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Two simultaneous trends are changing the
way people live together around the world.
One is the global megatrend of urbaniza-
tion. People are drawn to cities by the lure
of economic and social advancement, en-
tertainment, diverse infrastructure and
job opportunities. It is estimated that up
to seven billion people worldwide will be
living in cities by 2050."

There is a downside to this process.
Rural areas are becoming increasingly
isolated. Social structures, infrastructure,
doctors, shopping and leisure facilities are
disappearing. Villages and towns are be-
coming deserted.

These two trends are two sides of the
same coin, and they are massively chang-
ing the way people live together. Neighbor-
hoods are being built or rebuilt at a rapid
pace, people are moving, social networks
are shifting, dissolving, and reassembling.
Often, social infrastructures don’t form as
quickly as physical ones. Social networks
are important to protect people from lone-
liness, to provide support in times of crisis,
to provide a sense of security, and much
more. Not only this, but something else is
at stake: our democracy.

It is not just urbanization and rural
depopulation. The world faces many im-
mense challenges. Foremost among them
is climate change. The consequences of
global migration, digitalization, wars and
crises, health crises and much more are
still hard to predict and are putting pres-
sure on societies. All this is changing how
we live together, where we can live, what
our cities look like, how we move, how we
eat and how we work. The 2020s are a de-
cade of major global change - and there is
no end to the turbulence in sight. All this
is leading to a renegotiation of our social
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interaction, indeed our democratic coexis-
tence. This renegotiation requires certain
(infra)structures.

WE NEED TO RENEGOTIATE HOW WE
LIVE TOGETHER

There has been a lot of talk about infra-
structure lately. Often, it's about (dilapidat-
ed) buildings, pipes, bridges, cables, roads
and railways. These are all important to
societies. They frame and enable life,
transport and prosperity. But democra-
cies need infrastructure too, because they
have long since ceased to function as in
the ideal of the ancient polis, an assembly
of equal men who solve problems together
through discussion. Modern democracies
are complex in order to cope with a com-
plex world, and so they need a variety of
underlying infrastructures.

DEMOCRACIES NEED INFRASTRUCTURE
Democracies are based on equal fun-
damental rights for all. Fundamental
rights, argues Princeton political scientist
Jan-Werner Miiller, need infrastructures
to be effectively implemented. He focuses
in particular on political parties and free
media. They structure time in democracies
through decisions, elections and events.
They also - at least potentially - give a
large part of the population access to
democratic processes.?

Democracy is not just about parties,
media or institutions. For most people,
these are very distant; indeed, they rarely
have anything to do with them. Politics is
conveyed to the majority of people mainly
through the media (which is another rea-
son why they are so relevant). What peo-
ple actually experience are citizens’ offic-
es, that work well or not so well, good or
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not-so-good schools, streets and squares,
clubs, cafes and pubs. Where those plac-
es wither or disappear, a piece of everyday
democracy falls away.

How will the street, or the square
around the corner, be transformed? Who
will | meet at the parents’ evening at
school? Who will | meet on the train? And
with whom can | argue about politics, and
philosophize about life, in the local pub?
Everyday meeting places are, in short, the
places where we experience democracy
in everyday life. It is here that we meet
other people, experience their differences
and yet perceive them as equals. It's also
where we experience how negotiation be-
tween people works - or doesn't. Little is
written about these places, but their role
can hardly be overestimated.

MEETING PLACES ARE THE EVERYDAY
INFRASTRUCTURE OF DEMOCRACY

In recent years, a different kind of meet-
ing place has come to the fore: political
fora, often used to discuss certain issues,
sometimes also to bring together people
who would otherwise rarely meet. There is
a lot of discussion about citizens’ councils
in particular, and some high-level exper-
iments, for example in France, Germany
and the EU. Often the focus is on a single
big issue, such as how to deal with climate
change, and the results should be con-
crete. Participants are often randomly se-
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lected to represent as broad a cross-sec-
tion of the population as possible.

