
DEMOCRACV IN OUR 

There is a world of difference between accepting the democratic ideal 
for society at large and being willing to accept it as a guide for one's 
own everyday conduct' 

-Bruno Lasker 

Conversation 
DEMoCR.4nC PRINCIPLES HAVE direct implications for small group decision 
making. but they also suggest guidelines for how we live day to day. 
Conversations are a powerful part of social life, because it is often in 
conversation that we decide how to view or "name" ourselves and our 
world. A long and heartfelt talk with a spouse, sibling. or friend can 
change a person forever, and many people can recall conversations that 
became turning points in their lives. Even a talk between strangers on a 
train can change the way they understand themselves and others. 

This influence we have upon one another is a form of power, and in 
democratic conversations, it is shared among participants. Eqtd power 
manifests itself in the joint development of the conversation. No single 
speaker dominates in shifting the conversation's topic or direction. 

Democratic conversation has an open character. Although individual 
conversations may involve only two or three participants, democratic 
conversationalists seek to maintain an inclusive network of conversation 
partners. Demorratic conversationalists sometimes ask, who is not 
present? Is anyone being ignored, and if so, why?? 

Fully democratic conversations also embody the relational and 
deliberative features of small group democracy. Partners respect and 
appreciate one another, safeguard speaking and listening opportunities, 
speak responsibly, and listen carefully. These idealized conversational 
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norms may sound familiar, because according tu linguists, these rules 
define the conversational ideal in Western  culture^.^ 

Unfortunately the norm is far from the ideal. In TbePursuit of Attention, 
Charles Derber shows how competitiveness, individualism, and 
narcissism predominate in many conversations in the United States: 

Everyone is in a competitive position in a conversation because the 
amount of attention received depends on the relative success of one's 
own initiatives to attact and hold the common focus. Commonly focused 
attention . . . is limited and can become "scam" if the amount any person 
weks is greater than that available. Under conditions of unusual scarcity, 
the competitive features become more visible and pronounad.. . . 
However, in most settings the competition remains disguised because 
Iparticipantsl are expected to be more subtle and discreet4 

In three-fourths of the conversations Derber recorded, there was 
"significant inequality in the distribution of attention ... with one person 
described as clearly dominant in over fifty percent of the conversations." 
Sometimes a participant became virtually "invisible" by failing to obtain 
"even the minimum attention required to feel that his or her presence has 
been acknowledged and estab~ished."~ 

The opposite of the invisible participant is the "conversational 
narcissist." Whereas democratic conversationalists occasionally shift the 
conversation's topic, narcissists quickly shift the topic to themselves after 
dispensing with the requiremen k of politeness. Narcissists use supportive 
responses sparingly, and they sometimes w purposefully flawed timing 
to disrupt the flow of conversation. When they respond supportively, they 
typically use weak fom of support, such as background acknowledgments 
("Mm-hnun," "Yeah"), instead of questions or statements that would 
better sustain the conversation's focus on the speaker and the speaker's 
topic. 

Conversational narcissism may be more of a relational dynamic than a 
personality trait, with all peq '9 showing varying degrees of narcissism 
depending on the setting, circumstances, and conversational partners.6 It 
is likely that everyone, whether intentionally or unwittingly, sometimes 
uses undemocratic conversational tactics. 

Breaking the habit of conversational competition may be difficult, but 
it is far from impossible. The first and most important step is to become 
aware of one's own conversational behavior. As a personal example, I 
have always known that I have a tendency to talk at great length in certain 
situations, but I did not understand precisely when and why I did it. As I 
reflected an my past conversations, I realized that I become most 
competitive, unresponsive, and self-absorbed in conversations that have 
high social or political stakesand a relatively large number of participants. 
Now when I enter such a setting, I make an extra effort to remain calm, 

attentive, and self-restrained. Most of the time it works. I have even 
discovered that when I make a conscious effort to keep the conversation 
civil or respectful, other partidpants often follow suit. Compared to other 
social institutions, conversations are highly mlleabk, and earnest efforts 
to make them democratic can produce immediate and gatifylng resulk. 

Love and Relationships 

Demoaatic ideals and politics have 9 be put into pMtice in the 
kitchen, the nursery and the bedroom. 

