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Preface 
The fate of democracy is both a longstanding 
global preoccupation and an urgent contemporary 
concern. Invocations of the importance of 
democracy have never been more prevalent, 
yet the foundations of all democracies, both 
established and emerging, are increasingly fragile 
and contested. Dalhousie University’s Stanfield 
Conversations focus on critical challenges 
to democracy and imaginative and inspiring 
responses to them.
 
The Stanfield Conversations series builds on the 
legacy of Rt. Hon. Robert L. Stanfield, former 
Premier of Nova Scotia, and leader of the federal 
Progressive Conservative Party. One of the unsung 
builders of contemporary Canada, Stanfield’s 
career was shaped by core commitments to 
democratic values, cooperative governance, and 
inclusive and ethical international relations.
 
The Conversations aim to tackle subjects of 
national and international importance, drawing 
on world-class thinkers and practitioners of 
democracy. Our objective is to make Halifax 
and Dalhousie a leading venue for discussion 
and debate on the challenges of, and prospects 

for, democracy today, beginning with this year’s 
inaugural event. The perspectives brought to bear 
by the 2021 speakers, Professors Charles Taylor 
and Simone Chambers, lay a foundation for future 
Conversations with their consideration of how, 
and how much, democratic politics are in crisis, 
especially in Canada and the United States, and 
what some of the most promising approaches to 
renewing them could be.
 
The series is supported by an Advisory Council of 
respected Canadians, including many prominent 
practitioners and scholars of democratic politics. 
It is led by co-chairs the Rt. Hon. Joe Clark and 
the Hon. Anne McLellan (former Prime Minister 
and Deputy Prime Minister respectively). We are 
grateful to the outstanding team of Dalhousie 
university members who form the organizing 
committee, supported by the President’s office, 
the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, and the 
Department of Political Science. We also gratefully 
acknowledge the partnership and support of CBC-
Nova Scotia.

.
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Stanfield and his Legacy  
Robert L. Stanfield was one of Canada’s most 
distinguished and respected statesmen. His career 
and legacy are defined by his integrity, intelligence 
and openness to other’s opinions, earning him the 
reputation of a “non-politician politician.”

As leader of the provincial Progressive Conservative 
party, Stanfield served as Premier of Nova Scotia 
for 11 years. During his time in office, he was 
credited with modernizing the province’s approach 
to education and healthcare delivery. In 1967, 
he became leader of the federal Progressive 
Conservatives, proving himself a worthy opponent 
to Pierre Elliot Trudeau’s Liberal government until he 
resigned in 1976. His commitment to Canadian unity, 
the health of the federation and official bilingualism 
was unfailing.

Throughout his political career Stanfield was known 
for having a balanced perspective, understanding 
the importance of both human development and 
economic growth. Stanfield also had the distinctive 
quality of allowing his principles and values to guide 
his political decisions. He was committed to doing 
what he thought was right or good for the country (or 
province) rather than what was popular or would win 
elections – a rare quality in politics.

It was with this legacy in mind that Dalhousie 
University’s Stanfield Conversations: Talking 
Democracy series was born. The first Conversation 
took place Thursday, September 23, 2021 
and featured Professor Charles Taylor, an 
internationally celebrated Canadian political 
philosopher whose wide-ranging work has 
bridged philosophical theory and political action, 
and Professor Simone Chambers, a leading 
international specialist in democracy studies and 
political theory, current Chair of the Department 
of Political Science at the University of California 
Irvine – and, as it happens, Taylor’s niece. In her 
opening remarks, Chambers noted that Robert 
Stanfield was a great friend of her father, Egan 
Chambers. She spoke of her father’s admiration of 
Stanfield, indicating that he viewed Mr. Stanfield 
as not just a great politician, but a great person, 
and he thought that Mr. Stanfield would have 
been transformative for Canada if he had been 
prime minister. The panel was moderated by 
Vassy Kapelos, host of the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation’s (CBC’s) Power and Politics and a 
proud Dalhousie graduate.
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Conversation Participant Bios

