
Building intergroup civic artisanship
through Golden Rule mindfulness

Abstract
Drawing on Alexis de Tocqueville’s analysis of American democracy, Vincent Ostrom
argued that polycentric orders require civic artisanship for their adaptability and
long-term wellbeing. Civic artisanship occurs when individuals take into account others’
interests and perspectives in devising and revising rules for managing social problems.
Underlying civic artisanship is the Golden Rule: to do for others what you would have
others do for you. Various religious and cultural liturgies urge Golden Rule mindfulness,
ie., growing one’s empathy and imagination of the “other”.

A major challenge to sustaining a democratic order is the intergenerational transmission
of the habits of heart and mind that underlie self-governance. This paper proposes a
technique for invigorating civic artisanship for responding to environmental challenges
in intercommunity contexts: start meetings with golden rule mindfulness boosts, ideally
with awe-inducing artifacts. The ultimate goal is a change in individuals’ civic attitudes,
habits, and engagements. The paper concludes with some tentative notes on a pilot
study.
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Introduction
How can we invigorate civic artisanship? This paper suggests a path through what I
term “metaconstitutional engineering”. Vincent Ostrom cited an early bureaucrat's
observations regarding groundwater management in California: that distinct from
technological engineering, the successful governance of groundwater required the
“engineering of men”. This can be understood as the development of shared
understandings of appropriate rules among users. Such shared understandings are
what the Bloomington school refers to as “institutions”.

Institutions can be found at the level of operational choices of individual agents, the
collective choice level, which sets the agenda for operational choices, and the
constitutional choice level, which provides rules for how collective choices are to be
made. The constitutional level is in turn shaped and directed by metaconstitutional
commitments- deep understandings that are socially and culturally embedded such that
agents might themselves not articulate them, but are nevertheless apparent in the
precommitments agents bring to the other levels.
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In Tocqueville’s analyses of American democracy, the covenantal tradition in the
Anglo-American settler townships fostered civic artisanship. This was important in
producing responses to municipal needs, such as water, schooling, and policing.
A question arises- if traditionally it was religion and religious practice that inculcated
these values, attitudes, and practices, can some of the “cultural liturgies” of our
comparatively less religious time function similarly? what are some of the cultural
liturgies that promote civic artisanship? Can we learn from religious practices and
interfaith settings?

My normative commitment; epistemological/methodological note

The environmental crisis is a collective bad and we as a human species and civilization
have a shrinking window in which to make needed changes. Changes are needed in
many different arenas. We need to understand and invigorate the energies that support
effective responses.

Political science, in the behavioralist mode, tended to draw a sharp distinction and
barrier between the empirical and normative branches of the field. Post-modernists
were critical of the view that the normative could be entirely separated, seeing
normative choices throughout the empirical investigation process. One focus of early
political philosophy was to try to classify the place of one discipline in relation to others.
Aristotle’s view was that political science had a lofty position.

“Theoretical political science’s role is to ascertain the extent to which the
different sciences and arts are necessary to people achieving their ultimate
perfection within the organized life of a community. It must also determine how
best the cultivation of the excellent sciences and arts could be carried out. In
undertaking the above role, theoretical political science presupposes the
knowledge furnished by each science or art. As such, political science is what
Aristotle calls “the most authoritative art and that which is most truly the master
art.” (Bakar, 1998: 144).

Aristotle saw political science as the master art because it involved the cultivation of all
other knowledge for the purposes of serving the happiness and good of people in
organized community. Another way of thinking about this is that the context (waqi’a in
the vocabulary of Islamic jurisprudence) matters- one must have expert understanding
of context in order to have any reasonable expectation of an intended result in a policy
action.
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The medieval Muslim thinker Al-Farabi's school of philosophy went beyond Plato and
Aristotle, moving “from metaphysics to methodology, a move that anticipates
modernity" (Netton, 2008). Al-Farabi’s political science “describes the factors which may
transform virtuous governments and ways of life into corrupt governments and ignorant
ways of life” (Bakar, 1998: 145). It also offers prescriptions on how to restore virtuous
government. Al-farabi’s political science “embraces anthropology, sociology, philosophy
of law, practical psychology, ethics, and public administration” making it the “most
comprehensive branch of the humanities” (Bakar, 1998: 145).

