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About the Author
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Danny Sriskandarajah is the child of Tamil migrants who moved from Sri Lanka to Australia. Since receiving his doctorate from Oxford University, where he was the first Rhodes scholar from an Asian Immigrant background, he has had a distinguished career in the third sector.

This has included running CIVICUS, the Johannesburg-based alliance of civil society organizations, and being CEO of Oxfam GB, where he introduced a series of reforms to involve partner organizations and challenge fundraising orthodoxies. He has been a Trustee of Comic Relief, the Disasters Emergency Committee and the Guy’s & St Thomas’ Foundation, and has served on two United Nations high-level panels.

His opinion pieces have been published in newspapers in more than 30 countries, and he regularly appears on broadcast media, including programmes such as the BBC’s Today programme, Hard Talk and Question Time. He has spoken at over 500 events in some 70 countries, including at the United Nations General Assembly, the World Economic Forum Annual Meetings at Davos, and committees of both Houses of the UK Parliament.

In January 2024 he became the CEO of the New Economics Foundation, the progressive think tank. He tweets @dhnnjyn.




Praise for Danny Sriskandarajah:

‘Danny connects his personal story with society’s collective story of who we are and who we can be. He provides a beacon that lights up our confidence that we can shift power to the people and helps guide us on our way’

Winnie Byanyima, Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations

‘After a lifetime of campaigning Danny has written a passionate, wise, inspiring and – hurray! – very entertaining book about how individuals really do have the power to change the world for the better’

Richard Curtis, co-founder of Comic Relief

‘Urgent and essential, at the heart of Power to the People lies a simple but profound truth: that people acting together can change the world’

Caroline Lucas, former leader of the Green Party of England and Wales

‘Danny Sriskandarajah has written a book that is positive, instructive, probing, inspiring and hopeful. His own life story shows the power of people, and his message that we the people must take back control of the future could not be more timely’

David Miliband, former UK Foreign Secretary

‘I would rather see this book on the desk of any executive, over the countless business books which wrongly argue that companies should pursue profit at all costs. It is a timely reminder that people shape economies, that inequality is far from inevitable, and that we must work collectively – business, government, and citizens – to build a brighter future where all can thrive’

Paul Polman, business leader and co-author of Net Positive

‘This wise, warm and worldly book calls on us to reimagine our democracies and democratize our economies. It’s time – so dive in!’

Kate Raworth, author of Doughnut Economics

‘Danny’s call to protect civic freedoms, renew democracy and deliver the Sustainable Development Goals is much needed at such a difficult time’

Mary Robinson, former President of Ireland and Chair of The Elders

‘In present times, our disillusionment with leaders and institutions is – fortunately – matched by our urgency to act, to reform and to collaborate for good. To unlock change we must find better ways to connect hard-won lessons from the past with our vivid imagination of the future. In this book, Danny provides inspiration, analysis and examples from his own experience on how this is possible.’

Lysa John, Secretary General, CIVICUS

‘This is the intriguing story of the volunteerism and participation that Danny champions smashing up against the steel walls of modern authoritarianism. And more grippingly, the ways to dismantle those walls with a direct democracy that drops its historic formalism and espouses direct engagement by people. This is a handbook about democratic renewal.’

Lord Mark Malloch-Brown, former Deputy Secretary-General of the United Nations

‘In a world filled with challenges, Power to the People offers a refreshing perspective and a call to action for all who aspire to create a more just and equitable society. As we rethink and retool activism to meet unprecedented and existential challenges, this book is essential reading.’

Kumi Naidoo, former head of Amnesty International, CIVICUS and Greenpeace International

‘Powerful!’

Yanis Varoufakis, economist and politician




About the Book

A radical manifesto for citizen-led change

In 2024, two billion people head to the polls in some fifty countries around the world. But the drama of these elections – from India to Mexico, and from the United Kingdom to the United States – risks obscuring just how fragile the foundations of democracy have become. A political system that is geared towards short-term wins, run by politicians that few of us trust, is failing to address complex global problems. Many of us feel disempowered, disillusioned and distrustful.

In Power to the People, former CEO of Oxfam GB Danny Sriskandarajah offers us the antidote to apathy, populism and political polarization. Danny learned the value of citizenship and activism at a young age as the child of Tamil migrants who emigrated to Australia to escape the civil war in his home country. Drawing on his extensive experience in leading civil society organizations around the globe, he sets out a radical blueprint for change.

In a compelling narrative, he unearths the incredible stories of ordinary people taking on the biggest challenges of our time – from community-based energy projects to a volunteer-run repair café in his local London neighbourhood, and from the campaigning platform Avaaz’s remarkable success in tackling endemic corruption in Brazil to a new generation of digital co-operatives.

