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“As challenging as they are, it's not the magnitude of our problems that concerns me the most. It's the smallness of our politics. 

“America's faced big problems before. But today, our leaders in Washington seem incapable of working together in a practical, common sense way. Politics has become so bitter and partisan, so gummed up by money and influence, that we can't tackle the big problems that demand solutions.

“And that's what we have to change first.

“We have to change our politics, and come together around our common interests and concerns as Americans. 

“This won't happen by itself. A change in our politics can only come from you; from people across our country who believe there's a better way and are willing to work for it.”
- Senator Barack Obama, email broadcast, January 16, 2007

This Introduction and Proposal presents some new ideas and possibilities regarding the revitalization and reform of American Democracy.  The concept is informed by years of community development in interfaith and intercultural contexts, and is based on modern principles of dialogue and community building.  Network development concepts are based on years of experience creating Internet projects.  

The essential idea is to create a multi-purpose national support network, coordinated through the Internet, and bringing together the talents and insights of citizens everywhere.  This network would be intended to convene the collective talents of the American electorate, in ways that support and assist our political leadership -- building closer ties, improving the quality of dialogue and community, establishing better relationships, identifying and incorporating specialized expertise, and strengthening the American system.  

This network could draw together into a single framework many of the best projects and sources of guidance available to us today, and could breathe a new spirit of understanding and trust into our process of self-governance.  The project would create new ways to address and solve the ancient problems of fragmentation and accusation that are so damaging to us today.

It’s not the issues.  It’s the way we come together to decide the issues.
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Vision

We propose to create a project that is capable of “convening the collective genius and abilities of the American electorate.”  

We believe that the time is right to create a broadly inclusive national advisory and support network that is based on trust, and incorporates everything that has been learned about dialogue and group interaction.  We believe we can build a team-based approach to democracy, where political leaders are one part of the team, and the electorate is another part of the team.  We believe we can establish open standards, and unfold innovative and powerful new approaches and technologies, coordinated through the Internet, and drawing together sources of expertise from every quarter of society.  We believe this approach can inspire a revitalization of democracy throughout the nation, and can become a foundation for a vibrant and successful 21st century.

Proposal for Exploration and Development

We are proposing to explore the development of a large-scale political support network, coordinated through the Internet, and intended to bring together into a single interconnected framework the collective talents of American citizens everywhere.

This network would be driven from the grassroots, would take a simple, natural and “organic” format, would be intended to interconnect “local conversations” wherever they may arise, and would play an advisory and supporting role in the context of our existing political framework.

Everywhere across the USA, people concerned with politics and the integrity of our collective social fabric naturally come together in small groups, for any number of reasons, and in support of any number of related agendas.  

Into this conversation, we are proposing to introduce some new ideas regarding “The Spirit of Democracy” – suggesting ways to build trust, to build shared understanding, to restore and revitalize the core strengths of this nation – and, indeed, to open the way to a future possibly more vital and brilliant than anything that has been possible in the past.

There are a number of new and well-tested approaches to the process of dialogue and group decision-making.  Researchers have been working in these areas for years, and we do have an opportunity today to harvest the fruits of their research, bringing their best ideas into a simple popular framework, intended to support and convene interest groups and citizen participation.

We can draw from these sources of insight a few simple guidelines, and allow local groups to define themselves as they will.  In a broader and shared context, with the right kind of guidance, and wise suggestions from well-informed sources, people will be receptive and responsive to a new way to vitalize and empower their role in the larger process of democracy and social self-governance.

Project design and structure

We are proposing a project with these three major aspects:

1. Basic research.  Research and design in all areas of group process and psychology, regarding anything relevant to collective decision-making.  Consideration and inclusion of the philosophy of democracy throughout our national history.  Exploration of network design and computer-assisted methods for supporting and convening collaborative processes.  How can our new network tools assist and support the process of national self-governance?

2. Grass roots networking.  Develop a “Network of Circles” concept for interconnecting local projects and groups through the Internet, into a single national dialogue and support framework, driven from the grass roots by motivated citizen involvement, and linked to actual political leaders who choose to be subscribed to the network in various ways.

3. Networking existing institutions and sources of expertise.  Interconnect experts associated with various established institutions, who can lend their insight and expertise to our shared collaborative process.

Additional Research Topics

1. Itemizing problems in the current structure of democracy.  Go to sources like Thomas Mann, of the Brookings Institution, who has extensively researched these issues, and bring in the expertise of any other experts who have ideas and insights on these questions.  There is a broad national dialogue on these issues today.  Gather up the major elements of this discussion, and incorporate and consider its findings and recommendations.

2. Building liaison and constructive engagement among research and policy agencies.  How can the expertise and talents of these groups be coordinated, without confrontational partisanship?

3. Creating an “integral” context.  How can the complex interdependency of all the simultaneous issues facing the USA be perceived and understood in a single non-fragmented context?  Issues today are extremely complex, involving many interacting aspects and consequences.  We need new models – probably computer-based – for understanding these complexities.

4. Dealing with complexity and overload.  How can we overcome the problems of sheer information overload?  No single individual can begin to grasp the full complexity of our situation today.  We need to explore approaches to computer and network support for all complex issues – helping us avoid the herd and “mob” instinct that can so easily prevail in a context when political decisions tend to be ruled by the “national mood”, instead of by true wisdom and good understanding.

Grass Roots Networks – A Network of Circles

We are considering ways to coordinate and “entrain” the natural flow of conversation and political dialogue as it emerges throughout the USA.  We are suggesting a strategy that informs and guides local network processes and small intimate groups, as they naturally come together to consider issues of common concern.

We are suggesting that this natural process can be coordinated and supported by various Internet tools, and could evolve as a broadly inclusive multi-purpose network.  This network can find and nurture local expertise on any issue, create a voice and channel for direct citizen involvement in political decision-making, and encourage a spirit of faith and trust -- not only among local citizens themselves, but also in their relation to leadership.  

By building better relationships, and creating new ways to stay in touch, the tendency to social fragmentation that threatens our current politics can be confronted and possibly overcome.  We can create ways that contact and connection is maintained on an ongoing basis, such that the electorate and their leadership are in constant contact, exchanging ideas and insights and responding together to changing world conditions.

Spirit in the Public Square

As an outcome of years of experience in interfaith and intercultural work, emerging new discoveries in collective spirituality are beginning to point towards ways to vitalize “the spirit of Democracy” in a secular/public square context.  These new ideas offer natural ways to incorporate the best insights and potentials of traditional religion, without introducing sectarian belief structures and ideologies.  We can show in a simple and direct way that the primary teachings of each major religion involve mutual respect, honoring the light and truth in other people, and other virtues such as patience, kindness and listening.  All of this enhances the “co-creativity” that is the key to liberating the real genius of democracy.

This is a new area, and we are breaking new ground.  There is a strong hunger throughout American society to find some way to restore Spirit to our national identity and public dialogue.  We are making new discoveries, in ways that should empower and open a way forward that is consistent with the great traditional religions, without in any way depending on their sectarian ideologies.  We can fully define these qualities of virtue in secular ways, without any reliance on sectarian ideas.
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