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“There is a small number of people in every generation who are fore-
runners in thought, action, spirit, who swerve past the barriers of greed
and power to hold a torch high for the rest of us. Frances Moore Lappé
is one of those. Her writing has done that again and again. Here, in her
latest work, she brings the familiar eloquency of expression, simplicity
of language, poetic and passionate, to our nation’s most urgent prob-
lem, the reclaiming of democracy.”

—Howard Zinn, author, A People’s History of the United States

“Make no mistake, this is a very powerful book, and its scope and vision
are huge. In this century you will see the job of citizens is to keep their
mouth open and their capacity to be heard in every discussion that will
shape their lives. This is a book about finding our voices where all con-
cerned about democracy are no longer merely passive onlookers but
dedicated participants. Democracy’s Edge, thank God, is beautifully
written. It gives us the language we need to reclaim our democracy
and for seeing where our real democracy lies: in the grass roots, in the
communities where creative solutions to social problems are aplenty.
Please, please, please make this audacious book a priority, for it is
written with the most careful and tender feelings about what we are all
so near to losing—our democracy.”

—Dame Anita Roddick, founder, The Body Shop

“America is lost in a gnarled thicket of bought politicos, corporate con
men, and media hucksters. But we’re lucky: Lappé has drawn the map
that will get us out alive. Read it and get going.”

—Greg Palast, author, The Best Democracy Money Can Buy

“Our country is suffering from a serious ‘democratic deficit,’ a widening
gulf between public opinion and public policy—and what ails America
necessarily ails the world. A great many people do not like what is
happening to their lives and their country, and what is being done in
their name, but feel isolated and helpless, victims of forces beyond
their control. With the clear thinking, plain talk, and penetrating insight
that we have come to expect from her work, Frances Moore Lappé
confronts these fundamental problems directly and constructively. 
The book is both a guide to the perplexed and a guide to action.”

—Noam Chomsky

“Lappé is a pioneer in democratic thought and action.”
—Cornel West, University Professor of Religion, Princeton University
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“Extraordinary. Frances Moore Lappé, the brilliant woman who broke
open the story of global hunger with her Diet for a Small Planet, has
now burst forth with a provocative and exciting new approach to
reviving democracy. She reminds us that a robust and wholesome
democracy is what delivers a good life to a nation’s citizenry. Her
challenge to us is to reinvigorate our thinking, to take individual 
actions, and to participate every day as citizens. She offers hope 
for those of us who believe that civic society is at the root of a healthy
government.”

—Amy Domini, founder and CEO, Domini Social Investments

“Frances Moore Lappé believes deeply that true democracy is more
than simply a set of institutions or a political system. It is the active
engagement and voice of ordinary citizens in the decisions that shape
their lives and communities. Democracy’s Edge is an exciting and
hopeful account of the rebirth of a living American democracy as
people connect with each other around the country to solve problems
and build a better society. An important part of that rebirth is a new 
and growing movement by people of faith who are putting their faith
into action for the common good.”

—Jim Wallis, author, God’s Politics, and editor and convener, Call to Renewal

“I am invigorated by this book. Lappé’s idea of drawing the corporation
into democracy’s fold is a challenge I hope all of us will take up as our
own. There is no more important task for us to embrace today.”

—Marjorie Kelly, editor, Business Ethics, and author, The Divine Right of Capital

“With an abundance of inspiring, well-told stories, Lappé sweeps away
the disempowering myth that an individual can’t make a difference and
demonstrates that democracy is a living practice. Essential reading for
all who believe that democracy in America would be a good idea.”

—David C. Korten, board chair, YES! A Journal of Positive Futures and author,
When Corporations Rule the World

“Frankie Lappé has a gift for synthesizing complex ideas into acces-
sible and inspiring simplicity. Democracy’s Edge is an excellent primer
on what our democracy was intended to be, where it went astray, and
what needs to happen (and is in fact already happening below the
radar of mainstream media) for democracy to come alive. Read, take
hope, and take action!”

