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Conclusion

Unless local communal life can be restored, the public cannot adeqitately resolve
its most urgent problem: to find and identify itself. But if it be re-established.
it will be alive and flexible as well as stable, responsive to the complex and
worldwide scene in which it is enmeshed. While local, it will not be isolated.
—John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems (1927, 216)

In the broad sweep of history, the transformation in collective action on
local challenges from that rooted in small-town communal life in agrar
ian societies to the institutionally complex, city-led democracies of today’s
global age has been remarkably quick. But as I reviewed in chapter 2,
so was the emergence of deep disaffection with a model of public problem
solving resting on broad mandates from voters linked to “expert” plan
ning, regulation, and service delivery by professionalized bureaucracies.
Along with that disaffection came a debate between those who see
democracy functioning—in practice, if not in principle—as a contest for
influence and those who seek to expand deliberation, broaden our con
ceptions of self-interest to include collective values and interests, and
make us better citizens—as part of a public that thinks of itself as a
public—and not just craftier competitors, in the process. Yet many ideas
about making democracy work stop at asking the question: how might
we improve the relationship between citizens and their government? That
is an important question, but I have pursued a broader one: how might
we improve the relationships among citizens, government, and private
parties (including businesses and unelected interest-group advocates and
philanthropies that bring vital resources and capacity) in relation to
important public problems?

The most pressing problems of our day call for collective learning and
bargaining, as well as mechanisms of accountability, that go well beyond
the recipe of free and competitive elections through which citizens in
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