Power to the People presents innovative solutions to seemingly intractable problems in a world where inequality is rising, social mobility is stalling, the climate crisis is deepening, and digital technologies are undermining community cohesion. From giving democracy a participatory makeover to public ownership of social media spaces, and from re-energising co-operatives to creating a people’s chamber at the United Nations, this radical and inspiring book is packed full of ideas for how we can reclaim our power and change the world.




For Amma and Appa,
who showed me the importance of service and hope.




Preface to the Paperback  Edition

I finished writing this book as 2024 began. It was a year that Time magazine called a ‘make-or-break year’ for democracy, while The Economist named it democracy’s ‘giant test of nerves’. It was an election ‘super-cycle’ year. Some three billion people would head to the polls across more than eighty countries: more voters in a single year than at any other time in human history.

Like many, I was nervous about what the year would hold. Not so much about which leaders would be elected in countries like India, South Africa, the UK and the US. But, as I argue in the book, that the drama of elections would blind us to just how shaky the foundations of the democratic theatre have become.

These foundations are being eroded by a dangerous mix of voter apathy and distrust of politicians, divided politics fuelled by misinformation, the pernicious influence of the wealthy in democratic life, the rise of populist leaders with autocratic tendencies who want to dismantle democracy itself and the undermining of the norms and institutions that nurture international cooperation. For many, 2024 was a story about how we changed the people in power; for me, it was a reminder that we need to change power itself.

The ‘cure for the ills of democracy is more democracy’, the American philosopher John Dewey once said. But only if we renew and reinvent democracy’s machinery. The very best protection against the rise of autocracy is to redesign our democratic institutions to give more people a more meaningful say, to deliver more equitable economic development that gives more people a greater sense of security and wellbeing, to make global governance far more participatory and to protect human freedoms and dignity in the digital world. How we do this – how we reimagine our political institutions, economy, global governance and digital spaces and put people at their centre – is what this book is all about.

Perhaps the event that brought the concerns of the book into sharpest relief was the inauguration of President Trump on 20 January 2025. On the face of it, the 2024 US presidential election, in which 156 million people cast their vote freely for the candidate they thought would be best for America – and watched the peaceful transfer of power unfold – should have been a celebration of the resilience of American democracy. Yet, the sixtieth inauguration in the American Republic’s life, held on that freezing day in Washington DC – so cold that the ceremony had to be moved indoors into the Capitol rotunda – sent shivers down my spine.

After an election marred by bitterness and misinformation, a convicted felon who had supported, if not incited, the violent storming of that very Capitol building four years earlier and had campaigned to dismantle the checks and balances in American democracy, was being inaugurated as the president of the United States. Many of those who voted for Trump had done so to stick up a collective middle finger at what they  saw as a dysfunctional democracy, a political mainstream they felt was betraying them – and to an economy which they felt was letting them down.

They had elected a new president on a promise to tackle the sense of powerlessness felt by many Americans. ‘As we gather today,’ Trump declared in his inauguration speech, ‘our government confronts a crisis of trust. For many years, a radical and corrupt establishment has extracted power and wealth from our citizens while the pillars of our society lay broken and seemingly in complete disrepair.’

I did a double-take at this. For sitting right there in the rotunda behind the president was a billionaire’s row of tech broligarchs that included the three richest men in the US, Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg and Jeff Bezos. The crowd was also smattered with Europe’s and India’s richest men; Rupert Murdoch, worth only a measly $22 billion, but owner of a media empire that was critical to Trump’s success; the CEO of controversial Chinese social media firm TikTok; even a Las Vegas casino magnate. All told, the billionaires in attendance that day had a combined wealth of $1.35 trillion dollars, not far off the combined wealth of the poorest half of all Americans.

Here, in prime position, were the very robber barons who were exploiting America and exerting corrosive, destabilizing pressure on the pillars of its democratic society. From capturing the free media and using a commitment to ‘free speech’ to flood the zone with toxic misinformation, to buying political influence, it is these people, if any, who have been extracting power and wealth from American society at an unprecedented rate. And they – including Trump himself – had just been given the green light to extract still more.

There to pay homage to a president who had promised to install a dictatorship ‘on day one’, many of those present had  made personal donations of a million US dollars towards the cost of the inauguration. Musk had already pumped $200 million of his own money into Trump’s campaign, as well as putting the might of the X algorithm at his candidate’s disposal, relentlessly amplifying right-leaning voices. Musk has since been rewarded with a position at the head of the new Department of Government Effciency and, as I write, is busily slashing federal agencies and regulations, many of which relate to his own companies’ activities.

