the existence
of a legislature has “reduced tension, provided reassurance, and gen-
erally enhanced satisfaction with or acquiescence with . .. govern-
ment.” People need to know, or at least need to think, their voices

5See, for example, Manin (1987), Cohen (1989), Dryzek (19go), Tyler (1990),
and Keohane (2001: 10).

6This theme can be found in the writings of Beer (1966), Packenham (1970},
Loewenberg (1g71), Loewenberg and Patterson (19%79), and, especially, Wahlke

(1971).
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are being heard, and representative assemblies are probably the most
realistic way to achieve this eventuality. In modern mass democracies,
where face-to-face interaction among ordinary people seems to be
prohibited by geography and by population size, legislatures act as a
vital source of system legitimacy - of diffuse support, to use Easton’s
(1965) well-known phrase.

Unlike the claims that people’s involvement in deliberation leads
to better decisions, the belief that such involvement makes people
feel better about the system actually has some empirical basis. As
Lind and Tyler (1988: 170) put it, “one clear finding from research
.. .is that people like to have an opportunity to present their views
before policy decisions are made.” Tyler, Rasinski, and Spodick
(1985) conducted three experiments and all supported this conclu-
sion. In the first, they found that within a random sample of people
who had recently been defendants in an Illinois traffic and misde-
meanor court, those who felt they had been given the opportunity
to present evidence in their case were more satisfied with their expe-
rience, regardless of whether they won or lost their case, than those
who felt they did not have voice. In the second experiment, students
in an introductory psychology class were asked questions about a
class they had taken the previous term. Those who felt they had input
into that class, in terms of demonstrating their knowledge and influ-
encing the grade they received, evaluated the class more favorably
regardless of their grade. And finally, in the third experiment,
random groups of students were asked to read different scenarios
about a city council. In one the council solicited citizen input before
making a budget decision, and in the other, citizens did not have
much opportunity to speak to the council. Once again, where the
process allowed public input, respondents tended to react more
favorably and the decision itself was of less consequence.

Tyler’s (19go) later work on why people obey the law even more
directly tests the hypothesis that if people have voice in a process,
they will view the decision itself as legitimate even if the decision is
undesirable. Tyler contacted people in the Chicago area who had
recent experience in the legal system and asked them about their
level of satisfaction and the degree to which they felt they had some
input into their case. He found that people who believed they had a
voice were much more accepting of an adverse decision. Tyler con-
cludes that procedural justice, and, in particular, allowing citizen
input, is a logical way to get people to feel better about their ex-
periences with government and the like. Echoing Marx, he even
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worries that the effect is so powerful that decision makers will
become skilled in coopting people by only pretending to allow them
a voice (Lind and Tyler 1988).

Better People

A final justification frequently tendered by theorists is that the very
act of being involved in issue-based discussions makes better people,
regardless of what it might mean for the quality of public policy or
for the system. Such involvement, claimed John Dewey (1927: 148),
is necessary for “the full development of human beings as individu-
als.” This belief in the personal edification and improvement func-
tion of deliberative democracy has been around for centuries.’

Rousseau, for example, is often identified as an early adherent of
the notion that involvement in the give and take of political discus-
sions would improve people, but this encapsulated version is not
directly on target. Rousseau lived much of his life as a recluse, and
his Discourse on Inequality can be read as contending that society has
failed and that anyone involved in society will be doomed to unhap-
piness. But by the time he wrote The Social Contract, Rousseau had
concluded that it is possible to live in society without forgoing the
individual freedoms he deemed so important. In fact, Rousseau
(1946 [1762]: 262) believed that social order could be an improve-
ment over the natural state of man in that it “substitutes justice for
instinct in behavior, and gives to his actions a moral basis.” Associa-
tion with such a society can change a person from a “limited and
stupid animal into an intelligent being” (263). How will this magic
be performed? In the process of interacting with others on societal
and political issues, a person’s “ideas take on a wider scope, his
sentiments become ennobled, and his whole soul elevated” (263).
It is easy to understand why Rousseau is held up as an early leader
in recognizing the ability of democratic deliberation to improve the
people doing the deliberating.

