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To my younger self, and all the other shy people out there



I’

ONE

Fixing a Broken System

ve got both good and bad news. The bad news: Electoral politics is
beyond repair. The good news: Democracy isn’t. We can fix it.

The rest of this book is about the good news. But to get there, we first
need to start with the failure of electoral politics. Believe me, it gives me no
pleasure to see myself converging on a conclusion associated with the
populists of the left and the right. Yet the populists have a point: A system
based on electoral representation is no longer—if it ever was—capable of
delivering either democratic or good governance.

Consider that the United States Congress currently holds a 15 percent
approval rating and has consistently hovered well below 50 percent, on
average, for decades. Is it because voters can never be satisfied or because
Congress consistently does a subpar job?[1]

Consider that in three of the world’s so-called most advanced
democracies—the United States, the United Kingdom, and France—over
two thirds of the population think their governing elites are corrupt. (In my
native country of France, this figure reached 74 percent in 2025!) In both
the United States and France, large majorities think their political system
needs drastic changes.[2] Sixty-three percent of Americans express little
confidence in the future of the US political system,[3] and 56 percent of the
French want a Sixth Republic.



Consider that in recent high-stakes elections, the 2016 Brexit vote in the
UK and the 2016 and 2024 presidential elections in the United States,
voters seem to be rejecting the status quo as much as choosing outcomes.

Consider that when the media cover politics they talk only about the
horse race, the scandals, the strategizing, the posturing, and rarely—at best
superficially—the substance of issues. Consider that when political
scientists crunch the numbers, they find that the preferences of rich people
shape policy outcomes and law substantially more than those of the
majority do.[4]

We could blame these problems on external factors and forces, such as
globalization, capitalism, and the fast-paced changes brought by new
technologies, foreign threats, or immigration—all of which undeniably
make the job of governing at the scale of a nation-state quite difficult. And
politicians are naturally the first to place the blame for their failed policies
and the persistent “crisis of democracy” on these external factors.

But excuses can go only so far. Chronic underperformance and
widespread dissatisfaction with the system—along with a growing retreat
from it—should make one thing clear: There’s a fundamental problem with
the system itself. While electoral representation may have made sense two
centuries ago, in a vastly different context and for very different
populations, it’s no longer up to the task, especially in modern societies of
educated citizens with access to information.

I’ve reached this conclusion after a decade or more of resisting it. Like
many people, I initially blamed empirical, external factors for the
increasingly glaring inefficiencies and injustices of the system. My thinking
was remedial: How can we improve the system without fundamentally
changing it? For example, what if we got rid of money in politics or at least
engaged in campaign finance reforms that leveled the playing field? What if
we reached out more aggressively to minorities, women, and those on low
incomes so they are given greater opportunities to run for elections, in the
hope that we then have a greater diversity of profiles in government? What
if we introduced strict term limits to prevent power entrenchment and
expand further the pool of decision-makers? Or what if we did more to



educate voters? For if they were better informed, they would care more, and
democracy would yield better and more legitimate results. Surely, my
thinking was, we have the politicians we deserve. The problem must be us,
not them.

But this line of thinking, as it turns out, is flawed. Worse, it shifts the
blame onto the victims—the ordinary citizens, especially those who’ve
given up on a failing system. The next step down that slippery slope is often
something like this: How about, as the political philosopher Jason Brennan
suggests, we disenfranchise those who can’t be bothered to learn the basics
of politics, or “correct” their votes to better align with the preferences of the
educated? What’s so wrong with disenfranchising, say, 5 percent of the
population, i.e., those who can’t pass a basic civics test? Or how about “10
percent less democracy” and that much more of a role for experts, as the
economist Garett Jones has recently argued?[5] From these “solutions,” it’s
a short hop and a skip to dictatorship of the (supposedly) knowledgeable.

A question arises: Why do most of us continue to adhere blindly to
democracy as we know it and struggle to envision alternatives? The answer
is quite simple. It’s inherently challenging to imagine a future that diverges
from our current reality and to move from what is to what should be. In my
experience teaching political philosophy to undergraduates, I’ve observed
that many struggle with the distinction between descriptive statements
(what is) and normative statements (what ought to be). People often assume
the future both will and should resemble the past, partly because the present
is heavily influenced by it. Yet, as the philosopher David Hume famously
argued, moral conclusions cannot be derived from purely factual statements
or observations. In other words, you cannot derive an “ought” from an “is.”

Additionally, the people currently in power are seemingly incapable of
seeing the problems and the need for reform in a system that has worked so
well for them. Not unlike many among the “boomer generation,” who
blame their kids and grandkids for failing to have a stable job, a house, and
a couple of kids by age thirty, as they themselves so successfully did, our
current elites (also mostly boomers) do not for a minute suspect that they
might be part of the problem. And so, when people complain, they try to



shame the rest of us into thinking that it’s our fault because we don’t vote
often or well enough. Meanwhile, young people have figured it out. They
no longer expect much from periodic elections and party competition. For
them, life-changing politics—of climate, social justice, and other topics of
urgent importance—happens elsewhere. Unfortunately, they are largely
right, and this book is mostly for them.

If you picked up this book, young or not, chances are you already agree
—at least in part—with its diagnosis. But the title might have you
scratching your head. Politics without politicians? What does that even
mean? Sure, politicians are often bad—but aren’t they a necessary evil?
Politics is a job, after all. In large, complex industrial societies, surely we
need professionals to run the show? If not politicians, then who? And isn’t
politics itself what creates politicians? Even if we got rid of all the shady
characters we grudgingly vote for every few years, wouldn’t their
replacements—whether ordinary citizens or experts—inevitably become
politicians too? You can remove politicians from politics, but politics, by its
nature, seems destined to turn anyone with power into a politician.

And anyway, what do we even mean by “politician”?
I try to answer these questions and more in this book. But the gist of it

can be summarized by a famous quip by the American conservative author
and journalist William F. Buckley Jr. In a 1961 Esquire magazine interview,
Buckley said: “I would rather be governed by the first 2,000 people in the
telephone directory than by the Harvard University faculty.”

On the surface, this quote seems like a lighthearted jab at Harvard elites
—an easy target, especially coming from someone who went to Yale. Most
people read Buckley’s remark ironically: Surely, the idea of preferring
governance by a random group of citizens over Harvard’s faculty is too
absurd to be taken seriously. But there’s another way to interpret it—a
literal one—and I suspect that’s what Buckley truly meant. A large, random
sample of the population might not be such a bad mix of people. In fact, it
could be both more democratic and more effective to be governed by them
than by a group of Harvard academics.



If the first two thousand names in the phone book are a better choice
than Harvard’s faculty, then why wouldn’t they also be a better bet than the
few hundred elected officials who actually govern us? Especially when so
many of those officials come from Ivy League schools themselves. Today,
there are compelling historical and social scientific arguments to support
this provocative, seemingly counterintuitive claim. My first book,
Democratic Reason, explored many of these arguments, and I’ll revisit
them later in this book. At their core, they relate to the collective wisdom of
ordinary people and the unique way a true, deliberative democracy can
harness and channel that wisdom.

Bringing the Shy People Out

Another crucial element of my answer, however, is something I have come
to appreciate only recently, and which I elaborate for the first time in this
book: the importance of designing institutions from the perspective of and
for the people least likely to seek or want power—those I will call, for lack
of a better term, “the shy.” I was inspired by a striking quote from the early-
twentieth-century British essayist G. K. Chesterton, a figure with both
conservative and radical leanings, who, though not otherwise a major
influence on this book, offers this brilliant definition of democracy: “All
real democracy is an attempt (like that of a jolly hostess) to bring the shy
people out.”[6] I first encountered this quote in Maurice Pope’s
posthumously published The Keys to Democracy, a visionary work
defending lot-based democracy in the 1980s, when few believed such an
idea was practicable. Given my small role in helping Pope find readers for
his book,[7] I take the liberty of lifting this incredible quote, hoping to do
more with it than he had the chance to.

It is a strange and unusual definition. It’s also an “ought” type of
definition, of course, not an empirically accurate or descriptive one. It says
something about the nature or essence of democracy as a normative ideal,
which reality typically fails to measure up to. According to it, democracy is



not primarily about counting votes, elite competition, choosing one’s rulers
every few years, or “kicking out the rascals.” It is about creating the
conditions under which all of us, even the shy, feel comfortable enough to
speak up and participate in public life.

The content of Chesterton’s parenthesis in the above quote—“like that
of a jolly hostess”—is also important. There is certainly something dated
about the term “jolly hostess.” The noun refers to a role that women at the
time of Chesterton’s writings did not necessarily choose, and the adjective
comes across as somewhat paternalistic, if not downright sexist. But there is
also something powerful and even feminist that we can reclaim for modern
times in the idea of an inviting, joyful female figure who seeks to make
everyone feel included and good about themselves as a metaphor for
democracy.

This quote also suggests that if the test of a real democracy is whether it
can make room for and listen to its shiest people, we should therefore
conceive of it not merely as a set of impersonal rules, procedures, and
institutions. Instead, we should envision democracy as a certain way of
being and of treating people. Chesterton, for his part, suggests that
democracy ought to emulate a party hostess who at least attempts to make
all feel welcome and valued. For him, a real democratic system encourages
and prods the people who least want power and lack the self-confidence to
speak up to find their inner voice and make it heard. How about that for a
radical vision of politics?

Contrast this with the definitions of democracy we are more familiar
with. They are often exalted and vague on the specifics, such as “rule of,
for, and by the people.” Or they are utterly uninspiring and even downright
cynical, like this one, supposedly from Churchill, that declares democracy
“the worst form of government except for all the others.”

Occasionally, definitions of democracy are both specific and
uninspiring, like the one I was first exposed to as a graduate student and
which, I came to realize, still completely dominates political scientists’
understanding of democracy. Democracy, in that view, is simply a method,
specifically “that institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions



in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive
struggle for the people’s vote.”

This definition was formulated by an Austrian economist named Joseph
Schumpeter, who was no friend of democracy. It is minimalist and premised
on the worst-possible assumptions about citizen competence and agency.
Yet somehow it is now the official definition used by influential think tanks
like Freedom House, not just to define democracy but also to measure it
around the world. Freedom House thus defines democracy as a political
system “whose leaders are elected in competitive multi-party and multi-
candidate processes in which opposition parties have a legitimate chance of
attaining…or participating in power.”

What is striking about both the original Schumpeterian definition and
the derivative version by Freedom House is its exclusive focus on elites
competing for power and on the role of leaders, parties, and electoral
candidates. Ordinary citizens—those who actually do the electing and for
whom the whole system is supposed to be functioning—are nowhere to be
found. Such an oversight is a good illustration of the problems with existing
representative systems. Ordinary citizens are peripheral to them, convened
now and again for the purpose of selecting representatives but kept at bay
most of the time. When they are consulted on the substance of issues, in the
occasional referendum, it is to express a simple yes or no, not the nuanced
and rich opinions they often hold.

Another issue with this common definition of democracy is its narrow
focus on vote counting and majority rule. In this view, the winning party
gains the right to implement policies simply because it received more votes
than the losing minority. While counting votes and majority rule are
undeniably important—essential, even—they are not the whole story.
Democracy can and should deploy mechanisms that make minorities feel
valued and heard, not just outvoted. The problem with focusing purely on
voting and competition, as seen in Schumpeterian models of democracy, is
that it overlooks the importance of deliberation and listening—that is, the
giving and receiving of reasons for the policies and laws that are ultimately
imposed on all. This perspective reduces democracy to a numbers game,



ignoring the potential for a more constructive process where diverse voices
contribute to shaping decisions.

In this book, I pursue an “ought” definition and vision of politics, one
that is constrained but not determined by what is. It consists, first, in
imagining politics without professional politicians—that is, people for
whom politics is a job—and envisioning instead a system run by ordinary
citizens, who exercise politics as both a right and a duty. It consists, second,
of a vision of politics centering deliberative processes—ordinary people
talking to one another with the goal of coming to a joint decision that works
for most, rather than elites and interest groups bargaining with one another,
or just aggregative procedures tallying up votes. It consists, third, in paying
particular attention to the perspectives of what Chesterton called “the shy.”
Chesterton probably had in mind the natural introverts. As I use the term in
this book, however, “the shy” refers more broadly to the many among us
who are shy not so much by virtue of a natural predisposition as by
structural forces that create in them a sense of inadequacy, inferiority, or
lack of worth. Class, gender, race, age, and sexual orientation are among the
many possible sources of this constructed shyness, which prevents many
people from speaking for themselves and sometimes causes them to retreat
from politics altogether.

And it is a fact that the shy are not well represented in electoral politics.
Elections thrive on the ability of individuals to stand out and compete. They
oversample and empower the extroverted, the confident, and the downright
arrogant and entitled. They turn off the self-effacing and easily intimidated,
as well as those who despise aggressive tactics and self-promotion.

You might rightly ask: Why is that a problem? Maybe politicians bring
qualities to the table that more than make up for their flaws. Perhaps the
people who are missing are absent for a reason—maybe they have nothing
to say or contribute. On the flip side, what’s the real benefit of “bringing the
shy people out”? Might there be a good reason why talented orators and
speakers should take, and hog, the floor in politics?

It’s natural to hold tight to what’s familiar, but this book aims to loosen
your grip. It proposes a different vision of politics, one in which confidence



is not the responsibility of those who want to participate but that of the
system itself, which seeks to make everyone comfortable enough that they
want and are able to participate.

An Alternative System

Let me first paint with a broad brush a picture of the alternative system I
have in mind. Imagine hundreds of everyday people from all around the
country, from every age and walk of life, all selected by a national lottery.
They come together for extended periods of time in a parliament-like
institution to deliberate and decide ways to address the housing crisis or the
opioid crisis, or how to do something about gun regulation. They are paid
for their time and all their expenses are covered. Their deliberations are
enriched by input from the larger population and by the support of experts
and civil servants. Their recommendations either feed into the legislative
process, are sent to a referendum, or become law. When they are done after
a few months, they go home and return to their regular lives, though many
may now be friends and keep in touch. As generations of people rotate in
and out of this parliament, and its equivalents at the local level, the quality
of laws and policies improves all around.

In previous works, I called the core elements of this vision “open
democracy,” emphasizing that it is a system in which power is accessible to
all. Here, I call it “politics without politicians,” partly as a provocation, and
partly because it more clearly suggests making room for regular people.

Regular people, ordinary citizens, or everyday people—whatever we
want to call them—are different from politicians in that, for them, politics is
not a career or a business or even a vocation. In my vision of politics
without politicians, politics is neither a job nor a chore. It is instead a civic
duty and an occasional, albeit momentous, responsibility.