For the purposes of the present essay, I see these views as permissions for me to draw
on literature from psychology, sociology, religion, and elsewhere in an effort to make a
meaningful contribution. Methodologically, the choices are eclectic; traditional social
scientific methods likely need to be augmented with hermeneutic approaches from the
humanities in order to address questions of metaconstitutional understanding (Malik,
2024).

Civic artisanship
Drawing on Alexis de Tocqueville’s analysis of American democracy, Vincent Ostrom
argued that polycentric orders require civic artisanship for their adaptability and
long-term wellbeing. Civic artisanship occurs when individuals take into account others’
interests and perspectives in devising and revising rules for managing social problems.
Underlying civic artisanship is the Golden Rule: to do for others what you would have
others do for you. Various religious and cultural liturgies urge Golden Rule mindfulness,
by which I mean growing one’s empathy and imagination of the “other”, and thus
increasing one’s ability and will to problem-solve in devising shared understandings on
how to proceed in an arena of interactions.

“Artisanship involves combining diverse materials in creative ways to produce forms
with purpose. Civic artisanship means creatively identifying and generating
complementarities across different individuals and groups to produce shared
understandings for governing common areas. The traditional literature on civics focuses
on knowledge of formal government process. The growing literature on civic artisanship
emphasizes creative skills, but assumes that underlying preferences and culture are
fixed. Civic artisanship is considered to be difficult in diverse settings where there is
cultural and religious distance between social actors” (Malik, 2018a).

If people were able to fully and empathetically imagine the other, they would be much less likely
to make choices that hurt the other (Scarry, 2002). The exercise of empathetic imagination is
particularly important for civic artisanship in devising responses to shared problems. Being able
to imaginatively and empathetically identify with the other matters. Making the effort to imagine
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the other, and the quality of that effort, shapes the quality of the civic response. Without
empathy and imagination, it is more likely that trust-undermining choices (such as deception
and the pursuit of absolute domination) will prevail. Without exercising the empathetic
imagination, one might “treat” someone to goat cheese pizza without considering that goat
cheese might not be the other person’s favorite (no comment on where this example originates)!
Instead, one should consider what the other likes and wants.

In Karl Popper’s formulation, the “Platinum Rule” was to treat others as they would like to be
treated (Trust Ambassor, 2014). This usually requires the ability to consider and understand
others perspectives and interests, a combination of empathy and imagination being critical
ingredients in this process. In other words, Karl Popper’s formulation is effectively the Golden
Rule combined with empathy and imagination.

Covenant
Civic artisanship can be an expression of an underlying sense of covenant. “Covenant refers to
a habit, and sense of obligation to consider the interests of the other in decision-making, and a
commitment to do so that is not easily or unilaterally broken. Golden Rule covenants are based
on the injunction to do unto others as you would have them do unto you. [...]
Vincent Ostrom’s work contains substantial and explicit reference to the critical role of
covenants associated with the Golden Rule (Malik, 2017). The covenantal aspects of
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, the “Abrahamic” religions, have been noted in the literature
(eg., Allen, 2005; V. Ostrom, 1997; Elazar, 1998; Malik, 2017; Halim 2023).

Covenant is often used as a noun. Vincent Ostrom, Daniel Elazar, and others have noted that
the root of the word “federal” is foedus, which means covenant. A foederal order is one based
on covenants. Polycentricity, a polity composed of multiple semi-autonomous self-governing
decision centers, can be understood as a type of augmented federalism. Vincent Ostrom used
“covenant” as a verb too, describing “covenanting” as the activity done by individuals who
engage in the process of working with others with a long-term view to devising rules for
governing shared resources. The term covenanting also has an expression in Protestant
denominations (often Presbyterian, such as the Reformed Presbyterian). A covenantal polity, to
the extent that it featured covenanting behavior and attitudes, could be a polycentric order.