 
Charles Margrave Taylor CC GOQ FBA FRSC is an internationally celebrated 
Canadian philosopher, and Professor Emeritus at McGill University. Taylor’s work 
bridges the gap between philosophical theory and political action. His writings 
have been translated into more than 20 languages, and have covered a range 
of subjects including multiculturalism, modernity, humanity, morality, artificial 
intelligence, language, social behaviour and Canadian politics. This remarkable 
body of work has earned him the prestigious Kyoto Prize, the Templeton Prize, 
the Berggruen Prize for Philosophy, and the John W. Kluge Prize, in addition to 
widespread esteem among philosophers. 

 
Simone Chambers is Professor and Chair of the Department of Political 
Science at the University of California Irvine. A political philosopher who 
specializes in democracy studies, Chambers has written extensively on numerous 
topics, including Canadian constitutional politics, deliberative democracy, 
public reason, referendums, the digital public sphere, rhetoric, and civility. Her 
current research focuses on the crisis of democracy with special attention to 
the challenges posed by the digital public sphere to political communication 
and information. Her forthcoming book, The State of Contemporary Democratic 
Theory, is a critical survey of the ways political philosophy is addressing the 
democratic crises of our times.

Vassy Kapelos is the host of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’s Power 
& Politics, based in Ottawa. Prior to working at CBC, she was Ottawa bureau 
chief and host of The West Block on Global News. While covering federal politics, 
Kapelos has interviewed everyone from Prime Minister Justin Trudeau to NATO 
Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg. She’s covered and anchored multiple 
elections - both federal and provincial. Kapelos has also reported on stories and 
events all over the world, from places like Rio de Janeiro, Iraq, South Korea and 
Japan, and reported on breaking news across Canada, including the fire in Slave 
Lake, floods in Manitoba and the shooting on Parliament Hill.
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What is democracy?  
Is it in crisis?

Vassy Kapelos began the Conversation by 
inviting both Professor Chambers and Professor 
Taylor to share some opening thoughts on the 
nature of democracy, on whether it is in crisis, 
and if so why this is  
the case. 

Simone Chambers started by noting that there 
are many different definitions of democracy, 
the meaning of which is often the subject of 
considerable disagreement and contestation. 
She therefore suggested beginning with what 
she called the ‘the question of democracy’: 
“how do people who are fundamentally equal - in 
the sense of having an equal status and equal 
stake and equal right to rule - organize, regulate, 
and coordinate their life together as equals?” 
In addressing this, context matters. As a result, 
the question of how equals can really coordinate 
their lives together has many different kinds 
of answers. It would be surprising if there was 
only one definition that could really capture the 
complexities of democratic life. 

For Chambers, the answers range from a 
minimalist view understood simply as free and 
fair elections, to a maximalist view that thinks 
of democracy as not just the equal right to vote, 
but of a society in which equality is more broadly 
instantiated. What is really interesting now, at the 
beginning of the 21st century, is that although 
there’s no agreement about what democracy is, 

there does seem to be a kind of consensus that 
it’s in trouble. To unpack this, Chambers suggested 
turning to the way journalists, ordinary citizens, but 
also political scientists, articulate these concerns, 
by focusing on four sources of potential crisis.

The first-dimension concerns ‘democratic 
backsliding’ with institutions. What we are seeing 
today, across all sorts of democracies, is an 
erosion of some core institutions: equal 
voting rights, the equal opportunity to run for 
office, and basic freedom of speech, freedom of 
the press and freedom of association. In the case 
of voting we see voting levels going down – and 
more worrisome, it’s becoming harder to vote in 
many places rather than easier to vote. We see in 
the case of the equal opportunity to run for office 
that there is an increasingly skewed candidacy 
selection process: people who are in power or 
have money, enjoy a significant advantage in 
running for office. Finally, in some democracies, 
we have witnessed a serious erosion of freedom of 
the press, freedom of association and free speech. 
Sometimes this is done by weakening the courts, 
that is, of institutions that protect free speech; in 
other cases, by public rhetoric which vilifies critical 
journalism, and which talks about opposition 
voices as being against the people. 

