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Transcript
00:00:00 Sonia Bussu
Welcome to a new episode of the People Power Politics Podcast, which brings you the latest insights into the factors that are shaping and reshaping our political world. And it is brought to you by the Centre for Elections, Democracy, Accountability and Representation, based at the University of Birmingham.
00:00:22 Sonia Bussu
I'm Sonia Bussu, associate professor at the Department of Public Administration and Policy at the university. And my research is about participatory governance and how we can involve citizens meaningfully in policy making. I'm here with the Hans Asembaum with joining us from Australia. Hans works at the centre of deliberative democracy and global governance at the University of Canberra, and together we'll discuss about why we need more democracy and how we can expand democracy to to include more and different interests and voices, and Hans I'll let you introduce yourself and and your work tell us a bit more about your work, and then we can kick off with the first question.
00:01:07 Hans Asenbaum
Yeah. Hello, Sonia. I'm so happy to be here with you today and talk about the big questions, the democratic transformations. That's also what my work looks at. I started by looking at identities and questions of how we perceive ourselves, how we perceive others in democratic interactions in deliberative settings, but also in social movements, in radical democratic spaces, and how our identities are multiple, how they can transform, and I see a democratic freedom in these transformations. And on my later work turns more towards questions of non humans, non human participation and more than human democracy. So I'm really excited to have this conversation with you today.
00:01:52 Hans Asenbaum 
So I thought we could start by opening this big box of the big questions by thinking about the big crises that we are in today, that liberal democracy is in today as well. So we are surrounded by climate crisis, by bushfires, by weather phenomena that we might have thought unthinkable a few years ago that we now experience ourselves. Our lives are interrupted by pandemics that we have never thought likely either. There is far right extremism and so it it appears a bit like our societies and the societies around the world really are at a boiling point. And in this context, I wonder whether liberal democracy has the means to respond to these crises, our liberal democratic institutions, parties, elections, protests, petitions. So how do you see the liberal democratic system within the crisis? Does it have the means to respond to these crises?
00:02:55 Sonia Bussu
Thank you, Hans. And it this is a big question. So I'll start by thinking about where modern liberal democracy emerged from and it it really emerged, with industrial revolution, where economies based on fossil fuel led to the development of political parties representing capital or labour and and so both liberal and socialist political ideologies really understood the environment as a backdrop to human action. And so I asked myself if, if this institution cannot actually help us navigate the crisis that they have been complicit in creating. Liberal democracy, of course, is a comparatively recent western and white centric development of democracy, but we still tend to equal democracy with voting in election or a series of institutions based on division of power and mechanism, cheques and balances.
00:03:55 Sonia Bussu
So the very concept of democracy has really been colonised by the jargon of liberal democracy and capitalism, which is always the big elephant in the room, is the political economy and the pinning liberal democracy. And this is an all-encompassing order and globally hegemonic political rationality that really permeates not just state policy. Also, our ways of living in capitalist society so the cultural hegemony is so rooted that capitalism is perceived as the only possible way of organising our economies. But of course linking democracy to capitalism leaves us to deal with this big paradox, right? How do we reconcile the political equality promised by democracy with the economic inequality which is intrinsic to a capitalist system? And so it is awkward marriage, let's say, opens the way to the crisis we face today.
00:04:55 Sonia Bussu
But there is a tendency to treat this crisis as a crisis of democratic institutions, where weakening political institutions need reforming. But these reforms, I feel, merely scratch the surface, so the rhetoric goes within complex societies facing all these wicked problems and dilemmas. We need to open different to different actors, right and to different citizen and interest to strengthen the epistemic value policies and make better policies, whatever that means, because there are always winners and losers and and these discourse informs all the way of governance, reforms and instruments. And this is all good, but I feel democracy is not just aset of formal rules and procedures, but is entwined in as Nancy Fraser put it in a multi layered and changing complex social matrix and so all this growing rhetoric and experimentation with different forms of public engagement as well is happening at a time where the space for democratic decision making has shrunk under the pressure of the global neoliberal economy. So capital accumulation requires legitimate, efficient public power.
