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Doing Democratic Theory Democratically
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Abstract
Over centuries, democratic theory has developed emancipatory ideals of inclusion, agency and transparency. These ideals,
however, have scarcely been applied to the process of theorizing itself. Democratic theory is a product of the academic ivory
tower. This article sets out to confront this problem and formulates democratic theorizing as an alternative to established
approaches to theorizing democracy. It does so by conceptualizing democratic theory production as a democratic innovation.
Democratic theorizing needs to include affected people, empower those on the margins and facilitate transparency. The
proposed approach attempts to realize these ideals by bringing together three methodological traditions: grounded theory (in
its critical indigenous version), participatory research and assemblage theory. The resulting approach of democratic theorizing
draws on an ongoing engagement with the Black Lives Matter movement. The article discusses nine guiding principles of
democratic theorizing and presents concrete building blocks to shape a democratic theorizing project.
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Introduction

Over centuries, normative democratic theory has developed
sophisticated accounts of how democracy ought to be. It has
elaborated values of freedom, equality and pluralism (Dean
et al., 2019). Moreover, many democratic theorists claim that
democracy is not restricted to state institutions but extends to
every sphere of human (Pateman, 1970) and even non-human
interaction (Javier & Dryzek, 2020), so that democratic values
ought to be practiced in every sphere of life (Campbell
Rawlings & Catlaw, 2011). Yet, democratic theory proves
surprisingly reluctant to apply these principles to itself; to date,
it remains a product of the academic ivory tower. It is produced
by people who have undergone years of training in educative
institutions that shape the way we as democratic theorists
think, speak, and act. This process not only produces a certain
kind of thinking but is also only accessible to a few equipped
with the necessary educational and economic resources.
Democratic theory, then, is the product of a highly selective
process and is rooted in the life world of a selective, socio-
economically rather homogenous group.

Of course, this problem is rooted in the capitalist logic of
systemic inequality and division of labor. The (post)colonial
and hetero-patriarchal structures of current academia, in which
research often functions as an extractive process, have a long

history and deep roots (Rodrı́guez, 2018). Hence, it cannot be
the purpose of this paper to completely step out of this cycle
and turn the production of democratic theory upside down. A
more moderate and feasible goal is to propose an approach to
producing democratic theory that is itself oriented toward
democratic values. In contrast to established approaches to
theorizing democracy, I propose democratic theorizing as an
alternative, in which ‘democratic’ functions as an adjective
describing the theorizing process itself rather than only its
output. Understanding the theorizing process itself as an
exercise in democratic engagement, I draw on the study of
democratic innovations (Smith, 2009) and build a theo-
rizing approach around the values of agency, inclusion,
and transparency. I develop this approach through an
ongoing engagement with the global Black Lives Matter
movement.
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The idea that academic theorizing needs to include mar-
ginalized knowledges is not new. It emerged in decolonial and
Indigenous studies and feminist research methodologies
(Mignolo, 2021; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999; Bhambra, 2007).
These approaches responded to “a call from members of
Native communities to decolonize research methodologies by
focusing on respectful collaboration, dynamic storytelling,
and reciprocity throughout the research process” (Rogers
Stanton, 2014, p. 573). This impetus has also been picked
up and further developed by social movement scholarship that
pays attention to the theories social movements themselves
produce and to the role of activist researchers (Choudry,
2015).

The contribution I aim to make to this debate is threefold.
First, it locates the potential contribution that democratic
theory can make to the endeavor of democratizing academic
theorizing. The democratic ideals developed in this field
promise to provide a fruitful ground for participatory research
practices. Second, this article explicitly focuses on the par-
ticipatory creation of normative theory, thus disentangling
normative theorizing from the creation of analytical theory
(Ackerly et al., 2021; Fuji Johnson, 2022 in press). Third,
beyond articulating abstract ideals and fervent calls to action, I
aim to provide a concrete methodology outlining particular
steps a democratic theorizing project may entail.

The point of departure for building such an approach needs
to be rooted in a method that allows theorists to leave the ivory
tower and engage directly with the life experiences of others.
Grounded theory offers a valuable starting point. Here, theory
emerges out of an immersion in the field and a deep en-
gagement with others’ life experiences (Belfrage & Hauf,
2017). The democratic qualities of this approach can further be
deepened by drawing on participatory research, a recently
evolving approach distinct from action research, that advo-
cates the active engagement of research participants in the
research process (Bergold & Thomas, 2012). A third resource
for democratic theorizing can be found in vital materialist
assemblage theory. This allows for the inclusion of non-
humans, objects, events and natural forces into democratic
theorizing (Fox & Alldred, 2015). The sensitivity to non-
human agency resonates with Indegenous scholarship aspiring
to decolonize the production of democratic theory (Rosiek
et al., 2020) which provides a fruitful foundation for demo-
cratic theorizing.

The goal of democratic theorizing is to enhance agency,
inclusion and transparency in the process of generating
democratic theory. The resulting theory is not necessarily
‘better’ than theory produced in the established manner.
However, we can expect such theory to be closer to the life
worlds of diverse people and hence emerge from more plu-
ralistic and worldly grounds (Hendriks et al., 2020).