The second dimension has to do with attitudes 
or subjective perceptions, that is citizens’ 
attitudes, beliefs and sense of trust. Although, 
as Amartya Sen once said, democracy comes 
closest to a universal value across the globe, it 
seems that more and more people are worried 
that their actual democracies cannot live up to 
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ability. It’s that we now have such a high degree 
of ‘information pollution’ in the form of 
misinformation, disinformation, mal-information, 
propaganda, and manipulation. This has really 
come to a crisis level, many people think, where 
citizens are being relied on to make judgments, 
but they do not have access to fundamental 
facts. Despite these challenges, Chambers’ 
noted that there were reasons for optimism, 
emphasizing that there are promising innovations 
to address some of these problems and to 
support new ways for citizens to participate.

Charles Taylor noted that he was slightly more 
pessimistic than Chambers in his assessment 
of what he called the ‘malaise of democracy’ 
today. According to Taylor, for a lot people the 
current democratic system is terribly opaque. 
Individuals may feel that they have a problem – 
that they’d like to have a better job, or be able to 
give their children a better education – but that 
the system isn’t producing this, and it’s not clear 
how to intervene to create concrete change. 

He compared today with, for example, the period 
right after the Second World War. He pointed to 
the prior consensus – across the party system 
– that we, as a society, ought to have a better 
life than we had in the 1930s. This was the 
moment in which the western welfare states that 
we live in today were set up, and, at least in that 
context, citizens lived in societies with nearly 
full employment and confronted a system of 
parties, left and right, where there seemed to be 
the possibility of shaping political outcomes by 
voting. 

the aspiration of democracy. As a result, we see 
dropping levels of trust and confidence in 
institutions and in democratic representatives, 
and a growing sense that they are out of touch 
or unresponsive. At the subjective level—when 
citizens don’t trust institutions and feel uncertain 
about democracy— this is a significant sign of 
weakness and decline.

The third dimension, connected to the second, 
could be called an ‘output’ crisis. This is the 
problem that democracies are—for various 
reasons—unable to pursue the policies or 
realize the kinds of outcomes that can address 
the most serious problems of the 21st century, 
such as climate change, pandemics, or social 
equity. Here some argue that democracies are 
struggling because of their dependence on 
short-term election cycles, which means they 
really can’t come up with effective policies that 
are long-term. This concern with the problem of 
outputs can lead in a lot of different directions, 
from insisting on takings questions out of the 
hands of citizens and putting them into the 
hands of scientists, technocrats and experts, to 
a more populist turn that views democracy as too 
slow and messy to deliver on change. 

The fourth dimension focuses on ‘inputs’ 
and has to do with citizen competence. Since 
Plato, people have been worried that citizens 
really aren’t up to the job of ruling themselves; 
that they don’t have the knowledge and the 
intelligence. In the 21st century, we see a twist 
to that older argument. It’s not so much the 
claim that citizens don’t have the cognitive 
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What’s really interesting right now at the 
beginning of the twenty first century, 
although there’s no agreement about 
what democracy is, there does seem 
to be a kind of consensus that it’s in 
trouble.

(Simone Chambers)

At the moment, a lot of people feel,  
‘what can I do’? The situation of many, 
many, people in Western democracies 
today, working class people, for instance, 
is much worse... Their work is precarious, 
it’s uncertain, it’s part time. In a lot  
of cases, the welfare state is being  
eaten away, the public sector is being 
eaten away.

(Charles Taylor)
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At present, a lot of people feel much less sure of 
what they can do. The situation of many, many 
people in Western democracies today, working 
class people, for instance, is much worse. 
They don’t have the kind of lifetime jobs or if 
they do, their children aren’t getting the same 
kind of lifetime jobs with benefits. Their work is 
precarious, it’s uncertain, it’s part time. In many 
cases, the welfare state is being significantly 
eroded; the public sector is being eaten away. 

