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1

Democracy and the Presumption of
Attention

Introduction

No amount of communication, however stylish and informative, will
engage people in politics, unless they are paying attention, at least some
of the time. If, with apologies to Plato (and his famous cave metaphor),
we can imagine political events as projected onto a wall, then democracy
depends on people’s backs not already being turned away from that wall.

Two assumptions are involved here which provide, in effect, the
bottom line of most political science and political theory, and indeed
much media research. The first assumption is that, as citizens, we
share an orientation to a public world where matters of shared concern
are, or at least should be, addressed: we call this orientation ‘public
connection’.! The second assumption is that public connection is prin-
cipally sustained by a convergence in the media people consume. Taken
together, these two assumptions imply the notion of ‘mediated public
connection’. The question which this book investigates is whether medi-
ated public connection exists beyond the academic literature and in the
practice of everyday life.

‘Public connection’ is not literally the same as attention — no one
believes that more than a small minority give their full and continuous
attention to a public world (we discuss our use of the broader term
‘public’, rather than ‘political’ shortly). Public connection is rather a
basic level of orientation that can reliably, particularly at times such
as elections, be translated into attention. Mediated public connection
might therefore seem like a very minimal assumption to make, and
hardly worth investigating. But there are a number of reasons why this
assumption is now worth exploring in some depth.
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First, there are growing fears of a decline in engagement in the demo-
cratic process, especially among younger citizens, as measured by voting
in national elections: the impact on the legitimacy of, say, the British
political system if voter turnout in national elections regularly falls
to around, or even below, 50 per cent should not be underestimated.
While both the 2004 US Presidential election and the 2005 UK general
election showed a slight improvement in turnouts (to 55 per cent and
61 per cent respectively) over immediately preceding elections, the
50 per cent danger point remains perilously close:? remember that since
World War II voter turnout at UK general elections never dropped below
70 per cent until 2001 when it fell to 59 per cent (the previous lowest
being in 1997: 71.4 per cent).?

Second, those fears are not allayed, or fully answered, by mainstream
political science; indeed it is a puzzle that in the UK political interest
remains relatively constant, even as propensity to vote falls (Electoral
Commission 2005b: 31). At some level there is a disconnection. If polit-
ical anthropologist Robin Leblanc is right to suggest political science
tells us little about how people ‘perceive their citizenship’ (1999: 7),
then now is a good time for research to address this experiential gap
(Lister etal. 2003).

Third, ‘public connection” may be both particularly complex and
particularly threatened in an era of proliferating interpretations of
what counts as ‘political’ and (returning to the second assumption
we are investigating) when media outlets and delivery platforms are
multiplying. As the complexity of being a citizen of an intensely medi-
ated democracy increases, it is all the more important to listen to
citizens’ own reflections on these matters.

Concerns about the conditions of effective democracy are not new.
They have been debated since Rousseau insisted citizens must be able
to meet in general assembly (Rousseau 1973: 240, orig. 1762); concerns
about organised communications’ contribution to democracy go back
almost as far (Garnham 1999). Indeed both sets of concerns have been
replayed many times since:* it was post-World-War-1 fears, particu-
larly in the USA, of the consequences of mass enfranchisement that
prompted John Grierson to experiment with film as a new way of enga-
ging the British population (Grant 1994: 17). Indeed, from a historical
perspective, the last century has seen a ‘persistent fear that media publics
are essentially ungovernable’ (Barnett 2003: 101). But we need to under-
stand how such concerns are being lived out now, not just in the minds
of theorists and policymakers but in the experience of citizens.
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Some old fears of the ‘phantom’ nature of the public sphere may rest
on false premises. Walter Lippman, for example, assumed that ‘the time
each day is small when any of us is directly exposed to information from
our unseen environment’ (1922: 63), hardly plausible today. But this
does not mean that analogous problems are not being played out now
in different forms. What if the intense mediation of political culture
and the visual and interpretative sophistication it instils in citizens are
altering the conditions under which a representative political system
can retain its legitimacy? What if, after a period during the mid-to-late
20th century when regular attention to a public world through media
could be assumed, we are seeing the first signs, adapting Jonathan Crary
(1999), of a ‘regime of inattention’ with regard to politics?®

At this point it is worth emphasising that this study does more than
register the mediation of contemporary political culture. It goes further
by insisting that only by understanding the everyday practices of media
consumption — and the way those practices fit into the other practices
of everyday life — can we begin to understand the problem (if it is one)
of public engagement. There is an essential link here from the way
democratic systems reproduce themselves as social and cultural forms
to the details, often banal details, of ‘ordinary consumption’ (Gronow
and Warde 2001), including ordinary media consumption in all its
complexity and variety.