In what follows, I first ask the question of how democratic
theory is commonly produced. The methodological guidance
offered by the field proves rather scant and neglects to apply
democratic values to the theorizing process itself. The next

section lays the groundwork for democratic theorizing by
reviewing grounded theory, participatory research, assem-
blage theory and decolonial methods. Following this, the
paper introduces the core principles of democratic theorizing
and provides practical guidance to this approach based on my
ongoing engagement with the Black Lives Matter movement.

Doing democratic theory democratically?

Democratic theory, and the field of political normative theory
more generally, offers little guidance on how to theorize.
While textbooks on empirical research abound, normative
theory is mostly produced in a black box. It is a mixture of
intuition and a tight corset of established assumptions and
academic protocols that structure theory production.

Lately, however, some democratic theorists have stepped
onto the meta level and investigated the black box of theorizing.
Simone Chambers (2022 in press), for example, outlines five
approaches to producing normative democratic theory which
each result in a different type of theory: theories of the ideal,
critical reflective theory, constructive reflective theory, critical
applied theory and constructive applied theory. Chambers
discusses which questions each set of theory engages with and
reflects on how theory can draw on empirical insight. However,
the question of who is doing the theorizing is not addressed. The
theorist is implicitly constructed as an academic professional.
Similarly, Mark Warren highlights the questions that can drive
theorizing democracy. He advises that “we democratic theo-
rists… should take a step back and ask two kinds of questions”
(Warren, 2017, p. 39) and, in so doing, assigns the authority of
theorizing democracy to academic professionals.

John Dryzek and Jeffrey Berejikian (1993), in contrast,
directly address the problem of the exclusion of the demos
from academic theorizing. They employ Q methodology to
survey people’s understandings of democracy and thus con-
struct four models of democracy: “We intend to develop a truly
reconstructive approach that lets subjects speak for themselves
about their interactive competences, and the categories (in our
case, democratic theories) that these competences help con-
struct” (p. 49). In a similar vein, I have interviewed activists of
the Russian informal movement about their visions of de-
mocracy during the Perestroika period. The results are vivid
accounts of liberal, anarchist, socialist, and green theories of
democracy (Asenbaum, 2012). This empirical approach to
theorizing democracy makes important steps toward including
the demos, but it treats respondents as research subjects rather
than as agentic participants.

This argument is at the core of a third set of democratic
theorists who articulate an empathic appeal for a more active
role of research participants in the construction of democratic
theories. James Bohman (1999) criticizes critical theory
which, despite its emancipatory ethos, understands the theorist
as an enlightened intellectual, as a “critic with a superior status
over and above the limits of the participants’ perspectives” (p.
460). The hierarchical organization of science, with the
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researcher manipulating and measuring the reactions of the
research subjects, is also reflected in normative theorizing. In
contrast, critical normative theory needs to embrace a dem-
ocratic ethos of cooperation: “critical social inquiry… ad-
dresses the subjects of inquiry as equal reflective participants,
as knowledgeable social agents. In this way, the asymmetries
of the context of technical control are suspended” (p. 474).
Building on Bohman, (Marit Hammond 2018) argues that
democratic theory must “democratise its own practice towards
more self-reflective and open forms of theory development…
this presupposes a more dialogical… democratic form of
theorising” (pp. 789 and 796). In the same vein, Albert Dzur
(2019) urges us “to practice democratic theory as catalytic
rather than a traditionally academic discipline – meaning that
research is done with and for the people being studied…
Democratic theory should not legislate for us, or merely in-
terpret what we already know, but rather, invite us into the
common project” (pp. 146–147).

Most recently, this call to action has been articulated by
Dannica Fleuß, who argues that we must “systematically
include actual exchanges and conversations with democratic
citizens in theorizing about democratic legitimacy and in (re-)
designing democratic institutions. We must, very briefly put,
democratize theorizing about democracy” (Fleuß, 2021, p.
165). Interestingly, Fleuß’ suggestion as to how democratic
theory may be produced more democratically is by pointing to
existing democratic innovations such as citizens’ assemblies.
When such participatory processes produce state constitutions
or proposals for democratic reform, they produce democratic
theory. (Hammond 2018), however, warns against turning to
democratic innovations as they perpetuate the functionalist
logic of scientific testing, manipulation and control. If not in
democratic innovations, democratic ways of theorizing may
be found in social movements. This is suggested by social
movements scholarship that advocates for the acknowledge-
ment of the normative theories that social movements produce
through their thinking and acting. In Democratic Theorizing
from the Margins Marla Brettschneider (2007) argues that
academic theorists need to “articulat[e] an alternative dem-
ocratic theory from the views, contributions, and experiences
of those historically on the margins of society as well as those
with whom they stand in solidarity” (p. 10).

By calling for including participants into the project of
theorizing democracy, this emphatic call points the way to-
ward new directions. However, there is a lack of practical
guidance as to how this can be accomplished. How can ac-
ademic theorists collaborate with people outside academia to
produce democratic theory?

