Peter Levine, The Future of Democracy, “The Ethics of Civic Engagement” 

Introducation:


Peter Levine correctly argues that any discussion of civic engagement cannot focus solely on the ends/goals but must also discuss the means. This entails engaging in an ethical conversation about the ‘acceptable’ and ‘un-acceptable’ forms of civic engagement. However, does Levine offer the proper ethical definition?

Overarching Goal:


To be truly effective problem-solvers, engaged citizens must have the skills to assess the ethics of particular civic engagement and political action. This reflection focuses on opening a dialogue about the proper avenues to social change.  

Reading:


The Future of Democracy: Developing the Next Generation of American Citizens, by Peter Levine (Tufts University Press: Medford, Mass., 2007).

“The Ethics of Civic Engagement,” pp. 1-4

Excerpt:


“An adequate definition [of civic engagement] should say something about means as well as ends. After all, one can ‘engage’ the government by plotting to overthrow it; one can influence a religious congregation by embezzling its funds, and one can address an alleged community problem by violently expelling an ethnic minority. One might even take some of these actions for decent purposes…To qualify as ‘civic engagement,’ however, the means of engagement, as well as the ends, must be legitimate. Civic engagement includes deliberation, persuasion, collaboration, participation in legal politics, civil disobedience, and the giving of time and money. It does not include coercion, violence, or deception.


“Again, this is something of a list that needs a conceptual foundation. I now suggest that to be civically engaged is to enhance the commons or to influence state distribution and regulation in ways that benefit the underlying political structure.”

“The Ethics of Civic Engagement,” in The Future of Democracy, p. 7-8.

Discussion (Sample Questions): 

· Should civic engagement be defined by means as well as ends?

· Is Levine’s characterization of ‘proper means’ adequate? How might it be critiqued? Is it too limiting?

· What happens when ‘acceptable’ means of engagement are not available?

· Are “deliberation, persuasion, collaboration, participation, civil disobedience, and the giving of time and money” really devoid of “coercion, violence, deception”?

· Are the latter three acceptable if they can be shown to “enhance the commons” while “benefiting the underlying political structure”?

Activity: Switch-Swatch


Divide the room into two groups (either divide down the middle or by opinion). The first group will represent Levine’s ‘peaceful’ civic ethic. The other group will oppose Levine’s definition. Ask for comments or reflections (brief 1-2 sentences tops) on each position (force them to say what is GOOD about their position rather than what is bad about the other). Record these PROS on poster board or paper in the front of the room. After five minutes have everyone in the room switch positions and argue for the other side (slowly begin allowing critiques as well as praise).