In this chapter we first explain in more detail what we mean by ‘public
connection’, acknowledging the philosophical complexities involved in
any use of the term ‘public’. Then we review the hinterland of empir-
ical and conceptual work - in political science, political sociology and
political theory - that lies behind our notion of ‘public connection’.
(Chapter 2 will perform the same task for ‘media consumption’.) In the
last two sections, we review the various academic narratives of whether,
and why, democratic engagement is under threat and the immediate
context (including the policy context) for investigating this question in
early 21st century Britain.

The idea of ‘public connection’

The term ‘public connection’ represents our attempt to capture one key
empirical precondition of democratic engagement in a way that does
not privilege in advance any particular definition of ‘politics’. ‘Public
connection’ is at most a heuristic term — an abstraction that isolates a
complex component of a working democracy. The term ‘public connec-
tion’ resonates with theories of participatory democracy which conceive
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of the public sphere as a site where decisions and norms are collectively
contested and redeemed,® but it is prevalent more widely across polit-
ical science and political theory, as we show later. Related assumptions
are made right across media research (see Chapter 2).” Sometimes the
word ‘connection’ has fuzzy normative implications,® which is why we
emphasise we are using it purely as an analytic concept. For us, it is
useful only if it captures an orientation — definitively ‘on’ or ‘off’ — that
can be empirically established.

We use the word ‘public’ here — not ‘political’ — to allow for the
complex disputes over the definition of ‘politics’ in contemporary life.
Clearly for some people, perhaps many, ‘politics and public life [are]
not necessarily the same thing’ (LeBlanc 1999: 200). For a start, ‘politics’
is for many people broader than its traditional definition, electoral
politics. This is already clear from one of the more useful definitions
of ‘politics” (‘politics’ as the ‘authoritative allocation of goods, services
and values’: Easton 1965, quoted in Delli Carpini and Keater 1996: 12):
many forms of political organisation in this sense operate outside elect-
oral politics. But ‘public’ issues may themselves be broader than recog-
nised in any established form of ‘politics’. We write therefore of public
connection to capture an orientation to any of those issues affecting how
we live together that require common resolution (Taylor 2004). Despite
broad disagreements over what falls within the definition of ‘politics’
or ‘public’ issues, the underlying distinction between the ‘public’ (any
issue that requires common resolution) and the purely ‘private’ remains
important.

In defending this notion of ‘public’, and building it into the focus of
our research, we are taking a normative position about which we want
to be explicit. Just as ‘citizenship is not just another lifestyle choice’
(Delli Carpini and Keater 1996: 285), so too public issues (and poten-
tially therefore politics itself) involve more than just ‘social belonging’
or expressions of identity.!® Something crucial remains at stake in the
public/ private distinction, notwithstanding postmodernist thinkers!!
who celebrate its breakdown. Democracy requires, we believe, at some
level the idea that those affected by decisions can participate in them,
which in turn requires some (more or less satisfactory) demarcation of
the types of decisions that are, or, just as important, are not public.
The term ‘public’, as just outlined, grounds any notion of democratic
engagement; there is nothing radical in dispensing with it or confusing
its reference, since ‘public’ identifies precisely those ‘collective action
problems’ (Pattie etal. 2004: 22) that require a common solution. So
‘public connection’ is not orientation to any collectively available space
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whatsoever. To say this, however, does not mean defending a traditional
notion of ‘public’ as electoral politics — we acknowledge the growing
complexity of reference-points in today’s public cultures and the new
‘multiaxiality’ of political communications!? — but it is to reject claims
that group identity, let alone individual consumption,'® sufficiently
demarcate the issues in which citizens are expected, broadly, to engage.
‘Public connection’ is an orientation to a space where, in principle, prob-
lems about shared resources are or should be resolved, a space linked,
at least indirectly, to some common frame of collective action about
common resources.

We must note however the philosophical minefield we have just
walked round: that is, the disputed status of the term ‘public’ itself. The
notion of ‘public connection’ relies on us demarcating the idea of a
‘public world’: the open-ended set of things that are, or should be, the
subject of ‘public’, not purely private, attention. Some notion of a ‘public
world’ is familiar, for example, from John Dewey’s (1946: 15) account of
democracy, Jurgen Habermas'’s concept of the ‘public sphere’ (1989) and
Hannah Arendt’s account of a ‘public realm’ (1958: 52). But the appar-
ently consensual nature of the public/private boundary was famously
challenged by the feminist insistence that ‘the personal is political’, a
challenge continued in recent research on ‘intimate citizenship’ (Berlant
1997; Warner 2002; Plummer 2003) and the political significance of an
ethics of care (Gilligan 1993).