We will see in later chapters what politics with ordinary citizens and
without politicians could mean in terms of preferred institutional design. As
a preview, my own vision (which is by no means the only possible one)



centers on deliberative assemblies of citizens appointed through civic
lotteries—large juries, if you will—and combines those with regular
moments of mass voting on salient issues or issues put to a referendum by
citizens’ initiatives, as well as other forms of direct participatory
mechanisms building on local practices and customs. Please keep in mind
that this vision is not complete. It’s not extremely detailed. It’s not going to
answer all your questions. But it’s a vision that can hopefully guide a
different kind of politics, whether we take it in a more radical direction or a
more reformist one.

Some of you may balk at some of these ideas, in particular the idea of
replacing elected politicians with citizens chosen by lot. Such an alternative
goes by several other names—random selection, sortition, lottocracy,
minipublics, or citizens’ assemblies—yet the underlying ideal is the same.
Support for it is no longer fringe. In France, where only 44 percent of the
population still supports democracy in its current electoral form, 37 percent
would rather move to a system based on lottery and mass referenda.[8]
There is also a long and growing list of established academics and
prominent activists who are pushing a sortitionist agenda and who will
make appearances in this book.

The idea of a citizen parliament has, for example, been endorsed
publicly by Kofi Annan, Nobel Peace Prize laureate and former secretary-
general of the United Nations. Reflecting on the crisis of democracy on the
occasion of the 2017 Athens Democracy Forum, Annan said:

We need to make our democracies more inclusive…to bring in
the young, the poor and minorities. An interesting idea…would
be to reintroduce the ancient Greek practice of selecting
parliaments by lot instead of election. In other words,
parliamentarians would no longer be nominated by political
parties, but chosen at random for a limited term, in the way many
jury systems work. This would prevent the formation of self-
serving and self-perpetuating political classes disconnected from
their electorates.[9]



Annan was building on ideas from my fellow sortitionist David Van
Reybrouck, author of the international bestseller Against Elections. Despite
its provocative title, Van Reybrouck’s book does not explicitly call for
replacing parliaments with citizen juries. Annan leaned into the more
radical interpretation of his work, but the more realistic and likely approach
—a hybrid democracy that blends bodies selected by lot with existing
elected assemblies—would still be transformative. Such a system could
bring significant change if it shifted enough power from politicians to
citizens’ assemblies, giving ordinary people a real voice in decision-
making.

Whether you believe in it or not, a new form of democracy based on
random selection is already emerging, albeit in limited form. Around the
world, efforts are underway to enhance political systems with democratic
innovations, including jury-like bodies often referred to as “minipublics.”
These minipublics are experiencing a revival not seen since ancient Athens.
In this book, I’ll share examples of minipublics I’ve studied—one of which
I’ve even co-governed. But these are just the beginning. A report by the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD),
subtitled “Catching the Deliberative Wave,” documented 733 such
minipublics (as of 2023) across thirty-four countries,[10] including Canada,
Ireland, France, Japan, Korea, and Australia, as well as Argentina, Brazil,
China, and Mongolia. Expanding the scope to nongovernment-sponsored
projects—such as most deliberative polls conducted by Stanford
University’s Deliberative Democracy Lab—brings the total to over fifty
countries, with examples in Uganda, Kenya, India, Morocco, Egypt, and
Saudi Arabia.[11]

Over the last thirty years, minipublics have proven adaptable across
cultures and contexts, even in deeply divided societies. These randomly
selected bodies are used to generate ideas, policy recommendations, and, in
some cases, legislative proposals. They consistently demonstrate that, under
the right conditions, ordinary citizens are capable of informed deliberation,
reasoned judgment, and even competent lawmaking. In fact, evidence



shows they perform as well as, or better than, professional politicians in
many respects.

Minipublics also tend to produce trans-partisan recommendations,
reflecting the dominant ideological leanings of their populations while
remaining inclusive of minority views and responsive to their concerns.
They have shown a capacity for bold, innovative solutions—whether
tackling moral issues, like abortion or assisted dying; technical ones, like
electoral reform; or systemic and multidimensional problems, like climate
justice. These assemblies prove that ordinary citizens, when empowered
and equipped, can rise to the demands of governance in ways that both
complement and challenge traditional political institutions.

After decades of global experimentation, some cities and states are now
institutionalizing citizen-led decision-making. In 2019, Belgium’s German-
speaking region became the first to establish a permanent citizen jury—
twenty-four randomly selected citizens tasked with setting the local
parliament’s agenda and convening fifty-person citizen assemblies to
propose policies.[12] In November 2022, Brussels announced the creation of
a permanent citizens’ assembly on climate, with one hundred randomly
selected citizens meant to rotate in and out of it for the indefinite future to
help figure out the path to climate justice.[13] In November 2023, Paris
created its own permanent, all-purpose, one-hundred-person-strong
assembly of randomly selected Parisians. In 2024, the second cohort of this
assembly produced its first citizen-written bill, containing twenty measures
on homelessness, in collaboration with the city council.[14] The question is
no longer if other cities, states, and international bodies will follow, but
when. Even UN officials are now contemplating a permanent global
citizens’ assembly to complement their governance processes.

Meanwhile, various nongovernmental actors and organizations are also
looking into this way of including citizens’ voices in important decision
processes. In fall 2022, after some initial trial phases at the national level,
Meta gathered six thousand randomly selected people from its global user
base to deliberate, broken up into smaller groups, on how to regulate
cyberbullying in the Metaverse. They followed up in 2023 and 2024 with



similar, albeit smaller-scale processes on generative AI. Although the
impact of these efforts on Meta’s internal decision process is largely
unknown, they arguably created a precedent for a different way of including
the company’s stakeholders. In a more modest vein but with the ambitious
goal of reforming corporate governance, in 2023, an investment fund in the
Netherlands piloted a deliberative assembly of fifty randomly selected
investors—a process it called a “member dialogue”—to help determine its
investment strategy going forward.[15] Similarly, Norwegian NGOs recently
piloted a citizens’ assembly to give ordinary citizens a say over the way
Norway’s $1.8 trillion wealth fund should invest its money going forward.
This assembly presented its recommendations to the Norwegian parliament
in May 2025.[16] In both public and private sectors, at both collective and
individual levels, the old logic of closed, elite decision-making seems to be
giving way—if only for PR purposes in some cases—to a more inclusive
approach that invites ordinary people into the conversation. As I write, the
analyses of these experiments are just beginning to emerge.

Confessions of a Shy “Aristocrat”

At this point, you might be intrigued, if not quite convinced. I hope the next
chapters will bring you fully on board. But before I dive deeper into
arguments and examples, let me say a few words about where I’m speaking
from. I grew up thinking an author should be self-effacing. But I’ve come to
appreciate that every point of view comes from somewhere, and I owe it to
my reader to share a bit about how my life experiences have shaped my
current convictions. Also, it is hard not to anticipate the perfectly legitimate
question on some readers’ minds: What does a white professor of European
descent teaching at an American Ivy League institution have to contribute to
debates about democracy in the twenty-first century?

In my world, there is a long-running joke that academics write about the
opposite of what they fundamentally are. From that perspective, given that
my career has consisted of writing about democracy, I should be an



aristocrat. And that rings partly true. After all, I teach at Yale University and
live a comfortable, privileged life. I like nice things. Plus, I sing opera (not
very well).

I’m not an actual aristocrat, of course. My father taught biology at the
University of Caen, in Normandy, and my mother was a preschool teacher.
Both my parents came from families of peasants, and I spent part of my
youth on their small farms. My parents gave my siblings and me a solidly
middle-class childhood and instilled in us the knowledge that money does
not grow on trees.

But despite this relatively ordinary background, I cannot say I ever
imbibed democratic beliefs from my upbringing or school education. I was
brought up instead to respect and be extremely deferential to all forms of
authority—from my parents and grandparents to my teachers and doctors to
essentially anyone else with status when I had none. Politicians like
François Mitterrand and then Jacques Chirac, who governed France for
much of my youth, modeled a form of republican paternalism that seemed
inescapable. As a girl, I modeled my external behavior after that of my
mom and many of the other French women around me: self-effacing and
constantly seeking to please. I was also reserved and self-conscious, a fair-
skinned, bespectacled child prone to turning tomato red when put in the
spotlight.

At age twelve, however, I suddenly became popular and was elected
class delegate. In this new role, I experienced the corrupting effect of power
on myself and others, specifically when it is acquired through what is
essentially a likability contest. I lost friends, gained a bunch of fake ones,
was suspected of dating the other class delegate (which ruined my
friendship with him too), became a little arrogant and condescending in the
process, and got co-opted by the teachers and some parents. It was awful.
And a good lesson.

At eighteen, because I was a good student, I got to escape to Paris,
where I entered the cliquish and elitist world of classes préparatoires at
Henry IV, then one of the top two schools preparing students to enter the
even more rarefied world of grandes écoles, specialized “elite” colleges in



France akin to the American Ivy League. Even though I had no idea what
that meant at the time, I was determined to go there. After two grueling
years—of constant academic humiliation but also great learning and self-
discovery—I took the national exam and, to my ecstasy, was admitted to the
École Normale Supérieure (“Superior Normal School”).

As the name suggests, and despite the confusing reference to
“normality,” this school is not for ordinary people, but for “superior” ones.
And it was there, for the first time, that I started to think of myself as
belonging to some kind of elite group meant to occupy the top positions in
the country. Everybody treated me that way—well, except for my parents,
who, to their credit, rightly thought this was going to my head. Professors
addressed us as future leaders, while at the same time confusingly made us
feel inadequate in plenty of ways. And philosophy, the discipline I chose to
study at the École Normale, was telling me, via Plato, that the republic
needed to be put in the hands of philosopher-kings. This might seem
incredible, but I actually believed that to be the right view, at the time.

I continued on to Sciences Po, where future énarques (top civil servants
who run the French state) are trained. There, I witnessed entitlement and
bratty behavior on a scale I had never seen before. It made me
uncomfortable, and I ended up making almost no friends. But I probably
came across as just as aloof and entitled. Students from the École Normale
Supérieure mostly kept to themselves, and while I like to think I was a bit
more open-minded than my peers, I had absorbed both the Parisian hauteur
and the grandes écoles’ air of superiority.

But then things came crashing down. For one, the arrogance that is
nurtured by this kind of educational system always comes with great ego
fragility and is in itself an obstacle to actual learning. Though I was good at
pretending, like everyone else, most of the time I felt like a fraud. I would
never admit I did not know something; I would never ask a genuine
question in seminars or lectures. When my ignorance was inadvertently
revealed, the resulting judging look or comment burned my cheeks red. The
norm among normaliens was to act as if one were infallible.



Perhaps partly as a result, at twenty-five I failed the philosophy
aggregation, an exam that is supposed to anoint the top teachers of the
republic but mostly opens the academic path to research, which was what I
wanted to pursue as the most prestigious option. I failed that exam not once,
not twice—which is not uncommon—but three times. The third time, the
humiliation was too much. It nearly broke me. I had to decide: Was the
problem me, or the system? I decided to leave France and go and prove
myself in a completely different environment.

That new environment was Harvard—another elite school. I went for
what was supposed to be just a one-year exchange program, but I did
everything I could to stay. I managed to do so, in part, on the strength of my
then just-published book on the concept of probability in David Hume’s
moral philosophy. (I may have failed that damn exam, but I was a good
researcher.) The American experience, however, ended up changing my life
completely and is really what put me on the path to becoming an actual
democrat.

Harvard University was not, to say the least, a place where much faith
was placed in ordinary folks or even democracy as a political system. At the
time, in the early 2000s, it was still the cradle of liberals in politics
(including those who sided with the conservatives to take us on the
disastrous path to the Iraq War) and neoliberals in economics
(“globalization lifts all boats” and “there is no alternative,” as I idiotically
repeated to my skeptical Communist uncle and aunt back in Normandy). It
was a place where experts were revered and ordinary people distrusted.
Joseph Schumpeter’s view of democracy as a competition between elites for
popular votes, for example, dominated the government department. Drawn
as I was to the literature on collective intelligence in psychology, and
deliberative and participatory democracy in political theory, I found myself
intellectually quite alone there—except for the wonderful Jane Mansbridge,
who was teaching over at the Kennedy School of Government.

However, there was something different about Harvard compared to the
elite French schools I came from. The seminar model was welcoming of all
views and levels of competency, without judgment. Professors did not



lecture from on high, modeling omniscient authority; they practiced the
Socratic method of teasing answers out of us. Students listened to one
another with respect and disagreed with passion, never contempt. When
they did not understand something, they asked, and—gasp—no one judged
them for it. It took me a long time to stop blushing in embarrassment for
students who revealed their ignorance, though. As a student who had never
spoken, or really thought, in class before, I blossomed. I also learned to
tame my own strongly judgmental French instincts (not completely
successfully, though, as my husband can assure you).

Additionally, life on campus taught me another lesson. For all the
differences between people, there was a norm of equal respect toward
others—regardless of origin, wealth, gender, race, etc.—which, however
frequently violated in practice, was nonetheless very much assumed to be
right. It is the same norm that struck Alexis de Tocqueville, another, more
famous Norman visitor to America, when he spoke of the “equality of
conditions” in the United States.

Only on that background did it start to dawn on me how sexist,
paternalist, and even classist, among other things, my French environment
had been. I started adjusting my own behavior accordingly. I started
lowering my guard and opening up to people I would not have thought of
talking to back in France. I started really paying attention and listening to
others. All of this internal change, incidentally, did not come without a
price, both to my identity and my private life. No changes do, and it is a
good thing to keep in mind for the reader of a book pushing forward some
rather radical ideas.

Today, I’m a full professor of political science at a prestigious Ivy
League university in the United States. That title comes with privilege—and
blind spots. I’m hardly the ideal spokesperson for ordinary citizens. Yet,
despite the confidence I’ve built over time, my naturally reserved
disposition and a personal history of failure and rejection have led me to
question educational and political systems that reward only the bold and
ambitious. From my position in US academia, I’ve had the rare luxury of



time—something most people don’t—to think deeply about our political
regimes, their history, and the philosophical foundations that shape them.

I have spent the last fifteen years writing about what democracy means
and how we can do it better. I have researched concrete cases of democratic
innovations, like the 2010–2013 Icelandic crowdsourced constitutional
process and the 2019 French Citizens’ Convention for Climate. I have
advised the governments of Finland, Belgium, Argentina, Chile, and France
on ways to make their processes more inclusive and participatory. Most
recently, I even co-governed the second citizens’ convention in France, on
the topic of end-of-life issues. This last experience, in particular, gave me
access to the engine room of a citizens’ assembly. It also gave me a better
understanding of the institutional power players who may facilitate or
oppose political change.