—Nina Utne, chair, Utne Magazine
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Democracy’s edge. It’s not an easy place to
be, but here we are—on the razor’s edge, 
at risk of losing our hard-won democracy.
Yet at the very same time, all around us,
Americans are pushing forward democracy’s
edge—its edge of inclusion, discovery, and
innovation. Fortunately, their breakthroughs
also give us an edge, just what we need now
to meet our toughest challenges.
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T H E  P A T H

To save the democracy we thought we had,

we must take democracy to where it’s never been.

This book asks a lot. It asks us to hold in our hearts two seeming
opposites, and that’s awfully hard for human beings.

Most of us love to settle in with a judgment, to name our expe-
rience good or bad and be done with it. But this extraordinary
moment in human history calls us to stretch our hearts—and our
minds—to hold this era’s pain as well as its promise.

We can acknowledge the terrifying, rapid degradation of democ-
racy’s core institutions and values: that human beings are being tortured
in our name, that U.S. elections fail internationally recognized fairness
standards, that government-made “news” is passed on to us as the real
thing by corporate-controlled media, and that even here in America,
the world’s richest country, poverty cuts years off people’s lives.1

And at the very same time, we can perceive and then pour our-
selves into the emerging, powerful practice of democracy that this
book explores and celebrates: Americans in every walk of life dis-
covering power within themselves to stay true to democracy’s core
principles and to create solutions to our toughest problems.

I believe it’s possible to hold both truths.
This book is about how I believe we got to this precarious place,

democracy’s edge, and now that we’re here, how very personally we
might choose to respond.

Lappe.flast  9/13/05  3:44 PM  Page xi



xii The Path

looking for patterns

I flash back to a favorite memory of my Fort Worth, Texas, child-
hood: lying in my bedroom listening to my parents and their friends
in the kitchen down the hallway. With coffee and conversation per-
colating, they taught me what grown-ups do. They talk—a lot—to
make sense of the world. That’s how they figure out what to do 
to make things better.

My parents and their friends in the 1950s sought to make sense
of the world—to see patterns of causation—in part by identifying
the evils of Nazism and Soviet-style communism. They saw the suf-
fering caused by these two thought systems, and when the church
my parents co-founded sponsored a family who had escaped com-
munist Hungary, they witnessed the pain up close.

My parents assumed that America was free of any such grand
“ism” that could enslave us. Like their friends and most Americans,
they believed our basic operating system to be just fine: the market
economy plus electoral democracy gives us what we need to thrive—
forever.

I absorbed the notion that we live in a country that had figured
out the basics. America had not only a proven-the-test-of-time
democratic government but widely shared core values that we could
rely on to smooth the remaining rough edges—persistent poverty,
racism, violence, corruption. Our biggest remaining task and obli-
gation, I learned, was to share our success formula with poor people
still struggling overseas; so in my first year of college I trained to
become a Foreign Service officer to do just that.

Then came the first big jolt—the war in Vietnam. While I’d pre-
viously trusted my parents’ support for Lyndon Johnson and the war,
once on my own I began trying to understand its roots for myself. I
concluded that “my” government was lying to me. This shock was
intensified by others—the assassinations of the Kennedys and Martin
Luther King Jr. All led to a sense that something was profoundly
amiss and more than rough edges needed attention here at home.
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My internal disquiet led to my first job—helping welfare recipi-
ents in Philadelphia secure the federal benefits due them. Within a
year, the poverty-stricken mother with whom I worked most closely
died suddenly in her forties of a heart attack. Lilly had at least one
child with asthma and worried every day about whether she could
feed and clothe her kids.

I was convinced that poverty killed Lilly, and I doubted that
what I was doing addressed the roots of her untimely death. I was
twenty-four.

Soon I’d concluded that our challenge was not just cleaning
things up piecemeal—a bit of racism here, poverty there. My gut
told me something systemic was really off: core assumptions of our
society needed reworking.

To dig up those assumptions, I started with a single question, a
pretty straightforward one:

Why hunger in a world of plenty?
To answer it, I had to peel away layer after layer of causation

until finally it dawned on me. Hunger isn’t caused by a scarcity of
food. It is caused by a scarcity of democracy.