For Taylor, this broader context is one of the 
reasons why we don’t have a clear sense of 
knowing what to do, or even knowing who to vote 
for to rectify a situation. Our political system has 
slid towards a certain set of agreed-to ‘fictions’ 
that really hide the possible levers of change. 
Today there is a tremendous belief or faith in what 
is sometimes called ‘neo-liberalism’—with this 
entailing an exaggerated faith in markets, that 
somehow markets will make everything work out, 
including distribution. Alongside this we have had 
another—in itself, arguably positive—development, 
often captured by the idea of globalization. 
However, the combination of globalization and 
neoliberalism has meant that the ravages of 
globalization in a lot of advanced economies—
for instance, the loss of jobs—is considered 
as something almost like a law of nature. The 
outcome of this combination of globalization and 
an undue faith in markets has meant a harsh 
bargain: people get enticed to give in to ‘market 
imperatives’ to keep their jobs in their country, 
alongside demands to lower taxes and worsen 
labour protections. As a result, according to Taylor, 
we have a situation in which people feel helpless 
to address very crucial problems for them. This is 
one of the conditions which makes it possible to 
have the kind of ravages that we see today, which 
we sometimes describe with the word populism. 

Taylor also pointed to another set of factors 
that might be summed up in terms of a rising 
politics of exclusion in established liberal 
democratic states. He noted that an important 
feature of democracies since the Second World 
War has been that they have begun to tackle 
profoundly terrible differences in social privilege, 
in which dominant groups have both asserted 
and structurally benefited from entrenched social 
hierarchies. Here Taylor invoked the examples of 
gender inequality and racism toward persons of 
color from either African or East Asian heritage; 
he also pointed toward various forms of racism 
directed against Indigenous peoples in Canada, 
or, in the case of European countries, such as 
England and France, toward racialized minorities. 
There’s been a pushback against these forms 
of exclusion and marginalization, a real struggle 
to address injustices and inequities in many of 
these domains. Here he drew attention to the 
important efforts of social movements, such as 
the work of feminists up through the activism 
of Black Lives Matter, examples that could be 
framed through the prism of Taylor’s earlier work 
on the ‘politics of recognition’. 

At the same time, he noted that these efforts to 
create a more just and equal society have also 
created a reaction among large segments of the 
population, including many people that ought to 
be allied with those pushing for social change, 
in order to get their real problems solved. This 
reactionary turn has opened the path to what 
we think of as populism, or more specifically, 
right-wing populism. Here Taylor pointed to the 
example of the United States under former 
President Trump, who capitalized on resentment 
to blame various forms of economic insecurity on 
‘outsiders’ purportedly favored by liberal elites. 
Although this proved a useless methodology 
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to solve any actual problems, this ideology of 
resentment still became tremendously believable 
to many people. 

Taylor also pointed to the case of France, 
noting that current developments represented 
a troubling reversal of earlier trends. Towards 
the end of the 20th century there was a lot of 
openness and support for integration in France; 
there was this great movement—epitomized by 
the popular slogan “Touche pas à mon pote” 
or, “Don’t touch my friend”— opposing racism 
against those of North Africa and Africa decent. 
Then, however, things began to switch in the 
other direction. This took the form of legislation 
against wearing hijabs in school. Concurrently 
there was a hardening of the idea that French 
culture is in danger from these ‘outsiders’ – a 
trend which, incidentally, had a spillover effect 
in Quebec, which has proved a very negative 
development. Generally speaking, we can see 
parallels in contemporary Germany, with the 
growing movement towards suspicion and fear of 
immigrants or other ‘outsiders’.  