Tocqueville believed that the most important foundation of democratic viability was the mores of
the citizenry. Vincent Ostrom, who engaged extensively with Tocqueville’s ideas, repeatedly
emphasized the “habits of heart and mind” that lend themselves to the foundation of
self-governance. At a metaconstitutional level, Golden Rule covenants or covenant-like
understandings can be understood as a socio-cultural precommitment shared by agents that
support the processes and choices that lend themselves to self-governance. The shared
understanding of covenant supports civic artisanship.

Anas Malik. Civic Artisanship and Golden Rule Mindfulness. Draft. 4



Metaconstitutional engineering
A major challenge to sustaining a democratic order is the intergenerational transmission of the
habits of heart and mind that underlie self-governance. Sustaining self-governance requires that
covenantal attitudes are transmitted from one generation to the next. This happens through civic
education - in Tocqueville’s observations, the life of the anglo-American townships of New
England, and the experience of devising responses to municipal problems and needs. A
question arises about how civic artisanship can be transmitted, invigorated, fostered, nudged,
or otherwise generated. I call deliberate efforts in this regard “metaconstitutional engineering.”

Religion can be defined as “that which binds”. Metaconstitutional commitments from a
Tocquevillian and Vincent Ostrom perspective were largely the provenance of religion. Thus,
religion can be considered a technology of metaconstitutional engineering. And religion remains
a formative social and political force for many people. However it is also the case that
“organized” religion has been declining in its importance in many people’s lives in the US: from
2007 to 2018, the share of Americans identifying as “Christian” declined from 78 to 65% while
the share identifying as religiously unaffiliated grew from 16% to 26% (Pew, 2019).

In this context of declining religiosity, it is worth considering that “cultural liturgies” can
function as metaconstitutional-level norms. By cultural liturgies, I mean shared foundational
understandings that emerge not from a traditional religious liturgical context, but from products
of the cultural industry, such as popular music, stories, movies, television, novels, poems,
memes, anthems, or any other form of cultural text not formally affiliated with religious practice.
Artists and other suppliers of such cultural artifacts can be seen as metaconstitutional engineers.

My aim is to explore and use cultural and religious liturgies and practices that can invigorate
civic artisanship. Pioneering sociologists such as Max Weber and Emile Durkheim noted the
transformative power of collective emotions. Durkheim believed that two classes of emotions-
one set is personal, an individual to an individual, such as fear, love, or respect. Another class
of emotions binds one to collective concerns.

““Like Weber, Durkheim posited that certain collective emotions have transformative
powers; they change people's attitudes and inspire them to follow something larger than
themselves: A man who experiences such sentiments feels that he is dominated by forces
which he does not recognize as his own, and which he is not the master of, but is led by .
. . Following the collectivity, the individual forgets himself for the common end and his
conduct is directed by reference to a standard outside himself 􏰀p. 228).

Through religious rites and other processes, Durkheim observed, these collective sentiments
shape religious thought and organisation.” (Keltner and Haidt, 2010: 300)
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Meaning
“Like the rules of a game, institutions are an intersubjective understanding of how

to proceed, or a set of instructions. Institutions generally cannot be fully understood
without considering meaning, consciousness, and intent. Context-specific intersubjective
meanings shape human consciousness and intentionality.

In institutional analysis of the Bloomington School, artifacts are institutional rules
devised by civic artisans, often in response to a social need, combining the conscious,
reflective, and creative dimension of human existence with the physical materials of
existence, as well as the artifactual nature of social contexts. Artifacts are creations of
artisans. The social context is composed of numerous artifacts made by humans acting
as artisans. Humans are thus artisans residing in artifacts. Artifacts have two facets:
control and meaning (Greene 1978). Control is what is usually assessed by social
scientists in considering empirical evaluation of the efficacy of institutions in shaping
behavior. Meaning is often given second thought, or left out altogether. But meaning is
essential if the analyst is to understand a social situation beyond pure behavioral
observation.” (Malik, 2024)

Victor Frankl suggested that a fundamental human drive is the search for meaning. People will
often sacrifice material wealth and wellbeing in the service of that which they find meaningful;
they will often endure and persist through extreme types of adversity provided they have a sense
of meaning. According to Yuval Noah Harari, storytelling is the superpower of our species- it
allows us to cooperate in very large numbers (Harari, 2019). Religions combine story with ritual
practices, obligations, and community. They provide many with a profound sense of meaning.