Meanwhile, at my own academic institution, Yale University, I sat on the
Faculty of Arts and Sciences Senate for two years—another mostly
disillusioning experience with another electoral politics of sorts. All of this
has made me, if anything, more of a radical democrat. I’m convinced that
the last thing we need at the top of government is people like me or people
chosen through a popularity contest. Like Buckley, I, too, would rather be
governed by the first two thousand names in a telephone book than clones
of myself or my colleagues, or the latest rotating cast of elected politicians.

Reclaiming Populism

Before I launch into my critique of politicians, let me address a suspicion
that may already be forming in your mind. Am I some radical populist
plotting to dismantle decent government and replace it with socialist
totalitarianism under the banner of “real democracy”? And doesn’t it
concern me that my book’s thesis could be twisted into a justification for
anti-parliamentarianism—even violence against elected officials?

I’m not going to dignify the first question with an answer. One should be
able to question an existing system without being immediately suspected of



the worst possible intentions. But I do worry about the second point. My
goal is definitely not to increase cynicism and revolutionary rage against
elected authorities. And nothing justifies violence against the political
personnel currently in place, who for the most part just happen to play by
the existing constitutional rules. But just because a truth is painful and may
be misused or misdirected does not make it less of a truth. The solutions put
forward by populists of the left or the right are wrongheaded and dangerous.
They are even self-contradicting to the extent that they typically call on us
to, one more time, one “last” time, use elections to select the one good guy
(always a guy) who will save us and “drain the swamp.”

But their diagnosis—the excessive elitism of our current system, to
which populism is, after all, largely a reaction—is not wrong. Politicians
are part of the problem, if not the only problem. By politicians I do not
mean any specific people, many of whom are, individually, decent. I mean
politicians as a group, the group who run campaigns and need voters to
elect them, and who stay in power so long that they become a class of their
own. Whatever their personal, individual qualities, those do not add up to
assemblies capable of either fully democratic representation or smart,
optimally beneficial legislation.

I see “politics without politicians” in two distinct ways. The first—and
most radical—is as an alternative to the status quo. It’s an exercise in
political imagination, a call to invent what doesn’t yet exist while drawing
inspiration from the past. It challenges the way we think of parliaments (my
main focus in the book), but also the presidency, which is perhaps where
our minds most naturally go when we think of elections. In a system where
the legislature is randomly selected, would an elected president still make
sense? Should that function be rethought? If so, how? Should we perhaps
even rethink the whole articulation of the three branches of power,
including the judiciary? This path is, therefore, revolutionary, maybe even
utopian. It may serve best as a thought experiment—a way to step back,
challenge the status quo, and expose its flaws.

The second approach focuses on creating opportunities within traditional
political systems for ordinary citizens. Here, politics without politicians



means carving out spaces, at all levels of the polity, where nonpoliticians
can operate independently, even legislate, without the gatekeeping of
professional politicians. While this approach remains radical—shifting
power away from politicians to everyday people—it stops short of being
revolutionary, at least in the near to medium term. Existing institutions are
preserved, but adapted and hybridized to integrate these new citizen-driven
spaces. Whether these changes help stabilize existing institutions—
preserving the status quo while improving it—or eventually, in the long
term, lead to their replacement and an entirely new institutional equilibrium
is not something that is entirely predictable. Things could go either way.

I am compelled to step forward with these proposals, both the reformist
and more revolutionary kinds, because what I have to say is starkly
different from the views of many of my academic colleagues, both
predecessors and contemporaries, who have put forward depressing and
paralyzing treatises on the crisis, decay, or backsliding of democracy. Their
solutions often consist in shoring up our existing model of democracy and
trying to return us to some idealized good old times that perhaps never
were, or were good for only some people. But if I’m right, and if this model
of democracy is at least partly the reason why we are in so much trouble
today, then we need to move forward, not backward. As you’ll soon find
out, I’m an optimist, but I’m no Pollyanna. I see the gulf between the ideal
of democracy and the reality of plutocratic and exclusionary politics in the
United States and elsewhere. But I also see that it’s not too late for reform.
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The Problem with Politicians

Did you hear my covert narcissism I disguise as altruism
Like some kind of congressman? (A tale as old as time)

taylor swift

We’re electing idiots.
liz cheney

Politicians ▪ Ordinary Citizens ▪ The Shy ▪ All the Same ▪ Elections Produce

Oligarchies ▪ Manin’s Bombshell

n the fall of 2018, the French government passed a carbon tax, ostensibly
to address environmental concerns but primarily, it seems, to close a

two-million-euro deficit in the national budget. The move backfired
spectacularly. By November, the Yellow Vests movement had emerged,
named after the neon safety vests that all French motorists are required by
law to keep in their vehicles and wear in case of emergencies, such as
roadside accidents or breakdowns. Protesters donned these vests both for



visibility while blocking highways and occupying traffic circles across the
country and as a symbol of their demand to be seen. The movement
exploded, with demonstrators flooding Paris and marching on the Champs-
Élysées every weekend for months. Their demands for social justice
resonated, drawing support from over two thirds of the French population at
its peak. But public sympathy faded as a violent faction emerged—torching
public property, looting luxury shops, and threatening to storm government
ministries. In a moment of chaos, panicked officials scrambled out of
windows, a dramatic turning point that shattered the movement’s image.

I observed the turmoil in disbelief from the United States, glued to the
news. I remember thinking: Is it the French Revolution all over again? Are
we headed for a civil war? It was clear that we were in a situation
unprecedented since at least 1968, and I feared more violence to come. So
did the government, which clamped down on the movement with brutal
police tactics before turning to a more deliberative solution. In December
2018, President Emmanuel Macron announced the so-called Great National
Debate, which consisted of a giant listening and talking session, pausing the
country’s politics for three months between January and March 2019. This
new approach calmed things down for a while.

Meanwhile, in the United States, discontent was brewing as well,
arguably culminating in the right-wing populist uprising that led to the
January 6 insurrection. On that fateful day in 2021, a mob of Trump
supporters—spurred on by the outgoing president, who refused to concede
defeat—marched to the Capitol and stormed the building. The chaos
ultimately left several people dead, multiple others injured, and countless
members of Congress terrified. Whether we label this ultimately failed
invasion an attempted coup or not, the violence was as real as what had
unfolded in France. For many observers, this event marked the end of
American exceptionalism. It exposed American democracy as being just as
fragile and susceptible to demagoguery as any other. To me, it revealed
strikingly similar fault lines in both France and the United States, even
though their political movements stemmed from opposite ends of the
ideological spectrum. The common thread seemed to be widespread



discontent with a political system seen as detached, incompetent, corrupt,
and fundamentally unjust.

All around the world, in fact, similar protests have been observed in the
last few decades. In Taiwan, in 2014, students started what is now known as
the Sunflower Movement by occupying Parliament for three weeks, to
protest a free trade agreement with China but more generally in reaction to
corruption in government and unrepresentative politics. In the United
Kingdom, in 2016, the Brexit vote was the more procedural way in which
the masses expressed their rejection of neoliberal politics, the lack of
transparency and democratic accountability of the European Union, and the
disconnection of the elites behind both. In Chile, in 2019, a small rise in the
price of metro tickets spurred massive protests, a political revolution, and
two failed attempts at rewriting the constitution. As I write, the government
of Serbia (my husband’s native country) just fell, after monthslong student
protests—not unlike those that brought down the former dictator Slobodan
Milošević—mobilized the country against corrupt politicians and
democratic backsliding.[1]

Iceland, a tiny Nordic country, was the canary in the coal mine in many
respects. While the bigger countries had to wait a few years for the
consequences of the 2008 financial crisis to hit politically as well as
economically, the tiny nation of Iceland collapsed immediately. In 2008, as
the country suddenly incurred debts totaling seven times its GDP, the
political elites were ousted from power, and thirty-six bankers were
eventually imprisoned.[2] It being Iceland, the process was peaceful—using
yogurt, bananas, and singing as weapons. But the shock waves were quite
profound, leading the country to engage in a process of constitutional
reform that, although it petered out after a few years, pioneered
revolutionary ideas, such as the view that ordinary citizens should be
involved in the writing of their own social contract.

What do these events have in common? Profound dissatisfaction with
the economic and political system, and distrust of ruling elites. We can call
this populism—of the left or of the right—and dismiss it as an irrational,
obscure force to be squelched. We can minimize the problem as the normal



way democracies function and adjust to changing circumstances, accepting
a permanent state of crisis as an inevitable price to pay for the freedom to
choose our rulers. Or we can ask ourselves: What isn’t working in our
systems that we get to this level of dissatisfaction, instability, and, in some
cases, violence?

This chapter examines the systemic flaws in democracy by searching for
a design defect at its core. Examining the history and theory behind our
political institutions, I argue that the most glaring point of failure lies in
how we select our ruling class. The issue isn’t just governance—it’s
electoral representation and the professional class of politicians it
perpetuates.

But first, to understand why a “politics without politicians” might offer a
better, more democratic alternative, we need to define who “politicians” are
and how they differ from ordinary citizens.

Politicians

Politicians are people for whom politics is a job. They are professionally
involved in politics, typically as a holder of or a candidate for an elected
office. I define politics here as the set of activities that revolves around
making laws and policies for a given polity, at any level of the system. In
representative democracies, politicians are typically elected. Some of them
are also appointed—prime ministers in the UK or France, for example. But
in representative democracies the legitimacy of politicians—what gives
them the moral authority to hold power in the first place—is that they have
been elected to the position by their constituents.

So, a politician is someone who is engaged in lawmaking or
policymaking activities and is paid or otherwise derives an income for this
job. The job arguably requires a number of skills, some of them acquired
through practice. Politicians are expected to know how the political system
works and how to get things done. A skilled politician knows not only how



to win an election, but also how to get a law passed, how to build a
coalition, and how to stay in power.

Note that someone who keeps running for elections but never wins or
otherwise fails to access a political position of some kind would be no
politician at all. Such people are at best aspiring politicians. You need to
exercise, or have exercised, power, or held some kind of political role in
order to qualify as a politician. People who lose power quickly after
accessing it also qualify as politicians, albeit bad ones. Think of Liz Truss
and her grand total of forty-five days as prime minister of the British
government. At least she managed to get the job, if only to demonstrate her
incompetence—or, if we’re charitable, bad luck.

Now, what do politicians look like? Close your eyes and picture in your
head “a politician.” What comes to mind? Chances are it’s someone in
business dress (in the West, a power suit), speaking from a lectern, posing
for pictures, cutting a ribbon, shaking hands, or kissing babies in a crowd.
It’s most likely a middle-aged white man, although, luckily at this point, a
few women come to mind as well, and more and more people of color.

The figure of the politician sometimes also conjures up some unpleasant
character traits, such as insincerity, hypocrisy, and lack of integrity. A
politician is often seen as a smooth talker who will say anything to win your
vote. Amid all the salient traits, however, there is one in particular that is
perhaps the most widespread: boldness. Confidence, sometimes verging on
entitlement. If there is indeed a unique trait shared by all politicians, it’s not
being male, or white, or even rich or educated. No, instead, what all
politicians have in common is confidence.

Let’s face it: Politics as we know it selects for the alpha types, the
charismatic, the daring, the entitled, the arrogant, even those with no shame
whatsoever, and sometimes even the downright psychopathic. Despite the
fundamental differences in their views and personal styles, they are not
wallflowers. This common trait—extreme confidence—is not necessarily a
problem. It may even be an advantage in many situations, perhaps
facilitating speedy and decisive action. But, as I’ll argue later, it becomes



insidious when it is a variable for which our system always selects,
crowding out other types.

Ordinary Citizens

By contrast, what do I mean by regular or ordinary citizens? I mean,
literally, a random selection from the general population. They could be
anyone: nurses, engineers, construction workers, accountants, gardeners,
restaurant managers, waitresses, Uber drivers, security guards, police
officers, hairdressers, small business owners, students, doctors—you name
it. They could be men, women, or nonbinary individuals. They could be any
age and any skin color. They could be people who like to think with
numbers or people who like to think in images. They could be social
butterflies or introverts. They could be any one of us.

Only a tiny fraction of ordinary citizens in that sense are politicians, a
number so insignificant that we can treat politicians and ordinary citizens as
mutually exclusive groups. Ordinary citizens are those who are not
professionally involved in politics. At most, they might participate
temporarily as volunteers in political campaigns—usually unpaid—and
with no intention of pursuing a government position. In contrast, politicians
are a distinct class, separate from regular citizens. Regular citizens have
political rights and responsibilities, like voting, but these are civic, not
professional, obligations. Politicians, by definition, hold professional
political responsibilities that set them apart from the rest of us.

The Shy

Among ordinary citizens, there is a subset I call “the shy.” These are quieter
people, who stand in sharp contrast to the category of “politicians.” But
shyness, as I define it, goes beyond innate reserve or natural diffidence—
though it includes that. It’s not simply a tendency to be “quiet,” as the



writer Susan Cain might describe introverts.[3] Instead, shyness reflects an
attitude of humility and a sense of unease or lack of confidence about one’s
place and power in society.

Lack of confidence can be due to natural introversion, of course. But it
is more often than not socially constructed and, indeed, ingrained in certain
categories of people from a young age. As a result, the shy are not timid in
all contexts, but primarily in contexts that structurally alienate them.
Psychologists use the term “learned helplessness” to describe a mindset that
develops in people who have repeatedly experienced a lack of control over
their circumstances. Over time, they stop trying to change their situation,
even when opportunities to do so are within reach. Learned helplessness is a
form of shyness. It applies not only in regimes where people lack a sense of
agency, like dictatorships, but in electoral democracies as well. Shyness,
therefore, is not a vice or a character flaw, but neither is it a virtue. Rather,
it is a symptom of political disempowerment and alienation.

Shy people in our societies are often young, female, poor or working
class, people of color, LGBTQ+, or disabled, precisely because shyness is
as much a result of one’s social environment, with all its biases and
prejudices, as an innate, genetic predisposition to being reserved or
introverted. But “shyness,” as I understand it, cuts across so many other
dimensions than these classic markers of identity politics that I prefer to
avoid this vocabulary altogether, especially because these labels can be
problematically essentializing of those included in them as well as those
excluded from them. White, heterosexual, older, able-bodied men can be
shy, too, while young people, women of color, or LGBTQ+ people can be
loud and proud. But on the whole, the vast majority of us may, at some
point in our life, fall into the category of the shy. And when you know that
at any point in time, between a third and a half of the population see
themselves as “introverts,” you start to realize that the shy are all around us.
[4]

I will not parse out what is natural or socially constructed about the shy
in this book. What interests me here is that the shy embody traits that stand
in direct opposition to the characteristics required to be a politician. As a



result, while an “ordinary” person might eventually make it in electoral
politics, a shy person never will. The shy hate posing for pictures, shaking
hands with strangers, asking for money, pretending to have levels of
knowledge they do not possess, and vying for attention amid a shouting
match. You will not catch a shy person shamelessly self-promoting on
camera. Indeed, you will simply never catch a shy person seeking power if
that power can be accessed only through public-facing elections.

