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Ten years ago Seth Flaxman, then a student at the Harvard Kennedy School of Government,
became seriously worried about the state of American democracy. At the time, he was in a
minority.

The US had just elected its first African-American president and Washington was abuzz with
Barack Obama’s promises of hope and change. The country seemed to be overcoming its racist
past. The first decade of the 21st century had been imbued with political optimism.

“It was a lonely time to be telling people that our democracy wasn’t working,” says Flaxman, who
had become alarmed by low turnout in a number of polls in this period. So much so that when he
co-founded a digital platform to make it easier for people to vote, it struggled to gain attention
from would-be funders.
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“I would go to these social enterprise business competitions and lose them all — a lot of people
during the Obama era thought that democracy was this thing on autopilot.”

No longer. These days, Flaxman, 34, is one of the darlings of the political funding scene, raising
some $17m — and rising — while working from an achingly trendy warehouse in Brooklyn, filled
with other start-ups.

His project, Democracy Works, has also become an inadvertent symbol of what is both terrifying
and hopeful about America’s political world as it heads for this year’s crucial election — and into
the next decade.

On the depressing side of the equation, the fact that the platform was launched at all demonstrates
some of the challenges dogging the US system. Most notably, because the country is based on a
federal structure that gives states the responsibility to organise votes, its electoral processes tend to
be desperately fragmented.

This makes it harder to ensure that everyone has an easy, and fair, chance to vote, not least because
voting records are often kept on old-fashioned paper rather than digitally.

“Our systems are 18th-century systems and the states are notoriously underfunded, so there is no
organisation in this country which has an incentive to help all voters vote in all elections,” explains
Flaxman, who says the inspiration to create Democracy Works came in 2010, when he was
“walking down the street and saw a sandwich board showing it was time for [local Boston-area]
elections — but it was too late to vote”.

Flaxman argues that “low turnout undermines democracy — it creates a power vacuum and a weak
[political] immune system”. As a consequence, it has become easier for extremist groups such as
the alt-right to have a loud voice — and for them to dominate election campaigns, either by using
social-media manipulation or a lot of money (or both).

However, on the optimistic side of the ledger, Flaxman believes that if he, and others, can raise the
participation rate, they might be able to create a healthier climate. “With high participation, it
changes incentives for all politicians to be focused on serving the public and not just a slice of
voters . . . and it is harder to have disinformation campaigns work . . . or change the outcome by just
putting in a lot of money.”

Moreover, Democracy Works has already signed up seven million voters who can now use a free
online tool called TurboVote to find out where their nearest polling station is, when they need to
vote and how to use postal voting systems. Flaxman hopes to raise this total to 10 million next year.

https://www.democracy.works/
https://turbovote.org/
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A group of tech companies are likely to add their muscle to the cause; indeed, groups such as Snap
and Facebook have already been involved in campaigns.

Now, a cynic might point out that 10 million is still a fraction of the 153 million or so Americans
who were registered to vote in 2018. Moreover, the people using the site tend to skew towards the
young and educated. They are not necessarily part of the poor and minority groups who tend to be
most excluded from the democratic process. And it is yet to be shown whether, as Flaxman
believes, higher participation rates can truly guard against manipulation and extremism.

However, even if Flaxman’s project is a work in progress, the bigger point is that it is not enough to
simply moan about the state of democracy in the western world; we badly need tangible actions
and innovations to fix the challenges too. One option is to use technology (as Democracy Works is
doing) but there are also more old-fashioned ways to boost civic fabric.

Two years ago, manufacturer Levi Strauss joined forces with fellow clothing company Patagonia
and hundreds of other groups to launch a “time to vote” campaign, which gives employees time off
on big polling days to cast their ballots.

Chip Bergh, CEO of Levi, told the Aspen Institute’s Ideas Festival last summer that he considered
this a core “part of corporate responsibility”, and other CEOs, including Dan Schulman of PayPal,
have agreed. More educational establishments are jumping aboard too: about 150 colleges have
already embraced Democracy Works.

By itself, this will not change the world. But it is one small step in the right direction; and a
challenge to all of us to make a resolution this new year to step up and find practical steps to
defend democracy — rather than take it for granted or wail about its demise.

Follow Gillian on Twitter @gilliantett or email her at gillian.tett@ft.com
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