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Abstract 

Abstract: Repairing ruptured relationships is one of the ordinary costs of 

citizenship, and democracy runs on people willing to pay them. How many are 

willing, ready, and able to do so is something institutions shape. It depends on 

whether people see themselves as having a stake in public life, whether they 

believe disagreements can be productive, and whether they have skills to act. 

Civic prosperity is the condition in which identity, trust, and capacity are 

distributed broadly enough across the social fabric that courageous citizenship 

becomes the norm. This essay argues for the importance of fostering civic 

prosperity, on and beyond campus, together, sharing illustrations of campuses 

already doing so. 

Most of us are in at least one relationship that politics has eroded: a family member we’ve 

stopped calling, a friend we’ve muted, a colleague we steer clear of at office gatherings. Staying 

in such relationships, and repairing them when needed, is one of the everyday costs of 

courageous citizenship. So is speaking your mind with people who might judge you for it, 

defending an equity-minded process when there is opposition to it, and staying in conversation 

when changing the subject would be easier. Citizenship has never been easy, and democracy has 

always depended on people willing to bear such costs for shared purposes. Two hundred and 

fifty years into the democratic experiment, the costs are more relational and reputational than 

mortal, but the demands echo the ones our founders accepted. 

Today, many Americans feel underequipped to meet the demands of the day. The share of 

Americans who say “most people can be trusted” has fallen from 46% in 1972 to 34% in recent 

years. The 51st Harvard Youth Poll last fall found that only 13% of young Americans believe the 

country is headed in the right direction. The Kettering Foundation’s Democracy for All Project 

finds that Americans across political lines want to work on shared problems but face barriers to 

doing so in their communities. Ours is a civic ecology under strain. 

Meeting this moment takes more than rhetoric about civic duty or better-designed deliberations. 

It takes attention to what Project Pericles calls civic prosperity: the conditions through which 

people develop the identity, trust, and capacity to shape democratic futures together. 

Organizations from Campus Compact to Citizen University to Braver Angels and many more are 

strengthening these conditions through education. Civic prosperity is a systemic condition built 

or degraded through societal and institutional choices, which in turn influence whether 

courageous citizenship becomes widespread and sustained. We cannot expect the 

preponderance of people to be active and brave in civic life if we do not cultivate conditions for 

bravery, and few would argue such conditions are being sown today. 

The Semiquincentennial of the United States Declaration of Independence is the moment to 

recommit to the founding principles and promises the country has never fully realized, and to 

shift from sacred honor borne by a heroic few to shared flourishing made possible by and for the 

many. Building civic prosperity is shared work: families, community organizations, employers, 

congregations, and local governments all help shape whether and how people can participate 

fully in civic life.. Colleges and universities have the potential to play a meaningful role in this 

work. They are a training ground and a bridge between private identity and public life, and 

https://www.pewresearch.org/2025/05/08/americans-trust-in-one-another/
https://www.pewresearch.org/2025/05/08/americans-trust-in-one-another/
https://iop.harvard.edu/youth-poll/51st-edition-fall-2025
https://kettering.org/democracy-for-all-project-annual-survey/
https://projectpericles.org/civic-prosperity/
https://www.compact.org/
https://citizenuniversity.us/
https://braverangels.org/
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should serve as both anchors of and engines for civic prosperity. Because most citizens pass 

through them on the way into public life, colleges help determine whether our civic ecology 

grows healthier or more strained. Whether that influence builds civic prosperity comes down to 

design or default.  

Civic prosperity is an old idea. Pericles, the namesake of Project Pericles and the figure 

Thucydides called the first citizen of Athens, championed its principles long before anyone 

named them. In the Funeral Oration Pericles argued Athenians shaped their democracy as 

active participants and understood that living well in private depended on the health of the 

public sphere they shared. “We alone,” Pericles said, “regard a man who takes no interest in 

public affairs not as a harmless, but as a useless character.” 

Civic prosperity exists when enough people, across enough of the social fabric, develop the 

identity, trust, and capacity for courageous citizenship to be a widespread, realistic expectation 

rather than an exceptional achievement. The conditions that make these elements possible, and 

the outcomes that can follow, extend well beyond any single sector, as the framework below 

shows.  

 

Three elements compose its formation. 

Civic identity. People must see themselves as agents with a stake in democracy rather than 

simply consumers of public services or partisans in zero-sum competitions. The replacement of 

citizens with bystanders contributes to declining engagement and rising susceptibility to 

authoritarian appeal. Identity precedes action: one is unlikely to sustain the considerable costs 

of participation without believing they are someone who can and should participate. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Pericles-Athenian-statesman
https://projectpericles.org/why-pericles/
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.01.0200:book%3D2:chapter%3D40
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.01.0200:book%3D2:chapter%3D40
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Civic trust. Democracy depends on a particular kind of relational trust: the capacity to take 

seriously the good faith of people on the other side of a disagreement and to believe productive 

disagreement is possible across deep differences. Without it, there is no foundation for 

constructive deliberation and public life turns adversarial. When people stop believing shared 

reasoning is possible, participation isn’t worth its cost. 

