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"Men in a mass society are gripped by personal troubles which they are not able to turn into social issues...The knowledgeable man in a genuine public, on the other hand...understands that what he thinks and feels to be personal troubles are very often also problems shared by others, and more importantly, not capable of solution by any one individual but only by modification of the group in which he lives..."

C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination, 1959


Robert Putnam has done us all a favor by drawing attention to the evidence that we are, increasingly, “bowling alone.”  His detailed account of declining participation of Americans in many forms of political and civic organizations is both an achievement in social science and a wake-up call for civic renewal. Yet “civic engagement” and “civic renewal” can cover a multitude of sins, as well as illuminate important questions. I argue here that social capital, Putnam’s key concept, is insufficient to address the challenges of democratic renewal in the 21st century. It does not indicate the ways in which nonprofit and voluntary associations can become rationalized and bureaucratized, losing their roots in the thick identities and vernacular practices of everyday life and actual places.  And it does not address questions of power, nor distinguish between more political forms of association –here I mean political in the sense of a citizen politics of public work, the idea developed in tomorrow’s presentation – and more personalized, privatized, or therapeutic settings. 

Associations with an everyday political quality were the key means through which people developed “civic muscle.” They generated the widespread popular power, and taught skills, confidence, and sense of ownership and stake in democracy, which characterized great periods of democratic change. 

To highlight both the relational, cultural roots and also the politics of civic engagement we need the concept of mediating institutions, settings grounded in everyday life and reaching into arenas of policy and large institutions where people learn to act with political savvy. This is an idea that we have worked with at the Center for Democracy and Citizenship over the last twelve years. 

Today’s presentation takes the form of a dialogue.  I describe the “New Populism” background of the contemporary civic renewal movement and the limits of the New Populism of the 1970s and 1980s, sketching problems emerging from such limits that we have sought to address.  Lew Friedland will reflect on the civic renewal movement from the vantage of his splendid book with Carmen Sirianni, Civic Innovation in America, forthcoming this summer. 

Social Capital
Social capital, for Robert Putnam and others, furnishes the indispensable background for democracy to work.  Putnam defines social capital as “networks, norms, and trust…that enable participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared objectives.” 
 In his recent book, building on his earlier article, Putnam argues that citizens develop social capital especially through participation in groups like religious congregations, voluntary associations, fraternal and professional groups, service and recreational organizations.  As Americans spend less time in such groups, social capital is eroding.  With its erosion the prospects for democracy are endangered.


I believe that Putnam, like other communitarians, illuminates important and disturbing trends.  Putnam focuses especially on patterns of civic participation. Writing from a conservative vantage in the current issue of The Atlantic Monthly David Brooks describes the current generation of high achieving Ivy League students. He focuses on what might be called the “norms” part of Putnam’s social capital.  Brooks paints a bleak portrait of a generation which is smart, hard-working, polite, apolitical – and largely devoid of deeper moral concerns or questions.  

He finds a silence about questions of virtues and values in the achievement-oriented, highly competitive culture on college campuses.  Yet it is worth noting how young people themselves respond to the sorts of arguments in Brooks’ article.  They point to the lack of places in their lives to even address such questions.  When I asked my students at the Humphrey Institute to react to Brooks, many said they agree with him about the "achievement culture." But they argue it is what they've been taught to "be," not what they want to be. As one young graduate from an elite college put it,  

"Driven by achievement and success, these young people would do the things they do to 'get

ahead.' I recall being pressed to do volunteer work, because it would give me an edge on my college applications. Most of us were not given the time to really explore our place and especially our purpose (in italics and bold face) in the world. We are pressured to rack up the achievements, jump through the hoops and work the system to our advantage. Hopefully, in the end, we get what we were taught to want -- a financially and emotionally comfortable life in our own little circle of family and friends who are similar to us."

We hear this sort of comment regularly from college age young people. This generation of young people, especially from upper middle class professional backgrounds, has been organized, scheduled, regulated, and told to achieve.  But to say they are content with the loss of public purpose is to miss the deeper currents under the surface of their lives. As another put it, “there is an essential piece missing…a piece of [students’] souls that has been stolen away by a steadfast commitment to rules and order and success.”

The silence that Brooks finds about questions of virtue and purpose are not confined to the current college generation. When Edwin Fogelman and I interviewed senior faculty at the University of Minnesota in 1997 and 1998, we found similar patterns of silence about public purposes and interests. Indeed, many faculty, from a variety of units and disciplines, said that they consciously avoided any mention of their public interests – even what had led them into academia in the first place – for fear it would jeopardize their careers and their reputations for “rigorous scholarship.”