All the Same

Viewed collectively—like Congress—politicians blur into sameness, and
not just in appearance.[5] In the United States, they’re overwhelmingly
multimillionaires, highly educated (often lawyers), and products of private
schools. In the UK, the ruling class is even more insular, with politicians
cycling through elite institutions like Eton, Oxford, and Cambridge. In
northern Europe, wealth is less of a defining trait, but elite education
remains a constant. In newer democracies—whether in developing nations
or post-Soviet states—the homogeneity is often even starker. Political
leaders are almost always socioeconomic elites from the dominant ethnic
group, and nearly all of them are men.

The homogeneity of the electoral class is so pervasive that we hardly
notice it anymore. It becomes striking only in certain moments, often by
contrast. One such moment for me came in January 2019, a few months
after the Yellow Vests movement erupted in France, during the lead-up to
the Great National Debate initiated by President Macron to quell the unrest.
As a first step to rekindle national dialogue, Macron traveled across the
country to meet with city mayors—France’s last well-liked politicians. His
goal was to regain popularity both among the mayors and, through them,
the public. As I watched these events unfold from my computer in New
Haven, one meeting particularly caught my attention: Macron’s session
with about six hundred mayors from my home region of Normandy, held in
the small town of Grand Bourgtheroulde. For seven hours, I watched online



as Macron conducted a marathon Q&A, deftly fielding questions from this
critical and deeply engaged audience.

More important than the president’s demonstration of retail politics,
however, what stayed with me was the visual: a supremely confident white
man, surrounded by a sea of middle-aged, bearded, graying white men in
glasses and dark suits.[6] There were only a handful of women in the mix
and not a person of color in sight—a perfect vignette of how patriarchal and
homogenous the local hierarchies still are in France.[7] At the local level, it
suddenly became very clear to me, the same old hegemonies still prevail.

I was struck in a completely different way by another image, which I ran
across while researching the 2010 Icelandic constitutional process. It was a
photo of the twenty-five-member Icelandic Constitutional Council—the
group tasked with drafting a new constitution after the 2008 financial crisis.
Something about it just felt…different. Of course, everybody in it is white
—this is Iceland, after all, a small and not very multicultural country. But
for one thing, almost half of the group is made up of women, who stand out
in their colorful outfits. Second, in the foreground, lying almost flat on a
reclining wheelchair, is Freyja Haraldsdóttir, a human rights lawyer
afflicted by glass-bone disease. Meanwhile, even though most of the men
obviously felt obliged to wear suits and ties for this official picture, not all
of them did so. The overall effect is less like a gathering of politicians and
more like a group of guests at a wedding.

These twenty-five Icelanders, beaming with pride in the picture, looked
to me somehow, for lack of a better word, “normal.” Ordinary. Just like us.
[8] A look at the professions represented in that small sample also tells an
interesting story: a mathematician, two pastors, a video game designer, a
student, a union representative, a museum director, and a few academics,
etc. In other words, none were professional politicians.

How did Icelanders manage to produce such a diverse group? Their
method was simple, and quite brutal: They banned politicians. They
literally legislated that politicians currently in office were to be excluded
from the pool of people allowed to run for election to the council.



Why would politicians make such an anti-politician decision? Doesn’t
that prove they can, at times, act selflessly for the greater good? In theory,
yes—but only under extreme duress. In fact, in Iceland, they hardly had a
choice. After the disgust generated toward the political class during the
2008 crisis, which had revealed the levels of corruption and unethical
collusion between politicians and the banking world, Parliament had to take
drastic measures. If the constitutional process were to have any legitimacy,
the new government ushered into power at that time reasoned, it simply
could not be led by politicians. It had to be entrusted to regular citizens.

With this ban on politicians, Iceland took one step in the direction of
what I call “politics without politicians.” Their mistake, however, was to
stay with the selection mechanism of elections. After all, you can kick
politicians out of an election, but you cannot prevent an election from
selecting for a certain kind of person. To go further, Icelanders should have
tried doing politics without elections altogether. The fact that they did not
shows just how hard it is to imagine an alternative. Before we explore such
an alternative, however, we need to understand why elections are not all
that democratic, despite the pull they have on us.

Elections Produce Oligarchies

Why are elections a problem from a democratic point of view? Despite
being predicated on equality of votes, they systematically produce an
unequal distribution of power, which ends up producing a distorted
representation of the needs and preferences of the larger population. This
distorted representation in turn produces laws and policies misaligned with
and sometimes even contrary to the political interests of citizens.

Elections create this cascade of inequality through two mechanisms:
one, the self-selection of the people seeking power; the other, human choice
as a mechanism to identify who should be sent to power among that self-
selected pool. Both mechanisms end up narrowing down the kind of people
who can access power to a small portion of the population. The



combination of those two factors creates a political class that is
homogenous along too many dimensions to govern well and justly. Let me
address each problem in turn.

That there is self-selection in electoral politics is undeniable. Electoral
politics attracts certain types of people and repels others. The problem is not
just that elections will attract people with such traits (even though there are
no good reasons to think that such traits are optimal for successful
governing) but that the overrepresentation of such people will dissuade
other types of people—the unambitious, the selfless, and the
accommodating—from running in the first place. In other words, the
electoral selection mechanism, by itself, and quite apart from the additional
difficulties of electoral competition, will dissuade many capable and
talented citizens from seeking office in the first place. Among the first to
self-select out of that dog-eat-dog competition are going to be women,[9]
but so are, more generally, all those I call the shy.

As political scientist Brian Klaas acknowledges, this problem is more
general: “There is always self-selection bias with power. Whether it’s
trigger-happy police officers or power-hungry tyrants in homeowner’s
associations, power tends to draw in people who want to control others for
the sake of it.”[10] Attracting the power-hungry may be problematic. But
what is even more problematic for Klaas is that power may also attract the
corruptible. Indeed, the more corruptible people are, the more they tend to
be drawn to jobs where corruption is likely to exist. To be sure, not all
electoral democracies suffer from high degrees of corruption, but the stakes
of power are such that the possibility of corruption is much more likely in
the job of politician than it is, say, in the job of kindergarten teacher or
nurse.

More worryingly still, Klaas documents an overrepresentation of
psychopaths among a number of professions—including salesmen, CEOs,
lawyers, surgeons, and police—that share very similar traits with the job of
politician. This would seem to indicate that psychopaths are also
overrepresented in politics. Psychopaths are characterized, among other
things, by an overconfidence in their own judgment, which, if anything,



seems to be a job requirement in electoral politics. The reality is that we
don’t know for sure whether there is an overrepresentation of psychopaths
among politicians because they form too small a sample within each
country for which these studies have been conducted.

But it sounds quite plausible, doesn’t it? And even if it turns out that
electoral politics does not put psychopaths in power more often than other
professions, it is bad enough that all evidence points to the fact that it
selects for people who both want power and are easily corrupted by it.

Let us now turn to the second problem with elections. From among the
pool of self-selected people, elections then rely on human choice: first, the
choice of party hierarchies who select viable candidates; and second, the
choice of voters.

Regarding the selection by parties, let me just quote here the point of
view of Rory Stewart, a retired UK politician, in his aptly titled bestselling
tell-all How Not to be a Politician (published in the UK as Politics on the
Edge). The book damningly exposes the cynicism, careerism, and
performative leadership that Stewart experienced at the heart of British
government, in sharp contrast to the vision of politics rooted in integrity,
public service, and moral responsibility that he initially believed in.
Recounting his impression of party types he first came across, Stewart
writes: “The particular compound of canniness and ignorance, fluency,
misdirected loyalty and awkward dishonesties which made the modern MP,
had evolved to survive the demands of the dominant party members, just as
much as the unsanitary habits of wrinkle-lipped free-tailed bats were
formed by their long years in deep Bornean caves.”[11]

Okay, this is both delicious and probably a bit unfair. So let us charitably
assume that the selection by party hierarchies does not necessarily worsen
the oligarchic problem, though it may indeed lead to the selection of
candidates with weird personalities. After all, parties are supposed to
function along “meritocratic” principles, whereby you have to prove
yourself for a while within the internal hierarchy before making it to the
top. We could generously imagine that merit is randomly distributed and



that tracking it does not tend, in practice, to homogenize along gender,
class, race, or other dimensions (cough, cough).

But even in party-less elections (at the municipal level, say), or
assuming we could introduce quotas for underrepresented categories,[12]
implement reach-out programs to diversify the pool, or define the original
pool of candidates on the basis of random selection (with mandatory
participation once candidates are identified), the real selection process at the
end of the day is voters’ choice and judgment.

And relying on voters’ choice has inegalitarian implications, as it both
systematically excludes the shy and tends to produce oligarchies.

We all instinctively know that electoral politics is oligarchic—but what
we fail to grasp is that this isn’t a bug; it’s a feature. The politicians we elect
are a tiny, unrepresentative elite, exceptional in some ways—but not always
in positive ways. And they know they are exceptional. That’s why every
campaign is a sales pitch, with candidates presenting themselves as being
uniquely extraordinary, as if that’s a virtue rather than a warning sign. “Vote
for me because I’m the best/I’m right/I alone can save the country/I alone
know X or Y/I alone can speak for you.” This appeal to exceptionality is the
rule of elections. François Hollande, the only president of France who tried
to sell himself as “normal” once in power—though he was nothing like it—
failed to be reelected. The American equivalent was probably Jimmy Carter.
Voters do not usually like or choose “normal” or “ordinary.”

Somehow, we persist in believing that this oligarchic dimension is
merely an unfortunate by-product of preexisting inequalities—inequalities
rooted in historical realities and socioeconomic forces. According to this
view, the homogeneity of the political class is not a result of the
mechanisms of human choice itself but rather the lingering legacy of past
hierarchies. Surely, as we democratize our systems—expanding suffrage,
removing wealth requirements for candidates, and encouraging broader
participation from the working class, women, and minorities of all kinds—
parliaments and local hierarchies will eventually come to reflect the
diversity of the populations they serve. Isn’t that exactly what we’ve seen
over the past century in countries like the United States, France, and



Germany? And look at Sweden, showing us what the future, or at least the
potential, of electoral democracy looks like!

In the Swedish parliament, political scientists have found representation
across social backgrounds to be “extraordinarily even,” with nearly 30
percent of legislators lacking a college degree—a stark contrast to the
United States, where 95 percent of legislators are college-educated despite
only a third of Americans holding a degree. Consider Stefan Löfven,
Sweden’s prime minister from 2014 to 2021, a former welder without a
college education. Remarkably, politicians in the Swedish parliament
without degrees perform just as effectively as their more formally educated
counterparts, demonstrating that true representation doesn’t require a
diploma.[13] So, no worries, it’s just a matter of time and will! Sweden is the
future. Voters are perfectly capable of choosing in a way that spreads offices
and positions of power from the top to the bottom of the socioeconomic
ladder and among all possible human types.

Except that’s not really true. All that these examples from progressive
Scandinavia prove is that in the best possible circumstances, where the right
to run for election is universal, money plays less of a role, economic
inequalities are moderate, the citizenry is educated, and so on, we can get
professional politicians to look a bit more like a phenotypical portrait of the
larger citizenry they serve. We can achieve a slightly less inegalitarian
distribution of offices and positions of power across the citizenry. But
consider that to get gender parity, even Scandinavian countries had to
constrain individual choice, forcing parties to promote female candidates by
implementing strict quotas.

The fact is that any selection mechanism for representatives based on
human choice (and in fact any selection mechanism other than random
selection) will have inegalitarian consequences. Why is that? Because
human choice is inherently discriminatory and homogenizing. Whether the
skew is rational or not (a separate question), choice is biased toward salient
traits, or traits that are seen as superior in some ways, typically because they
are rare and unevenly distributed. Those include wealth and social status, of
course, but also charisma, confidence, eloquence, and height—all of which



are positional qualities, i.e., qualities defined by their relation to other
qualities.

As a result, elections are bound to generate an inegalitarian distribution
of power that is not empirically contingent but structural. So even assuming
ideal conditions, which are never found in real life, not even in
Scandinavian countries, elections will send to power an unrepresentative
group of people over-sampling certain traits, including those that are
associated with being a confident elite, and under-sampling the shy.

This is a conclusion some politicians are sometimes willing to
acknowledge publicly, at least once they have left power. Rory Stewart is
one of those. So is Terrill Bouricius, a former Vermont state representative
and now, like Stewart, an advocate for the alternative form of politics this
book puts forward. Bouricius had an epiphany while working on a housing
committee in the 1990s: “It became obvious to me that the ‘people’s house’
was not very representative of the people who actually lived in Vermont….
The committee members were an outgoing and garrulous bunch…. Shy
wallflowers almost never become legislators.”[14] In other words, Bouricius
came to the same realization this chapter has been leading to: Politicians are
not like us. And shy people in particular—the “wallflowers”—can never
make it in their world. Equally troubling, his fellow politicians were all
homeowners, and tended, unsurprisingly, to legislate in favor of
homeowners and against tenants. As Bouricius further remarks, “After that,
I frequently commented that any 150 Vermonters pulled from the phone
book would be more representative than the elected House membership.”

Manin’s Bombshell

The oligarchic nature of our current version of democracy becomes most
clear when we look at the genealogy of this regime form. Here, I need to
introduce and discuss the work of a French historian and political theorist
named Bernard Manin, who, sadly, passed away as I was putting the
finishing touches to this book. Some decades ago, Bernard Manin penned a



groundbreaking book called The Principles of Representative Government,
which came out in English in 1997. Though Manin was a mild-mannered
and somewhat conservative scholar, his book—indeed his one and only
book, but what a book—has been a bombshell for many of his readers. You
start reading it confident in your understanding of democracy, only to finish
wondering whether what we call democracy today is democracy at all. But
so deeply ingrained is our commitment to the electoral model of democracy
that it is only years later, in my case at least, that the full implications of this
book became clear.

