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Grassroots Power

How Makin a Diterence
(an Make You Happg

By Tim Kasser
YES! Magazine

Democracy depends on the
time, energy and engagement of
ordinary people. But it remains
quite difficult to motivate aver-
age citizens even to vote, much
less to engage in the more inten-
sive forms of political activism
needed to counteract powerful
forces that work against rule by
the people.

That's why Malte Klar and
I set out to determine whether
people's engagement in politi-
cal activity might be associated
with the motivator of personal
well-being. In other words, de-
spite the struggles inherent in
political activism, does being
politically active brings its own
rewards in terms of happiness
and life satisfaction? Such a rela-
tionship seemed plausible to us,
given past studies illustrating the
well-being benefits of volunteer-
ing and of having pro-social at-
titudes and values.

To test this possibility, Klar
and I surveyed one group of 344
college students and then a larger
group of 718 adults (all United
States residents, half of whom
were recruited from an online
activism registry and the other
half of whom were community
members recruited to match the
activists on several demographic
variables).

Subjects’ political activism was
assessed via measures like their
commitment to activism (e.g.,
“I take the time I need to engage
in activism”) and their sense of
identity as an activist (e.g., “Be-
ing an activist is central to who
I am”). Subjects were also asked
how often they planned to or had
participated in activist behaviors
- ranging from sending “a letter
or email about a political issue to
a public official” to higher-risk
activities like engaging “in a po-
litical activity in which you knew
you will be arrested”

Statistical analyses showed
that after controlling for demo-
graphic factors like age, race,
political orientation and edu-
cation, study participants who
scored higher in political activ-
ism also reported higher levels of
personal well-being. Specifically,
political activism scores were as-
sociated with feeling more pleas-
ant emotions, reporting greater
life satisfaction and having more
experiences of freedom, compe-
tence and connection to others.

Our application of past re-
search on “psychological thriv-
ing” further showed that 28
percent of the politically active
adults had reached this highest
level of well-being, compared

to 18 percent of the community

sample.
Because these correlation-
al findings cannot establish

whether being politically active
actually caused increases in well-
being, Klar and I conducted a
third study. We asked students to
write letters to the head of their
college’s dining services. Some
students were assigned to write
about “hedonistic” aspects of the
food, commenting on the food’s
taste and how enjoyable it was
to eat, while other students were
assigned to write about ethical
and political aspects of the food,
such as whether its production
supported fair trade and social
justice.

Afterwards, students reported
on their current personal well-be-
ing. Even with this relatively weak
and short-term political action,
results showed that subjects as-
signed to write about political is-
sues reported feeling significantly
more alert, energized and alive
than did those who wrote about
the hedonistic aspects of food.

There are of course many lim-
its to the three studies Klar and I
conducted, including their use of
only U.S. citizens and their short-
term nature. Our results also
have an important caveat: En-
gagement in “high-risk” activist
behaviors that can lead people to
get arrested or physically injured
bore no systematic associations
with personal well-being.

Nonetheless, the results clear-
ly suggested that being politically
active is associated with higher
levels of personal well-being and
may even cause improvements in
vitality.

Politicians and activists typi-
cally attempt to motivate or-
dinary citizens to participate
in democracy on the basis of
moral appeals or attempts to fix
a problem. Our results suggest
that it might also be worthwhile
to highlight the internal rewards
citizens can obtain from being
politically engaged: A sense of
satisfaction, the experience of
pleasant emotions and of con-
nection with others, and a feeling
of aliveness.

Tim Kasser, Ph.D., wrote this
article for YES! Magazine, a na-
tional, nonprofit media organi-
zation that fuses powerful ideas
with practical actions. Tim is
professor and chair of Psychol-
ogy at Knox College in Gales-
burg, Illinois. The paper this es-
say is based on was published in
the journal Political Psychology
under the title “Some benefits of
being an activist: Measuring ac-
tivism and its role in psychologi-
cal well-being.”
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This mural in Seattle's Chinatown echoes the slogan of the World Social Forum: ‘Another world is possible.” The World Social Forum
Is an annual meeting based in Brazil that defines itself as “an opened space — plural, diverse, non-governmental and non-partisan
— that stimulates the decentralized debate, reflection, proposals-building, experiences exchange and alliances among movements

and organizations engaged in concrete actions towards a more democratic and fair world . . .

. It is held by members of the alter-

globalization movement (also referred to as the global justice movement) who come together to coordinate world campaigns and
Inform each other about movements from around the world and their issues.

The Answers Are Coming
from the Bottom

Legendary Detroit

Activist Grace Lee

Boggs on the U.S.
Social Forum

By Amy Goodman and Grace
Lee Boggs
Democracy Now! June 23,2010

Amy Goodman: We're on
the road in Detroit on the open-
ing day of the U.S. Social Forum.
Thousands of people are here for
one of the largest gatherings of
grassroots activists and commu-
nity organizers in the country.
The event this week marks the
second time the Social Forum
has been held in the United
States. The first one was three
years ago in Atlanta.

Detroit is a city with one of
the highest unemployment and
foreclosure rates in the country.
But to many longtime Detroit-
based activists, the city today is
not just a picture of devastation
and ruin. To them, Detroit is a
city of hope, a place that seeks
to nurture sustainability and
community-building.