These trends are those of bureaucracy and “mass society,” sketched by Max Weber a century ago, or C. Wright Mills in The Sociological Imagination. Moreover, the trends toward instrumental rationality, efficiency of means, and “disenchantment of the world” affect voluntary and nonprofit organizations as surely as large institutions.  Spaces in the non-profit sector, like others, are increasingly corporatised, drained of civic energy, and subject to a logic of rationalization that holds ends constant and focuses on efficiency of means.  This rationalizing dynamic is evident in small non-profit organizations like community development corporations, or in religious congregations.  Indeed, a new trend is the mega-church, with public relations and customer services for specialized markets. But like the students who voice hunger for deeper meaning, when people are given space and learn words to articulate it, they express quickening discontent around precisely such questions. Thus, evidence gathered by the new Nonprofit Management Task Force at the University of Minnesota show a dramatic crisis in morale among non-profit and human service professionals.


If open discussions of purpose and meaning have widely eroded in our instrumental, efficiency-minded age, feelings of powerlessness have become similarly widespread. We live in an environment where enormous forces seem to be reshaping the political and social landscape, without much collective participation in their unfolding . The concept of social capital is too blunt an instrument to illuminate these changing dynamics of power and politics. Its insufficiency is highlighted by the New Populist movement of the 1970s and 1980s, a movement which emerged to address precisely such dynamics. 
The New Populist Background to Civic Renewal

Or, Can You Imagine Hillary Talking about Trust, and Neglecting Power and Politics?

[This is a movement based] on working people's ability to make history, on populism, on democratic ideals. We reached out to support Carey and to turn out the old guard, while retaining a grass-roots movement as a model, as a leadership school, and as a watchdog to avoid the backsliding. We will play our part in the coming struggles that may redefine labor's role.

Ken Paff, Teamsters for a Democratic Union, quoted in Cockburn, "The Big Win" (The Nation, September 8-15, 1997)

It is easy to forget the years that go into the making of a dynamic like the current Bush administration assault on the American commonwealth – a theme I take up tomorrow. But the threats to the commonwealth did not go unanswered. They generated a widespread, popular response by groups seeking to address the changing agenda of the largest corporate interests in the early 1970s.

In 1971, the country faced its first trade deficit in the twentieth century.  President Nixon's advisors, in a spate of exaggeration, warned that the nation was headed for "third-rate trade status," from ferocious competition of Japan and Germany, which, they argued, threatened the domestic economy.  The economic boom of the 1960s had been financed by a huge expansion of business and personal credit, encouraged by government's fiscal policies.  Short term debt as a percentage of gross corporate product had risen from levels of 13 or 14 percent, typical in the fifties, to over 30 percent in 1974.  Government spending had increased rapidly.  Rising indebtedness in public and private institutions joined with monopoly pricing patterns in key industries to generate inflationary pressures.

Business commentators warned of a looming "capital crisis" that, in their view, undermined business investment and productivity increases. Quickly, the corporate solution to the nation's economic ills came into focus. They held the nation's wealth needed redistribution -- upwards.

"It will be a hard pill for many Americans to swallow -- the idea of doing with less so that big business can have more," read the lead editorial in Business Week, October 12, 1974. "Nothing that this nation or any other nation has done in modern history compares in difficulty with the selling job that must now be done to make people accept the new reality."  Corporate leaders created new lobbying groups like the Business Round table of chief executives, which developed a massive "image advertising" campaign to tout the virtues of capitalism and big business. They sought to rollback environmental, consumer, and health and safety protections and other sixties reforms.  By the 1970s close, corporate power seemed triumphant. "Suddenly business seems to possess all the primary instruments of power -- the leadership, the strategy, the supporting troops, the campaign money -- and a new will to use them," declared Fortune.

In the face of large obstacles, citizen organizing efforts achieved significant victories --from the insurgent democratic forces in the trade union movement to the environmental gains like the Clean Water Act and the Superfund toxic waste bill, from “right to know” legislation about hazardous substances to the home mortgage disclosure act which has allowed thousands of minority and low income communities to challenge discriminatory lending and redlining practices of banks and insurance companies. But to accomplish these victories required a new political language, different than that of the New Left or new politics liberalism which fed the McGovern campaign. It also required new technologies of organization.