Meanwhile, Trump has stayed true to his word: subverting the judiciary, pursuing vendettas against his political and media enemies and breaking with democratic allies in Europe to align the US ever more closely with autocratic Russia. In the book, I use the example of Trump withdrawing the US from the Paris climate accords in his first term as an example of how our political systems incentivize short-term, narrow self-interest. Back then, it took him several months in offce to issue the order; the second time around the order to withdraw came on day one. Tapping into widespread disillusionment with supra-national bodies that he, and other leaders of the insurgent populist right, have successfully characterized as unnecessary drains on national resources and authority, this time Trump has gone much further, withdrawing the US from the World Health Organisation and the United Nations Human Rights Council, imposing sanctions on the International Criminal Court and pausing all US foreign development assistance. Cooperation is out. Transactional, put-yourself-first politics is in.

But this isn’t all about Trump. If Kamala Harris had won in 2024, the political foundations of US democracy would still be fragile. Research shows that Americans are profoundly disillusioned with their nation’s politics. In 1958, about three-quarters of Americans trusted the government to do  the right thing almost always or most of the time. Today, for Republican supporters, that stands at 11 per cent.1 At the beginning of 2024, almost two-thirds of Americans surveyed said they were ‘mostly or always’ exhausted with politics and 55 per cent said they were ‘often or mostly’ angry. When asked to identify a strength in the American political system, 56 per cent gave no answer or said ‘nothing’ and 63 per cent expressed ‘not too much’ or zero confidence in the system’s future.2 By the time of the November election, nearly half of all voters said democracy doesn’t do a good job of representing ordinary people3 and exit polls released on election night itself showed that US voters put ‘democracy’ as the most important issue when deciding how to vote.4 That Trump had promised to dismantle the democratic status quo was the point: voters chose this over more of the same.

And, while the US has certainly provided us with a stunning example of the democratic dangers we face, it is far from alone. One in three voters now live in countries where the quality of elections has declined and election results are increasingly being disputed. Between 2020 and 2024, a fifth of all election results faced some form of challenge and one in five elections saw losing candidates publicly reject the outcome.5 Average electoral turnout has fallen globally from 65.2 per cent to 55.5 per cent in the past fifteen years.

In the 2024 UK general election we saw a near-historic swing to the Labour party, which almost achieved a ‘super-majority’. But the real supermajority – and the one I worry about – is made up of those who are disillusioned with the state of politics. Some 40 per cent of Britons didn’t vote in the 2024 general election, up 10 per cent from the previous election and at a near historical high. That is almost double the number of people who voted for Labour. And this is before  we get to those who voted for Reform in protest at mainstream parties, or those who voted reluctantly for a party because of a first-past-the-post electoral system that doesn’t allow them to express their real preferences. As I show in the book, all this is in the context of two-thirds of the British public thinking that politicians are in it ‘merely for themselves’, more than double the figure in the middle of the twentieth century and ten times more than those who felt politicians were there to ‘do the best for their country’.

It wasn’t just in the UK where incumbent governments were booted out. In the last twelve months alone, ruling parties were ousted in Senegal, South Korea, Bangladesh, Botswana, Syria and France. In South Africa, the African National Congress (ANC), which had ruled since the end of apartheid, lost its majority for the first time in three decades, finding itself forced to form a coalition government. In India, despite being widely expected to sweep easily to a third term, Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s party lost its parliamentary majority. In Japan, Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba’s ruling Liberal Democrat Party, which has governed almost without interruption since 1955, lost its majority. German Chancellor Olaf Scholz lost a vote of confidence, paving the way for an election which has seen historic gains for Germany’s far right Alternative for Germany (AfD) party. And in Canada, record levels of voter dissatisfaction have forced Prime Minister Justin Trudeau to resign.

Since 2020, incumbents have been removed in forty-one of fifty-five democratic elections.6 Again, on the face of it, you might think this is a sign of the health of democracy. I take a different view. For me, this is a sign of dissatisfaction with democracy itself. The drivers of this deep-seated frustration with the status quo are manifold, from inflation, rising  prices and concerns around immigration, to the long-term economic, educational and health repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic. In an age of worsening economic inequality, the creeping influence of billionaires in government and on electoral processes is engendering voter apathy from the US to India to Thailand. Social media is eroding people’s trust in government, institutions and each other. It is deepening political polarization, particularly around culture, identity and the value of tradition in society, by fostering connections between people who consume similar content and relentlessly reinforcing particular world views. Its algorithms favour simple, emotionally charged messages, allowing conspiracy theories and fearmongering to flourish, encouraging people to expect instant results and pushing them to judge quickly and harshly when these aren’t delivered.