Democratic theorizing
as democratic innovation

To respond to the call for democratizing democratic theory, I
will start developing a novel approach built on the core
values of democracy. As noted above, Fleuß (2021)

conceptualizes state-led democratic innovations as partici-
patory spaces with the potential to produce democratic
theory. I propose going the other way and conceptualize
academic theorizing processes as democratic innovation.
Although it is a valuable and important observation that
democratic innovations and social movements already pro-
duce democratic theory, I am here more interested in how
academic theorists can engage with those outside academia
to produce democratic theory in a collaborative process
guided by democratic principles. This is what Jen Gobby
(2019) refers to as “collaborative theorizing,” which she
realizes by “thinking with movements.” Along these lines,
Nicole Curato (2012) and Kei Nishiyama (2022 in press)
develop interview techniques that build on deliberative
democratic principles. In doing so, they recast the academic
research process according to democratic values. The
question then is: Which values should democratic theorizing
focus on? The literature on democratic innovations has
answers (Geissel, 2013; Smith, 2009).

What are democratic innovations? “Democratic innova-
tions are processes or institutions that are… developed to
reimagine and deepen the role of citizens in governance
processes by increasing opportunities for participation, de-
liberation and influence” (Elstub & Escobar, 2019, p. 11).
Some practical examples include participatory budgets, citi-
zens’ assemblies, open popular forums, referendums, co-
governance processes, and online deliberation. While the
study of democratic innovations particularly focuses on state
institutions, more recently its focus has shifted to include
social movement formations (Della Porta, 2020) and work-
place participation (Landemore & Ferreras, 2016). I under-
stand democratic innovations as participatory processes which
interrupt established power formations and generate openings
for systemic transformation towards democratic futures
(Asenbaum, 2021). Hence, there is no evident reason why
academic spaces, research processes, and, in particular, aca-
demic theorizing, should not be understood in terms of
democratic innovation. Indeed, this approach resonates with
Bohman’s call to infuse science with democratic values
(Bohman, 1999).

Elsewhere, with Frederic Hanusch I have reviewed the
literature on democratic innovations and identified three core
values (Asenbaum & Hanusch, 2021). First, democratic in-
novations aspire to realize inclusion by inviting all those
affected into a common deliberative space. They particularly
aim to include disadvantaged and marginalized people and
amplify their voices. Second, through concepts such as
popular control, influence and meaningful participation,
democratic innovations enhance the agency of participants.
Participants need to express themselves freely and contribute
to the outcome of participatory processes in a meaningful way.
Finally, democratic innovations realize transparency by
making their procedures and findings accessible to the wider
public. In doing so, they extend the circle of those included
beyond those physically present.
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Democratic theorizing, then, needs to fulfil the democratic
values of inclusion, agency and transparency. I will pursue this
agenda by bringing together three established research
approaches.

Grounding democratic theory

Grounded theory method (GTM) provides a suitable point of
departure for democratic theorizing. Instead of understanding
theory as the product of an enlightened thinker, grounded
theorists immerse themselves in the field. Theory is not the
product of individual reasoning drawing on the intellectual
engagement with other academically certified work, but rather,
it emerges from the bottom upwards, through an engagement
with data. The result is theory in which not only the per-
spective of the theorist, but also those of participants, are
reflected: “By starting with the data from the lived experience
of the research participants, the researcher can, from the
beginning, attend to how they construct their worlds”
(Charmaz, 1990, p. 1162). Despite this democratic impetus
inherent to GTM, to my knowledge there is no democratic
theory produced through GTM. Furthermore, although GTM
is the most used methodological approach in the social sci-
ences, it has rarely been applied in political science (Becker,
2012).

There are various approaches to GTM (Timonen et al.,
2018). However, there are a few basic steps common to all of
them, which can be seen as the practical core of GTM.
Grounded theorists approach the field with an open mind.
While the original version of GTM urged theorists to
postpone an engagement with the existing academic liter-
ature until after fieldwork (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), today, a
more flexible approach is advocated that allows for—and
even encourages—an abductive back-and-forth between
fieldwork and literature engagement (Goldkuhl &
Cronholm, 2010; Thornberg, 2012). The core of conduct-
ing GTM consists of a constant movement between data
collection and analysis. Data collection often draws on
established qualitative methods such as text analysis, semi-
structured interviews, focus groups and observations, but
may also employ mixed methods. Data analysis starts with
open coding. Through constant comparison, core categories
and patterns emerge, and both data gathering and coding
become more selective. Through the continuous abductive
process of data gathering, data analysis and literature en-
gagement, basic categories merge into categories of higher
abstraction. Thus, from a concrete case, a theory emerges
that may serve the analysis of other cases (Reichertz, 2007).
Consequently, the result of GTM is analytical (not nor-
mative) theory.

These basic principles of GTM have great potential for
democratic theorizing. Starting the theorizing process not
from abstract concepts or philosophical debates, but from
lived experience, promises to enhance the inclusion of various
viewpoints (O’Neil Green et al., 2007). However, democratic

theorizing needs to be more ambitious in fulfilling democratic
values and facilitating active participation.