Taylor suggested that the opacity or uncertainty 
about where the ‘levers of change’ are that 
he pointed to earlier appears connected with 
the contemporary slide towards a belief in 
‘mythical levers’ which involve rejecting or 
excluding ‘others’ who should be natural allies in 
transforming our societies.
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When your citizens really don’t trust 
the institutions and are really feeling 
very uncertain about democracy, this 
is a significant sign of weakness and 
decline. 

(Simone Chambers)
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What are the major 
contemporary challenges  
to democratic politics?

Before discussing some of the most pressing 
challenges to contemporary democratic politics, 
Chambers offered two methodological notes 
of caution. The first relates to the importance 
of thinking comparatively about the state of 
democracy. Democracies around the world 
undoubtedly share a number of common 
elements and features. This is why at least  
the minimalist definition offered earlier is 
important, as it provides a common starting 
point. However, democracies also differ, 
sometimes profoundly, in their history, level of 
public support, and the challenges they face. 
Indeed, Chambers noted that many of the 
“pathologies of contemporary democracy”  
are worse in some countries than others. 

Some democracies are witnessing a severe 
decline of the public sphere while others are 
seeing public engagement thriving; some 
are experiencing a greater centralization of 
power while others are adopting methods 
that encourage grassroots participation and 
engagement; and some countries are feeling 
the consequences of affective polarization far 
more than others. What’s more, the different 
dimensions are not always interconnected, 
meaning that a particular country may “do 
better” on one metric than another. In the 
end, Chambers stressed that the democratic 
experience is not universal and as a result we 
need to look at these issues in comparison. 

The second, and related, cautionary note concerns 
the United States. While comparison is important, 
as it can reveal crucially important similarities and 
differences across democracies, case selection 
is also important. Although the United States is a 
very old, diverse, and large democracy, Chambers 
warned against using it as the baseline for 
comparison. As she put it, “we should not take the 
United States as the index case for democracy.” 
In arguing against using the United States as a 
“universal template for democracy and crisis”, 
Chambers suggested that the US “is having some 
of the worst pathological crises of democracy” and 
that “places like Europe, Canada, and Australia do 
not have the same pathologies.” 

Bearing these cautionary notes in mind, Taylor 
and Chambers moved on to a discussion of some 
of the most pressing contemporary challenges 
that democratic states are facing. Beyond the 
growing concern over populism, these included the 
increasing polarization, recent attempts to 
redefine democracy by lowering the standards 
of what it means to be a democratic regime, 
and the prevalence of fake news and online 
manipulation. 

Taylor and Chambers agreed that an important 
contemporary threat to democracy is increasing 
levels of animosity towards “others”. Chambers 
argued that partisanship, which is a psychological 
bond or attachment to a specific political party, 
can be a good thing for democratic politics. 
Partisanship helps connect citizens to their 
political institutions, and can help solidify 
differences between parties, which can in 
turn encourage debate and public discourse. 
“Partisanship can be a really great engine for 
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There are some elite actors who  
really are interested in wrecking  
the public sphere and using digital 
media to do it.

(Simone Chambers)
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programs and competition and good debate,” 
she noted. Polarization, especially affective 
polarization, differs from partisanship insofar 
as it is less about substantive differences 
between parties. Here the growing divide 
between partisans is deeply personal – citizens 
have increasingly negative views about the 
opposing side, even in the absence of any 
ideological shifts or policy changes. Taylor 
used the COVID-19 pandemic and debates 
surrounding public health guidelines (notably 
mask mandates) as a clear illustration of 
growing polarization. Worse than polarization, 
Chambers and Taylor suggest, is radicalization. 
When radicalization occurs, citizens, parties, 
and political elites are willing to break the rules, 
eschew longstanding political norms, and lie 
and cheat in order to ensure that the other side 
doesn’t come to power. The “other side” isn’t 
simply wrong, they are viewed as trying to destroy 
the country, and as a result emphasis gets 
placed on winning at any cost. Radicalization 
can undermine democracy by weakening core 
political institutions, challenging well-established 
norms, and eroding public trust and confidence. 