In the very opening paragraph, Manin remarks, “Contemporary
democratic governments have evolved from a political system that was
conceived by its founders as opposed to democracy.” He goes on to say that
while we commonly distinguish between “representative” and “direct”
forms of democracy, as if they were varieties of the same type of
government, the reality is that “what today we call representative
democracy has its origins in a system of institutions (established in the
wake of the English, American, and French revolutions) that was in no way
initially perceived as a form of democracy or of government by the
people.”[15]

Manin’s primary goal, however, is not to challenge the value or
legitimacy of modern representative democracies, despite their
nondemocratic origins. Rather, it is to identify and analyze the enduring
features of representative governments since the eighteenth century—what
he refers to as their “principles.” Manin identifies four such features across
time and geography, the first and most important of which is the principle
of periodic elections. But in the process of doing this historical and
descriptive work, Manin brings into relief the profound disconnect between
the ideal of political equality, which we moderns claim to embrace, and the
reality of our “representative democracies,” whose core principle, periodic
elections, has, in fact, an inegalitarian and indeed oligarchic character.

The gist of the problem is that elections rely on a principle of
“distinction” between ordinary citizens and those fated to become a
political elite. It is the problem with human choice that we discussed above,



of which Manin was the first to remind us in the contemporary era: The
distribution of power that results from elections will always be highly
inegalitarian, concentrating power in the hands of a few people, those who
“stand out” in some way. This produces oligarchy, or rule by the few, in the
original sense, rather than rule by the many. Note that when the qualities
possessed by the election winners correspond to true excellence, we should
call this regime form “aristocracy”—from the Greek for “rule of the best
people.” But because Manin prefers to remain agnostic about the nature of
the qualities that earn candidates people’s votes, he favors the more neutral
term “oligarchy.”

The oligarchic feature of elections is what led the ancient Athenians to
reject it as a way to distribute political offices and to prefer selection by lot,
which both expressed and realized the ideal of political equality among the
demos. The Athenians did use elections, but only for administrative and
army positions, which were seen as requiring a particular kind of individual
excellence worth the break from political equality. Manin quotes the famous
phrase by Aristotle in the Politics: “It is accepted as democratic when
public offices are allocated by lot; and as oligarchic when they are filled by
election.” The Athenians thus had various political institutions staffed by lot
(through the use of a machine called a kleroterion): the Council of 500,
which set the agenda for the People’s Assembly; popular juries; and later
the so-called nomothetai, randomly selected juries in charge of writing
some laws. We will explore these peculiar institutions in chapter 4.

Describing these practices and inverting the modern puzzlement over the
use of lot in ancient Greece, Manin asks the seemingly innocent but radical
question: “Why do we not practice lot, and nonetheless call ourselves
democrats?”[16] Conversely, one might ask: Why do we practice elections,
and yet not call ourselves supporters of oligarchy?

What Manin shows is that representative government was meant to
protect the interests of existing elites while securing an apparent form of
popular consent, and none of the democratizing trends that came later
changed that fundamental truth. As he further points out, even with the
extension of the franchise or the abolition of parliamentary qualifications,



two fundamental oligarchic features of electoral governments survived: “In
governments based solely on election, not all citizens would have an equal
chance of holding public office. And the position of representative would be
reserved for persons regarded as superior or for members of higher social
classes.”[17]

Manin was probably the first scholar since the eighteenth century to
emphasize the uncomfortable role that human choice plays in barring both
the possibility of an egalitarian distribution of political offices and the
possibility of a parliament that was a mirror image of the people. As he
writes, “Since election involves a choice, it also includes an internal
mechanism that hinders the selection of citizens who resemble others. At
the heart of the elective procedure, there is a force pulling in the opposite
direction from the desire for similarity between rulers and ruled.”[18] In
other words, even at the level of the ideal, elections systematically close off
access to power to people who are too average and ordinary to stand out in
the eyes of other citizens. The result of this selection mechanism is bound to
be a demographically skewed representation of the people, under ideal
conditions and even more so under nonideal ones.

Despite this radical conclusion about the core and irreducible oligarchic
features of electoral governments, however, Manin himself ends up
defending a nuanced view. Unlike Aristotle, Rousseau, and Montesquieu
before him, who viewed elections as fundamentally oligarchic, Manin sees
them as both oligarchic and democratic, a “Janus-like institution,” he says,
invoking the figure of the two-faced Roman god.[19] The face turned toward
democracy is the principle of one person, one vote, which treats citizens as
voters equally; the face turned toward oligarchy is manifested in the fact
that election treats citizens as candidates for office unequally, giving only a
handful of people a real chance to access power.

For Manin, this balancing act between equal voting rights and the
principle of distinction is what gives representative government its
characteristic nature, that of a mixed regime, rather than a pure democracy
or a pure oligarchy. Manin was in fact quite content with representative
democracy as we know it. He even explained away its multiple crises as the



growing pains of an adaptable system. I got a chance to interview Manin
directly, in 2008, for an online publication, on this question of whether or
not representative democracy was in crisis then. He answered, “I don’t
think that the conditions required to justify the diagnostic of a crisis of the
representative system are met.” He thought that the crisis threshold would
be met only if too many people withdrew from politics (by abstaining from
voting altogether) and distrust in government were much higher than it was
back then. In essence, he thought that a sense of permanent crisis is quite
normal for representative government and the way the system keeps
rebalancing itself.[20]

Indeed, the mixed nature of representative government is what explains
for Manin its virtues of stability and durability, despite the constant feeling
of crisis it also generates, and its seemingly universal appeal since the
eighteenth century. The stability of representative government, in his view,
is the result of the two classes of people—the masses meant to be ruled and
the elites meant to rule—reaching a point of “argumentative equilibrium”
around the institutional principle of periodic elections.

In this equilibrium, neither the group unlikely to be elected nor the elite
destined to become rulers has an incentive to abandon periodic elections for
another selection method. Despite their vastly different odds of being
chosen as rulers, both groups benefit from sticking with periodic elections.
For the elites, elections are preferable because they provide an impartial
mechanism—giving the people the final say in the competition, rather than
forcing elites to settle disputes among themselves through negotiation or
conflict. As to the ordinary citizens, as Manin points out, they “are unlikely
to insist that the power of selecting rulers be given to an authority other
than the people.” In this arrangement, citizens retain at least some power to
choose their rulers, which is far better than having no choice at all.

Let us leave aside the question of the stability of this “equilibrium” for
now and consider the political costs and consequences of doing
“democracy” this way.
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ost theorists of democracy assume that a democratic government is
responsive to people’s preferences in part because such preferences

shape and guide politicians’ behaviors. Bernard Manin, for example,
assumes that representative government maintains a causal link between
what the public wants and what representatives give them. His view of
representative government as a mixed constitution is a lot less elitist in that



sense than, say, Schumpeterian democracy, which assumes no such causal
connection. On the contrary, it is essential for Manin’s defense of elections,
as it was for the Founding Fathers’ defense of their republic, that
representative government is at least minimally responsive to the wishes of
the public, even if those wishes have been passed through the filter of more
“enlightened” minds.

Manin even has a theory as to what allows for that linkage: “The central
mechanism whereby voters influence governmental decisions results from
the incentives that representative systems create for those in office:
representatives who are subject to reelection have an incentive to anticipate
the future judgment of the electorate on the policies they pursue.”[1] This
claim is purely theoretical, however, and Manin does not provide any
evidence for it, in part because no empirical studies of this causal relation
were available in his day.

In the last fifteen years, however, scientists and economists have started
to put that conjecture to the empirical test. And what they have found out in
many cases is far from reassuring. Not only do politicians not generate
optimal laws and policies, they often do not even give us what we want,
which—whether good or bad—one might expect in a democracy.

What’s truly worrying isn’t that politicians don’t always give us what we
want—they sometimes do. The real concern is why they give us what we
want: It’s not because we, the public, want it, but because the wealthy or
other powerful groups do. Let me explain.

There is a difference between getting what we want because we want it
and getting what we want only because someone else wants it, too, and is
able to decisively shape the decision. In that second scenario, we get what
we want only because we are the collateral beneficiaries of someone else’s
desires and influence. Our wants make no difference; they are not causal.

How do we know if what majorities want is causal in our democratic
systems? It’s actually very hard to measure. But attempts to do so have been
made and yielded concerning results.

In 2014, two American political scientists, Martin Gilens and Benjamin
Page, set off a debate about the plutocratic nature of American politics.



Larry Bartels had already shown a few years prior that the votes of US
senators better reflected the views of high-income citizens.[2] Gilens and
Page now claimed to have found no correlation whatsoever between what
majorities of Americans want and the public policies coming out of the
American government during the period from 1981 to 2002, once they had
controlled for the effect of the preferences of the wealthy and various
economic and business groups.

They found, by contrast, significant correlation between the preferences
of economic elites and organized groups representing business interests and
government policy. In their own words, “economic elites and organized
groups representing business interests have substantial independent impacts
on US government policy, while mass-based interest groups and average
citizens have little or no independent influence.”[3]

What do these results mean? To the extent that people get what they
want politically in the United States, it is only because their preferences
happen to map onto those of economic elites and business interests, whose
own preferences do causally shape outcomes. In other words, what we get
in the United States is what Gilens and Page call “democracy by
coincidence.”

Democracy by Coincidence

Let’s consider a classic example in US politics: gun regulation. Large
majorities of Americans support tighter gun control. Yet, year after year, it
doesn’t happen. Even in the aftermath of shocking events like the Sandy
Hook massacre, progress doesn’t come when public support skyrockets to
90 percent for measures like universal background checks. Instead, it
happens when billionaires like Mike Bloomberg throw their money and
influence behind the cause, countering the dominant force in this debate:
the National Rifle Association. In fact, even when the public does get what
it wants—like deficit reduction or withdrawal from a foreign war—it’s



often not because the majority demanded it but because wealthier
individuals or powerful groups wanted it too.

In cruder terms: The rich matter in politics, the rest do not. These results
were so stunning that they landed Gilens and Page an interview on The
Daily Show with Jon Stewart. On the show these cautious scientists
carefully avoided using the word “oligarchy”—or, even more accurately,
“plutocracy.” But Jon Stewart’s face and the audience’s reaction reflected
the proper level of shock at the implications of their claims: American
politics is shaped by 10 percent of the population at most.

Of course, these results have been fiercely questioned. Several
researchers have since offered different interpretations of the same data,
arguing, for example, that the rich and the poor do not have terribly
different preferences (although that seems a moot point if we care about
causality) and that the gap in responsiveness is not as substantial as Gilens
and Page make it appear.[4]

As of today, the literature seems to have settled on a more nuanced but
still highly worrisome picture. The preferences of the rich may not be the
sole drivers of policy and law, but they significantly affect the likelihood of
implementation.[5] By contrast, the preferences of the poor and the middle
class are much less impactful. According to the economist John Matsusaka,
for example, policy congruence in the United States is 50 percent.[6] In
other words, when majorities want something in the United States, they
may or may not get it. It’s essentially a coin toss. According to Matsusaka,
one of the sources of this democratic deficit is the elitism of elected
officials. The other two sources of the problem are, in his view, the
emergence of an administrative state, whereby policymaking authority is
delegated by Congress to executive agencies, and the excessive power of
politicized judicial elites capturing authority over the interpretation of laws.

Even under the most favorable interpretations, majorities in the United
States are causally influential half the time at best, while wealthy economic
minorities—the top 10 percent—get their way the other half of the time. Is
this a fair balance? Does it meet the standard of a true democracy? Perhaps,
perhaps not. In the most optimistic interpretation, the United States is an



inclusive meritocracy, where the more educated (who end up richer because
of their education as well as talent and hard work) have greater influence.
The reasoning for this interpretation goes like this: Raw majoritarian
preferences might lack nuance, while the preferences of wealthy, educated
minorities are more refined. In this view, the deliberative process in
Congress might be justified in aligning with majorities half the time and
elites the other half, following where better arguments and superior
information lead.

But reading the US system as an inclusive meritocracy is taking the
most optimistic and convoluted interpretation of the evidence. A simpler
one is available, and that is the one some dissatisfied groups reach for: The
United States is a plutocracy—that is, an oligarchy of the rich.

Plutocracy All Around?

The temptation is to assume that the United States is an “outlier,” and that
things are better elsewhere. Alas, it appears that most advanced
democracies have a plutocratic problem too. Since Gilens and Page’s
landmark study, similar studies conducted in Europe found the same exact
pattern everywhere they looked, including in the unlikely cases of
Germany,[7] Denmark,[8] the Netherlands,[9] Norway,[10] Sweden,[11] and
Spain,[12] as well as in EU-level institutions.[13] In all these countries, and at
the EU level, policies and laws are more responsive to the preferences of
rich voters and economic groups.

Finally, to cap it all, an ambitious study recently mapped the political
terrain in thirty countries across a range of issues. In all thirty democracies,
even arguably model ones, the authors find that “the rich have a slight
edge,”[14] meaning that policies and laws are more congruent with—
probably because they are more responsive to—the preferences of the rich.
In the authors’ words, “policies supported by the rich are more common
than those supported by the poor whereas the middle class receives levels of
responsiveness somewhere between the poor and the rich.” If it’s not as bad



as the original Gilens and Page study made it appear for the United States,
it’s still far from great.

What is striking is that according to this latter study, it does not matter
whether countries have strong unions or not, whether they finance their
political campaigns privately or publicly, whether they are already
characterized by high or low levels of economic inequality, or whether they
are afflicted by low voter turnout or not—all factors long assumed to
explain differences in policy responsiveness to different groups. These
factors turn out not to matter at all. Either way, economic minorities seem to
be calling the shots while everyone else gets a more limited share of
influence.

There is something rotten even in the supposedly model democracies of
northern Europe.

Adapting a famous line by the American political scientist E. E.
Schattschneider, the electoral chorus “sings with a strong upper-class
accent,” leaving certain voices unheard. The United States, far from being
an outlier, serves as a magnifying glass—its unique brand of capitalism
possibly acting as the lens—revealing the true nature of electoral
democracy. These empirical studies suggest that true power lies with the
smaller, wealthier part of the population, and that electoral democracies are,
indeed, plutocracies.

Such results map onto the subjective feelings of citizens in many
democracies, as measured by a decreasing sense of individual political
efficacy—the belief that one can have an influence on political decision-
making—over time. The American National Election Studies document a
decline in Americans’ sense of political efficacy since 2002. Americans’
political efficacy dropped from 60.6 on the index to 28.5, the lowest since
the index was first created in 1952. Meanwhile, large majorities in the
United States, France, and the UK feel that politicians are not responsive to
their needs and are, by and large, corrupt.[15] Unfortunately, their perception
of politicians’ lack of responsiveness seems correct, even as the causal
explanation—corruption—may not always be.