The fact is that representative democracy, in its current form, is failing to provide people with what they want. A survey from 2024 across thirty-one nations found that 54 per cent of adults were dissatisfied with the way democracy is working in their country. In several of the high-income nations surveyed, levels of dissatisfaction have increased significantly in the past three years. Many people feel disconnected from political leaders and institutions. Large majorities in many countries believe elected offcials don’t care what people like them think. Many say there is no political party that represents their views well and people like them have little or no influence on politics in their country.7

This is a problem we cannot ignore. It is a problem that has opened the door to populist parties and strong leaders, predominantly on the right, but in some cases, such as Mexico’s Morena party, on the left. Parties that are capitalizing on  voter frustrations with elites and the sense that establishment parties and leaders are out of touch with ordinary citizens.

When I first wrote this book, I said that I remained hopeful. In interviews and discussions about the book, I have probably been asked more about this than anything else. I advocated for more power to the people and yet we seem to be getting the opposite. Given everything that has happened and where we are now, do I remain hopeful? And, if so, why? The answer is that I do. In part, that can be explained by my personal story.

My early years were disjointed. I was born in Sri Lanka. My parents left to pursue graduate study overseas in two different countries and, at the age of one, I was sent to live with my paternal grandparents on Karainagar, a low-lying, sandy island off the coast of Jaffna peninsula in the far north of the country. I loved my time with my Aiya and Amma, but life was basic – we had no running water or electricity – and there was growing anxiety about ethnic tensions.

As my parents were finishing their doctorates, they were told by colleagues and family in Sri Lanka not to return. As minority Tamils, our community was subject to discrimination by the Sinhalese majority-dominated government. There had also been outbreaks of communal violence. My own uncle had been beaten to death in the hospital where he worked by a Sinhalese mob and there were rumours of an all-out pogrom on Tamils being organized. So, rather than return to Sri Lanka, my father found a job in Papua New Guinea and I took my first plane trip to join my parents there. It was all very novel: I had only seen them once in the five years we had been apart, I had to learn English, and, on my first day at the new school in Lae, my name, ‘Dhananjayan’,  became ‘Danny’. My teacher, Mrs Collins, thought the former was far too difficult and it has been Danny ever since.

A year later, our worst fears were realized when Sri Lanka was gripped by civil war. Over the course of the next twenty- five years, the war would cost tens of thousands of lives and displace more than a million people. With hopes of returning to Sri Lanka dashed, my parents decided to emigrate to Australia. This wasn’t straightforward. The ‘White Australia Policy’ had only recently been dropped so, despite my father having a job offer, the whole process dragged on. After a few months spent waiting in limbo in India, our papers were finally issued.

I landed at Sydney Airport on Australia Day in January 1986, aged ten. Nearly 200 years to the day that European colonists arrived in the same bay on which the airport now sits, here was a Sri Lankan Tamil family seeking a better life in a faraway place. We settled in a small town on the outskirts of Sydney. I was one of only two ethnic minority children in the whole of my new primary school; the other was the adopted child of white parents. It all felt a bit strange: I remember a little girl rubbing the skin on my arm to see if the brown came off, and so many quirky things about life in Australia. But, most of all, I recall my delight in all the things I could do and be part of.

I was granted Australian citizenship in 1988. Having been displaced and exiled by the war in Sri Lanka, being granted citizenship of a peaceful, prosperous and stable country was a bittersweet occasion for my family. As Tamils, we had been made to feel like second-class citizens in the country of my birth, but in Australia we now enjoyed the full rights and privileges on offer in a vibrant democracy. Indeed, rather than being a persecuted ethnic minority, we felt like we were part of Australia’s experiment with multiculturalism. Rather  than having to hide our culture, language and religion as many Tamils in Sri Lanka had been forced to do, we found Sydney’s growing Tamil diaspora abuzz with dance recitals, music concerts, drama performances and religious ceremonies. We were encouraged to enjoy all the opportunities that the ‘lucky country’ had to offer. 

I remember opening my Dollarmites kids’ account at the Commonwealth Bank, getting my first part-time job delivering the weekly local newspaper, and nearly always fundraising for something or other. There was the Walk Against Want to raise funds for Community Aid Abroad (the organization that was to become Oxfam Australia a few years later), fasting for weekends as part of the 48 Hour Famine for World Vision, and forcing myself to read books for the Multiple Sclerosis Trust’s Read-a-thon. I was elected a school prefect, attended the occasional meeting of Interact (the kids’ arm of Rotary International) and listened intently to my father talking about the local branch of the Australian Labor Party, which he had joined soon after arriving.

Over the coming years, I worked hard and gained admission to some of Australia’s finest educational institutions, including James Ruse Agricultural High School and Sydney University, before winning a Rhodes Scholarship to study in the UK at Oxford. I was Australia’s first Asian immigrant to do so in the scholarship’s 100-or-so-year history. Things that many would take for granted – being selected for stuff on the basis of merit or being allowed to have a political voice – were treasured in my household.