These new formats are important; they
add deliberative forms to the principle of
representation that many democracies
claim to use. However, they are also far re-
moved from the daily lives of most people
and are not suitable for experiencing and
consolidating democracy in everyday life.

HOW DO MEETING PLACES WORK?
Why everyday meeting places are important
is best illustrated by considering what hap-
pens when they are missing. The US-Amer-
ican sociologist Ray Oldenbourg complains
that the US-American middle class only
commutes by car between the family home
in the suburbs and the workplace in the
city. He contrasts these first and second
places with what he calls third places,
where people interact and are socially or
culturally stimulated. These cafes, bars,
hairdressers, beer gardens and the like are
easily accessible, have low standards and
bring very different people together.®
These places have both individual and
community benefits. Individually, they re-
duce loneliness - the new epidemic - and
are places where people learn new things
and are exposed to different perspectives.*
Socially, they are hotbeds of everyday
democratic debate, where people learn
to tolerate, debate and compromise with
others and their different attitudes. In ad-
dition, according to Oldenbourg, they are
places where people can act out; where
they can vent their feelings, but in a so-
cially controlled way.® And sociologist Eric
Klinenberg adds that well-maintained
third places encourage people to take re-
sponsibility for their surroundings: The
better maintained a street is, the more

people will take care not to litter it. The
better the social net in a neighborhood,
the better people can cope with catastro-
phes - because they look after each other.
What makes everyday places “meet-
ing places”? First of all, we use them ev-
ery day, i.e., we encounter them on the
routes that we travel: We use the roads,
the suburban train or the bus together, we
eat lunch in a café near our workplace, in
the evening we go to the swimming pool
or to the gym, and sometimes we go to the
parents’ evening at the local school. Sec-
ondly, they are easily accessible: None of
these places require a great deal of effort
or money to enter. You may need to buy
a ticket for public transport or pay for a
beer in a bar, but the investment costs are
reasonable. Thirdly, they are largely vol-
untary, or at least they do not force certain
encounters, and there are alternatives.
What happens in these places? That is
very different. One activity that takes place
in all everyday meeting places is casual
observation. Whether in cafes, swimming
pools, on the street, in the metro or in the
library, we meet people who are different
from us in some way. We share a common
space, are sometimes even engaged in the
same activity, and yet we are different. Dif-
ferences take on faces, they become associ-
ated with concrete people. Someone in the
library is reading Thomas Mann instead of
fancy Georgian-German author Nino Harat-
ischwili, but he actually looks quite nice. A
mohawk with a suit? Unusual, but why not.
This casual observation, this experience of
diversity, is invaluable for democracies, be-
cause it is based on people willingly making
compromises and not necessarily asserting
their interests. This requires them to rec-
ognize others as legitimate members of a
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society - for which they need to experience
those others on a regular basis.

But that’s not all: Additional linguistic
exchange takes place in pubs, in political
education, in specially created spaces of
encounter, or on benches in the park. Any-
one who has ever spent a night in a pub
discussing a sensitive issue with a sup-
porter of a different political persuasion
knows the value of such encounters: You
can agree to disagree - and still have a
beer together. Nobody would do that on
social media. Many formats of political
education work in a similar way.

In some places you can even meet peo-

ple on a regular basis. At home, in schools,
in youth clubs or at the old men’s evening
boules game in the park: The same peo-
ple can meet, whether they want to or not.
This is an opportunity to get to know each
other better and to deepen relationships
based on a shared activity or a shared
place of residence. “Acquaintances” play
an important role in feeding new infor-
mation into networks, i.e., exposing us to
opinions, views and information that are
not familiar to us. Since it is acquaintances
and not strangers who provide this infor-
mation, we need to take them seriously.
Some meeting places also offer the op-
portunity to do different activities together.
Practicing rescues with the volunteer fire
brigade, singing cantatas or gospel with
the choir, playing chess in the park in front
of an audience, taking sports classes at
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the gym, or gardening in the community
garden - all of these involve working with
others, sometimes strangers. This shared
activity is an important building block of
community.”