Participating in democratic theory

Over the past years, participatory research (PR) has built
considerable expertise in fulfilling the agentic potential of
research participants (Bussu et al., 2020). “Participatory re-
search methods are geared towards planning and conducting
the research process with those people whose life-world and
meaningful actions are under study” (Bergold & Thomas,
2012, p. 192). In contrast to GTM, PR is not formulated as an
approach to theorizing, but as an approach to empirical
analysis. Where GTM has concrete steps, PR describes a wide
spectrum of techniques and methods that may be assembled in
various ways.

Growing out of participatory action research with its aim of
collectively building the capacity for real-world interventions,
PR focuses on realizing a democratic ethos in the research
process. The realization of democratic ideals within a research
project to a large extent depends on the democratic com-
mitments of the academic researchers who lead the project.
They need to realign their roles from neutral investigators,
who analyze the empirical world from a position of detached
objectivity, to facilitators who provide participatory infra-
structures (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). Researchers need to
engage with participants with genuine curiosity and the
humble attitude of a learner. In a sense, this turns the es-
tablished academic hierarchies around: researchers do not
know better because of the number of books they read and
have written; rather, participants are the experts when it comes
to their personal life experiences.

PR offers a variety of participatory techniques that enable
research participants to fulfil their agentic potential. “The aim
of participatory or emancipatory research is to confer control
over the ‘telling’ and ownership of the data on to participants,
and to give them opportunities to present something of
themselves as participants, narrators and researchers (and thus
to avoid the risk of misinterpretation or misrepresentation)”
(Aldridge, 2017, p. 28). Whether to apply PR methods,
however, is not a yes-or-no choice, but rather, a matter of
degree (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). Aldridge (2017), for
example, divides PR into four models ranging from tokenistic
participation, to recognition of participants, their active in-
clusion and participant-led emancipation. It needs to be kept in
mind that the degree of the fulfilment of democratic values
within a research project does not only depend on academic
researchers’ attitudes and ambitions, but also on the resources,
energies and motivations of participants.

PR has a lot in common with democratic innovations, since
it aims to enhance inclusion, agency and transparency. In-
clusion in PR is realized by inviting those under study into a
common project. Beyond this, PR projects often amplify the
voices of marginalized groups “whose views are seldom
sought, and whose voices are rarely heard… the aim is the
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reconstruction of their knowledge and ability in a process of
understanding and empowerment” (Bergold & Thomas, 2012,
p. 197). The agency of participants is further enhanced
through transparency. Established research methods often
depend on the naivety of research subjects who are subjected
to manipulation, measuring and testing, which raises ethical
concerns. In PR, participants are informed about not only the
purpose and background of the research project, but also the
personal perspectives the academic researchers are taking.
Instead of one-sided disclosure, where participants share
personal views while researchers remain aloof, researchers
need to make their views accessible: “In order to reach mutual
understanding in collaborative research action, individuals
must, to some extent at least, disclose to their fellow re-
searchers the background to their epistemological perspec-
tive” (Bergold & Thomas, 2012, p. 204).

PR, then, promises to enhance the democratic values of
inclusion, agency and transparency in the research process and
functions as a valuable addition to GTM’s bottom-up ap-
proach. The democratic reach of democratic theorizing can be
further extended by enhancing the sensitivity of theorists to
non-human participants.

Assembling democratic theory

Recently, democratic theory has shifted its attention to non-
human actors. With increasing awareness of the devastating
ecological condition of planet Earth, democratic theorists
ponder about how non-human animals, plants and natural
events can be included into a democratic polity (Meijer, 2019;
Javier & Dryzek, 2020). This resonates with a strand of po-
litical theory emerging over the past two decades associated
with the term ‘vital materialism’, which also echoes in
methodological debates of post-qualitative research (Carlson
et al., 2021; St. Pierre, 2021). Vital materialism introduces a
“democratic, ‘flat’ ontology” (Verstegen, 2015, p. 173) by
understanding the world as made of vibrant matter. Humans,
non-humans, events, objects, emotions, discursive concepts
and performative expressions are all affective components that
interact in assemblages. The spectrum of vital materialism is
broad and diverse, ranging from those advocating for a
complete abandonment of the division between objects and
subjects (Bryant, 2011) to those who assign different levels of
agency to different elements (Connolly, 2013). I have my own
reservations regarding this approach (Asenbaum, 2021c, p.
376), but I think it can make a useful contribution to dem-
ocratic theorizing. It draws attention to the anthropocentrism
that is inherent in established approaches to theorizing de-
mocracy. Jane Bennet (2010, p. 107) aptly suggests: “It is, of
course, quite normal for democratic theory to be anthropo-
centric and quite reasonable to tie political participation to
some degree of linguistic or deliberative competence… But
what if we loosened the tie between participation and human
language use, encountering the world as a swarm of vibrant
materials entering and leaving agentic assemblages?”