Some theoretical clarification is helpful here, drawing on the discus-
sion of Jeff Weintraub (1997) and Raymond Geuss (2001). They point out
that the term ‘public’ is confusing precisely because it condenses more
than one type of public/private boundary: the first distinguishing issues
that are broadly ‘political’ — matters of common concern, or ‘common
decision’ (Taylor 2004: 104; cf Barber, 1984: 120-1) - from issues that
are ‘non-political’ (of purely individual concern), whereas the second
distinguishes the private space of individuals/families from public (or
‘accessible’) space. In this book we are concerned primarily with the first
distinction, not the second; in principle, matters for common decision
could come from any space, whether normally accessible to public entry
or not. But the problems with the term ‘public’ arise, as Weintraub
notes, because the two types of distinction are confused (inevitably,
because their uses are intertwined, if separate: everything political must
in principle be made visible, even if not everything visible need be
political). Indeed, the two reference-points of ‘public’ are fused in much
liberal thought, that unhelpfully reifies ‘private experience’ as immune
from public intervention and beyond politics (Geuss 2001:1-3). We
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can however retain the public/private distinction (in the first sense)
as a reference-point, while relaxing the absoluteness of liberalism’s
interpretation.!*

Returning then to the challenge of feminist and other argu-
ments about intimate politics, they can be interpreted in two ways:
either as rejecting any distinction between ‘public’ and ‘private’ matters
or as contesting specific versions of where the public/private boundary
should be drawn. Only the first challenges the notion of public connec-
tion itself, and it is a position few directly hold.!> The second argument
implies the contestability and historicity, not pregiven naturalness, of
how the public/private distinction is mapped onto daily life (Zaretsky
1976). We would not only acknowledge this, but emphasise that media
institutions have been involved in constructing and reconstructing
such boundaries (Flichy 1995); indeed some aspects of everyday life
currently sit ambiguously between private and public status (Livingstone
2005a). We assume only the distinction between public and private
issues is meaningful in everyday life; this is quite consistent with
acknowledging that the distinction is inherently contestable (and often
rightly contested, as feminism has shown).!¢ Perhaps, following Charles
Taylor (2004), we can go further and say that the distinction between
public and private issues is part of the ‘social imaginary’ of modernity.
Indeed the public/private boundary may be an even more important
reference-point when some political forces on the right (in the USA at
least) are intent on collapsing the public into the merely private.!”

Public connection: the conceptual and empirical
background

We have introduced ‘public connection’ to capture a key assumption
amongst writers who understand democracy as a structure of participa-
tion, not a facade for elite control. It is time now to look at that wider
literature.

The background in political theory

Something like ‘public connection’ is necessary in most democratic
theory, since it is implied by the notion of political participation itself.
Some form of citizen participation has been intrinsic to democracy since
the dawn of political theory (Aristotle 1981: Book III). Of course, there
have been debates for almost as long as to the limits of actual popular
participation. This is the basis for substantive disagreements between,
crudely, ‘representative’ and ‘participative’ theories of democracy, and
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between both of those and ‘elite’ models, which are more pessimistic
about the feasibility of extensive popular participation. These disputes
do not concern us here, since we are interested in an assumption -
public connection — which is common to all such theories.

In liberal theories of democracy an assumption of ‘public connection’
is at least implicit. Robert Dahl argues that effective participation and
enlightened understanding are necessary preconditions of a working
democracy (1989: 108-14), implying a basic orientation to public affairs.
Public connection receives great emphasis in social/ liberal approaches
to democracy, for example T. H. Marshall (1992, orig. 1950) who incor-
porates within his account of citizenship a ‘common culture’ which
citizens share. Cosmopolitan extensions of broadly liberal models make
the same assumption, if only in telegraphic form.!8

The notion of participation (and implicitly public connection) works
very differently within republican political philosophy, where it is a
core concept. Republicanism is distinguished by its emphasis on active
citizen participation as the basis of democratic life.!” Republican theories
vary of course on the degree of that necessary participation (similarly
for communitarian models of democracy), but some notion of ‘public
connection’ is universally implied. ‘Public connection’ is also assumed
in models of deliberative democracy linked to Jurgen Habermas. Clearly
some orientation to a world of public issues is a precondition for people
to become involved from time to time in public deliberation, even in
Habermas'’s (1996) more recent model of a ‘networked’ public sphere. A
notion of ‘public connection’ is equally presumed in Iris Marion Young’s
difference-based model of participatory democracy (2000) and in civil
society models of democracy.?’ In such writings, the emphasis is less
on public connection itself (its presence is assumed) than on the insti-
tutional structures necessary to channel particular forms of democratic
participation in complex societies. Finally, public connection is at least
implicit (even if not explicitly developed) in ‘radical’ models of demo-
cracy as permanent contestation.?!