Huh?
Democracy? Food?
Have I grabbed your attention? The puzzle certainly grabbed mine,

as I struggled to understand the irrationality of hunger amid plenty
for my first book, Diet for a Small Planet, in 1971. Ultimately, this cruel
paradox forced me to see that a society could have all democracy’s
formal trappings—adding up to what I call “thin democracy”—but
still lack its heart and soul.

A nation may have on its books the most elegant structure of
democracy anywhere and still, I realized, not have a society in
which all, or even most, people have the essentials they need to
thrive, or even to survive. Think only of the “democracies” of India,
Philippines, or Guatemala, where vast numbers live trapped in des-
titution. Or consider that the old Soviet Union had a superb bill of
rights—on paper.

The Path xiii

Lappe.flast  9/13/05  3:44 PM  Page xiii



xiv The Path

The heart of democracy, I finally came to understand, is voice—
the capacity of citizens to have a say in those critical choices shap-
ing their lives and their futures. Since all life seeks to further life,
no living creature chooses to go hungry. Hunger is therefore proof
that certain citizens—huge numbers of us today, even in the United
States—have no effective voice. The very existence of hunger belies
democracy’s promise.

Wanting to awaken people to the human-made causes of hunger,
in 1975 with Joseph Collins I co-founded the Institute for Food and
Development Policy (Food First). As I look back over the early years,
I can now see that much of my thinking was grounded in a sense of
“what’s right”—what is ethical and good. It is wrong for some peo-
ple to be denied food while others are drowning in surplus, wasting,
as we do in the United States, almost half of all that’s grown.2

What could be more obviously wrong?
But gradually, my grounding began to shift, or certainly to

widen.
In 1990, I left Food First because I wanted to cut beneath all the

issues—hunger, the environment, violence—to the underlying
question of democracy itself. My hope was to show others not a
blueprint but a pathway, not some idealized form of democracy but
examples of regular Americans moving us in the direction of its
fuller, more effective practice.

To do this work, I co-founded the Center for Living Democracy
(1990–2000) and with Paul Martin DuBois co-authored in 1994
The Quickening of America.

I had no idea this book would forever change the way I see the
world.

In our research we expected to dig up a few evocative stories
revealing a first stirring of what I had come to call Living Democ-
racy—citizens finding their voices to co-create solutions to public
problems. But the handful grew to hundreds, many hundreds, so
vast in number that we couldn’t possibly squeeze them into one
book. Knowing that the corporate media don’t typically see these
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breakthroughs as “news,” we felt we had to make them news. Only
then could they spread.

We figured that if Americans could read about, and see, others
like themselves engaged in their communities—out there building
what they want—then they’d believe themselves capable of doing it,
too. To create this kind of democratic “social multiplier effect,” in
1995 we at the Center decided to start our own national news ser-
vice. We called it the American News Service (ANS) to proclaim
that these stories—ultimately sixteen hundred original solutions-
news stories—are not “alternative,” not on the sidelines of Amer-
ican culture. They are at its center. They tell perhaps the most
important story of all—what regular people are doing about the
biggest, most pressing problems of our time.

ANS lasted only five years, but in its short life published stories in
nearly half the biggest U.S. newspapers, including USA [Today] Week-
end and the Boston Globe. You can read these stories via our Web site.3

Today, looking back on my years as founding editor of the Amer-
ican News Service, I realize what changed for me: I came to see pat-
tern not just in the causes of suffering but also in the solutions
emerging. Within desperate examples of engagement I saw common
lessons giving shape to a new concept of democracy itself, perhaps
to democracy’s next historical stage. In this way, I came to appreci-
ate not just the rightness of democracy—the rightness of its inclu-
sivity and fairness—but its power.

Without this power—without the edge Living Democracy gives
us—we are lost. Thus rethinking the meaning of democracy is not
something that would be “nice”; it is the only way to save what we
hold most dear. Living Democracy is not a luxury. It is not some-
thing that’s great for good times. It is what we most need in these
perilous times.

