
Deep Democracy  
The Inner Practice of Civic Engagement  

 What happens when you take the tools of dialogue, systems thinking, learning communities, 
presencing, and profound change, and apply them to civic engagement? The result is deep de-
mocracy—an organizing principle based on the transformation of separation to interconnect-
edness in the civic arena. Deep democracy is not what elected representatives do, nor experts, 
nor large public institutions, nor voters. At its essence, deep democracy is the inner experience 
of interconnectedness.  

The following stories show this organizing principle at work. 

Twenty-two residents of inner city Sydney, Australia—resettled Aboriginal migrants and work-
ing class whites—are gathered around a site map to talk about their needs and desires for the 
re-use of the abandoned factory that lies between their two neighborhoods. The whites have 
worked hard to come to terms with a genration of fear for the safety of their children in the 
face of drugs and crime in the adjacent Aboriginal housing projects and are now willing to 
listen to the “other.” The Aboriginal migrants have worked hard to deal with their rage over 
generations of inhumane treatment and discrimination by whites and are now willing to talk to 
the “other.” They are not just designing a site plan; they are building deep democracy. 

***  

Five men and three women talk animatedly over a map of Central Texas, listening, laughing, 
and working together. They are recognized leaders of their stakeholder groups—
environmentalists, developers, minority communities, urban neighborhoods, rural communi-
ties—who moments before with arms folded amid palpable tension had thought that building a 
consensus from such divergent positions would be impossible. But now they are each thinking 
about the needs of the whole, engaged in creative conversation, taking into account each 
other’s concerns and ideas. Like the other 280 people in the room they are doing more than 
putting together a land use plan to accommodate the expected growth in the greater Austin 
area over the next 20 years; they are practicing deep democracy. 

 
The Core Practices of Deep Democracy 

For the individual, deep democracy is the enfranchisement of self at the level of mind, heart, 
and spirit: the realization that “I count.” It is the exercise of one’s membership in a larger 
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