Between the mid-1970s and mid-1980s, many organizers with roots in the 1960s came to identify with a politics called the “New Populism" which addressed new realities of power, as well as weaknesses in left organizing traditions.  The New Populism articulated a democratic philosophy with pragmatic organizing strategies.  It had a broad constituency ranging from grassroots citizen organizing at the neighborhood level to new, large state and national alliances between labor unions, community and church groups, women's and civil rights organizations and environmentalists. It included grassroots training centers and national technical assistance networks.  It had political expressions like the Fred Harris presidential campaign in 1976 and the Congressional Populist Caucus of progressives in the 1980s.  

New populists shared an analysis of the new corporate threat to public instrumentalities that fundamentally recast the thinking, if not always the public rhetoric, of progressive leaders. There were also an identifiable set of themes: a focus on winnable issues; an emphasis on pragmatic power relationships; and a stress on the American democratic tradition and language of democratic participation, different than conventional left and right ideologies.

The New Populism embodied a shift in organizing strategy toward “majoritarian appeals.”
   Initiatives began to target people who didn't think of themselves as "activists" or "on the left”  -- people in poor, working class, and middle class communities concerned with day to day issues.  Organizers shifted from the rhetorical postures and ideological abstractions of the 1960s. Bill Thompson, a leader in the Black Power movement in Philadelphia, described the process. "In about 1972, we decided that we should take our resources and experiences and put them at the feet of the community.  We switched issues from Vietnam and Cambodia and moved in with the community. We tried to get back to real, everyday things."


As organizers struggled with the changes in power relationships of the 1970s, they combined a focus on local groups and issues --the “backyard revolution” -- with an emphasis on building alliances with wide reach and clout.  “What was needed was broad-based organizing,” explains Ed Chambers, who heads the citizen network called the Industrial Areas Foundation, founded by Saul Alinsky.  “Traditional organizing focused on the neighborhood. But the size and scale of organizing had to change to develop city and state-wide groups, if we were going to have much impact.”

Heather Booth founded the Midwest Academy Training Center in 1972.  “The movements of the 1960s had become fragmented,” says Booth. “We wanted a center where people from diverse groups and interests could talk about a common strategy, emphasize a common vision, and build popular organizations that would last.”  This required a shift from a purist stance to a willingness  to deal with the practicalities of power, forming alliances with a mix of backgrounds, races, and views.

Finally, as such efforts sought to mobilize the energies of ordinary people, new populists stressed the power resources embedded in ordinary people’s local settings and organizations like churches and neighborhood groups, as well as the larger democratic American tradition. In the dominant New Left imagination, to be “emancipated” meant detachment from rooted identities of place, religion, family, ethnicity and any strong identification with the country itself.  New leftists in the sixties, despite their radical or even Marxist stance, often viewed hard hats, white ethnics, religious communities and middle Americans with condescension. New populists re-claimed the flag.

Yet the New Populism had two clear limits.  In the first instance, its large-scale mobilization approaches posed issues in “good and evil” language. This casting of issues has utility for technologies of mobilization like the direct mail and canvass, which depend on “hot button” framing of issues. But such Manichean politics neglects the practical public problem solving by a mix of people with different ideologies needed on many complex issues where there is not a simple “right” and “wrong. ” Moreover, it assumes power is simply zero-sum, like football. In fact, power takes many forms that grow ever more varied in an “information age.” For instance, the power of organized knowledge (professions) shapes the fabric of human services and government. How issues are framed, understood, and interpreted in narrative terms shapes much of the political debate.

A new “citizen politics” was emerging, I realized, that represented a far more complex and nuanced understanding of power and the civic skills and learning needed to exercise it well, in groups like those in the Industrial Areas Foundation. IAF continued to generate conflict in its work. But, eschewing partisan politics, it also built long term public relationships with business leaders and others whom it would once have simply confronted. It came to understand such business leaders as having complex, often contradictory interests and values, not a singular focus on profit making. IAF also developed far more intensive focus on “public leadership development,” and a much broader political base. Finally, its work often generated much more extensive changes in local economic and political dynamics than more simplistic confrontational or “good guy/bad guy” mobilizing efforts. We have adapted these approaches in our efforts, finding that practical efforts in environment-shaping work in which there is rarely a simple “evil” enemy, are even more essential for culture change and civic renewal in institutions and professional systems, while framing ideas, themselves, are often a crucial source of power.

The second problem had to do with the ways in which a simple language of popular empowerment takes for granted "civic muscle" at the grassroots of American society. In the New Deal, ethnic neighborhoods, local unions, religious congregations, political lodges, a lively local press, neighborhood schools and even groups like the YMCA formed a civic infrastructure through which people could act and develop political skills.  In 1939, the national YMCA sponsored a conference of its program officers which declared its purpose to be "education for democracy."