The question at hand is not what a vital materialist dem-
ocratic theory would look like (Felicetti, 2021), but what vital
materialism has to offer to the methodological approach of
democratic theorizing. To this end, the conception of as-
semblage is key. An assemblage exists by the interaction of its
various parts and forces. Anything can be thought of in terms
of an assemblage. A dinner date might consist of two people, a
restaurant, waiters, food, conversation, social conventions,
emotions, physical attraction, body chemistry, etc. The food
within this assemblage constitutes its own assemblage in-
cluding ingredients, a recipe, chefs, cooking utensils, health
regulations, etc. In this way, every assemblage is part of a
bigger assemblage and is constituted by smaller assemblages
(DeLanda, 2016).

The flat ontology of assemblage theory harbors potential
for democratic theorizing. It proposes a new analytical lens
on the research process itself, which makes it more inclusive
and egalitarian (Andersson, Korp & Reinertsen, 2020;
McLeod, 2014). This is achieved, among other ways, by
understanding data as research participants. Deborah Lupton
(2018) conceptualizes personal data generated through
digital devices as a lively companion species. They are born
through human and machine interaction, and they are con-
tinuously interpreted differently. They affect various people
in various situations. In a similar vein, Robert Schmidt
(2019) understands matter as participant in social prac-
tices. He claims that “things and non-humans appear as
participants: each collaborates in its specific materiality and
is involved in its practice-specific manner; they are not
merely passive ‘carriers of meaning’” (p. 148).

Building on the understanding of the agential nature of
data, Ellingson and Sotirin (2020) conceptualize research as a
process of entanglement. Researchers are not situated in a
position of mastery over data. Rather, they are part of a co-
constitutive data assemblage in which researchers produce
data as much as data produces researchers. In this process,
“data weaves its lively way in the world in and through and
alongside us” (p. 822) so that “[t]he line between researcher
and data dissolves” (p. 821). Expanding assemblage thinking
further, Fox and Alldred (2015) propose the concept of the
‘research assemblage’. The research process assembles re-
searchers with their personal histories, intentions and interests,
research methodologies, theories, literature, data, software,
hardware, laboratories, (home) offices, libraries and political,
historical, societal and geographic contexts. This view has
crucial consequences for how research output is understood.
Research findings are not discovered by a shrewd observer,
who controls the research process. Rather, findings emerge
organically from the interaction of various forces in a par-
ticular, context-dependent constellation. This research as-
semblage builds a hybrid by interacting with the event
assemblage under study. Rather than only focusing on the
event assemblage and leaving the research assemblage in the
dark, we need to pay attention to how the various parts of both
assemblages interact and affect each other.
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Vital materialist assemblage thinking contributes to dem-
ocratic theorizing by enhancing the sensitivity to non-humans
and materiality in the research process. It raises the questions
of how researchers are affected by data and what such af-
fectivity does to the theorizing process. Similar to PR, it
profoundly alters research relationships and establishes a
humble, sensitive and inclusive research stance.

Decolonizing democratic theory

Current debates confront the colonial legacies of political
thought in an attept to decolonize democratic theory
(Banerjee, 2021; Singh, 2019). Rather than decolonizing
existing theory, what is of interest to this paper is how the
practice of theorizing can be decolonized. Recent methodo-
logical developments in GTM are particularly conducive to
this undertaking. Decolonial and Indigenous scholars have put
forward critical, transformative and Indigenous grounded
theory, which harbors particular potential for democratic
theorizing (for overviews, see Lo, 2014; Timonen et al., 2018).
These approaches combine the vital materialist ontology and
PR methods discussed above with Indigenous and decolonial
thinking (Redman-MacLaren & Mills, 2015). Indeed, vital
materialism resonates with Indigenous scholarship, as both
shift the focus to non-human agency and confuse the strict role
division between researchers and research subjects (Rosiek
et al., 2020).

In contrast to the original, positivist GTM’s aim to reveal an
objective reality, critical Indigenous grounded theory aims at
disrupting the (post-)colonial order. It takes Indigenous
knowledge as a starting point and, in so doing, destabilizes
Western knowledge systems. In this way, “critical Indigenous
grounded theory inquiry necessarily becomes disruptive…
and radically democratic” (Denzin, 2007, p. 460). Rather than
being only accessible to Indigenous scholars, “[g]rounded
theory, because of its commitment to critical, open-ended
inquiry, can be a decolonizing tool for Indigenous and non-
Indigenous scholars alike” (Denzin, 2007, p. 456). To de-
colonize the research process, “Western scholars will reach out
in democratic and liberatory ways that effect research col-
laboration” (Lincoln & González y González, 2008, p. 784).
However, critical grounded theorists who see themselves as
allies of marginalized groups need to make a special effort to
reflect on their positionality, their assumptions and precon-
ceptions, and learn as much as possible about the life world of
their participants (O’Neil Green et al., 2007).