Democracy Now!'s An-
jali Kamat and I spoke to the
legendary Detroit-based radical
organizer and philosopher Grace
Lee Boggs. Born to Chinese im-
migrant parents in 1915, Grace
Lee Boggs has been involved
with the civil rights, Black Power,
labor, environmental justice and
feminist movements for over the
past seven decades. Along with
her late husband, Jimmy Boggs,
Grace has been at the forefront of
efforts to rebuild urban commu-
nities. In 1992, she co-founded
the Detroit Summer youth pro-
gram to renew her city.

Grace Lee Boggs turns ninety-
five this week and is speaking
at a number of events at the
Social Forum, including a public
conversation with Immanuel
Wallerstein.

On Monday night, we visited
Grace Lee Boggs at her home in
Detroit on the east side, where
she has lived for over fifty years.
The city is considering declar-
ing her home to be an historical
landmark because it has served
as an incubator for countless
social justice organizations. We
asked Grace Lee Boggs to talk
about the importance of the U.S.
Social Forum coming to Detroit.

Grace Lee Boggs: You know,
the World Social Forums began
after the Battle of Seattle in
1999. And the slogan, "Another
World Is Possible," emerged out
of a completely new mentality
when people recognized that
essentially those in control are
dysfunctional and that the old
social democracy dependence
on those in power to give you
things, that period is over.

And I think it's really won-
derful that the Social Forum
decided to come to Detroit
because Detroit, which was once
the symbol of miracles of in-
dustrialization and then became
the symbol of the devastation of
de-industrialization, is now the
symbol of a new kind of society,
of people who grow their own
food, of people who try and help
each other, to how we begin to
think, not so much of getting
jobs and advancing our own
fortunes but how we depend on
each other. I mean, it's another
world that we're creating here in
Detroit. And we had to. I mean,
we didn't do so because we are
better people than anybody else
but when you look out and all
you see is vacant lots, when all
you see is devastation, when all
you see — do you look at it as a
curse or do you look at it as a
possibility, as having potential?
And we here in Detroit had to
begin doing that for our own
humanity.

Anjali Kamat: So what do
you think the rest of the United
States can learn from Detroit?

Boggs: Well, I'm hoping they

will learn and I spoke to two
young groups today, one of them
from California and another one
from Ithaca, New York. Down-
town they had come in vans for
the Social Forum. I hope they
understand from Detroit that all
of us, each of us, can become a
Cultural Creative. That's what's
taking place. We are creating
anew culture. And we're not
doing it because we are such
wonderful people. We're doing
it because we had to, I mean,

not only to survive materially
but to survive as human beings.
We couldn't give up. And that's
why I think - that's what I hope
people will learn, because the
United States is going through
some difficult times and unless
we understand that and that that
is what it means to evolve — to
see what is negative as a poten-
tial positive.

Goodman: Grace Lee Boggs,
we're here with you in Detroit
at the time of the U.S. Social Fo-
rum - Detroit, the center of the
fossil fuel economy - at a time
where, in the Gulf of Mexico, it's
experiencing the worst envi-
ronmental catastrophe in U.S.
history, the BP oil geyser. The
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
are continuing. How do you put
these together? And what needs
to be done about them?

Boggs: Well, I think we have
to see this as an opportunity and
not just as a danger. I mean, it's
difficult to do that and look at
the catastrophe in the Gulf and
to look at what's happening in
Afghanistan and not think that
the world has come to an end.

But it's a fantastic opportu-
nity to - you see this T-shirt? It
says, "Revolution is evolution."
It's this fantastic opportunity
to advance our humanity, to
become more creative, to know
that there are other ways to live
and the way that we have lived
has been at the expense of so
much, so many other people and
so many of the Earth and that

we don't have to live that way,
that that was only 300 years, that
before that, people thought that
the Earth was more important
than land and that work was
more important than a job. This
capitalist society has not lasted
forever; it's only a few hundred
years old.

Goodman: Your assessment
of how President Obama is deal-
ing with these issues? Exacerbat-
ing them or solving them?

Boggs: Well, I think that
anyone who attempts a top-
down solution can't succeed.
And I don't think that, from the
very beginning, he was so close
to the grassroots. I think that he
had - I think he - I don't know.
I remember asking Bill Ayers
once, who knew Obama in Chi-
cago, "How would you charac-
terize him?" He says, "He's a very
ambitious person. He believes
in advancing and climbing the
ladder."

A lot of people believe that,
that when you climb the ladder
and you end in the White House
and you have the Pentagon and
you don't — and you rehire Bob
Gates and Lawrence Summers.
It's very sad. It's very sad.

But I think it's very helpful
to understand that, you know,
when - I'm going to be talk-
ing to Wallerstein. Wallerstein
understands how the feudal
lords could not run European
society, how the serfs were run-
ning into the cities, how disease
was spreading and they became
dysfunctional. And I think we
see the dysfunction in the White
House. We see the dysfunction
at the top level. We see how they
propose top-down solutions for
education, for example: testing,
more testing, more standardized
testing, punishment.

The answers can't come from
the top.

And that's why the Social
Forum is so important. The
answers are coming more from
the bottom.
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