00:06:12 Sonia Bussu
But capitalism also drive to endless accumulation over time that and this ends up destabilising the public institutions on which capitalist depends is also dependent on social reproductive activities, but gives them no real monetized values or treats them as free and indefinitely available. It relies on nature assuming that nature can, you know, replenish itself forever without end, and so it disavows the ecological cost it generates as well. So just to conclude, trying to to to treat this crisis of democracy as just a political problem of weakening institution that needs reforming, I don't think will help us address this crisis. And so we can't separate democratic arrangements from the political economy in which they are embedded. So I I wonder if you want to come in Hans and what’s your take on this question.
00:07:12 Hans Asenbaum
I think you've answered the the question magnificently. You've you've pointed to all these different layers. How capitalism is the root cause I think of our problems. All the problems that I've mentioned earlier, right, the pandemics, the climate crisis, the far right populism, the far right extremism are really all fuelled by capitalism and are a symptom of the kind of accelerated neoliberal capitalism we have to we have today, and you point to the political economy which is so important for us democracy scholars to overcome this division between politics, that is, you know built in our heads, right, politics and the economy, and that's exactly how capitalism works, right? Capitalism builds these little spheres and packages the division of labour that tells us to stick to our side of the fence, to look at politics but not at economy. And that is that is very troubling. 
So I think liberal democracy is well, a label that makes democracy the current form of democracy attractive, but really I think we should talk about capitalist democracy, and Joseph Schumpeter, of course, who who I am not a friend or a fan of. I think his analysis nevertheless is very true, right the way he analysed and made sense of democracy. And he championed this kind of economic elite democracy that he talked about. But there is a lot to it that actually the kind of capitalist democracy that we have today, functions like a marketplace, right. The parties are like producing products, producing their their programmes, their campaigns like products that they are trying to sell on the market to us, the consumers and the consumers are only involved in this kind of exchange and democracy every four or five years. And our lives are dominated by this kind of division of labour that we have very little time for politics.
00:09:17 Hans Asenbaum
And since economic inequality is getting worse and is accelerating, capitalism tries to shut us up with more and more entertainment right. So there is the information revolution and the the smart devices that we carry in our pockets coming into play here, giving us infotainment, keeping us entertained and keeping us away from politics and all of those are very critical developments I think. So I wonder about what we can do today, right? What are the solutions and you and me, we are very happy to be part of a scholarly field, on participatory and deliberative democracy that puts forward ideas of democratic innovations, right, and these democratic innovations are trying to overcome this divide between politics that is very compartmentalised and is supposed to play a small part in our lives and our everyday lives, right? The idea of participatory democracy and today, democratic innovations that we can all take part in politics.
So there is a wave of deliberative mini publics well across the globe. But if we're honest, it's mostly in the global north. Nevertheless, they are promising, I think features new innovations in democracy, where people come together for several weekends, deliberate with experts and develop policy ideas, policy proposals and solutions to political problems. So I wonder, I know that you're critical of these developments, so I wonder what you think about democratic innovations in particular deliberative mini publics.
00:10:58 Sonia Bussu
Thank you, Hans. Yes, I I think there is a lot of good stuff happening and but one of the problems is perhaps that participants, really deliberative democracy has focused very much on democratising spaces of political decision making, right. So as a as a field, the democratic sector has designed and tested different ways of encouraging and strengthening citizen voice and policy making beyond election and there are a number of innovations. Just I mean you mentioned mini public and citizen assembly. You know we've we've had a a big wave of participatory budgeting before that there is growing interest in digital participation and citizen are invited to shape public policy agendas from climate change. So climate assembly assemblies are really popular these days, but also social care, constitutional change and these forms are also based on the principles of the liberty democracy, right? So, transparency, inclusivity, reciprocity, facilitated deliberation. And I think there is a lot of research on citizen assemblies and participatory budgeting in particular and how they work because they bring together people from different backgrounds in a space where they can deliberate together and access information as far as possible, non biased, and covering different perspectives. So these spaces can definitely help reduce prejudice between groups. They can enable people to understand issues from different perspectives, different from from their own perspective, and and their in group perspective so they can they can help us move beyond identity based politics. 