But this conclusion falls short of providing an accurate feel for
Rousseau’s ideas. The trouble is, Rousseau believed the positive
effects of this kind of societal interaction would accrue only in a very
specific (and unusual) kind of society. First of all, the society has to
be based on a common interest and governed on the basis of that
common interest (256). Lacking this common interest, all that

"See Tocqueville (1951 [1848]: vol. 1: 252), Mill (1977: 68), and many others.
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remains is an aggregation of individuals and not a true society. Not
surprisingly, a true society in Rousseau’s eyes can happen only when
the society is small, technologically and economically simple, and
socially homogeneous. Thus, Rousseau had hopes that a true society
could come to pass among the people of mid-eighteenth-century
Corsica (for whom he drafted a constitution); he would, no doubt,
be more pessimistic about the prospects for a true society among the
people of the early twenty-firstcentury United States.

Rousseau had no time for representative assemblies, arguing,
instead, that legislatures should be composed of the whole people
assembled, such as can be found in the assemblies of the Swiss
Cantons and New England towns. The ideal political arrangement
for Rousseau is “groups of peasants deciding the affairs of State
beneath an oak tree” (384). But Rousseau did not support open com-
munication among these well-shaded peasants; rather, he believed
there should be no communication that might be construed to
encourage divisions of interest, development of factions, or anything
not based on the general will (390). The goal was not, as it is for
some deliberative democrats, getting in touch with the unique prob-
lems and concerns of our diverse fellow citizens, but, rather, recon-
firming the tenets of the general will shared by all of society. Anyone
behaving otherwise should not be involved. This is not a vision of
society that would be endorsed by the American Civil Liberties
Union. The plight of real, minority views and people is assumed away
since there cannot be any diversity in a true society. This sleight of
hand leaves Rousseau with a far different view of the edifying poten-
tial of deliberation: not to expose people to other views or to make
them more empathetic to those who are different from them, but to
make sure people remain in touch with a unitary general will.

Even more than Rousseau, perhaps the name most readily associ-
ated with the ability of democratic processes to improve and educate
people is John Stuart Mill. Mill was convinced this relationship
existed, and to support his hypothesis he cited the intelligence
of Athenians during their democratic period and the cleverness of
nineteenth-century Englishmen. The latter phenomenon, he was
certain, existed because English citizens occasionally took part in
democratic situations such as juries and parish offices (1977 [1861]:
29o). Mill contended that participation in public affairs would
educate participants and have an invigorating effect on them. As
James Carey (1987: 14) has more recently stated, “the public will
begin to reawaken when they are addressed as a conversational
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partner and are encouraged to join the talk rather than sit passively
as spectators.”

Yet while Mill valued deliberation, he conceded that if democra-
tic systems were to be practicable in anything but the smallest com-
munities, personal, peasant-level involvement in political discussions
could not be a prerequisite. Unlike Rousseau, Mill was quite com-
fortable with representative democracy, believing that the process
of “periodically elected deputies” (1977 [1861]: go5) would' still
involve the people broadly enough to generate the alleged benefi-
cial consequences. In fact, in direct contrast to Rousseau, Mill was
quite elitist. He believed that only a very few people would have
original thoughts and that “these few are the salt of the earth” whose
presence keeps the human condition from being nothing more than
“a stagnant pool” (1977 [1859]: 78). Though they both believed
democratic involvement leads to self-improvement, Rousseau and
Mill had quite different notions of what self-improvement entails and
what kind of involvement is necessary to achieve this improvement.

In the modern era, this concept of self-improvement through
political participation has been adopted with gusto by communitar-
ians and deliberation theorists. Pateman (1g70), Barber (1984), and
Etzioni (19g6), to name just a few, contend that if people play a vital
role in decision making, they will become better informed, they will
be more open to the ideas of others, they will become better
debaters, they will be more cooperative, and they will be better
people. One of the more enthusiastic champions of this point of view
claims that, were citizens to be directly involved in deliberation,
“America would see an immediate and invigorating rise in interest
in politics. . . . Politics would be on the lips of every man, woman and
child, day after day. As interest rose, a demand would be created for
more and better sources of news” (Wolff 1970: §6—7).

Although most modern writers seem to agree with Rousseau in
terms of the type of participation necessary for selfimprovement
(intimate rather than indirect involvement) and with Mill in terms
of the nature of the improvement that results (broad-based, empa-
thetic, and educative gains rather than merely a melding with the
general will), disagreement is substantial. Moreover, the claims made
by modern writers for popular deliberation extend well beyond per-
sonal improvement. Given their breadth and diversity, we conclude
this chapter by summarizing the assertions of modern theorists
regarding greater popular involvement in politics. We break them

Deliberation and Group Involvement in Theory 179

down into two overarching categories: communitarians and deliber-
ation theorists.