Over all these years you might say I’ve just been trying to do
what my parents did around our kitchen table with their friends:
trying to make sense of the world, stripping away layers to get at
root causes so that I might help make things better.

The Path xv
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xvi The Path

I believe that all of us are capable of identifying causal patterns,
but more than that I believe that doing so is essential. Without this
work we feel powerless. Unable to see the patterns creating the cat-
astrophic losses we face today, we’re apt to grasp for anything—any
act of charity, any protest, any good cause. Or any rationale to
retreat into our private worlds. Or simply to sink into despair.

Once we recognize causal patterns, we become powerful. We’re
able to identify personal entry points and join with others for clearer
vision and effectiveness. Our considered actions can then begin to
shift entire patterns toward health.

This book is about both patterns and entry points. Part One
probes the myths and practical obstacles that block Americans from
jumping in—along with new ideas and practices to free us. Part Two
looks at the bigger picture—four assumed “givens” about economic
and political life that have locked American society in a downward
spin—and contrasts them with a new framing of possibility. Part
Three telescopes in to show how Americans are transforming
democracy into a living practice, from economics and politics to
food and the media. Finally, Part Four traces the contours of a cul-
ture of connection now being woven—one strong enough to break
the grip of fear and to enable effective learning and real security.

Three offerings close the book. “Two Frames for Democracy” con-
trasts the dominant understanding of democracy with the emergent
Living Democracy frame and “Toward a Language of Democracy”
suggests new terms to more effectively communicate the emergent
frame. These can be copied and used as handouts. “Entry Points for
Living Democracy” is a resource guide to help you connect.

In all, I invite you to rethink long-held, disempowering assump-
tions and offer, I hope, fresh conceptualizations of power within
reach of each of us. One thing I promise: after meeting the people
in this book, you’ll never again see your country or your possibili-
ties for personal happiness in the same light.

Welcome to life at democracy’s edge.

Lappe.flast  9/13/05  3:44 PM  Page xvi



DEMOCRACY’S
EDGE

Lappe.flast  9/13/05  3:44 PM  Page xvii



Lappe.flast  9/13/05  3:44 PM  Page xviii



PART  ONE

Out of sight of most of us, millions of Americans are satisfying
their deep needs for connection with each other and expand-

ing their capacities for effectiveness in the larger world. They are
showing us how democracy can become more than a set of unap-
proachable, distant institutions—how it can become the rewarding
way of life I call Living Democracy.

And none too soon!
The indignities and misery of economic insecurity and deep-

ening poverty, the devastation of our ecological home, and the
assault on our basic freedoms are of such magnitude that the emerg-
ing, more powerful practice of democracy may be our last, best hope.

Chapter One, “The Frame,” challenges prevailing wisdom about
the core crisis facing our nation. Chapter Two, “The Long Arc,”
reminds us of competing currents in our culture’s history that have
taken us to democracy’s edge and points to underrecognized com-
mon ground on which we can now walk to move that edge forward.
Chapter Three, “Power Is Not a Four-Letter Word,” invites us to
discard long-held, stifling assumptions about power, self-interest,
and public life and to embrace liberating alternatives that are
already proving effective.

LIVING ON DEMOCRACY’S EDGE

I’m hooked for life!

PAM EMIGH,

after joining a Pennsylvania citizens’ effort to 

stop mining companies from degrading the land

1
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Contemporary social critics see America divided—left versus
right, conservative versus liberal, religious versus secular. I dis-

agree and even find these framings destructive. They deflect us from
the most critical and perhaps the only division we have to worry
about.

It is that between those who believe in democracy—honest dia-
logue, basic fairness, mutual respect, inclusivity, and reciprocal
responsibilities—and those who do not. In the latter category are
those willing to put ends over means, violating these core princi-
ples in pursuit of an ultimate goal.

Antidemocrats here or abroad include those willing to demon-
ize opponents and even to kill innocent people in pursuit of polit-
ical power, an idealized future, or a superior afterlife.