From the 1950s on, powerful forces eroded civic muscle. Suburbanization and the rise of a consumer culture reworked the American dream into an ideal of private life and private consumption. In the famous Kitchen Debate in 1959 between Richard Nixon and Nikita Khruschev on communism versus American democracy, Nixon proclaimed that American freedom consisted of the right of citizens to choose among many varieties of consumer products, displayed in the model US kitchen. In the 1990s, market language has taken over government itself. "Customer service" is now the watchword in every government agency. "We've lost the 'civil' in 'civil service,'" one federal worker recounted to Carmen Sirianni in the working sessions on citizen alienation from government during our New Citizenship project with the Domestic Policy Council. "We no longer see ourselves as part of the citizens; now we're outside, doing things for the people or to the people."

More subtly, the civic infrastructure became professionalized and lost much of its civic culture. Unions, schools, and Ys turned into service delivery operations. Political parties increasingly have become detached from their base; campaigns for state and national office are now often like advertising battles run by experts.  

The economy in the 1990s may have been growing and people may have felt some confidence in their individual economic futures, but belief that citizens, together, can act effectively to solve common problems dropped to near record lows, according to polling by groups such as the Pew Center for People and the Press and also more qualitative studies, like Alan Wolfe’s exploration of the views of middle class suburbanites, One Nation After All.

The silence about power and powerlessness is deafening in contemporary American politics. To raise the question in a serious way is to ask why it is that Americans feel so powerless -- and what might be done about it.  In turn, this topic raises the theme of mediating institutions through which people felt powerful as they learned the skills of everyday politics.

Addressing Dynamics of Power, Raising Questions of Purpose 

“We used to target ‘the enemy’ – whether government or business or ‘the system.’ But over the last generation, the ‘enemy’ has become ourselves.  We have to move from an outside and victim stance – because we’re now part of the systems we used to hate. We are now the professional infrastructure of the service economy: government workers, teachers, social workers, lobbyists, advocates. The challenge of change in our time is changing ourselves, and our institutions.” 

Tony Massengale, National Citizenship School, Southern Conference, 1998

In their “Deepening Democracy” piece which I analyse in more detail tomorrow, Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright argue that even the most effective citizen groups come at the state and other large institutions “from the outside.” The result is little possibility for system change.  We began with this premise, building on insights like that of Tony Massengale, a Black Power student leader in the early 1970s. We discovered that attention to developing the public meanings, purposes, and cultures of work in any sector can have potent democratic impact. This conviction grew from the Center’s work with the concept of what can be called “mediating institutions.”

Mediating institutions, settings in which people have significant ownership and space for experiment and self-organization, connect people’s everyday lives to larger public arenas. We were motivated by a concern for the strategic problem of how to develop the civic muscle of individual citizens and citizens organized in and through such institutions, alike. And we began with a conceptual distinction between mediating institution and the widely used conservative concept of mediating structure, a distinction that had seemed increasingly important to me as I had explored various forms of citizen organizing in the 1970s and 1980s. Mediating structure, as used by conservatives like Peter Berger, was conceived as a buffer against the colonizing force of the state and the “winds of modernity.”  Mediating institution was a connector, through which people acted with power in the larger world.

Mediating institutions of many kinds -- political parties, unions, schools, settlements, cooperative extension offices, public health agencies, libraries, religious congregations and other nonprofit groups -- once had, in my judgement, a more public flavor. They were settings where people learned political skills of dealing with different sorts of people -- negotiation, bargaining, political discussion, the messy ambiguity of much of public life. They were also settings through which people felt some measure of power in public affairs. In recent decades, they have become privatized. They have moved from interactive environments to service operations in which citizens are seen and treated simply as clients and customers.  As we have worked with a variety of such settings -- dozens of schools, a Catholic college, cooperative extension, a settlement house, a nursing home, a black hospital, community education and arts programs and others -- we have come to understand the centrality of the public dimensions of work to robust public life.  The civic erosion of such institutions was tied to the loss of public qualities and purposes in work. 