However, there is one version of political theory where public connec-
tion is, on the face of it, absent: ‘elite’ models of democracy. Such models
are characterised not necessarily by a disdain for participation, but by
a pessimism about its contemporary feasibility; one type of liberalism
(Page and Shapiro 1992)?? comes close to elite models in this respect.
Classic here is Walter Lippman’s discussion of the myth of democracy
where, he argues, the citizen is at best a ‘back-row spectator’: ‘men make
no attempt to consider society as a whole’.23 Along similar lines, Joseph
Schumpeter (1943) argued for the ‘unreality’ of the modern ideal of
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citizenship compared with actual practice, and Seymour Lipset (1963)
argued that lower classes are inevitably disconnected from the sphere of
political/civic action, while Samuel Huntington (1975: 114) notoriously
claimed the necessity of apathy, if governments are to do their job. Lupia
and McCubbins (1998: 36) put it even more starkly: ‘we assume people
choose to have little information about politics’ (added emphasis).

It can, however, be argued?* that even elite models of democracy
rely upon something like public connection (an orientation that yields
the potential for some, however intermittent, attention to politics), if
democracy is to have any legitimacy. Similarly for quasi-elitist liberal
approaches that downplay the necessity of active political participation,
for example Michael Schudson’s notion (1998) of ‘monitorial citizen-
ship’: how can we understand ‘monitoring’ without a shared orientation
towards the space being monitored? Indeed this is the weakness of this
last model, that by normalising general inattention to politics it risks
making it permanent. What stands in the way is precisely the notion of
an orientation to a public world that sometimes (but regularly enough)
issues in actual attention.

The background in political science/sociology

In political science, ‘public connection’ intersects with strands in the
important literature on ‘civic culture’. Here we must acknowledge
Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba’s key concept of ‘participant polit-
ical culture’ viz ‘orientation to political structure and process’ (1963:
29). There is, however, some ambiguity about the explanatory weight
Almond and Verba put on this orientation, for they also argue that polit-
ical ‘culture’ is based on a ‘necessary myth’ of citizen involvement (1963:
481),% but the idea that there is a dimension to political engagement
which is orientational rather than based in specific knowledge originates
here (1963: 15, 34).

In cultural citizenship models, the notion of political culture is given
maximum emphasis, and so notions of ‘public connection’ are close
to being explicit. We have in mind not only left models of ‘common
culture’ (Williams 1961) as the basis of re-energised democracy and
more recent work on cultural citizenship,?® but also T. H. Marshall’s
classic model of citizenship (which is at the roots of both). Marshall’s
celebrated account is distinctive not just for its emphasis on complex
historical dynamics, but for its insistence on multiple dimensions - civil,
political and social. Citizenship, Marshall argues, acquired a cultural
dimension through ‘the great extension of the area of common culture
and common experience’ in the early 20th century (1992: 42). This
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notion of an overarching public space is in fact surprisingly resilient in
accounts of politics that emphasise ‘difference’.?’

We are sympathetic to such versions of ‘public connection’ in polit-
ical science and sociology as normative ideals, but sceptical about their
empirical applicability. There is a great danger of exaggerating the degree
of value consensus in complex societies (Mann 1970; Abercrombie et al.
1980). For that reason, we sharply distinguish ‘public connection’ from
any value consensus, while remaining open to the possibility that public
connection might under certain conditions lead to important shared
values emerging. Here Peter Dahlgren’s work, while still seeing a ‘shared
public culture’ as the ‘centre of gravity of politics’ (2001: 85), usefully
rethinks ‘civic culture’ in terms of a six-moment circuit of civic engage-
ment: values, affinity, knowledge, practices, identities and discussion
(Dahlgren 2003). This challenges not only Almond and Verba’'s model
but also the implication of the Habermasian public sphere that formal
public deliberation in itself is enough to ground effective democracy
(Dahlgren 2005). Public connection is not explicit in Dahlgren’s model
but it is clearly implied, and we return to it in Chapter 3.

There remain accounts of politics and political engagement where
‘public connection’ receives apparently no emphasis. Leaving aside
Foucauldian political sociology (Rose 1999; Isin 2002), where attention
is on how the possibility of political discourse is produced, potentially
more problematic are accounts of civic and political engagement that
bypass the cognitive and emotive dimensions of individuals’ public
orientation, and concentrate on citizens’ material incentives to act. Here
Pattie etal. (2004) summarise five different models of the factors that
support active citizenship. They distinguish broadly between ‘choice-
based’ and ‘structural-based’ models: the former split into ‘cognitive
engagement’ or ‘general incentives to act’ whereas structural theories
of citizenship can be divided into the ‘civic voluntarism’ model, the
‘equity-fairness’ model and the ‘social capital’ model. It is striking — and
apparently undermines the salience of both ‘public connection’ and
media consumption - that mediated attention only features explicitly
at two points in their survey: positively in the ‘cognitive engagement’
model, and negatively in the ‘social capital’ model. But the incom-
patibility with our approach is only apparent, since Pattie’s discussion
highlights the causal factors isolated by particular models of citizen-
ship; they are not concerned (as we are) with background, often latent,
assumptions. From the latter perspective, it is difficult to see how citizens
can assess the material benefits of becoming civically involved without
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an orientation to a public world by reference to which they make their
choices.

