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Definition:

Radical democracy is the concept that the current situation in most countries that claim to be

democratic are, in fact, not really governments of the people. Radical democrats believe that

the system must include a popular takeover of power based on truly collaborative and collective

public will, income equality and wealth distribution (Turner, 2015). Lummis has also described

radical democracy as “when people act together spontaneously, joined by the trust they place

in one another (116).”

Historical Roots:

Radical democracy means more than just participating or voting to be a part of the system.

Beginning as early as the late 19th century, progressives like Mary Parker Follett argued for

governmental and communal reform based on radical theories of deeply collaborative

arrangements between citizens and their government. In the 1960s, Sheldon Wolin, Carole

Pateman, and Jacques Rancière began to build a literature questioning what level of

participation actually means in a democracy. Social movements like Occupy Wall Street, youth

movements, and climate justice all seek to reimagine how civil society operates in a democratic

system.

Significance to Civic/Political Engagement:

In the last several decades, citizens have felt more and more excluded from their local power

structures. Whether through voter suppression, rising income inequality, the flow of campaign

contributions from large corporations and unions into the political process, democracy feels like

an elite spectator sport. Radical democracy, as envisioned, would right-side these inequities and

produce better societies.
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