This new rendition of GTM lends itself to democratic
theorizing because of its explicit normative mission of societal
transformation. Critical Indigenous grounded theory builds on
the emancipatory ambitions of critical theory: “In CGT
[Critical Grounded Theory], the choice of research problem is
explicitly driven by moral and/or social concerns in an am-
bition to produce critical knowledge to enable social eman-
cipation” (Belfrage & Hauf, 2017, p. 9). At the end of this
process stands “theory that can be used to challenge excluding

and oppressive structures and systems for positive change”
(Redman-MacLaren & Mills, 2015, p. 4). The result of such a
theorizing process, then, may not primarily serve analytical
purposes, but function as normative theory that guides or
inspires social and political action.

In this vein, Ackerly and colleagues develop an account of
grounded normative theory, which aims at theorizing with
those who struggle. Drawing on decolonial and feminist
scholarship, they outline a broad agenda for an emancipatory
way of producing normative theory. Their ecumenical ap-
proach detects the democratic ethos that is already practiced
by many democratic theorists. They argue that “most em-
pirically engaged political theory can be understood and as-
sessed as ‘grounded normative theory’ (GNT)… we seek to
‘unearth’ and frame an approach that has been in practice for
some time” (Ackerly et al., 2021, pp. 3–4). Grounded nor-
mative theory provides a fruitful foundation for democratic
theorizing. It stresses a democratic ethos in the theorizing
process and illustrates that normative theory can be the
product of a collaborative engagement with marginalized
groups. Yet, what is still missing is concrete guidance on what
steps such a theorizing endeavor may entail.

Democratic theorizing

Combined, GTM, PR, assemblage thinking and the decolonial
methods provide a promising outlook for democratic theo-
rizing. I will first present this approach along nine principles
and then provide practical guidance in the next section. In
contrast to the established approaches to theorizing democ-
racy, democratic theorizing is oriented towards the principles
of voice, dialogue, recursiveness, pluralization, openness,
immersion, humility, reflection and change.

Voice. Democratic theorizing shifts the focus to underrepre-
sented voices and topics in public discourse. Both the choice of
research topic and participant invitation are oriented towards
inclusion. Beyond including the oppressed, discriminated and
marginalized in academic spaces, democratic theorizing entails
a sensitivity to phenomena and actors at the periphery or outside
of mainstream discourses. This includes a receptiveness to non-
human animals, events, nature, objects and affect.

Dialogue. Democratic theorizing does not focus on academic
literature but develops theory in an ongoing conversation with
participants who take on the role of co-theorists. The lead
theorist or team of theorists engages in conversations with co-
theorists, which may take the form of individual or group
interviews. Instead of replicating the hierarchical and ex-
tractivist interview formats of established research method-
ologies, lead theorists may share their own views, which
increases transparency and decreases power asymmetries. To
listen to non-human voices (Javier & Dryzek, 2020; Meijer,
2019), a wide range of methods may be employed, such as
observations or material ethnography (Hickey-Moody, 2020).
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Recursiveness. Each conversation builds the foundation for the
following conversation. Interview questions are adjusted,
added or replaced. In each conversation, co-theorists may be
invited to interpret insights from previous conversations or
other methods of data gathering. Lead theorists recursively
check their interpretations against the interpretations of co-
theorists. Academic literature may be consulted at various
stages and inform the theorizing process.

Pluralization. Democratic theorizing benefits from the diver-
sification of tools and data sources. It champions data, theory,
and method triangulation and mixed methods (see Ercan et al.,
2022 in press). A pluralization of data sources allows for deep
immersion and ‘thick’ theorization. A pluralization of
methodological approaches, research tools and materialities
(software, pen and paper), and theories enables the assumption
of various perspectives (Asenbaum, 2021b, 2022). Demo-
cratic theorizing also lends itself to inter- and transdisciplinary
thinking and is open to new, innovative and unconventional
methods.

Openness. Throughout the process, insights and preliminarily
emerging concepts are shared with co-theorists and with a
wider public. Sharing regular updates with co-theorists makes
the process transparent, provides them with opportunities to
intervene and thus strengthens their agency in the process.
Inviting a large public into the conversation, for example, via
public websites, social media or open meetings, multiplies the
opportunity for input, which enriches the emerging theory. It
also allows the academic theorist to step out of the ivory tower
and provide public accountability.

Immersion. Acknowledging the limitations and particularity of
their own perspective, lead theorists immerse themselves in
the life worlds of co-theorists. Highlighting the experiences
and realities of the underrepresented, lead theorists may en-
gage in ethnographic methods and live with participants. They
may also familiarize themselves with cultural backgrounds,
particular milieus and perspectives through various, often non-
academic channels, including social media, blogs, TV shows,
movies, journalistic and activist texts, etc.

Humility. Lead theorists assume a position of humility. Ac-
knowledging their particular positionality and limited un-
derstanding, they recognize the expertise of co-theorists and
are open to learn. Reflecting on their privilege, they offer their
academic resources for common theorizing. They assume the
role of enablers and facilitators who provide and manage a
theorizing infrastructure (Fleuß, 2021, pp. 170–172). Humility
is also reflected in research outputs, in which academic re-
searchers fully acknowledge participants’ contributions and
potential co-authorship (Sarna-Wojcicki et al., 2017).