At home they include members of our own government who
allow illegal detention and torture of captives, arm known tyrants,
meet secretly with private interests to hash out the public’s business,
bar congressional colleagues from hearing rooms, interfere with vot-
ing by citizens likely to disagree with them, remove vital informa-
tion from government Web sites, disguise government propaganda
as real news, and employ Orwellian labels to mislead us.2

THE FRAME
discovering democracy’s power

It is far too late and things are far too bad for pessimism.

DEE HOCK 1

3
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4 DEMOCRACY’S EDGE

All are justified by perpetrators as necessary tactics to move us
to their idealized future.

In the past two centuries, we human beings have proved to our-
selves something vital to our survival: that we have the capacity to
make democracy work. Within democracy’s framework of values, we
are able to address even our biggest problems by working creatively
with—and even gaining from—differences of opinion and culture.

Thus the only real threat we face now is that to democracy
itself.

Democracy—negotiating interests by relying on fair play, hon-
est dialogue, and mutual respect—is powerful, I will argue; yet it is
also fragile. Democracy can “easily be lost, but is never fully won,”
Judge William Hastie once observed.3

Social creatures, we humans are easily molded by those around
us. Once the bullying begins, once dishonesty appears to succeed,
it can quickly avalanche toward fascism, the term I use for a soci-
ety ruled by the power of wealth and fear.

Glancing back over the twentieth century and now the early
twenty-first, we see just how startlingly malleable we humans are.
The Holocaust. Pol Pot. Bosnia. Rwanda. Abu Ghraib. Darfur. We
see decent people commit unthinkable acts. We see decent people
silent in the face of unthinkable acts.

Once acknowledging the potential for brutality in each of us,
we become incapable of locating evil in “the other”—in everyone
else but not in ourselves. It is, yes, a terrifying thought, but also lib-
erating, for this admission helps us appreciate the power of the cul-
ture we ourselves create to bring forth either the best or the worst
in human beings.

And from there the survival task for humanity is clear: it is to
envision and create institutions, from our schools to our media to
our businesses, that foster our democratic selves—people able to feel
and express empathy and to see through the walls of race, culture,
and religion that divide us, people who know how to exert power
while maintaining relationship.
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This book is an invitation to engage in that vital task. It is more
than a call to resist our downward slide. It is an invitation to stand
up energetically for democracy in the biggest and littlest ways. It is
an invitation to hone our democratic selves and therefore to
strengthen a kind of courage that doesn’t come easily to most of
us—certainly not to me.

Yet as much as this book invites us to the difficult—to uncer-
tainty and to risk—it also invites us to the reward: to the personal
power, connection, learning, and fulfillment that is the promise of
Living Democracy.

my love affair with democracy

Here and in “The Path,” I’ve shared with you a glimpse of the
thinking that has propelled my journey. Now I want to share why
I’ve given not only my head but also my heart to democracy.

As a young woman, I thought I grasped the worsening global cri-
sis. It seemed all too obvious to me. I saw it as needless, life-stunting
hunger, relentlessly concentrating wealth, and escalating violence.

But gradually it sank in on me, and then, one day, I had an
epiphany: These problems aren’t the crisis. They’re all solvable. In
most cases, solutions are already widely known.

The crisis is our feeling of powerlessness to address them.
And this is true because we’ve blinded ourselves to the most

powerful tool we have. That tool is democracy.
I’d be surprised if my epiphany bowls you over! If you’re like

most Americans, the word democracy is a yawn; it’s boring, wrapped
in duty or perhaps hypocrisy. You’ve learned to see democracy not
as alive and fluid but as dead and rigid—as a collection of inherited
structures far removed from our daily lives.

We don’t have to look far to see where some of these notions
come from. Think back to your middle school classroom. What did
you learn about democracy? In Texas public schools in the 1950s, I
learned that it was secret ballots, multiple parties, countervailing

The Frame 5
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powers. If these structures are in place, voilà—democracy! Prepar-
ing for citizenship meant memorizing how a bill becomes law or
reciting the Gettysburg Address. Sure, rough edges—the legacies of
racism and poverty—will always need smoothing. But democracy is
what we already have, certainly not something we do.