COMMUNITARIANS AND DELIBERATION THEORISTS

The communitarian movement, which flowered in the 1970s and
198os, is best seen as a reaction to liberal individualism (see Avineri
and de-Shalit 1992). Whereas liberalism stresses universal morality
and the autonomy of each individual, communitarianism tends to
follow Hegel by casting its lot with collections of individuals who
share particular values.

For many communitarians, deliberating and interacting with our
neighbors not only leads to better decisions, a more legitimate poli-
tics, and better people, but improves communities and therefore
society itself. David Mathews (1994: 2), for example, writes that
“working together with others to solve common problems recreates
a sense of community.” This sense of community is desirable because
communities give our lives meaning and are morally good (see
Taylor 19g2). The value of people’s lives “is only a reflection of and
is derivative from the value of the life of the community as a whole”
(Dworkin 1989: 49%7). Communitarians trace society’s problems to a
lack of community so are eager to recreate the sense of community
they believe existed in a halcyon era (see Putnam 2000).

For some communitarians, a sense of community is actually a pre-
requisite for meaningful deliberative involvement. Sandel (1996: 5)
believes that “to deliberate well about the common good requires
... a sense of belonging, a concern for the whole, a moral bond with
the community whose fate is at stake.” As a result, Sandel continues,
“to share in selfrule ...requires that citizens possess. .. certain
qualities of character or civic virtues” (5-6). Itis unclear what should
be done when such values are absent. Presumably, since they are
a precondition for selfrule, a nondemocratic mode of decision
making would be required.®

Communitarians themselves are a diverse lot. Etzioni (19g6), for .
example, thinks it desirable for people to change to a different, small
community if they do not approve of the views of their current

8 Communitarians often maintain consensus is really present if we look hard
enough for it, and they go to great lengths to concoct methods of fabricating
consensus. See, for example, Kay (1998).
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community, whereas Sandel (1996) sees no reason why communities
have to be small and contends that the entire United States could be
a national community. More traditional communitarians blanch at
the notions that attachment to the values and virtues of one com-
munity could be traded in willy-nilly for the values of another or that
values could be watered down sufficiently to attract the active alle-
giance and participation of 2770 million diverse people, so it would
be a mistake to leave the impression that communitarians are, well,
a community.

Communitarians are less concerned with the precise nature of
people’s interaction with other people than with interaction occur-
ring. This is one of many things that sets communitarians apart from
deliberation theorists. As the label implies, deliberation theorists
have thought long and hard about the preferred nature of people’s
interactions and deliberations. Perhaps the leading figure in this
movement has been Jurgen Habermas. Like the “Navajo democrats”
we met earlier, Habermas (1984: 42) contends that consensus will
result “if only the argumentation could be conducted openly enough
and continued long enough.” The difference is that Habermas sets
down some very specific deliberation guidelines that must be met if
a consensus solution is to result. For example, all participants must
be equal and their actions must be rational (a rational action is one
for which everyone agrees there was a good reason). If there is a
dispute about rationality, it must be resolved by norms that are them-
selves “acceptable to all who are potentially affected by the norm”
(Habermas 1987: 49). In other words, participants must agree upon
the rules of evidence so that something approaching a scientific
process of verbal exchange is achieved (see also Chambers 1996:
136). Irrelevant information and bad logic will be driven out; useful
information and tight logic will allow the group to move to a unified
conclusion (Habermas 1996). The great advantage of Habermas
over Rousseau and many communitarians is that he can discard the
extremely questionable notion that there is a single general will just
waiting to find expression. For Habermas, people begin from what
seem to be vastly different positions but through reasoned discourse
they can arrive, democratically, at the same place.

In their important work, Democracy and Disagreement, Amy
Gutmann and Dennis Thompson (1996) use terminology different
from Habermas’s but express similar ideas. Like Habermas,
Gutmann and Thompson believe disagreements, even incredibly
divisive moral disagreements, can be worked out through the deli-
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berative process. For this to happen, however, evidence the deliber-
ators introduce must be consistent with scientific rules and must not,
therefore, be based on unverifiable or unchallengeable notions
(52-94). Supporting a point by invoking faith in a supreme being
would not be following this tenet of “reciprocity.” The similarity
between Habermas’'s “ideal” deliberation and Gutmann and
Thompson’s reciprocity-based deliberation is apparent.