This is not to minimize the difficulties of change. Work today has all the disempowering features that critics of “work-centered democracy” observe.
 Reinvigorating the public dimensions of work, of individuals and of institutions – a key ingredient in revitalizing mediating institutions and changing larger power dynamics in the society -- involves tumult and conflict, as well as skilful politics. Making work public goes against the grain of potent dynamics that compartmentalize, privatize, and fragment experience and knowledge. It is beyond the scope of this article to sketch in detail lessons and theory-building over the last twelve years, but I want to mention three key themes that have surfaced: recovery of older civic populist traditions of politics and their adaptation to very different circumstances; a challenge to the “expert stance” of outsider, a challenge which is philosophical and cultural as well as practical; and a focus on change in institutional cultures. 

The retrieval of memory 
The Center for Democracy and Citizenship began, in significant mesaure, with populism..  I had become increasingly convinced that populist politics needed deeper historical roots. 

The premise from my 1989 book, CommonWealth, was that Werner Sombart’s famous question from 1906, Why is there no socialism in the United States? (or, why was there no strong labor political party?) was the wrong question.  The focus on “what was missing” eclipsed the populist, civic American tradition that was neither statist nor a politics of the marketplace.  Our effort to find a populist approach to civic education and democratic renewal has many practical implications, giving us the freedom to invite and create partnerships across the political spectrum, one of the most useful (and enjoyable) features of our work over the years. It also led to a look at the antecedent traditions and political currents which have been forgotten or marginalized by contemporary discourses.

Populism, in its richer sense, did not romanticize “the people,” but it had deep respect for the talents, intelligence, and potential civic sensibilities of the people.  It had the flavor suggested by Thomas Jefferson, who held that if “the people are not wise enough to exercise powers with a wholesome discretion,” the remedy is not transfer of powers to any elite but rather effective citizenship education.  In modern society, civic education occurred in part through mediating institutions. Indeed, these formed foundations of democratic and populist movements of the 1930s, and again the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, especially the Citizenship Education Program of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference for which I worked as a young man.  Black churches and settings like beauty parlors and barber shops were vital, self-conscious Aschools of citizenship. This dynamic depended on workers (here, ministers, beauticians, and barbers) who saw themselves, in important ways, as civic educators. It turned out such public workers had many progenitors in popular education movements of many kinds, associated with democratic ferment.

Thus, for instance, Jane Addams, the famous co-founder of the Hull House settlement in Chicago which worked with poor immigrants, saw education as “freeing” (and developing) the powers of ordinary people for contribution to democracy. Her views also had expressions in community colleges, public and land grant universities, the adult education movement, and the Harlem Renaissance, as well as settlements

In land grant schools, leaders outlined a philosophy directly parallel to Addams.  Thus, Liberty Hyde Bailey, dean of agriculture at Cornell who outlined the civic philosophy of the cooperative extension system of land grant agents in the United States, argued that extension should be conceived as “rural settlements.” In Bailey’s philosophy agricultural agents, home economists and others from land grant schools should avoid at all costs creating community dependency on specialized knowledge or government largess; rather they should understand themselves to be “public workers” in partnership with communities and citizens, developing capacities to create a vibrant rural democracy. Similarly, Lotus Coffman, President of the University of Minnesota in the 1920s and 1930s, strongly emphasized its democracy vision. In his inaugural address in 1922, “The University and the Commonwealth,” Coffman argued that land grant schools must be “of the commonwealth, by the commonwealth, and for the commonwealth.” The faculty, said Coffman, "should be imbued with an impelling desire to search for and discover truth" and "saturated with human purposes and common human feelings." The University, as Coffman envisioned it, "breathes the spirit of the social order...is constantly engaged in an attempt to understand the meaning of the age...inculcates the craft spirit of the profession [and is] dominated by a philosophy of helpfulness" to the commonwealth.  We have used this civic sensibility extensively in our work this year at the University of Minnesota. (www.umn.edu/civic/charge )
A civic education emphasis on “freeing the powers” of ordinary people for productive contribution to democracy tied to a variety of occupations shaped powerful dimensions of the African American approach to education long before SCLC’s citizenship schools. Thus, for instance, key figures in the Harlem Renaissance like James Weldon Johnson and Alain Locke emphasized education (informal and artistic as well as formal) as tapping and expressing the genius of ordinary people, and enriching American democracy with the vernacular and popular traditions of black Americans.  They had a strong political rationale tied to the freedom struggle -- wider public recognition of African Americans public talents and contributions would serve to undermine segregation. And they simultaneously held a deep belief in democracy as an ongoing struggle and an unfinished, unfolding work. Thus, Johnson argued in Black Manhattan, 

Harlem is more than a community; it is a large-scale laboratory experiment...Through his artistic efforts the Negro is smashing immemorial stereotypes...He is impressing upon the national mind the conviction that he is an active and important force in American life; that he is a creator as well as a creature; that he has given as well as received; that his gifts have been not only obvious and material, but also spiritual and aesthetic; that he is a contributor to the nation’s common cultural store; in fine, he is helping to form American civilization. 