Civic capacity. Identity makes engagement appealing, trust makes it possible, and capacity 

makes it effective. People need practical skills–to engage with others across differences, to turn 

disagreement into collective problem-solving, to navigate civic institutions–that are learned 

through practice inside and outside the classroom. 

Higher education has long invested in capacity, through service-learning, community 

engagement, and voter registration, and more recently in fostering trust through dialogue and 

civil discourse programs. Civic identity, the foundational question of whether and how students 

understand themselves as citizens with a stake in democratic life, has drawn less systematic 

attention and investment. For civic prosperity to prevail, all three elements must be cultivated 

together, by design, as interdependent. 

When we think of courageous citizenship, we tend to think about exceptional individuals like 

Rosa Parks, John Lewis, and Malala Yousafzai. While inspirational, this is an insufficient basis 

for democratic renewal. What democracies need is a broad distribution of the willingness to bear 

the ordinary costs of participation: showing up to a contentious town meeting, challenging a 

colleague’s political assumptions, staying in relationship with a family member whose views you 

find objectionable, writing to a local official, voting in a midterm. Each of these carries risk– of 

conflict, of discomfort, of wasted effort– yet together they sustain democratic life. 

Harry Boyte’s conception of public work clarifies what this requires. Democratic citizenship, in 

his schema, is a self-organized, collaborative effort to create things of lasting civic value. It is 

productive rather than merely expressive. It depends on conditions that make sustained effort 

possible, which includes tools, relationships, institutional support, and a sense that one’s work 

matters. This framing shifts the question from how to inspire more engagement (exhortation) to 

what makes engagement sustainable (institutional redesign), which is what civic prosperity 

requires. Peter Levine makes a parallel case for deliberation, underscoring that success depends 

on equitable, uncoerced, open-minded participation that institutions are best positioned to 

cultivate. 

One need only look around– or watch television, listen to the radio, read the newspaper– to 

discern that one of the hardest civic acts in a polarized society is sustained engagement with 

people whose views one finds deeply wrong-headed. Staying in relationships, taking such 

perspectives seriously, and remaining open to persuasion draws on all three elements at once: 

the identity to believe the relationship is worth the effort, the trust to stay in conversation, and 

the capacity to navigate it without capitulating or breaking off. Building these capacities is the 

work of institutions that take civic development seriously and cultivate it over time. 

Public work and deliberation in education are practices through which civic prosperity gets 

built. When students in a vocational program deliberate about immigration policy, they develop 

https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/rosa-parks
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/stories/john-lewis
https://www.un.org/en/messengers-peace/malala-yousafzai
https://www.hhh.umn.edu/directory/harry-boyte
https://www.vanderbiltuniversitypress.com/9780826522184/awakening-democracy-through-public-work/
https://tischcollege.tufts.edu/people/faculty/peter-levine
https://academic.oup.com/book/43042?__cf_chl_f_tk=uWz6VpuBl0AMmDnOhD5FQbOdxm7LFzsEwIJu0dUF6U0-1783204109-1.0.1.1-BierxZgsGdY8AjApeApwv_IZduoYsXw4VrDwEKr7OyQ
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the identity and trust that turn skills into habits of heart and mind. When students co-produce 

knowledge with community partners, they build the capacity and commitment for grounded 

partnership. Courageous citizenship is formed through this work. 

Conditions for civic prosperity are achievable, and they produce recognizable and rewarding 

effects. The programs that follow, drawn from different institutions, demonstrate what 

deliberate cultivation of civic prosperity looks like on the ground and provide tangible evidence 

that these design conditions are within reach across varied settings. 

Civic learning in the trades. Angela Graves  teaches at Alfred State College, a New York 

polytechnic where most students train for careers in fields like HVAC, welding, and plumbing. 

With a Project Pericles mini-grant, she used deliberative dialogue modules to help students 

define twenty-first-century citizenship in terms tied to their careers and communities. Trades 

students are rarely targeted by civic engagement work. Graves’ students and colleagues came to 

see civic learning as integral to technical education, and the curriculum ran without displacing 

vocational goals. Alfred State has seen steady increases in voter registration since. Graves’ work 

shows what changes when colleges invest in treating students pursuing trades as capable of civic 

development. 

The op-ed as civic act. Megan Thiele Strong, a sociologist at San José State University, a 

Hispanic Serving Institution which enrolls many first-generation and working-class students, 

used a Project Pericles mini-grant to help students in a Poverty, Wealth, and Privilege course 

write and publish op-eds. Strong provided stipends to offset the added time and public exposure 

of writing for an audience–a meaningful cost for students juggling multiple jobs. One student 

published a piece on how public transit infrastructure shapes social stratification, translating 

classroom concepts into civic arguments. This is civic identity in formation: students who 

publish about public challenges come to understand themselves as people whose perspectives 

belong in public debate. 