Whether the inner realities of things to which meaning is ascribed are true in a transcendent or
metaphysical sense is an important question. Vincent Ostrom was deeply concerned about the
potential for destabilizing political manipulation of language. He saw language as a fundamental
institution that permitted civic artisanship and the turning of ideas into deeds. Vernon Greene’s
dissertation provided a Platonist view, in which transient material worldly features were
referenced to an eternal metaphysical Ground. But if language is merely a social construct with
no anchoring point, it would seem to run a higher risk of erosion and a loss of shared meaning.
This would lead to an inability to address collective problems meaningfully. In a self-governing
society, sustaining a viable order would require critically engaged civic artisans who are able to
prevent or mitigate the erosion of language.

Many researchers in the Bloomington school tradition are less comfortable with investigating
meaning than they are with the control aspects of institutions (usually, identifiable carrots and
sticks that incentivize agents). Sometimes, the internal intangible forces shaping agent behavior

Anas Malik. Civic Artisanship and Golden Rule Mindfulness. Draft. 6



is described as “ideology”. Yet this does not do justice to the Bloomington school’s emphasis on
intersubjective understandings, and to Vincent Ostrom’s concern with the metaphysics of
citizenship, and what I have called the “moral psychology of covenant” (Malik, 2017). A major
factor in the reluctance of Bloomington school analysts is methodological. The investigation of
meaning is challenging social scientists, and is more usually the domain of humanities scholars
working in traditions of hermeneutics. Ironically, the substantial and rich exposure to particular
cases and contexts possessed by many Bloomington school analysts actually lends itself well as
source material for hermeneutic investigation.

Needless to say, the search for meaning can produce socially damaging and destructive results.
Consider the devotees of the notorious cults of personality, and the troubling possibility that war
is used as a force to give meaning (Hedges). It’s in this sense that the simple acceptance of
people’s preferences as purely idiosyncratic and subjective (as is the case in some neoliberal
formulations) is questioned by the Bloomington school, which tends to emphasize
intersubjectivity, and role of the Golden Rule combined with empathy and imagination. A
vulnerability to strategies of dominance continues to be vexing problem.

Interreligious covenantal teachings
There are ample teachings in the major religious traditions (and arguably in most ethical
systems) that prioritize the Golden Rule. Further, recent decades have seen major theological
breakthroughs in the effort to support a collaborative and mutually respectful spirit between
followers of major religious traditions.

Nostra Aetate (Latin for “in our time”), a significant 1965 Catholic document associated with
the Vatican II process, was focused on Catholic-Jewish relations, but also a major step in
resetting Muslim-Catholic relations on a footing of respect and recognition.

There are six categories of covenants referred to in the Quran: primordial covenants (between
God and all humans), covenants between God and the prophets, covenants between God and
Peoples of the Book, covenants between Prophet Mohammad (AS) and peoples of his time,
covenants within families, and covenants between spouses (Rane, 2023). And there are
initiatives from the Muslim community to reset intercommunity relations using covenants or
covenant-like principles. The 2007 Common Word document is signed by numerous prominent
Muslim religious authorities, and is framed as a letter to the world’s Christians. The document
calls for a rest of relations converging on the two commandments of love: love of God and love
of neighbor. (Malik, 2013). Notably, there are efforts at improving the collaborative covenantal
understandings within the Muslim community (such as the Amman Message), and attempts to
identify common ground between Muslims and Buddhists.
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Additionally, there are powerful and authoritative religious teachings urging environmental
stewardship as an essential religious priority.

Laudato Si, Latin for “Praise Be”, is Pope Francis’ encyclical on “care for creation”. It is an
extensive, substantive, and far-reaching call for comprehensive action on the environmental
crisis. While the primary audience is the Catholic community, the document draws on
ecumenical references that invite the wider community to engage.