Such sentiments suffused the Harlem Renaissance and the black intellectual tradition, from Langston Hughes, Zora Neal Hurston, and  Duke Ellington to Ralph Ellison, Ella Baker and Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Analogous civic education themes tied to work informed practices in many other mediating institutions. Union organizers, artists, college teachers, small business people, health workers, ministers, post office employees, to name a few, saw their work not only as producing things of public benefit but also, in some form, as freeing the powers of people and developing their civic talents and spirit. Civic education in this sense infused American democracy with the spirit and talent and genius of ordinary people, in ways that gave democracy as a whole the character of a “producer democracy.” It was something people helped to create. 

Yet over time the civic populist sensibility, with its accompanying civic education and public work, faded. Its erosion was the result, in part, of a conceptual map: a way of thinking about knowledge, professional and intellectual identity and democracy itself which put some on the outside as creative agents, “social engineers,” or experts, while most people were turned into objects to be manipulated. Today, we are like the citizens of the Soviet bloc in 1989, governed by a dead ideology few believe in, but one which shapes our lives. A challenge to the expert stance as political and epistemological outsider is a second, key theme of our work.

Challenging the culture of detachment
Work with our partners at the Center for Democracy and Citizenship has raised the problem: what is it about modern society that devalues and even holds in contempt the talents, intelligence and public potentials of amateurs? I have become convinced that we are in thrall to positivism, which has spread through our society like a silent civic disease.
 

In his novel We, the avant guard Russian writer Evgeny Zamyatin, expressed the triumphalist faith in science of the generation of public intellectuals who came to prominence after World War I:
Your mission is to subjugate to the beneficent yoke of reason the unknown beings who live on other planets, and who are perhaps still in the primitive state of freedom. If they will not understand that we are bringing them mathematically faultless happiness, our duty will be to force them to be happy.

 Employing what John Jordan has usefully called Machine Age Ideology, leading intellectuals like the founders of The New Republic heralded the science of politics, “social engineering” of every aspect of existence, and the “scientific administration of the state.” All of this, in turn, derived from a particular theory of knowledge that held scientific methods to be the supreme example of the discovery of truth.

Academics, public intellectuals, and professionals alike have experienced an insidious socialization that Jane Addams warned about as early as 1902, in her Democracy and Social Ethics. There, she argued that the political ward boss whom she fiercely opposed for his corruption was nonetheless more “democratic” than the middle class reformer who stood outside the life of the people and tried to “purify politics.”  The professional and intellectual class learned precisely the stance of detachment that Addams discerned. In time, the image of the detached and objective intellectual and professional was expressed in a pervasive expert stance of “fixing problems,” “discovering truths,” and “dispensing knowledge.” Positivism shapes patterns of professional education, credentialing, and continuing education as theorists and historians of professionalism such as Donald Schon and Ellen Lagemann have demonstrated.  It also dominates politics.

In his novel, Running Mate, Joe Klein illustrates how much ironic detachment from “the common lot” is part political culture. Charlie, a Senator, is told by his brilliant Ivy League friend Linc that his human emotions such as love, loyalty, decency, compassion are signs of “weakness.” “He said it quietly, without heat,” writes Klein, “but it was devastating, a clinical judgment upon a lesser person. They would remain friends. A clean break would be too violent. Linc did like, and even admire Charlie. But he wasn’t sure that he respected him anymore.”

     
The ideal of the detached expert may be discredited in theory but it would be a mistake to minimize the challenges of overcoming it in practice.  Indeed, coming to understand this “outsider stance” clarified for me what had always made me uncomfortable about many of my colleagues views in the New Populism, who saw populist “rhetoric” as a pathway toward left wing consciousness. In other words, they continued to see themselves as outside a common civic culture shared with other Americans. Yet precisely our task is to regrow common civic identities. In our everyday projects, public work by a mix of people, professionals and amateurs alike, provides a crucial mechanism for creating such a civic identity in which “experts are on tap, not on top.” More broadly, we also need new mediating institutions which regain a grounding in the everyday sensibilities, practices, and thick identities shared with other citizens.

Culture change 
We need new mediating institutions for an “information age,” and this will require broad culture change whose outlines we can only begin to understand. In one sense it seems an improbable, even a wild-eyed experiment to see colleges and universities, with all their hierarchies and complexities, as candidates for such a civic, political function. Yet something is clearly stirring. 