Meanwhile, it was clear that the situation in Sri Lanka risked becoming a forgotten war. Tamils inside Sri Lanka couldn’t really speak out, but those of us in the diaspora could. So my parents and our community threw themselves  into this struggle, and I joined in. We wrote letters to politicians, held rallies outside the Australian parliament, set up a Tamil community radio station, and held fundraising events to support refugees. I even wrote a letter to the Dalai Lama urging him to call for peace in Sri Lanka – and was blown away to receive a reply. The work was all-consuming for our community, particularly for my parents and therefore for me too. Most of my friends would spend their weekends having fun; for me, weekends usually meant tagging along with my parents to one Tamil event or another.

Decades later, I recognize the importance of those moments, and the example my parents set in nurturing a sense of activism that has shaped my personal and professional journey ever since. I have been a member of countless voluntary groups working together to take practical action – from providing young refugees with opportunities to play football to taking part in global protests calling for climate action. I have felt privileged to be part of some of the most incredible manifestations of ordinary citizens coming together to take collective action. This includes leading venerable charitable organizations such as the Royal Commonwealth Society and Oxfam Great Britain; the global civil society alliance, CIVICUS, that connects citizens in over 175 countries; and independent think-tanks promoting people-centred ideas such as the Institute of Public Policy Research and the New Economics Foundation. I have had the honour of speaking about people’s concerns at forums like the United Nations General Assembly and Davos, and of having been a Trustee of the Baring Foundation, Comic Relief, the Disasters Emergency Committee and the Guy’s and St Thomas’ Foundation. Every one of these organizations was created by groups of people wanting to make the world a better place. 

Four decades after leaving Sri Lanka, I retain the same conviction that inspired me as a child: that people acting together can change the world. A conviction that the best way of responding to the multiple crises the world faces – from tackling climate change to delivering fair economies to protecting democracy – involves promoting individual rights and freedoms and investing in active communities.

I know that a phrase like ‘the power to change the world’ will sound naïve to many, but volumes of research and centuries of practice show that it is this sense of possibility that is critical to enacting change. For me, understanding how power works – power in the world around us, the power each of us holds and how best to use it – helps retain a sense of hope about the possibilities for change, even in the darkest moments.

It is true that the events of the last twelve months have been dispiriting, sometimes even shocking. But they have not diminished my hope. I know what it is to feel powerful: I have the means and opportunities to change the world for the better through my actions. I don’t mean some sort of superpower; just the realization that I have an everyday freedom and an agency that is profoundly powerful. Less like Spider-Man’s belief that ‘with great power comes great responsibility’; more like a grateful Immigrant Boy who feels that the opportunities he’s been given come with responsibility to give back.

I have always felt lucky to have escaped the war that was ravaging my homeland. But I have also always felt a sense of responsibility to do something to help those who have not been as fortunate as me; an obligation to speak up against injustice for those whose voices are not being heard. This role, this purpose, as an active citizen drives my hope.

And hope is not the same as optimism. For me, optimism  is a largely passive assumption that even if the status quo is bad, the future will eventually, somehow turn out all right. Perhaps some new technology will come along to save us; probably someone will have a good idea about how to do things differently. By thinking like this, we relinquish our own responsibility for enacting change and become blind to the power we hold to do so. Hope is different; it is the belief that things can change for the better, and the resolve to work towards that change.

I know that many people do not share my confidence or hope. Many of the readers who have picked up or downloaded this book will feel disillusioned about the state of the world and powerless to change it. Maybe you’re a young person who feels that you have inherited a broken world that is getting worse not better. Perhaps you’re an older person who feels that many of the institutions you trusted are falling apart, that many of the values you hold dear are under threat. You might work in a charity but worry that what you are doing is just tinkering around the edges, providing superficial solutions to a deeper societal malaise. You might feel that your voice doesn’t matter and that those in power are not listening.

Today’s emergent, insurgent political leaders are doing what more established political forces seem unable or unwilling to do. They’re promising a radical shake-up of democracy, a new kind of economics, a different kind of international cooperation and a new approach to technology. Their approach won’t deliver for people in the way that many think. Instead, it will make our societies more divided, our economies more unfair, our world more fractured and our lives more vulnerable to rampant technological advances. But what it might just do in the process is push more of us to take seriously the challenge of finding alternative solutions. People  are voting for populist, strongman leaders because they are the ones offering solutions, however misguided and insidious they may be. The onus is on those of us who believe in democracy, in freedom and in equality to make a powerful case for a better way.