So there is definitely an epistemic value that has been demonstrated over and over, but there are also a number of limitations. I mean, first of all the citizen assemblies include maybe 100 people, at best often less, and and so on their own. They're not gonna address big issues in in society, and there's there might be issue of legitimacy as well as they don't have much visibility and and therefore there there is little public awareness or even public support for for this for this instrument. But I think for me the three big limitations are embeddedness, right? And I wrote about this because there has been a lot of focus on internal design and how these processes work to bring citizens together but less attention to our these processes and bad within social, political and administrative contexts. And there is more attention now, more awareness finally, because as as these processes get more visibility and still have very limited impact, they might even create more disengagement, right.
00:13:47 Sonia Bussu
So there is now an acknowledgment that policymaking is a messy reality. There are competing political and economic interests at every stage of the policy process, including implementation to democratic innovation are hardly covered by the media. The civil society is not always involved, so they feel like a bit. They happen in a vacuum, right? And and so much more attention has to be paid to how we embed them in our policy and also social system. Then the big problem as well going back to capitalism is the political economy right? Because this democratic innovation often decouple citizen participation from the socioeconomic context in which they take place. And just one example on climate change, the the neoliberal political economy is the big elephant in the room. So we have all this climate assemblies but parties continue to campaign on delivering economic growth and there is the assumption that consumption can continue endlessly. We still see licences for oil drilling given out by governments, and we will both still enjoy cheap flights, so the transition to renewables even is in the hands of multinational corporation that are interested in profit.
00:15:05 Sonia Bussu
So let's say that the the emancipatory claims of democratic innovations in a context where there is no real critical analysis of the wider neoliberal context in which these processes exist is problematic. And then finally, on inclusion, I think the design of this democratic innovation has mostly been a top down affair right there is a tendency to universalize Eurocentric modes of participation. There also respond to to expectation and resources of what participation means of a narrow demographic. So white, educated, middle class, older. And so this can also exacerbate what has been called the tyranny of participation and the device in the wider society. So I mean, there's a lot more to say about the all these issues, but I wonder what you think about this and some of the limitation of democratic innovations in?
00:16:04 Hans Asenbaum
Your work on embedded participatory governance is so important in this field, and I recommend everybody to look this up. So I think social movements are important. Unconventional spaces are important, and all of us, I think, who are part of this movement of participatory and deliberative democracy, need to be very careful because we can partly be successful to carve out spaces within capitalism that work according to different logics. But the capitalist and neoliberal infrastructure, the surrounding that we move in is very strong and it tends to suck us into their logic to bribe us, right and all our careers are within this kind of economy, right. So we need to be careful, I think of what happens to democratic innovations more broadly, right, we know that there is a professional field of practitioners growing, which is of course also a wonderful development because it gives us more democratic innovations and causes this deliberative wave. 
But at the same time this professionalisation also means a kind of corruption of the original idea, right? And that's something I think that we need to be very careful about. Democratic innovations often only serve the ones who are already in power to manifest their power by signifying a kind of openness to input, which is, which might actually be only fake, right. So actually they might just be ways of corrupting the population getting legitimacy. So we need to be also aware as scholars and look at our own careers, how we are part of this capitalist systems all also, all the left wing champions were celebrated are also part of of this economy. So we need to be careful, I think, and be very aware of where we are tempted, where we can resist and which role we can play in building a kind of counter governance and this is a very personal question. I think also about how we lead our everyday lives.