A second challenge identified by both speakers 
is the move by many regimes around the world to 
redefine democracy in a narrower fashion. 
Chambers suggests that “these regimes are 
giving democracy a bad name because they 
actually do want to claim to be democracies, 
and so they’re very interested in redefining 
democracy as (if) it’s simply the fact that they 
have a majoritarian mandate.” While they may 
meet a minimalist version of democracy insofar 
as they hold elections, they simultaneously 
centralize power, strengthen the executive, 
weaken checks and balances like the judiciary, 
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and squash opposition in the public sphere by 
attacking the press and limiting free and fair 
debate. Chambers argued that it is essential 
that we push back and not call them “illiberal 
democracies” because such a moniker simply 
feeds right into their narrative: “They say, yeah, 
you know, there are liberal democracies and 
there are other kinds of democracies, and we 
want to be this [other] kind of democracy. But 
it’s not just that they’re illiberal. They actually 
are distorting what a democracy is because they 
have narrowed it purely down to a majority and 
mandate.” For Chambers and Taylor it remains 
imperative to identify authoritarian and anti-
democratic trends for what they are,  insisting on 
the reality that democracy is more than merely 
the formal holding of periodic elections and the 
need to call out democratic ‘backsliding’ when it 
begins to emerge. 

Relatedly, both Taylor and Chambers agreed 
that democracies often struggle to adequately 
address the big questions of our time. 
Pressing issues like climate change, or other 
public policy questions that require long-term 
planning and commitments, are often difficult 
for democracies to tackle. The reasons for this 
are numerous and include factors such as the 
short-sightedness of elected politicians who 
are seeking re-election, and the fact that new 
governments can quickly change course on a 
particular policy. Taylor suggested that failure 
on crucial policy areas provides fuel for illiberal 
and authoritarian regimes that claim less debate 
and more hierarchy is what is needed. As Taylor 
put it, “you’ve got the voice of China saying, we 
told you so, that kind of system [democracy] is 
such a mess, you need strong central control… 
if you want to solve your problems, don’t go that 
direction”. This in turn puts further stress on 
democratic institutions, which can be perceived 
as unresponsive or simply incapable of taking 
up important challenges that require both an 
immediate and consistently sustained policy 
response to be effectively addressed. 

Finally, both Chambers and Taylor raised 
concerns about fake news and online 
manipulation. In fact, Chambers stressed 
that the “biggest threat we have to democracy 
right now is a threat to information and access 
to information, just facts, facts upon which 
people can make their decisions and develop 
their judgments and their opinions and their 
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We should not take the United States 
as the index case for democracy.

(Simone Chambers)
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[On environmental sustainability] 
Democracy has to rise to the occasion... 
It’s very, very hard because you’re 
talking about what the world is going  
to be like in 20 years and you’re 
interested in what the world’s going to 
be like the day after the election. But I 
think we have got to the point .... where 
we are capable of overcoming this 
tremendous reluctance of democracies 
with their short termism to address 
these problems.

(Charles Taylor) 
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preferences.” Taylor noted that while this is a 
problem across the political spectrum, it is more 
concentrated on the right. Despite the concerns 
about fake news, conspiracy theories, and the 
like, both Chambers and Taylor were somewhat 
hopeful. Chambers, for instance, noted that 
social media and digital communication is 
relatively new, and it is only in the past five years 
that we have seriously considered digital threats 
to democracy. Moreover, she argued that while 
the main platforms (Facebook, Twitter, Google, 
etc.) aren’t necessarily interested in maintaining 
and encouraging democracy, they aren’t 
interested in destroying it either. The real concern 
is elite manipulation: “There are some elite 
actors who really are interested in wrecking the 
public sphere and using digital media to do it.” It 
is quite telling that the spread of fake news was 
significantly reduced following Twitter suspending 
Donald Trump’s account. 