In this book, I seek to do just that. I share some of what I have learned from my time as a participant in, and observer of, citizen action around the world, to show where and how we can make the greatest difference. I set out ways in which we can enrich our democracies so that they offer us far more opportunity to enact change than elections every few years. I explore how we can tackle the extreme economic inequality that is placing our societies under such severe strain. I suggest how we can inject people power into the international bodies tasked with addressing our global challenges. And I share ideas on how we can all reap the benefits of rapidly developing digital technologies like AI while guarding against its dangers.

Watching the Supreme Court judges conduct Trump’s inauguration made me think back to another of their number, Judge Louis Brandeis. As I note in the book, at a time of soaring levels of inequality in the United States a century ago, Brandeis declared: ‘We can have democracy in this country or we can have great wealth concentrated in the hands of the few, but we can’t have both.’ I doubt, even in his worst nightmares, Brandeis would have expected to see the concentration of wealth on display at the forty-seventh president’s inauguration, nor the ways in which the wealthy can now buy influence.

Over the last year, my colleagues at the New Economics Foundation and I have been researching the impacts of extreme wealth on society.8 The ‘super-rich’ are undermining democracy through worrying levels of influence on political  decisions and contributing to a general disillusionment with democracy. What is fascinating is that even the rich think this is dangerous. In a poll of 3,000 millionaires around the world, we found that more than half think extreme wealth is a threat to democracy.9 Over 70 per cent of the millionaires polled agreed that the super-rich buy political influence and access to policymakers, disproportionately influence public opinion through control of media and social media, and leverage the law in their own favour. We have also been exploring whether rich people think there is a point above which one can have too much wealth. It turns out that most of the millionaires we spoke to think there is: about a third of them put the line at $10 million and another third between $30 million and $100 million. One said ‘I think $30 million is a good line. If you have that, you’re pretty well off, you’ve won capitalism.’10

With predictions that we will see the first trillionaires in the next decade, it is clear that something has got to give. As a society, we can choose to hail these individuals as symbols of success, irrespective of the blatant damage they are doing to the fabric of our societies, or we can start now to build a new set of norms and policies that will reduce and then reverse these eye-watering levels of accumulation and extraction and defend our institutions from them.

I would love to see a citizen’s assembly established to inject a considered societal view on a topic that very few politicians seem prepared to talk about. This would give policymakers a mandate and a framework to tackle inequality and it would give finance ministers a solid rationale for raising tax rates on those who hold wealth above an agreed line, or for changing tax and inheritance rules to compel the rich to donate excess wealth to charity.

The good news is that there is no shortage of solutions like this to our shared challenges.

While the last year may have been dispiriting in many ways, there have also been many remarkable acts of people power – all of them lending reason to my hope. Protests against attempts to undermine democracy in Senegal and Bangladesh successfully ousted the incumbent leaders. Efforts by civil society saw historic new legislation introduced around equal marriage and adoption rights in Thailand and Greece and new protection for women’s rights in the Czech Republic, Kazakhstan and Poland. People achieved significant victories in the struggle for environmental justice in the UK and Australia and for indigenous rights in South America. And a group of older Swiss women won a landmark case at the European Court of Human Rights that will compel European governments to do more to tackle climate change.

There is no limit to the capacity of ordinary people to come together to shape a better future. I hope this book both informs and inspires. I hope you finish it feeling that your voice does matter and that you do have the power to change the world.

This book is dedicated to the amazing people whom I have met over the years, people who are making change in small and big ways, from the everyday to the monumental, from the local to the global. And particularly to my parents, whose values and sense of hope have shaped my life profoundly.




INTRODUCTION

Amandla! Awethu!

‘Amandla!’ came the shout from the stage, ‘Awethu!’ came the full-throated response from the crowd.

‘Power!’ . . . ‘To the people!’

This had been a popular call and response when South Africans gathered at protest marches or student meetings, and even in churches during the dark days of the struggle against apartheid. And I still heard it many times in the years we lived in South Africa in the 2010s. But this occasion felt very special.

It was 18 July 2017, and I was standing in the middle of a large crowd in Cape Town. It would have been Nelson Mandela’s ninety-ninth birthday had he been alive, and I was at an event organized by The Elders, the group of senior public figures that Mandela had helped to co-found a decade earlier. On that sunny, winter’s day in what South Africans call the ‘Mother City’, I found myself walking arm in arm with the likes of Mandela’s widow, Graça Machel, the former Irish President and human rights champion Mary Robinson, and the late United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan. We ended the walk with an event inside Cape Town’s international convention centre. The legendary jazz trumpeter Hugh Masekela gave an uplifting performance. It was the last time I met Hugh, who was to pass away just a few months later.

‘Amandla!’ came the call from the speakers. ‘Awethu!’ we shouted back. We sang happy birthday in memory of Madiba, an honorific title given to Mandela. Speaker after speaker – including me – talked about why we needed to rekindle the resolve, passion and bravery of Mandela to overcome the challenges the world was facing.