00:18:12 Sonia Bussu
That's true. Very true. And Nancy Fraser talked about participatory parity and and by this she referred to to the fact that the measure of our first society is yet extended it makes participation possible for all members in all forms of social interactions, not just the political sphere, but also in the economic sphere and all arenas of social interaction, the family, our personal lives, the school employment, the market and and I think the liberal model of the public sphere and the political is limited because it it doesn't consider that social equality as a necessary condition for the full realisation of democracy. Right, and that's where where I think that the tradition of participatory democracy is also quite different from the new developments around deliberative democracy, and mini publics right? Because participatory democrats really understood participation democracy as embedded in our daily lives in our everyday practise right and and I think what is happening in democratic innovation is that the mini public, the practise of mini public is also very much based on our technocratic approach to policy making and politics. 
So even in citizen assemblies there is a hierarchy of expertise, right? So citizen engage in deliberation only after very expert centric discourses that have been established right by by the experts that present their different perspectives and and there is even if we go and look at the details, limited time for deliberation. So there are all the different approaches that can strengthen and centre the role of lived experience more and better that can enrich citizen assemblies and other participation by bringing in the arts or also more inclusive approaches beyond just talk talk centric rational argumentation. And I think we definitely need to pay much more attention to grassroots action. As you were saying, the role of the Commons and it doesn't mean choosing one model over the other, but more embracing experimentation, right? As part of a participatory ecology rather than just focusing on one or two models that we try to replicate everywhere when actually democracy is very much situated practise and relational, right and context dependent.
00:20:58 Hans Asenbaum
I just wanted to say, like I agree with lots of your criticism of deliberative democracy, I also cherish participatory democracy and its socialist roots. It really comes when you look at pavements, work it comes from an interest in the Yugoslav self management Communist experiment from there. So. So I think that has a lot to offer and I I think there is a movement to revisit participatory democracy to revive the participatory democracy and I'm very happy that this is happening. But I also have to defend deliberative democracy. Because I feel that deliberative democracy has so much to offer, and I feel sometimes it is being reduced to mini publics, and mini publics are a popular manifestation of deliberative democracy. But what, in my perspective, at least, deliberative democracy offers us is to think much further, think democracy further, as you mentioned, actually in the spirit of participatory democrats, deliberative democracy offers understanding our everyday relations with each other, right? Jane Mansbridge talks about it, speaks about everyday talk as debate.
00:22:07 Hans Asenbaum
So we can think about how we relate to other people. And this idea of the deliberative stance also I think makes me understand better how we can be empathetic in everyday life. How in every our you know, everyday conversations with our work colleagues, with our family, with our friends, we can try to take their position. We can try to practise empathy, at least to a certain extent, knowing that we can never really feel what they feel right. But we can at least try to see the world from their perspective. And I think that changes so much, and I think in the context of today's polarisation, that is really getting to a scary level, where political assassination attempts happen every couple of days, almost right. So I I think in this climate of polarisation it is so important to think about. How does the world look like from the perspective of another person? So I do cherish participatory and deliberative democracy. Agonistic democracy. I think our field is so rich and vibrant, and I'm I'm just happy to be part of these conversations.
00:23:12 Sonia Bussu
Yeah, no, absolutely. And I didn't mean to critique deliberative democracy, as a field, in fact, deliberation is crucial throughout our political and democratic system. I what what I meant is that yes, it has been conflated in, in recent times into this idea of mini publics that can feel quite sanitised spaces of of deliberation, right where the Commissioner often control the agenda. The participants and also the approach to facilitation, and there is a lot of learning and on how to do it more and better, and I see there is a place for mini publics as part of this participatory and democratic ecologies and and I think this brings me also to the the these ideas of democratic assemblages. Right assemblage theory has given us some tools and perspectives to to rethink participatory spaces and and developed his ambition to think about democratic participation and deliberation as an ecology embedded in our day-to-day lives, rather than confined to remote institutional arrangement.