Both Taylor and Chambers offered potential 
solutions. For Chambers, this included greater 
education efforts, specifically digital literacy. 
Taylor, by contrast, stressed the need for 
objective fact-finding efforts. 
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What can, or should,  
be done?
Along with their measured views on the nature 
and depth of the challenges facing contemporary 
democracies, both Chambers and Taylor 
saw important possibilities for reinvigorating 
democracy. These range from contextual, to 
institutional, to substantive, and from the 
everyday practices of citizen engagement, to 
more formal institutional reforms, and finally 
to new “rallying alliances” to address critical 
collective challenges and overcome the inherent 
“short-termism” of democratic politics. 

On citizen engagement and reinvigorating 
the public sphere, Chambers stressed that 
the threshold for, and forms of meaningful 
participation are diverse. “I don’t really have 
a very high bar of citizen expectation because 
if you want all your citizens to be incredibly 
knowledgeable and to be active you’re always 
going to be disappointed,” she noted. “I’m 
interested in exploring what the floor is. For me, 
the floor really is information:  citizens have 
interests, and they have preferences, and they 
articulate those in their votes, but they have to 
base those on judgments on solid information.” 
This is closely connected to efforts to address 
the threat of mis- and disinformation (fake news) 
in the new media landscape. She stressed the 
vital importance of enhanced digital literacy 
to enable discerning consumption of digital 
information and informed participation in the 
public sphere. “We are not putting the genie 
back in the bottle. We are going to be getting 

our information more and more in the digital 
ecosystem.” And while this is an important 
challenge, it is not an insurmountable one. 
Chambers emphasized that the “digital age” is 
historically very young (roughly 12 years old), 
and that while its dangers are escalating, so 
too are promising regulatory efforts to ensure 
a level of soundness and responsibility in 
the information it disseminates. Taylor too 
underscored the “absolutely crucial” role of 
open debate and discussion, and the need to 
enhance the “quality of deliberation,” especially 
as it pertains to critical issues. This must extend 
beyond debate within small groups, as seen in 
today’s quasi-democracies teetering on the brink 
of authoritarianism, to “spill out into the public 
sphere” at large.

In terms of institutional reforms to 
support greater citizen engagement and an 
invigorated public sphere, both Taylor and 
Chambers supported the familiar but (in 
Canada) still unfulfilled promise of proportional 
representation, with Taylor expressing a 
preference for the German combination of 
territorial and proportional representation, and 
touting the advantages of the coalitions that 
would become the norm. In addition, however, 
Chambers emphasized the potential value of 
Citizens Assemblies. She noted that among 
scholars of democratic theory, Canada is “very 
famous for” these innovative bodies, which 
were pioneered in British Columbia but are 
now taking off world-wide. Interestingly, the 
BC Citizens Assembly was in fact convened to 



STA N F I E L D
CONVERSATIONS
TALKING DEMOCRACY

DEMOCRACY ON EDGE SYNOPSIS  |  PAGE 13

consider electoral reform. But the applications 
of these deliberative bodies are diverse: “it 
turns out that when you give them a particular 
problem to solve, they are great deliberative 
institutions.” These bodies choose their citizen-
members at random (“like big juries”), and for a 
fixed period of time.  As Chambers pointed out, 
“there’s no campaigning, … no money, (and) 
no parties,” and when called upon to address 
important and divisive problems like electoral 
reform or climate change, “citizens really step 
up to the bat” with thoughtful proposals. She 
notes, for example, that the recent French 
Citizens’ Convention for Climate came forward 
with 149 recommendations that were far more 
progressive than those coming from the French 
parliament. Moreover, while Citizens Assemblies 
are often issue-based and time-bound, they 
need not be. Chambers went so far as to argue 
for re-constituting the Canadian Senate as a 
Citizens Assembly – though she acknowledged 
the challenges such a far-reaching reform would 
face.
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...one of the things we need is 
improving the quality of deliberation 
available in the society ... But I think 
there’s another side which is the 
creation of rallying alliances between 
different people who have an interest 
in solving these problems and are not 
being siloed away to phony solutions... 
So there’s a political mobilization side 
and there is a proper deliberation side, 
and the two have to come together to 
make for a real breakthrough.