John Dryzek (2000) offers a contrasting view. He contends verbal
interaction among people does not need to follow restrictive rules to
be beneficial. He values humor, anecdotes, even rambling remarks,
and prefers the phrase “discursive democracy” to “deliberative
democracy.” As he puts it, “political equality, human integrity, reci-
procity, publicity, and accountability are undeniably important values,
but the best way for people to learn these values is through the prac-
tice of deliberation rather than through being told that they must
abide by these principles” (47). Dryzek believes wide-open commu-
nication is better suited to solve complex social problems because “it
provides for coherent integration of a variety of perspectives” (173) 2

So, communitarians want to eliminate conflict by denying any
exists (Sandel 1996; Kay 1998), by breaking into small, homoge-
neous groups where it does not exist (Putnam 2000), or by pro-
hibiting discussion of contentious topics (Etzioni 19g6: 104-5).
Deliberation theorists admit that conflict exists and that society is not
well served by pretending it does not. They believe that deliberation,
if conducted properly, makes it possible for people to work through
conflict to the benefit of individuals and the collective. Butthey are
at odds over the “proper” conduct of deliberation. Rousseau (1946
[1762]) wants to permit only comments that are consistent with the
belief that there is a general will; Habermas (1987) and Gutmann
and Thompson (1996) want to permit only comments that meet
rational, scientific, and fairness standards; and Dryzek (2000} wants
to permit any and all comments, no matter how irrelevant.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we have summarized the various approaches to
democratic government and reform proposals relevant to those

*Presumably, Putnam and others in the “join more groups” school would have
some sympathy for Dryzek’s points, since discussion in most informal group settings
is more likely to be discursive than rational.
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approaches. Numerous views exist regarding the proper role for ordi-
nary citizens in a democracy. We paid particular attention to the
arguments of those who believe either popular involvement in group
activities or in deliberation is the solution to the dilemmas facing
democracy. Many theorists have emphasized the ability of personal
group involvement and deliberation to lead to better decisions, to
lend legitimacy to the system, and to improve the people so involved.

The strong consensus on these points is somewhat surprising,
given that theorists have vastly different perceptions of a “good”
political system. Some believe all that is required of a good system
is for the people in it to be in touch with a general will; some believe
it consists of working toward consensus after beginning with very
diverse specific wills. Some believe the end result is to create a sense
of community by cooperating on problems together; some believe
the deliberative process itself is the end. Some think deliberation has
to be direct; some see nothing wrong with electing deputies to do
our deliberating for us (Madison, of course, went so far as to say
deliberation by elected deputies was preferable to direct delibera-
tion). Some are communitarians; some are liberal individualists.
Some are glad that each community has its unique deliberative style;
some think deliberation must be. governed by universal norms of
conduct.

Regardless of these differences, the core notion is that greater
popular involvement is what is needed to improve American demo-
cracy. Absent this involvement, democracy is superficial, thin, and
certainly undesirable. Any other form of democracy is cold, imper-
sonal, and unsatisfying. To interact with fellow group members, res-
idents of a community, or inhabitants of a nation is the essence of
being a democratic citizen — or so we are told by the advocates of
deliberative democracy. Though this position seems to be common-
sensical, in the next chapter we make the case that, in light of
people’s desire to avoid politics, democratic procedures entailing sus-
tained personal involvement may not be preferable to other forms
of democracy.
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The Realities of Popular Deliberation
and Group Involvement

The fact that there are many forms of democracy means there are
numerous ways for the people to be involved in politics. Political the-
orists believe people would enjoy politics if only the system would
allow them to get involved in an appealing political forum. Theorists
further believe the political system would be improved if people
played an active role in the consideration of various policy propos-
als - if people would get together and work collectively on matters,
discussing them, learning from each other, and striving for a com-
mon goal. Only then, theorists argue, will people learn to trust
each other, to appreciate the needs of other people, to care about
politics, and to trust the government. Two very different strategies
have been advocated for facilitating the needed interaction with
other individuals: getting people more involved in selfselected, vol-
unteer groups and creating environments in which diverse people
are brought together to deliberate on policy matters.

In contrast to theorists’ speculations, the results presen ted in Part
II indicate to us that people’s dislike of politics runs deep and is
unlikely to be eliminated if tiley would only get involved with other
people in political procedures. Some people react negatively to any
political d