00:24:28 Sonia Bussu
And I really loved your paper with Amanda Machin, where you write about democratic assemblages that can help help us replace the conception of democracy. And I'm putting you here as a fixed set of institutions and align diverse human and non human encounters in ever evolving ways, always oriented towards the realisation of freedom and equality, and so through democratic assemblages you are also rethinking democracy as more than human, and I think it is what you're doing, is pioneering and really exciting and bringing different perspectives also into the field and the way we conceptualise democracy and the the way we translate this conceptualization into practise of democracy, participation in the liberation, and so can you perhaps explain a bit more about what you mean by democratic assemblage and, and and in particular, about more than human democracy? How can this conceptualisation help us move also beyond neoliberal capitalism?
00:25:40 Hans Asenbaum
Yeah, absolutely. So umm, I think in the crises that I sketched earlier, the climate crisis in particular, I think in in this context, the calls of nature, the calls of non humans more generally become louder, right. And I think we as human have a very anthropocentric view of the world. That means we obviously see the world from a human perspective, and that makes sense because we're humans and we cannot not be humans. But we can try to listen to non humans and by non humans broadly I mean in nature. I mean animals, plants, natural phenomena, weather phenomena, but also going on from there to artefacts to objects. The the materials that surround us in our everyday lives and then on to technologies, to artificial intelligence, to the interfaces that we interact with. So all these things matter, and I think we have been as humans we have been arrogant for a long time and understood ourselves as the centre of the world as much as we once thought that the earth is the centre of the universe. 
So I think we need to reflect on all these materialities that's around us. And so I'm talking about democratic assemblages first and foremost to rethink democratic innovations themselves, right to think about these participatory spaces, such as citizens assemblies, participatory budgets and start to pay attention to all the non humans that are already present, right? We can pay attention to all the materials to all the artefacts that are at play to all the animals, for example, that mostly are shut out of these kind of assemblies. Pay attention to what the materials, the materials, surroundings do to us as humans and the artefacts that we interact with and of course increasingly also the role of artificial intelligence of AI, that it can work to enhance or play a role, at least in these kind of assemblages. 
00:27:42 Hans Asenbaum
So democratic assemblages in my understanding are these kind of configurations where people, humans and non human actors, actants, come together and try to enact freedom and equality. And of course, it also even challenges our core concepts of freedom and equality of democracy. We need to decenter ourselves and try to rethink those from non human perspectives. And when I talk about a more than human democracy, so I reserve the word non human, although it's binary and it's been criticised for being binary for everything, everybody that is not a human right. But then I talk about more than human and in this case more than human democracy, when I want to address the transformations that we as humans undergo when we interact with non humans, right? So I think when we pay attention to our interactions, we can understand ourselves as already more than human right, starting from our bodies and so many non human bacteria live in our body, live in our guts. We are a network an assemblage of a nervous system of blood flows, of hormones, of the food we eat, the medicine we take, right, we are not fixed stable beings, but we are in constant flux, right? Non humans are entering our body are exiting our body daily and all the time.
And we can start to understand our connectedness and interconnectedness with the world with the non humans around us. And so democracy is always already more than human, but we need to realise this and this is, I think, such an important step in moving forward with democratic theory, but also with democratic practise.
00:29:31 Sonia Bussu
That's great, Hans. Thanks for this. There are, of course some critiques of of this approach to democracy, which I think links to new materialism right, and I don't know if you want to tell us a bit more about this, but the critics are often from the Marxist side, ecological Marxists and materialists. I'm thinking of Andreas Malm who wrote ‘The progress of this storm’ and these scholars argue that the the the new material is by distributing agency to non humans and material objects are effectively robbing humans of their capacity to act right? Or de-responsibilising humans. I wonder what you think about this and how you would respond to this critique.
00:30:21 Hans Asenbaum 
Yes, it's a I think that's a very important point. If we think of the world in terms of assemblage, everything is an assemblage. We as humans, our bodies are the primary focus. They are also decentered. They are connected with everything else. So as human actors, as democratic subjects, we are now part of flows that are beyond our our own control. We are tossed and torn around, right. And so what happens to responsibility? What happens to human agency within democracy here? I think it's a very valid point. Amanda Machin and I actually, together with other brilliant colleagues have written this piece, the non human condition, where we face this challenge and argue that actually if you think about it, if we start thinking about our connectedness with everything, then it doesn't strip us of responsibility, but it actually adds responsibility. 