(Charles Taylor)
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Finally, while such institutional innovations 
can help develop habits of engagement and 
generate innovative policy proposals that are 
unencumbered by the “deep and growing distrust 
of elected representatives,” Taylor argued 
for parallel and more encompassing political 
mobilizations to address critical challenges 
across partisan and identity-based divisions. 
In short, what is required is “the creation 
of rallying alliances” between different 
people who actually have an interest in solving 
the large scale and longer-term problems, 
rather than being siloed away to false and 
illusionary solutions that involve just targeting 
minorities. According to Taylor “there’s a political 
mobilization side and there is a … proper 
deliberation side, and the two have to come 
together to make for a real breakthrough out 
of our present dilemma.” Expanding on this, he 
identified the need for new a political alignment 
which is capable of moving and mobilizing 
the large numbers of people who have been 
confronting common socio-economic problems. 

According to Taylor, such new alignments 
need to reach across the present divisions 
over these issues of identity and our society’s 
broader stance on the whole issue of equality. 
In other words, these mobilizations must bring 
cross-cutting coalitions of people together 
around realistic programs. As he noted, in our 

current situation, the nature and focus of these 
programs has become increasingly clear: they 
will need to confront and find ways to deal with 
global warming. This will have to be dealt with 
by the development of different technologies, 
requiring in turn a lot of investments in a lot of 
investments in various areas to deploy and use 
these technologies. In this context, Taylor invoked 
the idea of the Green New Deal as a potential 
model for the program which virtually all Western 
democracies must get behind. He stressed that 
a unified program like the Green New Deal for 
addressing the constellation of challenges posed 
by climate change has the potentially to bring 
people together, both because it represents a 
thought-out program of action, and because it 
addressed a fundamentally existential issue. 
As Taylor put it, “we need that kind of political 
mobilization and we need the thinking out of 
the alternatives that could get us out of our 
present jam.” While this is by no means an easy 
task, Taylor also sees it as plausible – indeed 
necessary - given that in many countries, 
including Canada, there is a nascent coalition 
of social and political actors that support far-
reaching actions on this issue. Taylor concluded 
by noting that “democracy has to rise to the 
occasion,” both in Canada and across the 
world, to address such urgent challenges as 
environmental sustainability.  
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Conclusion
Taken together, Chambers’ and Taylor’s 
reflections highlighted: the broad and 
contested nature of democracy; the elements 
of crisis within contemporary democracy, 
but also the need to distinguish between 
different manifestations and degrees of crisis 
(underscoring the differences between Canada 
and the United States, for example); and some 
plausible and valuable steps that could be taken 
to address the elements of crisis we confront 
today. The lively and diverse questions that 
audience members put to the two inaugural 
speakers highlights the degree to which there 
is a deep interest in both the health of and 
prospects for democracy, within and beyond 
Canada.
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I really feel very strongly that votes are 
a certain type of power, but voice is an 
even more important source of power. 
So, the question that I’m interested in 
is including more voices in our public 
debates… (T)hose voices shouldn’t be 
included just because of the numbers 
that stand behind them, they should 
be included because of the urgency of 
the claims that they are making.

(Simone Chambers)
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Next Steps
The discussion of “Democracy on Edge” by 
Simone Chambers and Charles Taylor laid the 
foundation for future Stanfield Conversations, 
delving into both urgent contemporary 
challenges and perennial dilemmas facing 
democracies world-wide. We begin this process 
of exploration with the second Conversation, 
on “Technology, Media Fragmentation, and the 
Crisis of Democracy in America.” Stay tuned for 
further information on this event, staged 
immediately prior to what many are already 
regarding as historically pivotal mid-term 
elections in the United States with broadly 
international ramifications.
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