‘Public connection’, then, (whether explicitly emphasised or not) is a
key assumption in accounts of how democracy does, or should, work.
What makes investigating public connection urgent, however, is the
sense of writers and policymakers in many countries that democracy is
no longer working effectively.

Accounts of the crisis of democracy

These concerns have come in overlapping waves over many decades,
and each is relevant to the UK’s current situation.

The first wave of concern regarding the preconditions for effective
democracy related to the skills of citizens. An influential early argument
was that these could only develop through regular civic involvement;
Mill and Rousseau saw crucial links between voluntary association or
local community action and wider interest in politics (Pateman 1970),
a point developed further in the 20th century by John Dewey (1946)
among others. A version emerged in Almond and Verba’s (1963: 144)
‘capillary action’ model of democratic activism spreading from local to
national. Here what matters most for democratic engagement is the
learned practice of acting with others in public. On this account, the
threat to democracy comes from the decline of such practices, although
national differences in social norms of voluntary action are important
(Skocpol and Fiorina 1999). A variation of this argument emphasises
civic education. Many writers have identified ‘cultural’, particularly
educational, factors as essential preconditions for an engaged citizenry,
whether in republican and liberal accounts of ‘civic education’?® and
‘civic literacy’,?® or in T. H. Marshall’s historical model of citizenship
(1992: 34). The UK government’s recent introduction of citizenship
education into the national school curriculum is a practical application
of this argument.

Account must, however, be taken of a major counter-argument which
emphasises the social stratification of political culture. That education is
marked by social stratification is well established, and the consequences
for civic engagement have long been noted.*® Concern about social
segmentation of course goes much wider than debates about the work-
ings of politics,®! but the argument is that political culture at all levels is
stratified. Particularly powerful was Carole Pateman’s critique of Almond
and Verba’s civic culture research (1989: 76, 77): in the UK and the USA
the working class was, she argued, socially prepared for its ‘not very
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civic place’ in the democratic polity. Similarly, but in greater sociological
detail, David Croteau (1995: 103, 172) has analysed the lack of ‘cultural
context’ for working class people to be engaged in politics.>? The same
broad argument can be extended to other dimensions: age and gender,33
ethnicity,* and occupational status.?> A parallel argument can be made
for more specific areas, such as involvement in voluntary organisations
(Skocpol and Fiorina 1999: 499-504). Such arguments lead Michael delli
Carpini and Scott Keater (1996: 60) to ask, how democratic is US or
indeed any democratic society, and for whom? We hope to cast some
light on this question.

The concern with systematic exclusion from politics has generated
responses both theoretical and practical. Theoretically, communitari-
anism (Sandel 1982; Walzer 1983; Taylor 1989) rejects the Rawlsian
theory of justice in which the basic units of society are discrete, atom-
ised individuals and argues that preceding individual deliberative posi-
tions are the natural communities of which each of us is a member. In
policy-making, communitarianism has been associated in the UK most
strongly with the social inclusion agenda. We are, however, cautious
about any assumptions that there are natural ‘communities’ in contem-
porary Britain.

A second wave of concern at democratic decline that grows out of such
responses to the first centres on the question of ‘social capital’, brought
to prominence particularly by Robert Putnam’s work (Putnam 2000).
While there are many reference-points for ‘social capital’ (from family
and friends to membership of social groups to networks of acquaint-
ances), ‘the idea’ it has been claimed ‘at the core of the theory of
social capital is extremely simple: social networks matter’ (Putnam 2002:
6). Starting out from the general fabric of social interaction, as the
foundation of civic activity, Putnam is concerned with both the overall
decline in social trust and the uneven distribution of the resources
(social ‘capital’) that build on social trust, and the long-term implica-
tions of each for effective democracy. Putnam is specifically concerned
with the decline of formal associations, captured in his famous image
of ‘bowling alone’. In the late 1990s such arguments had considerable
resonance in USA, UK and other countries’ policy circles, and that influ-
ence has recently developed into a broader concern with measures that
will restore ‘respect’ within communities.3®

There have, however, been many fundamental critiques of Putnam’s
thesis. Ignoring disagreements as to whether social capital and civic
involvement have declined in particular countries such as the USA and
UK (Hall 2002; Wuthnow 2002), the most important criticisms for
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our purposes are: exaggerating the importance of formal associations
in social life generally (compared with other forms of organisation,
not least online networks),%” ignoring the disjunctures between volun-
tary activities and the actual space of politics,® and exaggerating the
importance of horizontal trust for political engagement.* In addition,
Putnam’s well-known isolation of high levels of television consumption
as negatively correlated with social capital and civic participation has
been heavily criticised (Norris 2000) for ignoring the positive correla-
tion between television consumption and public engagement for many
people (see Chapter 8).