Al-Mizan, Arabic for “The Balance,” is subtitled “A Covenant for the Earth” and is probably the
most substantive and widely distributed Islamic environmental teaching produced by range of
Muslim scholars. It calls for comprehensive efforts at multiple levels to mitigate the
environmental crises of our time. [This document draws on the Quranic term “khalifa”, or
steward/trustee, as a role people are assigned by God that comes with accountability before the
divine, and obligates people to not transgress against the rights of others or of the cosmic
balance.

Actually getting members of these faith communities (who together represent about half of the
world’s population) to be mindful of these and the Golden Rule is a difficult thing. In terms of
the distinction between “production” and “provision”, one may say that the theological basis for
interreligious collective action on the environmental crisis has been produced, but not provided.
It is now a matter for metaconstitutional engineering agents to “provide” these teachings and
nudge action. And of course there are many in those faith communities who have independently
arrived at a sense of motivation in interreligious collaboration for mitigating climate change and
other environmental crises. What makes for effective provision?

I suggest using the power of awe. In combination with Golden Rule mindfulness, and in
semi-structured social settings, awe can spark creative civic artisanship. (See below for more on
awe.)

Golden Rule mindfulness
The Golden Rule is at the heart of Vincent Ostrom’s notion of the “metaphysics of citizenship”,
suggesting that to do unto others as we would want them to do unto us—was “the basis for
normative inquiry into the desirability of institutional responses devised in the process of civic
artisanship” (Malik, 2024 (Ostrom 1994, S. 63)):

“The Golden Rule serves as a critical conduit for the metaphysics of citizenship to
translate into viable self-governing orders. Note that the Golden Rule as a method of
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normative inquiry does not specify the final or ultimate good. It needs empathy attached
to it, and a norm of non-dominance, as well as some rationale for why these should be
superior and more foundational than other approaches (in religious teachings in the
Abrahamic theocentric tradition, the rationale was usually accountability to the divine,
but Vincent Ostrom left the door open to other possibilities (Ostrom 1997). Without such
features, the Golden Rule might produce negative and undesirable results. (Malik, 2024)

Simply having the teaching is likely not enough to produce its beneficial effects on civic
artisanship. But mindfulness of the Golden Rule might keep it forefronted in people’s hearts and
minds, and recent research and experiences suggest some fruitful possibilities.

Liturgies for Golden Rule mindfulness

There are various occasions on which social rituals have the potential to generate Golden
Rule mindfulness and civic engagement, in conversation, participation, and discussion.
Importantly, for mindfulness exercises to spark a result expected from the Golden Rule, it is not
essential that the Golden Rule be explicitly stated.

A common example is saying “grace” before a meal. Expressing gratitude for a few
moments can improve one’s own sense of well-being and humility, lending itself to improved
connection with others at the table; in some settings people actually hold hands and bow their
heads, further sparking the sense of connectedness to each other and something greater.

Another example is invocations before meetings at the College of Arts and Sciences in
my university. Pedagogically, some instructors have adopted general mindfulness techniques at
the start of classes to improve student engagement. In general, gatherings for deliberating on
matters of common concern are often launched with some cultural or religious artifact that
promotes a greater sensibility than one’s narrow self-concern. I have seen poems read, songs
sung, musical offerings, dance performances, and even simply a moment of silence. At one
conference (on polycentricity!) one of our colleagues led us in a short informal group yoga
session. The simple act of moving and breathing together was relaxing and helped us engage
with our work.

Awe and frisson
According to psychologist Dacher Keltner, “ awe is really about vast things that
transcend your understanding of the world which you need to accommodate to your
understanding of reality.” (Violante, 2023).

Anas Malik. Civic Artisanship and Golden Rule Mindfulness. Draft. 9



“Awe indeed follows [Walt] Whitman’s “beautiful laws of physiology.” Our
tears register our awareness of vast things that unite us with other. Our goose
bumps accompany notions of joining with others and facing mysteries and
unknowns together. Today we may sense these laws of bodily awe when moved
by a favorite musical group, or in calling out in protest with others in the streets,
or in bowing our heads together in contemplation. And in such rushes of tears
and chills, Whitman’s body electric, we may glean a sense of what our souls
might be”. (Keltner, 2023: 54-55).

Keltner’s book lists eight categories of experience associated with awe: moral beauty, collective
effervescence, nature, music, visual design, spirituality/religion, life and death, and epiphany.