--Carole Pateman 

Compared to conversations, intimate personal relationships involve 
explicit decisions. As Pateman suggesk, couples make pint decisions 
about many issues, including cooking, child care, and sex. The foremost 
feature of a democratic partnership or rnamage is an egalitarian power 
distribution. Decisions that have serious consequences for both partners 
are reached through consensus. If a decision requires great sacrifice by one 
partner (e.g., one has to move tu follow the other's career), compensation, 
compromise, and balance an? needed to mintain equality. 

Aside from equal power relations, the hallmark of democratic 
relationships is l a .  Psychologist Erich Fmmm revered human affection 
and caring as much as democracy, and his classic work, 5hr Art of Lauing, 
promotes a conception of love that is both romntic and democratic. For 
Fromm, love is expansive and indusive. People who love only one person 
and remain indifferent to the rest have not love, "but a symbiotic 
attachmentlor an enlarged egotism .... W r  luue is, in fnet,an epfismddarx; 
they are two people who identify themselves with each other, and who 
solve @e problem of separateness by enlarging the single individual intu 
two." " 

The partners in a fully demoaatic relationship do not withdraw from 
friends and family; instead, they allow their love to radiate to the others 
around them, strengthening their bonds tu the larger world. 

The other distinguishing feature of a democratic relationship is an artful 
balance between separate and shared identities. "Mature love," wrote 
F r o m ,  "is union under the caditin of pranoing one's intep'ty, one's 
individuali ty.... In love the paradox m u r s  that two beings become one 
and yet remain Just as the members of a democratic group 
simultaneously affirm one another's individuality and mutuality, so do 
the vartners in a democratic relationship cherish both their pint existence 
and' their individual lives. 

Existing relationships regularly deviate from this democratic ideal in 
every respect. In particular, long-term heterosexual partnerships have a 
tradition of male domination, exclusivity, and disrespect toward women. 
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Although numerous exceptions exist, husbands often regard their wives 
as less than equal partners when making important decisions, and a 
patriarchal legal structure has reinforced and legitimated this attitude. 
One of the most blatant examples is the historical absence of laws 
protecting wives from spousal rape. Even though there have been some 
legal advances in r m n t  years, these changes are only partial, and 
underlying sexist attitudes too often remain unchanged. One need only 
listen to the words of Alaska Senator Paul Fixher, who insisted in 1985, "I 
don't know how you can have a sexual act and call it forcible rape in a 
mamage situation."1° 

As Fromrn lamented, close relationships often lead to a withdrawal 
from larger social networks. Research on colnmunication networks 
confirms this commonsense view." An exception is that husbands have a 
tendency to seek political conversation partners outside of the mamage, 
because they devalue their spouse's political knowledge.'2 This move 
includes a person outside the relationship, but only at the cost of excluding 
the wife. 

Patriarchal soda1 norms in Western cultures discount women's 
competence not only as dixussion partners but also as autonomous 
individuals capable of making their own decisions. As Pateman explains, 

Women have . . . been pe~eived as beings who, in their personal lives, 
always consent, and whose explicit refusal of consent can be disregarded 
and reinterpreted as agreement. This contradictory perception of women 
is a major reason why it is so difficult for a woman who has been raped 
to secure the conviction of her attackeds). Public opinion, the police, and 
the courts are willing to identify enforced submission with con~ent?~  

Pateman ties this denial of women's competence to a rejection of their 
individuality: 

Women find that their speech is persistently and systematically 
invalidated. Such invalidation would bc incomprehensible if the two 
sexes actually shared the same status as "individuals." No person with a 
secure, recognized standing as an "individual" could be seen as someone 
who consistently said the opposite of what they meant and who, 
therefore, could justifiably have their words reinterpreted by  other^?^ 

All friendly and romantic relationships can involve unequal power, 
exclusivity, and disrespect for one or both partners' competence and 
individuality, but patriarchal cultural traditions exacerbate these 
problems in intimate relationships. As Fromm observed in 1956, "Love is 
by necessity a marginal phenomenon in presentday Westem ~ociety."'~ 

Nonetheless, most people can point to a handful of exceptional friends 
or neighbors who have forged democratic partnerships. These couples 
offer the hope that daily resistance to undemocratic habits and traditions 

prove successful. These couples also show how constant personal 
struggle can benefit society by providing lessons and role models for 
others. As Richard Racks writes, 