Our own position, given this intense debate, is to look for the
social preconditions of declining engagement not just in the formal
associations whose reduction Putnam laments but more widely in
the organisation of everyday practice. Not only is the evidence for a
tight relationship between social trust, civic involvement and political
engagement increasingly ambiguous,*° but the contribution of mediated
networks and practices (including those online) needs to be investig-
ated. It is striking, for example, that the UK Electoral Commission’s
recent Audit of Political Engagement (2004a) suggests a split between
‘good causes [i.e. non-political] activism’ and propensity to vote: even
if social trust/ capital contributes to the former, it need not contribute
to the latter. A more helpful concept than ‘social capital’ for unlocking
the social preconditions of democratic engagement may be Etienne
Wenger’s (1998) ‘communities of practice’. For, as Wenger argues, it
is ‘communities of practice’ that provide the ‘social configurations in
which our enterprises are defined as worth pursuing and our participa-
tion is recognisable as competence’ (1998: 5, added emphases). Whatever
our levels of interpersonal trust and social capital, we need access to
communities of practice which specifically make sense of citizenship as
something individuals can and should do. Whether UK citizens have
such access is an open question.

A third wave of concern about democracy’s future focuses not on indi-
viduals’ skill or resources, but on the features of public discourse that
undermine it as a shared space of debate. This is the other side of the
‘common culture’ argument. A recent argument is that the Internet is
leading to the fragmentation of publics (Gitlin 1998; Sunstein 2001).
This is not a new debate, since John Dewey (1946) had feared the
consequences of ‘too much public’ leading to the impossibility of any
‘public’ identifying itself as such, but it is intensified by the increasing
specialisation of political discourse itself (Mayhew 1997; Blumler
and Kavanagh 1999; Bennett and Manheim 2006). The argument is
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as much about the separation of each of us from each other, as about the
separation of political elites from ordinary citizens. What if the world
of online consumption means that increasingly ‘individuals. .. [will]
actually feel better about knowing less and less about the world around
them’ (Gandy 2002: 452)? The only answer, we propose, is to invest-
igate how and to what extent people remain oriented to a public world
through media.

Any such study must, however, take account of broader sociolo-
gical analyses of democratic decline. One foregrounds overlapping
factors within the nation-state which have undermined any coherent
model for citizenship (Walzer 1974: 605-6). Sociologists and historians
have long acknowledged that citizenship is multi-causal and geograph-
ically specific (Tilly 1997); T. H. Marshall’s model of the develop-
ment of citizenship in Britain was similarly complex. The relevance
of Marshall’s model is however threatened by the fears of a growing
gulf between public and private spheres, between civic commitment
and consumerism, indeed a collapse of ‘the social’ itself (Bauman 1999;
Touraine 2000). Two detailed accounts, one by a political scientist and
one by a sociologist, of the complex intersections between work and
leisure, public and private practices, are important here. Lance Bennett
(Bennett 1998: 755) in an essay on the ‘uncivic culture’ suggests that
people’s psychological investments and values have over time been
reorientated away from central political and economic institutions to
local and personal projects, for a variety of reasons including increased
economic and labour market instability.*! The sociologist Bryan Turner,
by contrast, traces ‘the erosion of citizenship’ to the marginalization of
workers from decision-making through changes in education, ration-
alisation of the voluntary sector and many other factors; as a result,
Marshall’s model of citizenship has become a ‘thin’ model instead of a
‘thick’ one (Turner 2001: 203). Leaving aside Turner’s simplistic blaming
of a ‘passive world of television’ (2001: 203), his suggestion that the
matrix of linked practices which make citizenship meaningful has unrav-
elled is powerful. Thomas Janoski expresses a similar point: ‘citizen-
ship presumes some determinate community or civil society with some
connections and networks between people and groups, and some norms
and values that provide meaning to their lives’ (1998: 24). So where is
that ‘determinate community’ now?