There is a lineage of philosophers, psychologists, and others interested in awe. A
century ago, the psychologist sought to understand mystical awe by gathering stories
about personal encounters with the Divine that led to ineffable emotional experience
(Keltner, 2023: 10). Awe-generating experiences can be archived. This “translating the body of
awe into a cultural form” is related to our ability to “transform experiences that unite us into
something larger than the self” Keltner, 2023: 63).

Frisson, French for “shivers”, is also known as aesthetic chills, goosebumps, psychogenic
shivers, and as “skin-gasms” in popular colloquial references.

“There’s a feeling that comes tingling down the spine in certain moments, when a
favorite moment of a favorite song comes on, or when a turn of phrase in a powerful
speech moves us. This experience resonates with us so much that it elicits an intense
bodily reaction, a physical feeling of shivers down your spine and tingling on the nape of
your neck and the back of your arms. That feeling is called aesthetic chills, or frisson.
Our body and our mind feel this feeling in unison, challenging our models of mind-body
dualism, and meaning that we can physically engage with emotional states by actuating
the body.” (Horowitz, 2024).

Frisson is felt by the majority of the population, and recent research has investigated stimuli
associated with frisson (Schoeller, et. al., 2022; Keltner, 2023). Frisson has measurable physical
effects, on heart rate, blood pressure, and hand sweating/electrodermal activity. It is often
experienced as something both transcendent and physiological. Frisson is often a symptom of the
experience of awe. There are efforts to collect and catalog cultural artifacts that are known to
have associations with frisson (eg., Schoeller et. al., 2022).
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Initial thoughts on method for a pilot study
The ideal is to have control groups and treatment groups, where the treatment is a Golden Rule
mindfulness exercise plus frisson inducing opener. A related question would be to examine the
efficacy of Golden Rule mindfulness without frisson.

Possible frisson/awe generating artifacts/liturgies.

Religious contexts
The Ignatian spiritual exercises are a possible choice for enhancing Golden Rule mindfulness in
Catholic (and possibly other) contexts (Brackley, 2004). In the context of Muslims with strong
Islamic faith commitments, it makes sense to start with the Quran. Not only is the Quran
considered the word of God and recited in religious rituals, frisson-like effects are noting in the
text itself:

“Allah has sent down the best discourse, a book containing subjects resembling
each other, mentioned again and again, shivered from which are the skins of
those who have awe of their Lord. Then, their skins and their hearts become soft
enough to tend to the remembrance of Allah. This is the Guidance of Allah with
which He brings to the right path whomsoever He wills. As for the one whom
Allah lets go astray, for him there is no one to guide.” Quran 39:23, T. Usmani
translation)

Some Muslims report feeling these effects (al-Munajjid, 2022). The Mizan document makes
ample use of Quranic citations. The name of the document comes from Quranic references.
Needless to say, great care and expertise should be employed in selecting religious texts; without
being adept at the interpretative tradition’s subtleties and complexities, the risk is of making a
flawed and ineffective appeal.

Participants
Identifying and selecting participants is an important question. It seems appropriate that to start,
one must choose participants who are willing to consider a step to civic problem-solving with
others. In other words, there must be some initial will to engage. Two types of meetings are
envisaged- an in-group meeting, among members of a specific community (eg., a faith
congregation), and an inter-group meeting, among members of two or more communities.
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It would be interesting to see if the will to engage changed in the aftermath of an awe-provoking
experience.

The prototypical participant might be one who has a general awareness of the golden rule, and is
not sociopathic or psychopathic, and is open to trying the semi-structured approach.

It would make sense to survey participants at the start of the meeting. Have them share an
experience of frisson with a partner from the group. (if it’s an intergroup meeting, a partner from
the outgroup).

Setting
The inter-group meeting should ideally be held in a “third space”- not on the home area of one of
the groups. For example a meeting between members of two different congregations might be
held in a public library meeting room. If the meeting is held in one group’s zone, it would likely
make sense for the next meeting to be held in the other group’s zone. The idea is to prevent the
appearance of domination of one group by another.
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