We now know that elected politicians form an elite group and that this is
a problem because this elite group does not get us the policies we want or
delivers them to us only because a minority wants them. What are the exact
mechanisms that explain these bad outcomes? The studies mentioned above
point to worrying correlations between economic elites and political
outcomes. But inside the black box of political decision-making, what
explains this disproportionate responsiveness of politicians to economic
elites and their lesser responsiveness to majoritarian preferences? Is it
corruption, incompetence, or both?

Money Corrupts

Plain and simple financial corruption is often the explanation many
disillusioned citizens reach for. I’m not saying they are always wrong; in a
number of young or recently transitioned democracies the corruption of
politicians is a real, pervasive problem. In the United States and other rule-
of-law-based democracies, financial corruption does not seem to be as
pervasive, at least as measured by official studies. Then again, the revolving
door issue—the fact that politicians and regulators frequently get cushy jobs
with big business after they step down from politics and before they return
to it—is an accepted feature of most electoral systems. Worse, it’s not even
illegal for members of the US Congress to make money on the stock market
using the insider information they garner from occupying the halls of
power. If that’s not corruption, I don’t know what is. Maybe we have set the
bar so high for actual corruption that everything dodgy happening below
that bar goes unmeasured and undetected.

The role of money is certainly a problem, especially in the United
States, but one could imagine ways to curb it. Money need not be a problem
for an electoral system, if only we could pass and implement the right kind
of regulations on the revolving door phenomenon, insider trading, and
campaign finance laws. In fact, as we saw with the case of the many
Northern European countries mentioned above, where the wealthy wield



disproportionate power despite the existence of healthy campaign finance
laws, we can probably rule out money as the main causal factor, since, for
example, German politicians are just as unresponsive to majorities as their
American peers, even as they rely much less on private sources of funding.

Power Corrupts

Another reason elected politicians fail to act for the people who elect them
is the morally corrupting effect of power (as distinct from the corrupting
effect of money). One argument against professional politicians is that, as
the hackneyed but eternally true phrase by Lord Acton goes, “power tends
to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” And power especially
corrupts the corruptible people who seek it in the first place, as Brian Klaas
has reminded us. That is why the ancients knew not to leave people in
power for too long. Their argument was both moral and cognitive—people
who stay in power for too long lose their moral compass. And even if they
were somehow able to retain their moral compass, their reasoning would
become biased by groupthink and class interests. Susceptibility to
corruption by power, however, would of course be a problem for anyone.
The solution might not be to ban elections but instead to introduce term
limits, recall methods, or oversight by ethics commissions.

Lobbies

Another, more specific explanation is the distorting influence of corporate
lobbying. Politicians overrepresent the wealthy not because the wealthy buy
politicians in a textbook quid pro quo, but because money buys the wealthy
more access and influence, which is just short of legal corruption.

This particularly resonates in the context of the United States, though
likely less in countries like Denmark and Norway. The 2010 Supreme Court
decision Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission exacerbated this



issue by protecting corporate spending on campaigns as free speech.
Compounding the problem, US Congress members are required to spend
hours each day fundraising, leaving little time for actual lawmaking. As a
result, legislative responsibilities are often outsourced to lobbyists.

The influence of lobbies on US politics is actually worse than people
imagine. In their recent The Wolves of K Street: The Secret History of How
Big Money Took Over Big Government, two journalists, including the
Pulitzer Prize–winning reporter Brody Mullins, show how political
lobbying has evolved from a boutique activity in the 1970s to a full-blown
industry, in a way that has led to the contemporary capture of government
by big corporations, from Genentech to Google.

When you see who has a voice in Washington, the distorting effect of
lobbies as an explanation makes sense. According to political scientists, a
staggering 78 percent of the American adult population is represented by
just 6 percent of the lobbying groups in Washington. Meanwhile, the
remaining 22 percent—comprised of executives (8.5 percent) and
professionals (13 percent)—command an overwhelming 94 percent of the
lobbying influence.[16] To put it bluntly, more than three quarters of the US
population is represented by a tiny fraction of lobbying groups, while a
small elite—the white-collar professionals and their corporate bosses—
enjoy near-total dominance, with 94 percent of the lobbying power aligned
to their interests. It’s only logical that those with greater access to
representatives end up steering the decision-making process. The problem is
stark: The average taxpayer simply doesn’t have enough lobbyists
advocating for their interests. Meanwhile, the people who should be
representing them—politicians—spend most of their time interacting with,
and inevitably being influenced by, advocates for corporations and the
wealthy elite.



Incompetence

Another explanation for the political class’s failure to deliver good
governance on anything from climate change to social justice to economic
policy could be sheer incompetence. Maybe the people we select through
elections are just not good at governing. And indeed, if you pause to think
about it, what ever made us think that people who are good at campaigning
and making promises would be any good at governing and making laws?
Who convinced us that there was any correlation between those two sets of
qualities?

But why, you might ask, would incompetence translate into a systemic
bias in favor of the rich? Incompetence should yield random results,
perhaps complete inertia, unless maybe we accompany it with a story of
capture by other actors. Still, we can’t rule out individual incompetence as a
part of the story. We all have examples in mind, whether incompetence is
due to stupidity, absurdly old age, or some other reason.

But there is another version of the incompetence argument, which lays
the blame not on individuals but on the group as a whole. Politicians, taken
one by one, may be educated and know what they are doing. They may
know the players, the rules, the system, their constituencies, and a lot of
facts about the world. And yet, as a group, they can’t get it right.

The Group Effect

In order to understand this possibility of a disconnect between the sum of
individual competencies and the aggregate results, you need a new kind of
political epistemology—which is a fancy word for “a theory of political
knowledge.” You have to accept the view that the competence of a group is
not just a linear function of the competence of its average member. What
matters is also certain group properties—for example, the diversity of
perspectives and ways of thinking that are represented in the group. So
when members of the political class are too similar (because of the



homogenizing properties of human choice that we discussed in the
preceding chapter), their group will tend to miss out on and misinterpret
information. It’s the theory of political knowledge of the anti-federalists,
who intuited that unless the government looked like us, it wouldn’t rule in
our interests. It’s the theory of political knowledge of the ancient Greeks,
who thought that political wisdom was produced by deliberation and voting
among ordinary citizens, rather than independently accessed by experts. I
will return to these arguments in chapter 5.

Ultimately, the real problem with elections might mirror the issue we
identified with politicians earlier: It’s not so much about who they are but
how they are chosen. Elections inherently favor certain types of individuals
while excluding others. Entire categories of people—most notably, the shy
—are effectively repelled by the process. This systemic bias in access to
political power lies at the heart of our challenges, driving the inequality and
exclusion that lead to suboptimal policies and laws.

The Illusion of Choice

But isn’t the ability to choose our rulers worth the cost of suboptimal
policies? Wouldn’t any alternative be worse? Before we explore such an
alternative in the following chapters, let me ask you this question: Is the
freedom to choose our representatives the ultimate value here? Or is it
something else?

Americans tend to think that having more freedom and more choices is
always better. But they are not better off for having entire aisles of various
kinds of junk food and sodas to choose from at the supermarket. They’d be
better off with a smaller selection of cheap, delicious, and healthy food.
Similarly, the “freedom” to choose between elites is not necessarily real or
healthy if this choice is ultimately largely disconnected from an impact on
issues and policies. The freedom to vote directly on issues would be another
matter, of course, and this is why I am in favor of the use of direct
democracy mechanisms like referenda on many issues. But much of the



business of politics needs to be conducted by representatives, which is why
I focus on the question of their selection.

The point of elections, it is often argued, is to ensure a form of
accountability; from that point of view, being able to choose one’s rulers is
indeed valuable, including from a democratic point of view. But are
elections such an impressive mechanism for accountability? Given the
various obstacles in the way of voter sovereignty, from how undemocratic
the system of political parties is in choosing candidates to gerrymandering
and the presence of filters like the electoral college, there are reasons to be
doubtful. But even zooming out from the US case and looking at elections
in a more theoretical, idealized way, elections are extremely blunt and
inefficient tools, essentially because they punish politicians on the basis of
bundles of policies rather than specific acts or behaviors. In practice, that
means that politicians can get away with all forms of unethical, corrupt, and
incompetent behavior for a very long time.

There exist other forms of democratic accountability than elections,
which we will encounter in this book and which could be developed in the
context of a non-electoral democracy. But, at any rate, it is important to
recognize the trade-offs we are facing here. Do we want to preserve the
individual freedom to “choose” our representatives, even at great costs to
political equality, good governance, and, ultimately, collective freedom?.

Again, I don’t mean to downplay the advantages of elected governments
as we know them. Getting to choose one’s rulers is certainly a vast
improvement over systems where those rulers are imposed either by
tradition or force. Being able to remove them from power at the voting
booth also presents serious advantages over century-long dynasties. But that
still just means we are enjoying the advantages of a liberal system that
protects individual rights from too much encroachment by arbitrary powers.
It does not mean we are getting closer to the ideal of self-rule in which we
all share power equally. Self-rule may require not choosing our rulers but,
instead, ruling and being ruled in turn. Or, as I prefer to say, representing
and being represented in turn.



Why We Hate Each Other

There is, finally, a last point I want to make about elections, which is that
even if they did not produce oligarchies, which they do, they also tend to
have a terrible side effect: that of dividing us. Republicans and Democrats
in the United States today hate each other. They don’t talk to each other.
They won’t marry each other. How could we expect them to solve problems
together in such a context? This problem of extreme polarization is starting
to take root in other countries as well and is amplified by the media
ecosystem and new technologies. The root cause, however, is not
technology but electoral politics, which creates incentives to demonize the
other camp, to argue in bad faith, to lie and distort the opposite camp’s
perspective.

Why? Because electoral politics is agonistic and adversarial by
construct. The point is to win, not to be right, not to listen and learn or, God
forbid, change your mind. There is an assumption behind the whole design
that the clash of competing views will produce the truth and what’s best for
the country. That’s a beautiful thought, and maybe that worked in the
eighteenth century, when Parliament was seen as a place of highbrow
deliberation where the natural aristocracy of the country would engage in
lofty exchange of arguments and, in Madison’s words, “refine and enlarge”
popular judgment in the process. But alas, this idea has been completely
falsified by recent history, if not since the invention of formal parties in the
nineteenth century. Recent scholarship suggests that politicians not only
don’t enlighten us, they consciously cultivate our worst tendencies because
they electorally benefit from them. According to the political scientist
Steven W. Webster, party leaders have every incentive to keep feeding us
political content that makes us and keeps us enraged, because anger makes
us more loyal as voters.[17]

What we see today, as a direct result, is the triumph of lies over truth and
“alternative facts” over actual ones. Again, we can blame technologies, the
media, or foreign entities, but these external forces only accelerate and
amplify a design feature of electoral politics. And while the situation is



probably less dire in places like Norway, Denmark, Switzerland, or even
France, my suspicion is that this is in spite of the electoral system, not
because of it.

Does this mean that we should get rid of adversarial politics altogether?
No, as conflicts of interests and values are here to stay. But surely we
should strive, at the very least, to make room for another kind of politics,
one that is more constructive, deliberative, and conducive to positive
emotions that bring us closer to one another, rather than further apart.

The Road Not Taken

Let us briefly go back to a claim we accepted at face value in the previous
chapter, namely that, as Manin posited, election is equally democratic and
oligarchic. This conclusion is convincing only if you accept Manin’s
assumption of a perfect symmetry between universal suffrage and equality
of access to power, as well as the story that there exists a perfect
“equilibrium” between the arguments of the class of the ruled versus those
of the class of rulers. Well, this assumption is problematic, and the story has
holes in it.

First, the democratic principle of “equal votes” is not essential to the
principle of periodic elections, which has long accommodated so-called
plural voting—or unequal voting rights—both in practice (with many
European countries distributing more voting rights to wealthier citizens
until the middle of the nineteenth century) and in the theory of early liberal
thinkers such as John Stuart Mill (whose influential Considerations on
Representative Government made the case for giving more votes to more
educated people). Periodic elections, in other words, do not in principle
require “one person, one vote.”

Second, and more important, the oligarchic aspect—the disproportionate
amount of power distributed to a certain type of people—is bound to have a
much larger impact on the nature of the system than the equality of citizens’
votes. Politicians set the agenda and control the levers of power, with the



ability to manufacture consent to a degree. By contrast, voters are a largely
atomized bunch who can keep politicians on only a rather loose leash.
Electoral accountability operates only at the level of bundles of policies
over the period of an election cycle, never or rarely for singular ones.

Further, the assumption of argumentative equilibrium holds only if we
assume that the selection of representatives must be performed by human
beings. If human beings must make the selection, then it’s probably indeed
better for both the few (who buy social peace that way) and the many (who
at least get to eliminate the worst options) that we all participate in the
choice, rather than just let a small subset decide.

There is, however, another alternative, the one proposed by this book:
letting chance take over and distributing opportunities for power equally
across the entire population. This approach would disrupt the current
equilibrium by significantly reducing elites’ access to power while giving
everyone else, however marginally, a better chance. Under such a system,
any single member of the elite would have just one chance out of as many
citizens as there are. Meanwhile, non-elites would move from having
virtually no chance of being elected to the same chance of selection as
anyone else—slim at the national level perhaps, but very real at the local
level.

And while the odds for any individual non-elite remain small at the
national level of a large country, the likelihood of someone like them
reaching a position of power becomes remarkably high. For ordinary
people, then, the shift from elections to sortition should be an appealing
prospect. The current system’s stability depends on keeping this lottery-
based alternative either invisible or framed as entirely undesirable. Once
recognized as viable, it challenges the legitimacy of the status quo.

If this is true, how come none of the French and American
revolutionaries made the case for lot in the eighteenth century? Why did
everyone converge on the idea of replacing selection to power based on
tradition, divine authority, or bloodline with individual human choice? How
come sortition, which for centuries was deemed the democratic option, is
not an option for so many people today, as we have entirely embraced the



view that democracy is inseparable from elections? This is a real puzzle,
and one that Manin was among the first scholars to both spot and address.

Manin points out that talk of sortition entirely disappeared in the
eighteenth century. And it is striking indeed that even the people whom lot
would have served well ideologically did not even think of mentioning it. It
just wasn’t on their mental map of the possible. Consider the anti-federalists
in the nascent United States. They were defending against what they saw as
the elitism of the federalists, forwarding a vision of representation one
would today call “descriptive.” They wanted to make sure assemblies
looked like the rest of the nation—or at least its white male part.