It is fed by in part by threats. The spectre of for-profit take-overs and distance learning clearly is one factor driving the fledgling democracy movement. Unless higher education rediscovers a deep sense of public purpose, and a grounding in the cultures and life of living places, it will find the enormous pressures toward redefinition of students as “customers” and other market and rationalizing dynamics very hard to resist. Two widely endorsed declarations in 1999, including The Wingspread Declaration: Renewing the Civic Mission of the American Research University, which I co-authored with Liz Hollander, and The Presidents’ Declaration on the Civic Responsibility of Higher Education, endorsed by more than 400 of the nations’ leading educators (both are available on the Campus Compact web site, www.compact.org) argue that institutions of higher education must fundamentally change. They declare higher education must recover its public purposes, and institutions refashion themselves as “agents and architects of a flourishing democracy” – clearly a language, if not yet a practice, akin to mediating institution. Moreover, signs of change are evident. Tufts has a new citizenship curriculum across its entire undergraduate and professional program. Partnerships between schools and communities have formed like that between the University of Pennsylvania and West Philadelphia. Every higher education association has an initiative on public engagement.  At the U of M, the Provost, Robert Bruininks, has appointed a Civic Engagement Task Force and charged us with developing practical proposals for comprehensive change. 

It would be a mistake to underestimate the difficulties of change. The University of Minnesota is a rabbit warren of micro-cultures. It reminds me of the underground labyrinth of dwellings that existed under Old Town in 18th Century Edinburgh. Bruininks, our provost, said last October, “We live in a state of anarchy. The University today is far less than the sum of the parts.”

The culture of detachment creates intensely individualized, competitive norms and practices. Faculty and students are socialized in an “argument culture.” The goal is to demonstrate the flaws in others’ arguments. This is accompanied by an assumption that there is one, easily determined standard of excellence in research and scholarship, reflected in generic criteria for promotion and tenure. Such dynamics disarm faculty in situations of political conflict, splitting them off from potential allies, conveying devaluation of the talents of many in the University and the larger world, a devaluation which is perceived as arrogance. It also shapes the messages of professional practice that students carry with them into the world. Students may learn solicitude toward the dispossessed (“the wretched of the earth”), but they develop little capacity for political alliance. In professional terms, they learn how to fix, take care of, pity, and help. They rarely learn how to challenge, enliven, energize, inspire – or learn from others who are different. 

Overall, what we know is that change has to involve the broad culture of the institution. In the Civic Engagement Task Force, this translates into this definition:  

“The work of this task force is predicated on the…more comprehensive, meaning of civic engagement: we define civic engagement as an institutional commitment to public purposes and responsibilities that is expressed in the full range of university activities. The university does not do civic engagement; the university is a civically engaged institution. The challenge is to spell out how civic engagement makes a difference in our research, scholarship, teaching, community outreach and other professional work. In practical terms, the question boils down to this: how is professional work different in a civically-engaged university compared to other institutions of higher education that produce institutional products for their customers and marketable research for their clients?

One persistent theme has recurred [throughout the history of American higher education’s concern for democracy]: the idea that central to the civic mission of our colleges and universities is the strengthening of democracy.  
Civic engagement means an institutional commitment to public purposes and responsibilities intended to strengthen a democratic way of life in the rapidly changing Information Age of the 21st century.

In interesting ways, this brings us back to Jane Addams, and public (or what she called socialized) dimensions of education. Hull House created strong partnerships with higher education, pioneering in extension classes, helping to shape the scholarship at leading academic centers like the University of Chicago.  Its public emphasis included recognition of the need for political range: “The Settlement recognizes the need of cooperation, both with the radical and the conservative, and ... cannot limit its friends to any one political party or economic school.” Its approach also stressed the bonds college educated workers shared with others. Contrasting Settlements with cloistered colleges, Addams argued that residents of Hull House 

feel that they should promote a culture which will not set its possessor aside in a class with others like himself, but which will...connect him with all sorts of people by his ability to understand them as well as by his power to supplement their present surroundings.

As producer democracy, eroded we lost the public qualities of civic educational work in every setting -- from settlements and educational institutions to government, from businesses to nonprofits. As a result, citizenship and public life have deteriorated. Robert Putnam is right in this regard. Today, people feel disconnected and isolated. We also, however, have come to feel powerless compared to past generations. We have lost much of public life as we have become a nation of gated communities, no less in our imaginations than in our neighborhoods. 