For The Elders, this was the launch of their campaign to bridge deepening global fault lines based on injustice, hate and xenophobia by encouraging people around the world to ‘Walk Together’. They wanted people to continue Mandela’s long walk to freedom with a renewed focus on peace, equality and justice – the issues to which he had devoted his life. The organization I was leading at the time, CIVICUS, was working with The Elders to champion courageous citizen voices as part of Walk Together events that would take place over the coming months from Buenos Aires, to London, to New York.

The final event of the campaign, one I was also lucky enough to attend and speak at, was held exactly a year later on 18 July 2018, marking the centenary of Nelson Mandela’s birth. This time, the event was held at the iconic Constitution Hill in Johannesburg.

‘Amandla! Awethu!’ I couldn’t imagine a more poignant place to be calling for power to the people. We were standing next to the prison in which the likes of Mandela and other anti-apartheid heroes like Nobel Peace Prize laureate Albert Luthuli, Rhodes Scholar Bram Fischer and Communist Party leader Joe Slovo had been held. This was also the prison in which a young Mohandas Gandhi was detained after being arrested for leading a peaceful protest, or satyagraha. It was here he read Ruskin, Tolstoy and the holy books such as the Bhagavad Gita and the Qur’an. Gandhi would later recall how critical his years in South Africa – including his first arrest – were in transforming him from London-educated lawyer to Indian freedom fighter, from Mohandas to Mahātmā (an honorific first applied in South Africa in 1914).

Today, the site is home to South Africa’s highest court. When Constitution Hill was refurbished in the early 2000s, the Awaiting Trial Block was demolished, with the exception of four of its staircases, which stand as testament to what was. The bricks from the rest of the building, once physical barriers against freedom, were used to build South Africa’s new Constitutional Court, the body ultimately responsible for the values and freedoms enshrined in the country’s new Constitution. Outside the giant wooden doors of the court building, built into one of the stairwells of the old prison, is the Flame of Democracy – a perpetual flame that serves to remind South Africa’s citizens of their right to a life free from oppression and injustice.

The largely peaceful transition from the brutal apartheid regime to a democracy in which all people enjoyed power – a revolution in which Mandela played a critical role – was one of the twentieth century’s most remarkable achievements. It could have gone so badly wrong in so many ways. So, there we were, celebrating people power, on the day that Madiba would have turned 100.

Power constrained

Yet, despite the power of the moment and the location, it was hard not to be downbeat. The event was a celebration of one of history’s most inspiring freedom fighters and I had been asked to speak about civic activism and the ongoing struggles for freedom, justice and equality around the world. But I was acutely aware that almost everywhere it was becoming more difficult for people to enjoy their freedoms. I remember feeling that those activists who fought – and died – to deliver democracy in places like South Africa would have been horrified at what was happening in the early twenty-first century.

Today, some 72 per cent of the world’s population live in autocracies – with only a billion of us (13 per cent of the world’s population) living in truly liberal democracies.1 Global levels of democracy have retreated to where we were in the mid-1980s – and continue to decline. And life inside many democracies is characterized by a toxic mix of apathy, populism and political polarization. Indeed, a 2020 Cambridge University study of 154 countries over several decades found the ‘highest level of democratic discontent’ since records began.2

Why? In part, because we don’t think much of our elected officials. A recent survey of thirty-four largely democratic countries found that two-thirds of respondents think elected officials do not care what ordinary citizens think, and, in many countries, there has been a sharp fall in the proportion of people who think that the state is run for the benefit of all (Italy down from 88 per cent in 2002 to 30 per cent in 2019, Germany down from 86 per cent to 48 per cent, the UK down from 66 per cent to 44 per cent, and the US down from 65 per cent to 46 per cent).3

And there are some really worrying trends if we dare to look closely. Take the attitudes of young people, for example. Surveys conducted in 2023 across thirty countries found that only 57 per cent of 18- to 35-year-olds think democracy is preferable to any other form of government, compared to 71 per cent of older respondents.4 Some 42 per cent of younger people said they were supportive of military rule (compared to just 20 per cent of older respondents) and more than a third felt a ‘strong leader’ who did not hold elections or consult parliament was ‘a good way to run a country’. Why such shifts? The sad reality is that serious concerns ranging from climate change, to the cost of living, to personal security, mean that too many young people are losing faith that democracy can deliver.

Much is being made of the fact that 2024 is democracy’s biggest year to date, in which some two billion of us head to the polls in some fifty countries. Yet, these elections – from India to Mexico, South Africa to the United Kingdom and the United States – are less likely to be festivals of democracy than events characterized by low trust, low turnout, deep divisions, misinformation and concerns about foreign interference. And I worry that there is a more fundamental challenge that underlies all of these concerns: the institutions and practices of contemporary democracy are outdated and need a participatory makeover for the twenty-first century. By focusing on the drama of elections, we risk overlooking just how fragile the theatre of democracy has become.