They wanted, in particular, the lower classes, including peasants and
artisans, not just landed notables, to be able to shape national politics.
Melancton Smith, a prominent American lawyer, politician, and anti-
federalist leader during the founding era of the United States, wrote, “The
idea that naturally suggests itself to our minds, when we speak of
representatives, is that they resemble those they represent; they should be a
true picture of the people: possess the knowledge of their circumstances and
their wants; sympathize in all their distresses, and be disposed to seek their
true interests.” Similarly, John Adams, a federalist himself whose ideas later
influenced anti-federalists, evoked representatives who would amount to a
portrait of the nation and would “feel and think” like regular citizens. The
representative assembly, he said, should be like “an exact portrait, in
miniature, of the people at large, as it should feel, reason and act like them.”
Yet none of these great minds thought of lot as the best means to their end.
Instead, they thought that only elections were an acceptable way to select
representatives. Their solution for maximizing resemblance under an
electoral system was to increase the number of representatives and to plead
for small constituencies, so as to maximize the chances of lower-middle-
class people being elected.

Manin’s explanation for this eighteenth-century blind spot regarding lot
places the blame on “social contract theory,” a then-dominant theory of
political legitimacy that traces the source of political authority to the
consent of the governed—and to elections as its best proxy. This affinity



between social contract theory and consent at the ballot booth explains both
election’s triumph over any rival selection mechanism for representatives,
in spite of its oligarchic aspect, and the disappearance of lot, in spite of its
egalitarian implications.[18]

It thus appears that the main reason why lot could not win in the
eighteenth century is that it was understood mostly as an anticorruption
mechanism meant to introduce some unpredictability but, crucially, no
rationality in the political process. The unpredictability ensured protection
against capture and gaming of the system. But it could also lead to the
selection of incompetent leaders, which is why lot in the Italian republics
was mostly used on a pool of carefully vetted participants.

The apparent irrationality of lot is presumably what explains its
disappearance in the age of the Enlightenment, which celebrated individual
reason above all else. But the science of statistics, which emerged in the
following century, would demonstrate that there is, in fact, rationality in
large numbers (the so-called law of large numbers) and that chance can, in
fact, be “tamed” into a force for good.[19] In particular, statistics and
probability theory would help justify the Athenian practice of using lot to
staff assemblies, where the law of large numbers can do its magic, rather
than individual positions, where you are at the mercy of a bad draw.

These historical and epistemological considerations explain why lot was
abandoned yesterday, but they do not justify continuing to ignore it today.
On the contrary, it is entirely possible that eighteenth-century thinkers made
a terrible mistake in tying their fate to a theory of political legitimacy that
ultimately entrenched an oligarchic form of representation through the
ideology of the sanctity of individual choice. Or it could be that an electoral
system was the best option at the time, given the lack of education of the
general population, scientific ignorance of the properties of lot, and
technological limitations in the implementation of a lot-based politics.

Either way, politics as we know it isn’t delivering the laws and policies
most of us want—and when it does, it’s usually because a more powerful
group happens to want the same thing. What we have is “democracy by
coincidence,” which, arguably, is no democracy at all. It’s time to



reconsider the choices made in the eighteenth century and to explore new
ways of doing democracy—this time giving a central role to selection by lot
—also known as sortition.
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FOUR

Citizen Politics, Old and New

When the question is an affair of state, then everybody is free to have a say—
carpenter, tinker, cobbler, sailor, passenger; rich and poor, high and low—any one
who likes gets up, and no one reproaches him…with not having learned, and
having no teacher, and yet giving advice.

plato, quoting socrates in protagoras, 319d (translated by benjamin jowett)
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lassical Athens (508–322 BCE) was by no means the first democracy.
In The Decline and Rise of Democracy, the political scientist David

Stasavage traces democratic forms of governance all the way back to the
third and second millennia BCE in the Mesopotamian kingdom of Mari and
to ancient republics in India going back at least a few centuries before
classical Athens. According to Stasavage, governance by assemblies of



regular folks was common in Mesopotamia until centralizing rulers
destroyed this pattern. Alexander the Great, as he progressed in his conquest
toward India circa 326 BCE, found institutions in some locales that
resembled, and most likely predated, the republican city-states that had
existed in Greece—for example, the societies in the foothills of the
Himalayas, in the eastern end of what is today Uttar Pradesh and Bihar.
Today, the gram sabhas of India—open meetings that operate as legislative
bodies at the village level—continue this ancient tradition of local popular
assemblies, even as contemporary India has embraced the electoral model
of democracy imported from the West at the national level.

Still, classical Athens remains the best-known and most sophisticated
example of an ancient form of rule by ordinary citizens, and well worth
looking back to. For my purposes in this book, Athens is also the first
democracy we know of to have introduced a crucial innovation: the use of
lot to assign political offices combined with a rotation of offices. These
combined practices ensured that politics remained, for all intents and
purposes, an amateur’s sport. Politics was for everyone who counted as a
citizen in Athens, not just social elites and gifted orators.

The Athenian Revolution

Democratic Athens was born first as a middle-class democracy when the
Athenian lawgiver Solon, circa 594 BCE, made changes to the constitution
that ended the exclusive control of government by the aristocracy (based on
birth) and introduced a system where wealth played a role in political
power. With this reform, political rights became accessible to the
sufficiently wealthy.

Pericles, a Greek statesman and general during what is considered the
golden age of Athens, introduced another set of reforms that further
democratized the system by reducing the influence of wealth and property
ownership on political participation and on eligibility to certain offices. In
458–457 BCE, Pericles reduced the property qualification needed to hold



the office of Archon, one of the top political positions in Athens. This
allowed more citizens, regardless of their wealth, to potentially hold
important offices within the Athenian government.

After 454 BCE, Pericles implemented a system of payment for citizens
who served as jurors in the Heliaia (the supreme court of Athens) and other
public officials. This enabled even poorer citizens to participate in
government without sacrificing their livelihood, as they could be
compensated for their time spent on public duties.

Finally, Pericles extended citizenship rights to all free adult males,
irrespective of their social or economic status. This reform, combined with
paid public service, allowed lower-class Athenians to participate fully as
citizens, including serving on juries and holding offices. Therefore, while
property qualifications still existed for some roles, Pericles’s reforms aimed
to make political participation more accessible to all citizens, diminishing
the significance of wealth and property ownership in determining an
individual’s ability to participate in and influence Athenian democracy.

Of course, the usual disclaimers apply: women, foreigners, and slaves
continued to be excluded. But let us acknowledge that these exclusions
were not peculiar to Athenian democracy. Every urban society in the world
had slavery at the time, and Athenian democracy was simply not an
exception. And in Athens, slaves had it better than they had it in, say,
oligarchic Sparta: the Helots, the subjugated populations of Sparta, were
harshly oppressed and, as a result, constantly rebelling, whereas there are
no known cases of slave rebellion in Athens. As we’ll see, some Athenian
slaves even played key administrative roles in the city and were celebrated
as such. What was truly unique in Athens is the way that the poor and the
rich were actual political equals. This was unheard of at the city-state level
in the ancient world.

Another unique feature of the Athenian system is that education and
technical expertise were not prerequisites for participating in the assembly,
nor, perhaps more surprisingly, were they required for exercising political
functions. Citizen involvement was achieved through a combination of
open public assemblies, where the masses directly made decisions, and a



system of lotteries and rapid rotation for political offices. This approach
ensured, as Aristotle famously defined ancient democracy, that everyone
had the opportunity “to rule and be ruled in turn.”

This Athenian approach to democracy is celebrated in the famous
“Funeral Oration” in Thucydides’s classic, History of the Peloponnesian
War. In it, Pericles, a lauded Athenian general, credits the fact that in
Athens everybody takes part proudly in public life for Athens’ superiority—
political military, and otherwise. “A man may benefit his country whatever
the obscurity of his condition,” Pericles remarks. And, as a result of a
system in which everyone can see himself as an author of the law, “respect
for the authorities and for the law” ensures public order. Meanwhile, life is
made sweeter by a prosperous economy, as evidenced by the fact that
Athens has “regular games and sacrifices throughout the year” as well as
homes that are “beautiful and elegant.” Additionally, “the greatness of our
city” causes “the fruits of the whole earth to flow in upon us; so that we
enjoy the goods of other countries as freely as our own.” This good life is
preserved by the valor of the Athenian army, whose military training is “in
many respects superior to that of our adversaries” and which allows Athens,
alone among all ancient city-states, to remain defiantly “thrown open to the
world” and even welcoming of foreigners.[1]

While this description of the superiority of classical Athens may come
across as typical patriotic bluster, there were objective reasons for
Athenians’ pride in their city and in their way of running things. Athens was
both a flourishing commercial center and a feared military superpower at its
peak in 400 BCE, standing its ground against other powerful cities like
Sparta and, as a result, also more than willing to impose its imperialistic
agenda on less-powerful city-states. Run and defended mostly by ordinary
citizens rather than socioeconomic or military elites, democratic Athens
proved to be a resilient regime as well as a cultural and scientific center and
a magnet for foreign populations through its 250 years of existence.



Ordinary Citizens as Legislators

Ancient Athenians delegated agenda-setting power to a group of five
hundred randomly selected citizens chaired each day by a different, also
randomly selected, citizen. The Council of 500, as this assembly was called,
was appointed by lot annually and deliberated over policy recommendations
and law proposals. These recommendations and proposals were then passed
on to a much larger body, the People’s Assembly, which any citizen could
join, up to the physical capacity of the venue.

The meetings of the assembly took place initially at the marketplace, the
Agora, but were later moved to a bigger and specifically public-oriented
space called the Pnyx, on a hill overlooking the city. The Pnyx could
accommodate a maximum of around eight thousand people out of the sixty-
thousand-strong citizenry. But somehow this subset was identified as “the
demos” (the people), and their decisions were binding on those who didn’t
directly participate.

To reach a decision, the assembly members first listened to various
orators arguing the pros and cons of policy recommendations and laws.
Once they were done talking, the assembly voted through a mix of raised
hands and the ancient equivalent of an applause meter.

Meanwhile, various citizens’ juries ranging from five hundred to a
thousand members were assembled daily to judge political trials, in which
they listened to the accusations and rebuttals before casting a judgment
(without deliberation).

In 411 and 404 BCE, however, Athenian democracy was lost to
oligarchic coups by aristocrats who managed to convince the People’s
Assembly to vote for them. When rebuilding their democracy on the heels
of these events, the Athenians decided to pass a series of reforms that
transferred power from the People’s Assembly to sortition-based bodies,
called nomothetai.

While these reforms are sometimes understood to have weakened
Athenian democracy, by moving legislative power from the open assembly
to the lot-based juries, the changes may on the contrary be interpreted as a



way of strengthening it, by preserving the principle of equality but
protecting the decision-making from capture by gifted orators and
demagogues. The Athenians seemed to have empirically arrived at the
conclusion that randomly selected assemblies were not less democratic but
less manipulable than large open ones. In fairness, there is some debate as
to whether the nomothetai were appointed by lot or some other mechanism.
But the key point is that they were supposed to be run by ordinary members
of the demos.[2]

Experts as Slaves

Athenians knew of elections and used them in their system. But they
reserved appointment by election for certain positions only, such as generals
and top military administrators. These functions were vital and required a
certain type of specialized competence. But they were not political—that is,
pertaining to the articulation and promotion of the common good. The role
of generals was not to decide whether to go to war, a decision left to the
People’s Assembly, but how to maximize the chances of winning the war
once it had been declared.

Similarly, administrators’ goals were to manage military manpower and
resources according to political goals defined independently of them.
Elections were thus seen as a good way to select for competence of a
certain kind, but not the kind required for lawmaking. If anything,
Athenians were suspicious of elections, which they saw as an oligarchic
selection mechanism.

Not only did classical Athens make ordinary citizens the source of all
laws, it also subordinated experts to their will. To the extent that magistrates
and generals were experts, their decisions were in the service of citizens’
ends. Even more fascinating, according to the historian Paulin Ismard, the
only experts of any kind allowed to directly support the work of citizens as
lawmakers were slaves. By turning to slaves rather than free men to occupy
key positions in the technical administration of the city—such as archivists,



accountants, and engineers—Athenians made sure that the inferior political
and social status of their experts would prevent them from capturing power
on the grounds of their superior technical knowledge.[3]

Why didn’t they empower slaves as generals and military administrators,
you might ask? Presumably because they knew that to put your life on the
line you have to care more about your city than any slave could be
reasonably expected to. That said, while they didn’t elevate slaves to the
position of generals, they did make them policemen—for example, the kind
that prevented citizens from entering the People’s Assembly meeting once
the place was at capacity.

Slavery as a solution to the risk of expert capture is not morally
commendable, obviously, but there is something interesting and even
inspiring about how jealous early democrats were of the political
prerogative of ordinary citizens over experts. As I’ll argue later, a
structurally similar, and more humane, solution for the modern age is to
institutionalize the subordination of experts to citizens by placing them “on
tap, and not on top.”

A Place for the Shy

The Greeks understood political equality (for those considered free men) as
the idea that no one was too humble to participate in politics. Poverty, for
example—a common source of shame and political hesitation in most
societies—was not seen as a barrier. According to Pericles, as we saw
above, “obscurity of condition” was not an obstacle to a political career. It
meant that in Athens even the dirt-poor citizen could find himself in the
political spotlight—that is, visibly occupying a position of political
influence—ruling, not just being ruled, as long as he had the desire for it.

Mere willingness to show up sufficed to access a key position of power
in the polity, namely a spot in the People’s Assembly, where the poor
(again, as long as they were citizens) had the same opportunity as the rich to
speak up and make proposals to the group, and at the very least could vote



and shout and murmur to approve or reject a proposal. But citizens could
also volunteer for a chance to serve on popular juries, in which they were
part of a group that rendered important political judgments. Last but not
least, if they put down their name for it, they might even be selected (by lot)
for a spot on the Council of 500, on which they set the political agenda for
the whole community. Over the course of a lifetime, these opportunities
allowed any person counting as a citizen to feel that they were shaping
political decision-making and to develop a real sense of political efficacy.

What’s more, the desire to participate wasn’t taken for granted—it was
actively encouraged and incentivized, including through monetary
compensation. Citizens were paid an obol per day (the equivalent of ten
dollars today)[4] for attending the assembly or serving on juries. While this
amount was insignificant to the wealthy, it was a critical incentive for the
many poor citizens. For them, it was worth arriving at dawn to secure a
spot, as latecomers were turned away once the assembly reached capacity—
and without a spot, there was no pay.

What About Accountability?

How were the many randomly selected and self-selected bodies of classical
Athens accountable in the absence of the electoral mechanism? First,
randomly selected bodies in charge of lawmaking were protected from the
risk of corruption by the very fact of their random selection. This made it
impossible to predict who was going to be in charge and thus prevented the
bribery of decision-makers ahead of time (for example, under the guise of
campaign donations).

