· Reclaiming & Redefining Democracy – West Gallery

How would we want our system of governance to work in a re-localized society? What exactly do we mean by "democracy" anyway? What interventions can we be making now to transform the political life of our communities toward an empowered, democratic, and participatory one? How can we confront the many obstacles and threats to the democracy we want while also beginning to enact it? Presenters include: Jill Stein, Massachusetts Coalition for Healthy Communities; Ben Grosscup, Northeast Organic Farming Association, Massachusetts Chapter (NOFA/Mass); Carolyn Toll Oppenheim, Shays 2: The Western Massaschusetts Committee on Corporations & Democracy.

- Democracy is a term that in the neoliberal era - the age of corporate globalization -- has been grievously emptied of its ethical meaning.

- In our era, right-wing economist like Milton Friedman say that democracy essentially boils down to unconstrained consumer choice. You vote for what color tie you want through your selections at the department store. We even conspire to support these ideas when we focus the attention of our movements on simply changing people's choices in their roles as consumers. It is precisely the role of the consumer that neoliberalism - or advanced capitalism -- reduces our entire identities to.

- Bush and neoconservative intellectuals say we are bringing democracy to Iraq. In fact, all we have done is replaced the nationalist dictatorship of Saddam Hussein with a vastly weaker Iraqi state that is increasingly overpowered by both tribal and sectarian warlords on the one hand and multinational oil corporations and mercenary corporations -- like Blackwater -- on the other. The US has been trying to erase one society and replace it with an exagerated extension of its own fantasy of a world completely ruled by private corporations.

- So when we speak of "reclaiming democracy" we need to reclaim the concept in terms of the ethical values that lie within a long and conflicted democratic tradition. One conflict that I especially want to highlight in that tradition is the difference between direct democracy and representative democracy.

- Political representation is supposed to be at the basis of the American Republic. As the story goes, we elect our leaders to make decisions for us. The moment of democratic engagement for the average citizen is largely in the voting booth. But the fundamental idea of this system is that the political authority of representatives lies in the transfer of authority from their constituents.  The population is though of as a "body politic" that is incorporated -- that is, made into a political body through the process of political representation. So instead of the people just holding onto the political authority to make decisions over public life in one's community, they hand over that authority to a superior power. I'll call this liberal democracy.

- The idea that our communities should be organized in a directly democratic way runs counter to the idea of representative democracy, even in its ideal form where representatives are supposed to behave honestly and fairly as public servants. I emphasize this conflict because I think that it equips us to deal with what we are witnessing today with the degeneration of liberal democracy into ever more viscious forms of authoritarianism. I'm particularly thinking here of persistent and systematic election fraud and racially-targeted voter disenfranchisement, the gutting of Bill of Rights protections through Orwellian Laws like the Patriot Act, the state sanctioning of torture and denying the right of Habeas Corpus. The dynamic of state and corporate power today is to merge together to knock down any check against its complete hegemony.

- Ironically, Liberal Democracy promises that through its checks and balances and through its constitutional foundation, it can effectively limit state power. But in fact, we find the degederation of Liberal Democracy is inherent to its own basic logic of representation, which takes away power from the people and accumulates it at higher levels of authority. Today, political disempowerment, which lies at the basis of political representation is unfolding towards its logical conclusion of complete domination and dehumanization. We see it as the U.S. military is enforcing imperial imperial nightmare through the barrel of a gun on the streets of Baghdad and New Orleans and through the insanity-inducing process of sensory deprivation used in the torture cells of Guantanamo Bay. The crisis is that the political forces that are motoring this extremely violent process forward feel absolutely no allegiance to Republican governmental constraint, and they are trying to abolish the institutions that are supposed to enforce those constraints.

-The idea of Direct Democracy holds the strongest promise for avoiding total authoritarianism because it presupposes that a basic part of what it is to be human is to excersize the right of self-governance. To have that basic right taken away is also to be dehumanized. Indeed, it is just one of many steps on the road of disempowerment that leads eventually to Guantanamo Bay.

[This is where I would like to shift from critical analsis to vision]

- Since as a conference we are concerned with relocalization of the basic economic functions of society,  and as a panel we are concerned with how would we want our system of governance to work in a re-localized society, we need to explain the relationship between locality and democracy. Democracy as self-governance finds its natural home in a human-scaled community -- not in depersonalized urbanized and suburbanized wastelands of parking lots and and strip malls. The reason is that when we walk outside of our homes, we human beings find ourselves in real places. Those places have boundaries including boundaries of racial and class exclusion, boundaries of private property, boundaries of toxicity that often coincide with these other boundaries, and many other boundaries that keep us from being truly free. But these places where we find ourselves also have geographic and ecological boundaries.  They also have the political boundary of the municipality, which do not have to be exclusive. The municipality or the neighborhood defines what is local to us. They are important because in order to exercise our potential for self-governance, we need to be in community with others. So naturally, direct democracy must be local. 

- Another reason why municipalities are interesting as a site of politics is that local governments have been made that correspond with those political boundaries. A crucial problem of the Left in the United States right now is that there are few people articulating, much less implementing, compelling strategies by which the people can achieve the political power necessary to contest the corporate and state power. What we need is ground to stand on from which we can assert the grounds for self-governance. We will not find that in our roles as consumers, nor as political constituents represented at higher levels of authority. We need an institutional basis for a newly liberated democratic power, and this institution has to be within the reach of regular people. 