Moreover, we’re made to believe that we like it this way—that
we prefer to leave our futures to others. Only a few oddballs care
about contributing to something bigger than themselves. You know,
those activists.

And expectations have continued to shrink. Recall that after 9/11,
when our hearts were torn open, releasing an outpouring of desire to
help, President Bush told us that our real job was to go shopping.

Also likely is that for many Americans, democracy reeks of
weakness—something “good” and “just” but not necessarily strong.
Especially today when our government defines our fight against ter-
ror as “permanent war,” democracy may hardly seem up to the task.
Some may doubt that democracy could ever be tough enough to win
out against extremism rising around the globe—those willing to kill
themselves, kill civilians, and send others to die to advance their
absolute truths.

To me, this perception of democracy is the central and most
tragic error of our time.

Yet the doubters are probably right about one thing. Thin
democracy is weak. It is weak because it’s hard to take seriously.
True, some Americans are willing to risk their lives for a system that
doesn’t offer them fair opportunity at home (or even adequate armor
over there!) and caters to an ever smaller wealthy minority. But
willingness to sacrifice can change: Whether in the voting booth or
on the battlefield, it is hard to keep standing up for something called
democracy that you know in your heart excludes you.

Some extremists hold out the glorious prospect of a theocratic
state. Its moral rationale and promise of otherworldly salvation can
understandably look awfully good to many of the world’s down-
trodden. The purity of this grand idea inspires even some who are
educated and better-off—as many suicide terrorists are.
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Can thin democracy rooted in a narrowly individualistic, mate-
rial view of life compete? I have my doubts.

By contrast, Living Democracy respects and builds our capacities
to create community, not just consume things. It is an uplifting,
inclusive vision that calls forth the best in us and justifies our devotion,
including a willingness to sacrifice. Thus, bringing democracy to life as
the Americans featured in this book are doing may be the only path to
a society robust and resilient enough to resist extremism of all stripes.

The Frame 7

“THIN DEMOCRACY” FAILS TO ENGAGE US

• In most presidential elections in the past seventy 
years, barely half of eligible voters actually cast a
ballot.4 Voter turnout here is 63 percent of that in
Western Europe.5

• Thirty-three percent of voters said they didn’t care
who won congressional elections in 2000.6

• Only 3 percent of Americans worked for the election
of a political party in 2002.7

• U.S. elections fail to meet internationally recognized
fairness standards.8

• Between 1973 and 1993, the number of Americans
writing to Congress dropped by 23 percent, and the
number attending a political rally or speech dropped 
by 34 percent.9

• The share of Americans who feel that “the government
is run by a few big interests looking out only for them-
selves” more than doubled between the mid-1960s and
the mid-1990s to reach 76 percent.10

• Lobbyists in Washington outnumber members of Con-
gress by fifty-six to one, tripling since 1996.11
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“THIN DEMOCRACY” FAILS TO SERVE US

• America is dividing. The United States underwent 
the largest wealth transfer in our history during the
1980s and 1990s. Net worth of the top 1 percent rose
by 63 percent while those of the bottom 40 percent
dropped by 44 percent.12

• Americans are working but still poor. One in five jobs 
in the U.S. cannot keep a family of four out of poverty
and provides few or no benefits. The buying power of
the minimum wage has sunk by 25 percent in twenty-
five years.13

• Americans are facing financial disaster. Just since 2000,
personal bankruptcies are up by a third, half of them
estimated to be trigged by paying for a health crisis
(and three-quarters of those bankrupted by illness 
were “covered” by health insurance!).14

• Americans are dying from poverty. Eighteen thou-
sand Americans die unnecessarily each year because
they lack health insurance, estimates the Institute 
of Medicine.15 Our health care failure means that the
United States—one of the world’s richest countries—
ranks forty-second in infant survival.16

• Americans are going hungry. Thirty-five million Amer-
icans—equivalent to the entire population of Canada—
live in households so poor they’re often not sure where
their next meal is coming from.17

• Our government is failing to protect our health. Pollution
is so bad that over half of Americans live where air
quality falls below Environmental Protection Agency
minimum standards.18
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