Reflection. Lead theorists constantly check their own posi-
tionality. This includes an assessment at the outset of the

project reflecting on biographical connections, personal mo-
tivations and interests in the research topic (Mao et al., 2016).
Keeping personal journals or diaries helps to reflect on on-
going engagements with co-theorists and data. Emotional and
affective responses are carefully observed and documented as
part of the theorizing process.

Change. Democratic theorizing is impact-oriented and takes a
transformative outlook. It asks which benefits the theorizing
project can have for society and how it connects to concrete
transformative practices. Whether as contribution to public
discourse, or as guide to concrete action on the ground,
democratic theorizing is committed to more just and demo-
cratic futures.

Democratic theorizing with the Black Lives
Matter movement

Here, I will introduce several building blocks that help to
shape a democratic theorizing project. In doing so, I am guided
by my own experience in conducting a democratic theorizing
project together with Black Lives Matter activists. Each
democratic theorizing project will look different. Building
blocks can be assembled in many ways. Hence, the steps
outlined below are not meant to limit or prescribe a certain
process, but to provide orientation and guidance.

Forming the research assemblage. In contrast to established
approaches of starting an empirical research project with a
research design thought of as linear plan (Wahyuni, 2012),
democratic theorizing starts with ideation, which allows for
an organic formation of the research assemblage (Fox &
Alldred, 2015). A democratic theorizing project needs to be
developed in conversation with those it concerns. Reaching
out to marginalized actors and striking up conversations
about the project brings together people and ideas. This may
include ways of listening to non-humans, however they may
express themselves. As the research assemblage takes
shape, including a theorizing team and/or a wider consul-
tative network, many tasks need to be fulfilled. These in-
clude the formulation of research questions, the choice of
methods of data gathering, the coordination of multiple
methods, decisions regarding theoretical and ontological
underpinnings, participant invitation, a division of roles
within the project, potential financial compensation and
funding opportunities. This first phase is also an important
time for self-reflection, which can be done individually in a
personal journal and/or collectively in conversation with
participants.

For my democratic theorizing project with Black Lives
Matter, I launched a public website with an open call for
participation (Asenbaum, 2021a), which I shared via several
personal social media channels. The response was resounding.
I conducted conversations with activists, scholars and prac-
titioners, which helped me shape and conduct the project.
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Entering into conversation. At this point, a conventional re-
search undertaking would conduct a literature review. Dem-
ocratic theorizing, in contrast, engages with literature more
fluidly, abductively (Thornberg, 2012) or inductively. For my
project, I opted for a purely inductive approach and postponed
the literature review to after data gathering and analysis.

Engagement with empirical data in democratic theorizing
can take many forms, such as interviews, surveys, document
analysis or deliberative group conversations (Nishiyama,
2018). Guided by the assemblage theory discussed above
and recent developments in democratic theory focusing on
non-verbal forms of expression and embodied performances
(Asenbaum & Hanusch, 2021; Mendonça et al., 2020), the
choice of methods may include photo elicitation, social media
analysis, network mapping, and artistic prototyping. For my
project, I engaged in social media analysis, conversational
interviews, a group conversation and participatory analysis.

First, I collected 323 social media posts with the hashtag
#BlackLivesMatter. The modular contrast between the tex-
tuality of Twitter and the visuality of Instagram played an
important role in diversifying data. Images and text conveyed
content differently. I coded each post with the help of qual-
itative research software, before collecting the next. Rather
than gathering a big pile of data and then coding them all at
once, the recursive back-and-forth between collecting and
analyzing allows an understanding to emerge gradually and
organically (Reichertz, 2007). I think of this process not so
much in terms of data gathering and analysis, but more as a
conversation with data. I approached the field with particular
questions. Listening to the answers I found, new questions
emerged. I observed my emotional reactions to data and kept a
journal about how data affected me. I also started writing
memos, which served as an important source for writing up the
theory later.

Then, I entered into conversations with 12 Black Lives
Matter activists in online interviews. To invite participants as
widely as possible, I posted open invitations on social media
and called for participation on the project website. I also
contacted various groups in the movement directly. To fa-
cilitate an open conversation, I published first findings and
current insights on the website and shared them on social
media. Sharing data and insights before the publication stage
is unconventional in current academia and might appear as
risky (Miedema, 2021). From my personal experiences I can
say that this not only enhanced the democratic value of
transparency but also enriched the theorizing process.

The online conversations with activists were video
recorded, so that not only their words, but also their body
language and tone of voice could inform the interpretation.
Rather than traditional interviews, I conducted open con-
versations that asked about normative concepts, philosophical
ideas and political convictions. To break up the established
mode of extractive interviewing, I also shared my own
opinions and insights from previous conversations. This
flattened the hierarchies between my co-theorists and myself,

as they felt less ‘put on the spot’ and gained a better un-
derstanding of the project. Moreover, I started each conver-
sation with what can be called a “positionality statement.” I
explained how I related to the Black Lives Matter movement
and shared my own biographical experiences of marginali-
zation. Showing my own vulnerability generated further equal
ground between us. I transcribed and coded each conversation
before conducting the next, constantly revising my interview
guide.