-To summarize so far, in order to form the basis of community that is need for true self governance, we need humanly scaled municipalities. Moreover, in order to change society, we need to become politically empowered in institutions that are at least potentially, if not actually, accessible to regular people.  

-This line of thinking has led me to view municipal politics as an important venue for organizing.

- Since 2006, I have been working as an organizer with NOFA/Mass. One of the things we've done is initiative a campaign called the Town-to-Town Campaign on Genetic Engineering.  What we've done is supported passing resolutions at Town Meetings in Massachusetts against genetically engineered crops, through education, and organizing. In 2006, 9 towns passed resolutions against GMOs followed by another 9 towns in 2007. 30 municipalities statewide  [SHOW MAP OF TOWNS THAT PASSED RESOLUTIONS]. 

- I also recently began working as an organizer with the Bill of Rights Defense Committee, which among other things, supports communities that are taking action through their own city council or town meeting to protest and resist  the post 9-11 policies that violate basic constitional rights. During the years of 2002-2005 over 400 cities and municipalities passed resolutions opposing the PATRIOT Act and upholding the Bill of Rights.

- Most of these resolutions -- on GMOs and on constitutional rights -- do not carry the force of law.  - - - Resolutions are important largely because they institutionalize dissent of opinion beyond just individuals. What we haven't yet accomplished through these municipal resolution effort is focusing movement demands for directly democratic power to make decisions about the issues we care about. 

What these efforts have achieved is:

1. Legislative: The Town Meeting resolution in Mass got the legislative committee that works on agricultural issues to hold a hearing on bills that would put a moratorium on growing GMOs in Massachusetts -- although thee have not even gotten out of committee yet. The resolutions helped pressure Congress to make small changes to the Patriot Act During the Re-Authorization in 2005.

2. Public Opinion: Through our educational efforts, NOFA/Mass has deepened public education on GMOs. The municipal resolution efforts against the PATRIOT Act helped to stir public opinion against the erosion of civil liberties during a moment of reaction when many were willing to give up liberties as in pursuit of the ever elusive "security."

3. The Political Imagination: All these efforts have helped focus public attention on town meeting and municipal government in general as a venue in which people can take concerted action to change the world.

An obstacle we face is that Municipal organizing of this kind expresses a yearning for democracy that stands in a wildly lopsided tension with our reality.  On the one hand, activists doing this work celebrate municipal resolutions as a true expression of democracy. On the other hand, we live in an overwhelmingly undemocratic culture where political life for most people is profoundly dis-empowered, and sometimes, non-existent. This tension makes it challenging for us to put our energy into gaining real power, because real political power to make the decisions that affect our lives is what the political system takes away from us. We have to gain back our confidence that we can take power and do right with it. 

*** The way to push beyond the current impasse is to demand more power to effect the changes we want to see made.

-  A minimun program for obtaining such power would make involve an immediate gain that prefigures gains that will follow: school lunches, gmo-ban on municipal land, eventually a full municipal GMO-ban)

- give the example of the Lincoln ConComm and Montville Maine

*** A transitional program would involve bringing about the changes in political structure needed for an ecological and socially just society.  The crucial structural change needed is to empower municipal governments to take greater action an to re-distribute that power within the town in a more directly democratic way.  A transitional program on GMOs could involve towns asserting greater authority to become GE-free zones by enacting and enforcing bylaws prohibiting the use of GMOs in the town. This is a level to which anti-GMO organizing in the Northeast has not yet progressed.  We could also organize our social movements to organize for city governments to assert the right of the people not to be tortured, surveilled, and to refuse to comply with any of the government's laws and programs that harm our civil liberties.  Then we could organize our communities to resist contributing any more money to the war. 

-A transitional program must also begin to address the organization of political power beyond the local.  Any revolutionary alternative to the current system must still have a way of organizing a global political world. 

- We are inextricably connected as a world in that our sphere of sociality has extended far beyond the localities to which our ancestors were largely confined. We want relationships with people in other parts of the world that are based upon solidarity, non-exploitation and reciprocity.

- We are also connected by the global ecological crisis that confront all of us. We must find a system of political organization that provides for both conflict resolution and solidarity as large portions of the earth are going to become increasingly uninhabitable due to droughts, rising oceans, and other disasters.

- Localism can be an extremely reactionary and regressive political tendency when it is based on a politics of exlcusion rather than of solidarity. 

- The political form of inter-communal governance that is needed for a global society is confederation of local direct democracies. This involves regional councils that organize and decide upon matters of political importance to that region. Power is held by the people through their free municipalities.

-- A maximum vision articulates what kind of world we ought to live in strongly ethical terms. I think we need this as a guide for practical organizing today, but it will remain nothing but an abstraction until concrete proposals are made for how to attain it. [But this is for another W.S.]

 **** We need to take a lot more time to imagine transitional programs that move us towards a better society. The left is very good at producing many beautiful visions of a perfect society and many first steps of what needs to happen right now. But it is through a transitional strategy that we will be able to define a path toward achieving the political power we need to truly change society.