We now understand how connected we are, how not only influenced by others we are, but how we influence the lives of so many things around us. And we if we draw on this new materialist terminology and and perspective, we can start to look for liveliness in all the objects around us, in all the world around us. So we touch so many things, we affect so many things around us. We have more responsibility, right. So it actually just means that we, yes, we recognise our limitations and there are limitations and I think it's fair and it's important to understand these limitations. But at the same time, through this connectedness, we also realise our responsibility and need to act accordingly within the networks that toss and tear us around.
00:32:07 Sonia Bussu
Yeah, I agree. Donna Haraway talked about response-ability, right? And the fact that we need to be able to respond to life forms, things and activities that are being relegated to the background of our existence as as we understand the world, including our democratic institution, through very anthropocentric lenses. And obviously it is, doesn't help us understand and respond to existential crisis like the climate crisis that really require paying attention to all the non human interest and voices that that make the the the earth where we live. If I can finish with one question, do you have any practical example of how we can practise this more than human democracy?
00:33:02 Hans Asenbaum
Yeah, the practise question is the more challenging one, but there are a couple of really promising developments. I think for example, a couple of things that I think should be combined is proxy representation. So where humans actually have a very close connection to non humans. And I think that's the precondition, right, they can partly speak, maybe not for them, but with them, right. So I can imagine citizens assembly where somebody speaks of their lived experience with let's say an animal for example, rather than speaking for them but speaking from their own lived experience about this connection with with these non human actants, there are exercises that I find exciting as well in democratic innovations where facilitators do these kind of guided visualisations where you it's kind of like, almost like a meditation where you try to get in touch with non humans. Imagine a kind of conversation and then talk about your experiences with the group. 
There are ideas of holding citizens assemblies outside, right? I said earlier, why do we shut animals out from them for example, right, we can't experience the surroundings and not put ourselves, and that goes back to your critique as well, right in these artificial constructed buildings, we could hold these kind of meetings outside, but I think beyond these ideas, which are only just starting to pop up I think this new perspective also lets us reflect on our everyday life. And again we come back to participatory democrats to Carol Pateman's work, which I think is such a profound source of inspiration, right? 
Living democracy in every sphere of life also means, for example, paying attention to what we put in our bodies, what harm we caused by the diets we eat not only to our own bodies but to the bodies of others. What we consume right and that completely changes everything. If you actually are convinced and and at least do what you can do in your life within the capitalist system to change your consumption habits, maybe to change your travel habits to change your dietary habits, and all of these things, then we can realise that democracy happens everywhere and all the time, and we are participating everywhere and all the time, right? So it's inspiring. But it also makes us understand what what kind of challenges are ahead of us and I'm just looking forward to discussing these ideas further with you and all the other brilliant colleagues and hopefully developing inspiring ideas that will provide solutions.
00:35:43 Sonia Bussu
I agree, and I think democratic innovations through to those one day continuous experimentation, right, bringing in new forms of doing participation and deliberation, bringing in arts. Also recognising the important role of fun and joy in developing democratic policies, right, it doesn't have to be a boring assembly where people just have to read a lot of documentation and discuss and deliberate. But we could use approaches like legislative feats or dance to also share our own diverse lived experiences and and also really ground all these practises in the work that happens in the Commons that are trying to democratise the economy right as well as democratising spaces or political decision making.
I think this has been a really enriching conversation. I encourage everyone to read Hans’ work which is innovative but also beautifully written, and I thank you for listening to the People Power Politics podcast. It is brought to you by the Centre for Elections, Democracy, Accountability and Representation at the University of Birmingham, and to learn more about the centre and the exciting work we do on these issues and around the world, you can follow us on Twitter and LinkedIn and also visit our website using the link that is also in the podcast description. So thank you very much, and thank you Hans.