At this point, a final wave of concern intervenes, arguing that global-
isation has seen the supersession by transnational flows of the ‘mythic
compact’ of nation-state-focussed politics (Miller 2002). Some argue
that the very concept of ‘citizenship’ (implying a bounded national
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territory) should be replaced by a transnational notion of ‘denizen-
ship’ (Soysal 1994),%? or that globalization has outmoded the national
arena for citizenship (Roche 2002). More plausibly and less drastically,
Saskia Sassen insists upon the ‘partial embedding of global in national’
(Sassen 2002); this transforms our practical understanding of ‘citizen-
ship’ and replaces an older ‘bounded’ notion of politics with an ‘infinite’
model of politics operating across and without regard to national bound-
aries (Dahlgren 2005: 154).#3 The local, however, remains important
(Cammaerts and Van Audenhove 2005), creating a new risk that a global
civil society will increasingly move out of reach of people’s lifeworlds.*
The point, as ever, is that we should not assume theory is the best
vantage-point from which to predict how these contradictions are exper-
ienced in practice: we need detailed evidence from people’ reflections
on their daily lives.

Finally, against these concerns at the decline of democracy, we must
register an important counter-argument. What if, instead of declining,
political orientation is simply taking new, more dispersed forms? Russell
Dalton (Dalton 2000; Dalton and Wattenberg 2003) has sought to
test empirically current diagnoses of disengagement, rejecting both the
traditional idealised view of the democratic citizen and the ‘realist’
conception of the ‘deferential’ voter in traditional political science of
the 1950s. Against this, Dalton argues that changes to social structures
encourage political participation — albeit not in the form of traditional
electoral politics.*® He argues for an increase in community activism and
participation in referenda, concluding that contemporary western soci-
eties are characterised not by disengagement but transformations in the
reference-points of public practice, towards life-style-oriented issues.*
Is it here that a new ‘determinate community’ is emerging?

The current UK and international context

The debate remains unresolved. As Pharr Putnam and Dalton put it in
a review of the international evidence, while there is ‘no evidence of
declining commitment to the principle of democratic government. . . by
almost any measure political alienation [from electoral systems] soared
over the last three decades’ (2000: 7, 9). A recent international Gallup/
World Service survey (BBC Press Office 2005) is equally bleak, suggesting
that only in Scandinavia and South Africa do a majority of citizens
believe their country is run by the will of the people.

In the UK concerns have until recently been targeted on the young,
and with good reason. After a significant decline in young people voting
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in the 2001 general election (Hansard Society 2001), various research
has confirmed that young people’s interest in the political process is
low.#” In the 2005 UK general election only 37 per cent of 18-24 year
olds and 48 per cent of 25-34 year olds voted (Electoral Commission
2005b). While below-50 per cent turnout among the under 24s is not
unique to the UK,*® the ‘generation gap’ in voting propensity appears
particularly wide in the UK (and also Japan).** More recently, concerns
have been registered about other groups: less than 50 per cent of Class
C2Ds currently consider themselves certain to vote (Electoral Commis-
sion 2006: 15), confirming earlier concerns that political disengagement
is crucially linked to deprivation,>® while less than 47 per cent of ethnic
minorities voted in the 2005 election.’!

There is however a broader problem here, not limited to one popu-
lation sector. The BBC (2002: 22) has voiced concern about ‘political
disconnection’ amongst the whole UK population, while one online
survey reported that 72 per cent of UK citizens felt ‘disconnected’
from their political representatives (Coleman 2005). Not surprisingly the
problem of ‘disconnection’ is now regularly noted in the literature,>?
and concern about voter disengagement was registered by both journ-
alist commentators and leading politicians during the 2005 election.?
But the issue of disconnection is complex, as the example of young
people shows: disinclination to vote may be distinct from unwillingness
to follow politics through media or disinterest in political issues,** while
some researchers point to considerable civic activism among the young
alongside their disenchantment from the formal political system.>> Nor
do such disconnections occur in a vacuum: for the national press, it
appears, reduced the priority it gave to election news in 2005, while
media’s established practice rarely represents ‘ordinary’ citizens as active
agents in political deliberation.>®

The problem of democratic engagement rightly therefore exercises
governments and policymakers, but ways forward are anything but
clear. One possibility is restoring the electorate’s trust in politicians and
the political process, and here hopes are sometimes invested in new
technological possibilities (blogging and the mobile phone, or more
broadly online interactivity).>” UK e-government initiatives play back
the language of ‘connection’ (for example the ‘Government connect
project’ or the direct.gov.uk site), but it is unclear whether they make
any difference: according to one recent survey, only 3 per cent and
5 per cent of Internet users (not the general population) email their MP
or councillor.® Even at its boldest, the New Labour government’s vision
of an e-democracy acknowledged that ‘the notion of a formal space
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on the web where any one can initiate policy ideas, contribute evid-
ence or debate with others is a long way off’.>® While the BBC’s Action
Network has tried to facilitate online engagement in civic and political
activism, its success is still unclear. Nor have experiments in e-voting
clearly solved disengagement problems, and they are beset with their
own difficulties.