Every woman's assertion of a d e g e  of autonomy, or of a remgnition of 
her needs, or of a restructuring of the division of labor and the 
decision-making process in the household today represents not only a 
change in her personal condition but also in the sucial position and role 
definitions of all women. Every man's recognition of the legitimacy of 
such claims, every change individual men make in the exercise of their 
traditional dominance, similarly contributes to the social reconstitution 
of sexual power re la t i~ns?~ 

Raising Children 

When relationships involve both children and adults, new 
opportunities and challenges arise. The age requirements for voting and 
seeking elected office in the United States reflect the fact that children and 
adults tend to have markedly different levelsof political maturity.The task 
for educators and parents is to learn how to raise children in a way that 
develops the attitudes and abilities necessary for full partidpation in 
demwatic groups and large-xale political systems. 

Democratic Schools 
Many educational reformers have envisioned and created democratic 

classrooms and schools. Their view of democratic education incorporates 
all the features of small group democracy. Democratic schools give 
substantial power to students, make themselves inclusive, and instill a 
commitment to democratic values. A demwatic education also develops 
children's autonomy, self-esteem, mutual respect, group identity, and 
fiendliness, and it teaches children the skills and habits of deliberation 
and cmperative d&-+n making. These ideas are d i d  at length in 
the writingef educators and philosophers such as John Dewey and Polly 
Greenberg." 

The most challenging of these imperatives is the call for egalitarian 
wwer relations between students and faculty; this issue I wish to discuss 
briefly. Wholesale equalization of power is often unworkable, but m e  
L 

schools have chosen to use very egalitarian decision-making structures. 
One example is the Meeting School, whose experience may inspire others 
to explore the possibilities of democratic education. 

At this Quaker boarding high xhool in New Hampshire, many 
important decisions are reached during weekly community gatherings. 
These threehour meetings involve students and faculty (who also d o  the 
administrative work), and all partidpate as equals in a consensus method 
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would reduce men's needs to guard their masculinity and their control 
of social and cultural spheres which h a t  and define women as secondary 
and powerless, and would help women to develop the autonomy which 
too much embeddedness in relationship has often taken from them.25 

S h a d  parenting sows the seedsof a d e m r a  tic adulthood by developing 
a stronger sense of individuality in girls and mutuality in boys. 

Parents also pass on to children their orientations toward political 
discussion. In a study of mamed couples and their grade school children, 
Steven Chaffee and his colleagues distinguished two ways in which 
parents speak to their children. Some parents simply stress the need to 
follow social and parental rules, whereas other parents openly discuss the 
reasons behind these rules. The authors found that children from families 
with the more deliberative orientation developed higher levels of political 
knowledge and involvement; a deliberative child is more likely to become 
a deliberative adult.26 

Social Butterflies 
People who, in the name of democracy, change the way they talk, relate 

to one another, and raise their children are welcoming profound changes 
into their lives. Such changes might seem insignificant, but these personal 
acts are the building blocks of larger social habits and expectations. As 
Richard Hacks explains in Making History, the minor victories we can win 
in our everyday lives are all ripples in time: "Historical action is not 
necessarily n o t d  or recorded, nor is it always embodied in the kinds of 
public happenings that are taught as history in schools. A historical a d  
may appear as exceedingly mundane behavior." Something as small as a 
phone conversation, a lovers' quarrel, or a motherdaughter picnic "can 
initiate a chain of actions and events that fundamentally reshape the lives 
of mi~lions."~ 

3 i s  view appears naive only if one stubbornly overlooks the ways ii- 
which people influence one another every day. When Michael MacKuen 
and Courtney Brown studied political conversations, they found that 
people regularly change each othef s minds and voting decisions. When 
friends and acquaintances influence each other, there is an explosive 
potential whereby Person A changes the votes of Persons B and C, then 
Persons Band C change the votes of Persons D, E, F, and GI etc2' Just as 
we change one another's votes, so do we influence the way we act in the 
other parts of our lives. 

Initially we might change our daily lives for purely personal reasons. 
Even if unintended, these decisions have a profound effect upon the 
everchanging social world. The changes in our own lives affect people 
close to us, and these friends and family members may, in turn, change the 

lives of others. In the wordsof Czechoslovakian poet and president Vaclev 
Havel, "Everything in the world is so mysteriously and comprehensively 
interconnected that a slight, ~eemingly insignificant wave of a butterfly's 
wing .. . can unleash a typhoon thousands of miles away." 
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