Today, the very mechanisms through which we take collective decisions feel under threat: politicians aren’t trusted, party politics feel divisive, the United Nations seems frail, and the digital platforms that we’d hoped would bring us together are instead fuelling division and misinformation. The modern capitalism that was supposed to bolster modern democracy is rendering us largely passive consumers of manufactured choice, with a small class of asset owners reaping vulgar amounts of wealth and power from a deeply unfair economic system. Everything – from our habits to our opinions to our very identities online – has become a commodity to be bought and sold. It feels like we live in an era of the apathetic voter, of the captured consumer, of the cowering citizen.

From climate breakdown, to rising inequality, to the threats posed by artificial intelligence, there is much to worry about in the world today. But what worries me most is that people feel disempowered, disillusioned and distrustful of the mechanisms through which we are supposed to solve our collective challenges. This is what makes the situation we’re in truly dangerous.

And it wasn’t meant to be like this.

The Century of the Citizen

For the greater part of human history, most of us were subjects; ruled by monarchs and chiefs, we enjoyed few rights and little power. We spent most of our time on the business of survival. Living hand to mouth, we had little time for recreation, let alone for taking part in public life. It wasn’t long ago that every second child died, regardless of where in the world it was born. A life of extreme poverty with few possessions was the inevitable destiny for the vast majority of us.

But the twentieth century delivered profound changes. Fundamental human rights and freedoms were formally enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights at the United Nations in 1948. Rapid economic development in parts of the world, especially in Asia, meant that the proportion of the world’s population living in extreme poverty fell from around 60 per cent in 1900 to around 10 per cent by the year 2000. Rapid globalization meant that goods, services, ideas and people started to flow around the world, further driving growth and reducing poverty. As representative democracy spread, education became more accessible and free media exploded. We began to see the emergence of a new era: one in which we would no longer be subjects, but citizens.

As more of us acquired the means and time to enjoy our fundamental human freedoms, the dramatic changes of the twentieth century were propelled by numerous inspiring examples of people power at work. When we think of individuals standing up to injustice, often at huge personal cost, it is easy to recall famous men like Gandhi and Mandela – as I did in the preface to this book – but I also take inspiration from countless others who dared to stand up and speak out; others who would never have dreamt of (and often didn’t live to see) the dramatic impacts of their small actions.

I think of the British suffragette leader Emmeline Pankhurst, who in the early 1900s started protesting and going on hunger strikes to call for the right of women to vote in the UK. I think of the British social reformer Eglantyne Jebb, the founder of Save the Children, who was arrested in 1919 in London’s Trafalgar Square for protesting about the starvation facing thousands of children inside Austria and Germany, countries that had been at war with Britain just a few months earlier. I think of the civil rights activist Rosa Parks being arrested in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955 for refusing to move from her bus seat in favour of a white passenger. Each stands as proof of the power of individuals to drive radical and lasting change, often beginning with small-scale action. Pankhurst’s efforts helped to deliver full voting rights for women in the UK in 1928, the fund that Jebb founded went on to become one of the world’s largest charities and Parks’s act of defiance triggered a series of events that led to the end of racial segregation in the US. These are just three individuals among countless others across the world who have shown time and again that people power can drive progress.

The end of the Cold War heralded a new optimism in the 1990s about civic action. In Eastern Europe, dissident intellectuals revitalized the notion of ‘civil society’ as they toppled failing Communist states in a series of ‘people’s revolutions’. Meanwhile, in the developing world, political scientists talked about a ‘third wave’ of democratization. In the Anglo-Saxon world, civil society was increasingly being referred to as the ‘third sector’ (outside the state and market). And, even in China, where almost all institutions that connected state to society had been controlled by the Community Party since 1949, new social organizations (shehui zuzhi), such as trades and professional associations, learned societies, cultural and sports clubs, chambers of commerce and business associations, were emerging.

In his famous 1989 essay, which he later expanded into a book, The End of History and the Last Man, Francis Fukuyama argued that, with fascism and communism now defeated, liberal democracy and the market economy would provide citizens with levels of wealth and personal liberties that no other political structure could. Writing in 2003 in the preface to the first edition of his foundational book, Civil Society, the long-standing scholar of citizen action Michael Edwards seems to channel the excitement of this zeitgeist, arguing that civil society might be the ‘big idea for the twenty-first century’.5 Twenty years later, in his book Citizens, the advertising executive turned citizen activist Jon Alexander describes how the human story should be one that moves from centring on subjects
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