Indeed there is an increasing momentum behind the view that the
problem of democratic engagement is not amenable to a ‘quick fix’.
Some critics have suggested that it is government trust in voters as much
as voters’ trust in government that needs to be boosted,®® while The
Power Report (Power 2006) moves away from the Putnamesque idea that
the problem is a decline in voluntary association membership, towards
a more disturbing conclusion: that civic engagement remains healthy in
Britain, but those who are civically engaged remain nonetheless disen-
gaged from, indeed despairing of, Britain’s political process. We return
to these concerns later.

There are important comparative issues here. In our conclusion we
note parallels between our research and research from Europe and the
USA. But the problem of disengagement affects each country from very
different historical starting-points. What are the distinctive features of
the British situation?

First, Britain is broadly an elitist, not a participative, democracy:

in which citizens have traditionally thought of themselves as
‘subjects’. In such a context, it may seem natural [for citizens] to place
a strong emphasis on civility and the preservation of community
norms while downplaying the importance of those political duties
which involve considerable political participation. (Conover etal.
1991: 814)

In Britain the link between citizen engagement and government action
has usually, not exceptionally, been problematic, and the agenda of
‘community norms’ cannot, automatically, be assumed to encourage
‘naturally’ an agenda of political participation or engagement. Trust in
political institutions in Britain has been low for a long time,®! which
makes less surprising our finding (Chapter 8) that levels of political trust
contribute little to the explanation of political engagement or public
connection. This also helps us understand how the increase in cent-
ralising pressures on UK local government over the past three decades
(Mulgan 2006) has generated relatively little protest, even as it has
reduced opportunities for local civic activism. Over the longer-term still,
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the character of Britain as an ‘elitist’ democracy must be linked to the
relative weakness in Britain (compared, say, with the USA) of religious
or other civil society institutions as independent political actors. This,
we must remember, is the historical context that shapes whether exper-
iments in encouraging citizen involvement, online political innova-
tions (Moveon.org)®? or global civil society movements (Indymedia) will
become integrated into political and civic culture in Britain. Certainly
people’s political engagements may go beyond the national framework
with all its limitations,®® but the national setting may still be a major
constraining force.

It is in any case vital to contextualise our study of mediated public
connection in the space of action-opportunities available to citizens; this
is the material context in which (mediated) public connection has
meaning, if at all. For people’s orientation to a world beyond the private
to matter, it must have some link with practice:%* a democracy of citizens
must be based on more than ‘myth’ (Eder 2001). But, as with the notion
of ‘the public’, we need to be as open as possible on where, and in what
specific forms, those action-opportunities may occur. In this context, we
will think of civil society both as including the space of media (Cohen
1999) and allowing for a broader range of ‘communities of practice’ than
the formal associations with which Putnam was principally concerned.
It is crucial also to consider to what extent this space of action is acknow-
ledged as legitimate (or not) by government. Since citizenship is oriented
ultimately towards what governments do, citizens’ commitments must
be recognised by governments or in a struggle with governments (Young
2000: 189-90): otherwise citizenship is indeed based on ‘myth’.

Finally, in thinking about Britain’s distinctive context, we need to
remember the complexity of the UK’s media audience. Britain, of course,
has a distinctive media history: long established public broadcasting,
an even longer established newspaper market, with the relatively slow
introduction of high-speed, unlimited-access domestic online use (no
free local dial-up as in the USA or heavy investment in broadband
installation as in South Korea). These distinctive conditions are shaping
Britain’s entry to the digital media age. Perhaps broadband will change
everything as a connected majority®® start to link together in unex-
pected ways! But even here we need to note the established evidence
from the USA that broadband internet users differ by being less, not
more, concerned about solidarity with other users (Pew 2002).

In any case, technological change is not the only factor, since history,
in the sedimented form of habits of news consumption, remains vital in
shaping how change occurs: so the older habit, for example, of watching
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TV news bulletins at a fixed time and having a newspaper delivered to
one’s door is not trivial, even if it is destined to decline, even disappear,
in the long-term. It is worth remembering that the third term in Albert
Hirschman’s famous dialectic of ‘exit’ and ‘voice’ was ‘loyalty’: loyalty
which ‘holds exit at bay and activates voice. . . [so serving] the socially
useful purpose of preventing deterioration from becoming cumulative,
as it so often does when there is no barrier to exit’ (1969: 78-9). Loyalty,
or ‘habit’ — and its social stratifications — will be a major factor in later
chapters.

Conclusion

We have established so far that the notion of public connection under-
lies most political science and political theory, but a complex set of social
changes require that we no longer take it as a given. In Chapter 2 we
examine what media consumption contributes both to the assumption
of public connection and its reality.
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