The process provided several opportunities for participant
feedback. During the conversations, I summarized my in-
terpretations of what participants had said, to give them an
opportunity to correct me. After each conversation, I sent the
complete transcript to participants along with a one-page
document, in which I summarized my interpretation in
clear and accessible terms. I then asked for corrections and
additions.

I also conducted one-on-one participatory analysis ses-
sions. I prepared a distinct set of social media posts for each
session, which participants then interpreted in conversation
with me. Knowing the movement from the inside, they often
highlighted things I had not paid attention to. I then fed their
interpretations into the coding process and revised my original
interpretations.

Immersing oneself. An important element of democratic theo-
rizing is to immerse oneself in the given topic. This may entail
actively participating in a movement, or ethnographic ap-
proaches to living with communities (Curato, 2019). Demo-
cratic theorizing, then, may not only entail acknowledging
research participants as co-theorists, but also assuming the role
of a participant in their life worlds. Outlining her approach to
grounded normative theory (GNT), Fuji Johnson (2022 in
press) asserts: “Underlying the solidaristic approach toGNT is a
political solidarity – a solidarity that entails actively taking a
side in struggles for justice with the oppressed.” Immersion also
can take the form of temporarily infusing one’s own personal
life with research content. How far one goes in this direction is a
personal decision for which one’s own wellbeing and self-care
need to be taken into consideration.

Conducting this project under the lockdown regimes of the
COVID-19 pandemic (see Hall et al., 2021), I made checking
the social media hashtag #BlackLivesMatter a daily habit,
which meant waking up and going to bed to Black Lives
Matter content. I constantly took screenshots and fed current
content into the analysis process. I further enriched the process
with non-academic sources regarding the movement, in-
cluding activist texts, YouTube documentaries and Netflix
shows. I spent many hours watching footage of police assaults
on racially marginalized people and followed the live
broadcasted trial of Derek Chauvin for the murder of George
Floyd. I documented personal thoughts and reflected on each
of these items in my personal journal. The journal was im-
portant for self-reflection about my role in the project, my
positionality, and my interactions with participants and data.
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The exposition to the contents of these media items as well as
the reflections on my positionality were often emotional and
painful.

Engaging with academic theory. The engagement with academic
literature in democratic theorizing can take several forms. It
may inform the theorizing process from the beginning, as
called for by post-qualitative approaches (St. Pierre, 2021).
Data gathering and analysis, and literature engagement may
proceed in a recursive manner allowing for mutual enrichment
(Thornberg, 2012). In my own experience, I found it most
helpful to situate the literature engagement at the end of the
project, which allowed me to approach co-theorists and data
with an open mind. After the empirical engagement, I turned
to the academic literature on Black Lives Matter. The concepts
that had come out of the theorizing process resonated with the
literature. The academic accounts of the movement helped me to
further deepen and enrich the theory that had emerged.

Putting it on paper. From the inductive grounded theory en-
gagement, core categories emerge that build the core structure
of the theory. Memos that are written throughout the entire
process are an important source for writing up the theory. I
encourage theorists to embrace the material diversity of data
and dive into the data assemblage. Understanding data as
agentic and their meaning as context-dependent, theorists can
take joy in the “mess[y] reality of piles of field notes, tran-
scripts, photos and maps, memos and reflections, computer
files, paper files, sticky notes with questions jotted on them,
journal article PDFs, books, and all the other vital information
and ideas that form cascading piles on our desks and computer
desktop folders” (Ellingson & Sotirin, 2020, p. 820). It may
make sense to lay out categories on papers on the floor, attach
them on sticky notes to the wall or visualize them through
software graphs, all of which can be done alone or with
participants. Out of this ‘data bath’, theory will emerge.

For me, after the social media analysis, conversations,
participatory analysis sessions, multimedia input, personal
journal, and literature review, things started coming together. I
wrote a first paper draft, which I sent to co-theorists and asked
for feedback. I then invited them to an online group con-
versation, where we discussed the core categories of the theory
and reflected on the process. I then fed their reflections into the
next iteration of the paper.

Concluding Remarks

In this paper, I faced the problem of the exclusivity of es-
tablished methods of theorizing democracy. Bringing together
GTM, PR, assemblage theory and decolonial methods, I have
proposed democratic theorizing as a process that aspires to
realize the democratic values of inclusion, agency and
transparency. Providing insights from my own engagement
with this method, I proposed building blocks that such a
theorizing process may entail. This is only a first and modest

step into the direction of a truly democratic way of theorizing
democracy. This article is formulated as an invitation to ex-
pand and deepen this approach.

Democratic theorizing is not easy. Apart from the sub-
stantial empirical effort it requires, it entails asking uncom-
fortable questions, facing one’s own privileges and engaging
in painful reflections. These are the wounds required to break
up entrenched forms of oppression. Positioning ourselves as
allies may entail discovering our complicity. A painful look at
the world is a first step towards rebuilding it.
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