DEMOCRACY WITHOUT ENCOUNTER IS
SHORT-LIVED

The Corona pandemic showed how import-
ant encounters are for people. Democra-
cies can get by with fewer encounters for
a while if they have stable institutions, but
this does not work in the long run.

Now, one might say: That’s a nice list,
it's all important for democracies, but it
works, so what's the problem? The prob-
lem is that in many places, these meeting
places are disappearing.

Two examples: In the UK, pubs are
dying. This trend has been going on for a
long time: While there were over 60,000
pubs in the UK in 2000, there are now just
over 46,000. The Corona pandemic has
accelerated this trend, and rising energy
prices are putting even more pressure on
venues.® The situation is similar for pub-
lic swimming pools in Germany. Afford-
able summer fun at the pool, currywurst
and chips or swimming twice a week as a
workout? This is becoming less and less
possible, because swimming pools are in-
creasingly being replaced by much more
expensive water parks that offer a lot of
fun but only for those who can afford it.’
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The list goes on: small kiosks are dying
because they have to compete with super-
markets and online deliveries, many vol-
untary clubs are desperate for members,
libraries are being merged and youth clubs
are being closed.”® There is at least some
good news: The number of fitness studios,
for example, is increasing in most coun-
tries - individual exercise rather than club
exercise is the trend. Urban gardening is
taking over the few open spaces in big cit-
ies and making them greener.

MEETING PLACES NEED TO BE
PROMOTED
Meeting infrastructures are undergoing
major changes. In many places, these
changes are accompanied by losses, but
new things are also emerging. This makes
it all the more important not only to ob-
serve these processes, but also to actively
promote opportunities for encounters.
What does this mean at a political lev-
el? In general, everyday meeting places
should be promoted because they benefit
democracy. However, this doesn’t mean
that artificial meeting places should be
created everywhere. Rather, places that
people already use should be promoted,
such as pubs and swimming pools, librar-
ies, village shops and clubhouses, parks
and streets.

Some suggestions for concrete policies:
1) Funds for meeting places in structur-
ally weak areas

Meeting is especially important where it is
diminishing. In areas affected by depop-
ulation, where the economy is crippled,
there is a downward spiral. Fewer people
and fewer businesses mean less money
for the communities, which leads to fewer

opportunities to shape the future. This is
where targeted help is needed, not only
with economic development, but also with
the promotion of meetings. The pub has
to close for financial reasons. Why not pay
the rent? Doctors move to the next town.
Why not keep a surgery open twice a week
next to the village shop? How can the park
in the town center be maintained? Togeth-
er - and with support from a fund. These
funds can be used in individual regions or
countries, and as an instrument of devel-
opment cooperation. Why not promote de-
mocracy through meeting places?

2] Co-design instead of forced gratification
Meetings rarely work the way they are
designed on the drawing board. If you tell
people what to do, it often goes wrong.
That's why it is important to create open in-
frastructures that can be used in different
ways. So, how do you find out what people
need? You ask them. Participation process-
es are essential to the design of meeting
places - that's the only way they’ll really be
used, the only way they’ll be designed the
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way people need them. Participation itself
is a small school of democracy.

3) Remove barriers, encourage mixing
For meeting places to promote democracy,
they must not be too exclusive, but must
welcome a variety of people. Therefore,
the entry requirements should not be too
high. This applies to financial, logistical
and knowledge barriers.

4)  Multifunctional facilities

Places can have multiple functions: Schools
can offer classes during the day and space
for voluntary associations and initiatives in
the evening. Their auditoriums can be used
for performances, classrooms for counsel-
ling services and much more.

5) Exchange on meeting infrastructures
Last but not least, there is a need for forums
to exchange views on the everyday founda-
tions of democracy across disciplinary and
national boundaries. The G20 and its asso-
ciated processes can be places for this, as
can city summits or UN conferences.
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