Yet an impulse for public re-engagement is moving again in our time, fed by dangers and also by a desire to break out of  iron cages of isolation and irrelevance. At the U of M, we envision a process unfolding over years. Several strategies have become apparent:

· The creation of public spaces for people to address complex public problems from a variety of points of view, as well as name and discuss their work with civic and public language.

· The retrieval and dissemination of historical knowledge about the heritage of civic engagement as public work.

· The articulation by institutional leadership of a consistent message of civic engagement.

· The importance of drawing larger publics into the process through a variety of networks.

· The importance of developing large new initiatives to teach and practice down-to earth “citizen politics” of public work by a mix of people, on public problems.

For all the challenges, we have also found wide public receptivity. “The whole future of the state of Minnesota is bound up with the University,” said one participant in a public forum. “If the University recovers its public purposes, it will have an impact everywhere.” 

The Civic Task Force this year has dramatized the importance of thinking about change at both the individual and institutional level. It certainly shows home the importance of politics and power, as well as norms and networks and trust. It has highlighted the need to break the silences that now keep our culture highly privatized and fragmented. 

To develop the potentials of such democratic ferment, we also need a new map that puts intellectuals, organizers, professionals and others back among fellow citizens, within a common politics.  This is the question I take up tomorrow.
� When I met with the Clintons and other leaders of the administration at Camp David as part of our “New Citizenship” effort, Hillary outlined exactly the following analysis of the threat to public instrumentalities, and said thwarting it was the motivation of their political career. We had never met personally, but we shared a whole world of common associates who had focused on this threat for more than twenty years. One vivid sign of political kinship: Heather Booth headed the mobilization operation in Hillary Clinton’s health care reform effort, and the Democratic Congressional candidate training effort in 2000.This treatment of The New Populism is drawn in part from an unpublished article co-authored with Nancy Kari, 1997, “The New Populism: The Next Stage.” The material on the corporate agenda is taken especially from The Backyard Revolution: Understanding the New Citizen Movement  (Philadelphia: Temple, 1980), which began in the mid-seventies as a book on changing corporate politics and their implications for American political culture.


� See Harry Boyte, “The New Populism: An Emerging Movement,” Socialist Review, February, 1977; Larry Goodwyn, The Populist Moment (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 1978); Boyte, Heather Booth and Steve Max, Citizen Action and the New American Populism (Philadelphia: Temple Press, 1986), for illustrations.





� For examples, see for instance stories of the “Nehemiah Project” in New York, and Lake Union houseboaters in Seattle, Boyte, CommonWealth: A Return to Citizen Politics (NY: Free Press, 1989) and Boyte and Nancy Kari, Building America:The Democratic Promise of Public Work (Philadelphi: Temple, 1996).


� I framed this as the contrast between “issue organizing” and “conceptual organizing” – not the most felicitous of phrases, perhaps -- in “The Growth of Citizen Politics,” Dissent, Fall, 1990. For an illustration of how a public work lens shows the limits of the Ralph Nader campaign and protest political generally on issues like family over-schescheduling and the consumer culture, see Boyte, “Trial Lawyer Populism,” � HYPERLINK "http://www.ppionline.org" ��www.ppionline.org� .





�  Alan Wolfe, One Nation After All (New York: Viking, 1998).


� This argument is developed in “The Struggle Against Positivism, Academe, July - August, 2000.





� Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000).





�  For a report on the views of faculty, see Harry C. Boyte, Public Engagement in a Civic Mission (Washington: Council on Public Policy Education, 2000).  The new Nonprofit Management Task Force at the University of Minnesota has gathered striking evidence of this crisis in meaning among professionals in the nonprofit sector and human service fields. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.umn.edu/nonprofit" ��www.umn.edu/nonprofit� 





� For an exchange on these questions, see the two part symposium on Commonwealth, Civil Society, and Democratic Renewal in A PEGS Journal: The Good Society, 1999-2000.


 


�. Quoted from Harold Cruse, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual (New York: Quill, 1984), p. 34.


�. Quoted from John M. Jordan Machine Age Ideology: Social Engineering and American Liberalism, 1911 - 1939 (Chapel Hill, UNC Press, 1984), p. 1.


�.Joe Klein, Running Mate (New York: Dial Press, 2000), p. 261.


� Preliminary report to the Provost, December 15, 2000, on web site, � HYPERLINK "http://www.umn.edu/civic" ��www.umn.edu/civic�





�. Jane Addams, Twenty Years at Hull House (New York: McMillan, 1910), pp. 452, 436.
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