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2
Democracy and Public Problems

Democracy is a device that ensures we shall be governed no better than we
deserve.
—George Bernard Shaw

As a recipe for tackling public problems, is democracy mainly a self
interested contest for influence—a strategic game—or is it a hopeful
search for better answers that meet a wider community interest? For
decades, students of local politics working in distinct traditions have
often talked past each other when it comes to this basic question. But it
gets to the heart of the connection between democracy and civic capacity
as a resource that can be developed—or destroyed—through the way we
conduct civic life.

Extending that broad question to several more popular ones, given the
decentralization and global competitive pressures that have put a renewed
focus on governance at the local level, does effective public action require
less government and more “community” action or just new roles and
rules for new times? If that action is collective or “collaborative,” does
that mean, whether from a normative or a pragmatic standpoint, that
dissent and contention should be put on hold? In this chapter, 1 address
these questions, aiming to advance the debates over political power in
cities, as well as “community-driven” development, reinvented govern
ment, participatory planning and decision making, and solving problems
via “partnership.”

As outlined in the introduction, juxtaposing the contest and delibera
tion perspectives helps clarify problem solving as an alternative that
draws on both of those. And discussing the changing expectations for
democracy and social problem solving highlights additional concepts
that I employ in the case analyses to come. But the purpose of this
chapter is not to preview a test, say, of whether causal theory A is more
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