The same conditions take other forms across the consortium. At Waubonsee Community 

College, Aaron Lawler’s students have moved “from passive observers to active participants” 

over several years, registering to vote and speaking at school board hearings. Through the 

Periclean Faculty Leadership program, Goucher College data science students analyze public 

health data to help a local organization target its opioid response, one of dozens of reciprocal 

partnerships in which students and communities do work neither could accomplish alone. And 

through Project Pericles’ Civic Story Lab, Allegheny College students document housing 

affordability alongside residents, taking on the reputational risk that public work requires. 

Each of these cases is impacted by institutional as well as individual choices: a faculty member 

deciding her vocational students deserve civic development; a university building the conditions 

for first-generation students to enter public debate; a community college sustaining a program 

beyond grant cycles; a consortium building faculty infrastructure for community-engaged 

courses and civic storytelling. Each requires prioritizing civic development alongside research 

productivity, enrollment pressure, and many competing pulls on time and energy. Each requires 

stakeholders to advocate that civic learning belongs in HVAC programs, that stipends for 

https://www.amacad.org/sites/default/files/publication/downloads/2025_civic-culture.pdf
https://www.alfredstate.edu/directory/gravesa1
https://www.sjsu.edu/socialsciences/research/rsca-faculty-bio/thiele-megan.php
https://ilhumanities.org/speakers/aaron-j-lawler
https://projectpericles.org/periclean-faculty-leadership-pfl-html/
https://www.goucher.edu/become/?utm_source=Q1Media&utm_medium=SEM_Fall2025&utm_campaign=public-price-match&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23217118715&gbraid=0AAAAAqFpRCpATn_2KzdmfvoYOUDkFu04-&gclid=Cj0KCQjwjIPSBhCCARIsABGyK7u-EtV4BY9B_1MTyK5cyFoh76akVwfBvqPdDRKcCcJ5o2Qubho1HA8aAgp_EALw_wcB
https://projectpericles.org/civic-story-lab-html/
https://allegheny.edu/
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student op-eds are a legitimate use of funds, that complex community partnerships are 

worthwhile. 

This exemplifies institutional courage in higher education. It gets less attention than high-

profile defenses of academic freedom, vital as those are, and is more sustained, through the 

ongoing work of building identity, trust, and capacity into curriculum, faculty development, 

resource allocation, and the definition of student success. 

AAC&U’s The Trust Agenda, a recent framework for rebuilding public confidence in higher 

education, tackles this challenge head on, emphasizing that colleges earn trust by becoming 

community assets, deepening the reciprocal partnerships civic prosperity requires. Partnerships 

like these build civic prosperity only when colleges can tell they are working and can commit to 

sustaining them past single grant cycles. 

Civic prosperity asks for more than the usual metrics of voter registration, service hours, and 

civics test scores. These capture (valuable) outputs rather than formative conditions. 

Assessment should track three elements directly. 

Identity: whether students come to see themselves as citizens with a stake in public outcomes, 

whether that view shifts over their education, and whether it lasts beyond graduation. 

Trust: whether students develop the intellectual humility to take seriously perspectives they 

reject and to distinguish disagreement from bad faith. 

Capacity: whether students gain practical skills, practice them in civic settings, and do so 

where the stakes carry consequences. 

Few institutions, if any, currently assess all three systematically. Institutions assess what they 

value. The absence of civic prosperity measures signals that the work is treated as optional, at a 

cost to the sector and to civil society. Changing this is slow, unglamorous, institutional work– 

with less public drama than the signing of a declaration in 1776– yet it is the work democratic 

renewal requires. 

In the final line of the Declaration of Independence, the signers commit to bear the costs of 

democratic risk together by stating we “…mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes 

and our sacred Honor.” Two hundred and fifty years later the risks and the scale of pluralism 

have changed but the underlying demand has not. Democracy still needs people willing to bear 

costs for shared purposes, and conditions that make that willingness possible. 

These conditions– civic identity, trust, and capacity– are cultivated in families, communities, 

civic organizations, and importantly in the colleges and universities that shape how young 

people understand themselves in relation to the world they share. Higher education now faces a 

choice: treat civic development as central to its mission or treat it as peripheral and imperil the 

democratic experiment that has held strong for two and a half centuries. 

Building civic prosperity is a decision and a commitment, and, within institutions, it falls to 

those with the standing to fund and protect it. Trustees and presidents must make civic 

https://dgmg81phhvh63.cloudfront.net/content/user-photos/Research/PDFs/The-Trust-Agenda-Report-Digital.pdf
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript
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development a measured priority backed by budget and assessment, not merely a line in a 

mission statement. Funders must underwrite the slow institutional building that is rarely 

supported. Faculty must treat the formation of citizens as core to their work across disciplines. 

And it falls to all of us to stay in a frayed relationship, speak up among people who might judge 

us, show up where local decisions get made, and press the institutions we touch to take this 

work seriously. None of us should be a bystander to the civic life we share. Each choice 

influences whether courageous citizenship remains the work of a heroic few or the everyday 

practice of We the People. 

Investing in civic prosperity, and bearing the cost of the investment in the current political 

climate, renews our country’s historic pledge in a new currency: a modern form of sacred honor. 

The signers treated citizenship as both a demand and a practice. At 250 years, so must we. 
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