Random selection also made it impossible for any person to facilitate
through donations the accession to power of his underlings. Additionally,
facing a randomly selected group, any would-be corrupter would have had
to bribe each individual one by one, in retail fashion, so to speak, rather
than in bulk (as is made easier in elected assemblies, in which buying off
the party hierarchy gets you all the votes at once). An additional



accountability mechanism was periodic and frequent rotation of those same
randomly selected assemblies, which made it difficult to build over time the
relationships facilitating the desired quid pro quo arrangements. Additional
preemptive accountability mechanisms included vetting of citizen
volunteers up front for participation in the lottery.

To ensure additional accountability, classical Athens included a system
of popular juries before which people accused of leading the city astray had
to explain themselves and provide accounts of their proposals and actions,
and by which these accused people would ultimately be judged. This was,
infamously, what happened to Socrates, who was accused of impiety and
corrupting the youth. Accountability was also facilitated by a practice called
euthynai or “straightening,” the examination of accounts that every public
official underwent upon the expiration of their term.

In terms of a pure sanctioning mechanism—the threat of which also
operated as a preventive mechanism—the Greeks resorted for a time to the
practice of ostracism, in which each member of the assembly put down the
name of the citizen deemed most dangerous to the city for that year. If
enough people agreed on one name, that person could be banished for the
next ten years. This is not a practice we would consider desirable today, but
it illustrates the range of accountability mechanisms that can exist beyond
elections.

Later, sometime after 417 BCE, the Greeks replaced ostracism, perhaps
because they came to acknowledge its brutality, with the graphe
paranomon, which consisted of the legal action taken against citizens who
proposed motions violating existing legislation. The graphe paranomon
was a sort of built-in judicial review procedure that was performed by
democratic institutions themselves, as opposed to a task assigned to an
external body such as a supreme court. It ensured that a person proposing a
new law did their homework and verified that their proposal was in keeping
with the existing laws of Athens. The graphe paranomon thus served as a
deterrent to proposals that could have upset the Athenian democratic
system, promoting its own self-regulation.



These practices and institutions functioned broadly as accountability
mechanisms and, as far as we can tell, worked reasonably well. In fact, they
may have been overly strict and punitive—ancient Athenians were held
accountable not only for their actions but also for their proposals.
Individuals could even be punished for bad outcomes stemming from sheer
bad luck, regardless of whether incompetence or dishonesty was involved.
[5] Nonetheless, their example suggests that accountability need not be a
significant issue, even in a system where professional politicians,
particularly elected ones, play little to no role.

Was Ancient Democracy Successful?

Classical Athens is the paradigmatic case of politics without politicians.
Was Athens politically successful as a result of centering the political
wisdom of ordinary citizens rather than that of professional politicians and
even experts, as well as in making the knowledge experts statutorily
subservient to the will of citizens? Athenians and their contemporaries
seemed to believe so, and modern historians concur. For example, Josiah
Ober, a Stanford University scholar of ancient Greece, argues that it was the
collective wisdom of Athenians and in particular the knowledge-
aggregating properties of their democratic procedures that established the
commercial, artistic, and even military superiority of Athens over rival city-
states, including Sparta.[6]

Of course, superiority did not entail infallibility. Quite apart from and in
addition to the moral bankruptcy of slavery, democratic Athens also made
terrible political mistakes. Critics are fond of citing the 415 BCE invasion
of Sicily, which resulted in a humiliating defeat for the city, though the
army itself recovered relatively quickly, and the condemnation to death of
Socrates by a popular jury in 399 BCE, which stained the reputation of
democracy among philosophers pretty much forever (courtesy of Socrates’s
influential student Plato). Athens was not a flawless or entirely inspirational
system, and it was ultimately taken over by the much larger Macedonian



empire. But during the two hundred and fifty years or so of its existence,
democratic Athens was still, on the whole, gloriously outperforming less-
democratic regimes of similar sizes in terms of military might, economic
prosperity, and flourishing of the arts and sciences.

Greek Lessons for Today

Assuming the Greek system worked well on the whole, what can ancient
Athens possibly have to teach us today? We moderns live in huge,
multicultural nation-states and in a postindustrial, globalized age in which
problems are much more complex than those that ancient people had to
face. What could still be of relevance in such ancient models of democracy,
even if we ignore their repulsive reliance on and disenfranchisement of
enslaved people? Would their form of politics without politicians be able to
deal with climate change? Nuclear proliferation? An opioid crisis?

If your intuitive answer to the last question is that ordinary citizens
would be incapable of coming up with solutions to these modern problems,
you really need to read the rest of this book. For I will argue that what we
can learn from the ancient Greeks and from all the people across history
who have practiced a form of politics without politicians is that politics is
not primarily a matter of expertise and professionalism. It is, instead, the
business of every citizen. In ancient Greece, the definition of who counted
as a citizen was certainly exclusionary. But once you counted as a citizen,
your participation was not conditional on possession of knowledge and
expertise any more than it was conditional on socioeconomic status or
property ownership.

One implication is that the poorest of the poor had just as much of a
chance as the wealthy to enter the People’s Assembly, on a first-come, first-
serve basis, since physical space was limited. In fact, a willingness to get up
at dawn and wait at the entrance of the assembly site actually gave an
advantage to the poor over the rich.



The poorest and the least educated also had the same chance as the
wealthy of being selected, once their names were entered in the pool of
viable candidates, in the lottery that assigned positions on the Council of
500 or on political juries. In fact, because attendance was paid (even if not
much), the poor did, in practice, participate more than the rich. Thus,
unsurprisingly, and unlike what happens in our modern societies, policies
and laws were more responsive to their needs than to those of the rich. How
else would you explain a system in which the rich were expected to pay,
and were seemingly happy to pay, for their own expensive military
equipment and all public religious celebrations?

The fact that political participation was not conditional on demonstrable
expertise at the gate does not mean that ancient Greek democracy did not
heavily rely on and make use of expertise. On the contrary, classical Athens
was able to mobilize and use experts while keeping them subordinated to
citizens’ judgment. Many of these topical experts were slaves. Meanwhile,
the practice of engaging in politics regularly educated citizens and created
its own kind of expertise. As Ober describes it, “the Athenian system…
provided citizens with an ongoing—indeed, potentially life-long—practical
education in the workings of the democratic machine.”[7] As a result,
“individual Athenians became more politically capable—still amateurs in
that they served occasionally and in rotation, yet possessing some of the
decision-making characteristics associated with experts.”[8]

In other words, what we can learn, or relearn, from the Greeks is that
political expertise is also acquired on the job. The less we give people an
opportunity to participate, the less capable they are. The more we ask of
them, the more they learn.

A natural objection could easily arise: Aren’t you then simply asking
that every single one of us turn into an expert? Aren’t you basically re-
creating politics with politicians, just not the elected kind? Josiah Ober
points out that in the Athenian context, learning from political practice did
not mean turning into a politician: “The effective operation of democracy
did not require each participant to be completely socialized into the routines
of government or to understand all of the machine’s complex workings.”[9]



Athenians, individually, did not have to turn into Pericles or Plato’s
philosopher-kings.

James Madison is famous for his criticism of ancient democracy on the
grounds that “had every Athenian been a Socrates, every Athenian assembly
would still have been a mob.” It would be more accurate to say that “had
Pericles never existed, the whole Athenian political system would still have
been just as smart.” This was arguably the view held by Pericles himself. In
the previously mentioned funeral oration commemorating fallen soldiers of
the Peloponnesian War, he is reported as celebrating the merits of public
wisdom: “Ordinary citizens, though occupied with the pursuits of industry,
are still fair judges of public matters.”[10]

Lot’s Second Act

Centuries after the Greek democratic period, selection by lot was used in
several Italian republics, including Florence and Venice, between the
twelfth and sixteenth centuries. Lot was used there not so much to distribute
power widely as to fight corruption and monopolization of power among
the groups of wealthy families who ran these cities. A complicated selection
scheme mixing election and sortition ensured that no one family could
capture power too easily, even as it was meant to be safely kept in the hands
of the privileged.

The lottery system began to wane as the Medici family consolidated
power in the early sixteenth century. By 1532, the Medici had transformed
Florence into a hereditary duchy, ending its republican governance. In city-
states such as Genoa, Siena, and Lucca, republican institutions were either
weakened or were overtaken by neighboring monarchies in the late
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Florence was the last to maintain its
republican structures, including some uses of lot selection, well into the
eighteenth century. However, when Napoleon invaded in 1797, the Venetian
Republic fell, effectively ending its institutions, including its use of lot.



After this, Venice was integrated into the Austrian Empire, and republican
practices like lotteries were replaced with centralized governance.

The use of lot was also widespread in Switzerland from the Middle Ages
until the early nineteenth century. In Swiss communities, particularly in
rural cantons like Uri, Schwyz, and Unterwalden, lotteries were used to
choose local representatives and officials in the early Swiss Confederation,
beginning in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Positions such as
judgeships, memberships in councils, and other community roles were
sometimes filled by drawing lots, ensuring that different families and
regions all had a chance to participate in governance.

The Swiss cantons were relatively small and often had strong traditions
of communal governance, with decisions made at the local level. Lotteries
in this context served as a way to prevent certain families or factions from
monopolizing power and provided a democratic means of representation.

As Switzerland evolved politically, especially with the establishment of
the Swiss federal state in 1848, more formal and representative democratic
processes, chiefly electoral ones, replaced the use of lotteries in governance.
Voting systems based on majority and proportional representation became
more common, and the use of the lot declined as a formal selection method
for political offices. The legacy of rotation and equal opportunity to serve
remained nonetheless a core principle in Swiss politics, influencing the
Swiss tradition of direct democracy, where referenda and citizen votes
became central to governance.

Outside the West, historians have also shown that lot was used in other
countries, such as China. The historian Yves Sintomer documents that
China occasionally used lot in military conscription, tax collection, public
works, and local governance. However, it was never as widespread as in
European societies. The dominant Confucian meritocratic tradition and the
imperial examination system meant that lotteries played only a minor role
in governance and were usually applied for specific administrative needs
rather than as a routine part of political life.[11]

In the West, lot disappeared from politics sometime between the middle
of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth century, a



puzzle that many authors are still trying to understand.
Lot nevertheless survived in the modern age in criminal and civil law, in

the form of the jury, a Norman custom of law by peers (with no known
connection to the Greek precedent) that traveled from France to England in
the eleventh century and from there, eventually, to the United States and the
world.[12] The idea of the jury is to have a group of equals decide a legal
dispute, including criminal cases. The role of juror was initially reserved for
elites but opened up to the larger population over time, so much so that it
came to embody the democratic ideal for authors like Alexis de Tocqueville.
Tocqueville considered the jury, as he encountered it in the nascent United
States, a school of democratic education.

Despite their confinement to the legal realm, juries retain an important
political dimension. Contrary to a common but mistaken view, juries are not
solely in charge of “figuring out the facts” of the matter. As Jeffrey
Abramson argues in his excellent study of the institution, We, the Jury, their
judgment can take a political form, too, typically in the case of jury
nullification, whereby a jury can choose to acquit a defendant, despite
evidence presented, because they believe the law itself to be unjust or
morally wrong, or because they disagree with the way it has been applied in
the specific case.[13] This capacity of jurors to place their judgment above
the letter of the law is a vestigial expression of political power.

Contemporary Revival

Recent decades have seen a revival of lot, inspired by both the Greek
tradition of lot-based assemblies and the practice of small-scale randomly
selected criminal juries, with the emergence of so-called deliberative
minipublics. Deliberative minipublics—minipublics for short—can be
defined broadly as a diverse, randomly selected body of citizens assembled
for the purpose of deliberating about an issue of public concern. They are
deliberative when their members are given time to educate themselves
about an issue and exchange arguments, information, stories, and ideas with



one another. Minipublics range in size, from a few dozen to a few hundred
members, as well as in duration and purpose. From the 1990s onward, a
variety of minipublics were experimented with, initially mostly in the
Global North, including small-scale German citizen juries and Danish
consensus conferences. Today there are two general types of minipublics:
deliberative polls and citizens’ assemblies.

Deliberative polls are the brainchild of the Stanford political scientist
James Fishkin.[14] His idea was to bring a random sample of the public
together over a weekend to learn from experts and confer with their peers
about a particular issue or set of issues. Fishkin saw this method as a way to
figure out what the public would think if its members had access to reliable
information, experts, and enough time to discuss the issue with their peers.
[15]

In deliberative polling, organizers select the sample of participants
(usually several hundred people) using statistical methods that make the
resulting group, in the words of the political scientist Jane Mansbridge, the
“gold standard” of minipublics. The large group is given briefing materials
and access to experts whom they hear from in plenary sessions, and is then
broken down into smaller groups (at random). The aim is to give
participants the opportunity to learn about the issues, discuss them with
fellow citizens, and weigh different perspectives. You might say that
deliberative polls are like standard polls if the participants met and talked to
one another—in other words, nothing like polls at all (which is why the
name is a little unfortunate).

One key characteristic of deliberative polls is that they include a control
group, a sample of randomly selected citizens who are statistically identical
to the people convened for the deliberative poll but do not get to meet with
one another and deliberate. Both the deliberating participants and the
control group are surveyed on the policy proposals in advance, and each
group takes the same opinion survey again once the few days of
deliberation are completed. The point of having the control group is that
you can scientifically isolate and measure the impact of the deliberative
process (which includes reading about the subject and listening to experts)



on participants’ beliefs and judgments by its contrast with the beliefs and
judgments of the group that did not get to deliberate (but whose views may
still have evolved under the influence of forces outside deliberation—for
example, political news). To date, Fishkin and his team have successfully
conducted more than 150 deliberative polls in over fifty countries, including
in the Middle East, Africa, South America, and Asia.

Deliberative polls were initially designed—and are still conceptualized
—as improved polls designed to help politicians’ decision-making. Their
purpose is mostly informational. But they are not meant to integrate citizens
in the policy-making process. In fact, they are not always connected to an
official government sponsor. For that, we need to turn to a different kind of
minipublic: citizens’ assemblies.

In 2004, the Canadian province of British Columbia embarked on a
landmark democratic experiment known as the British Columbia Citizens’
Assembly on Electoral Reform, which became the first-ever citizens’
assembly. The assembly was created with the purpose of making
recommendations for a possible reform of the province’s electoral system.

The citizens’ assembly consisted of 160 randomly selected individuals
who represented a cross section of the population in terms of age, gender,
and geography. These citizens were not politicians or experts; they were
ordinary individuals from different walks of life.

Over several months, the assembly members engaged in intensive
learning and discussion sessions. They received balanced information from
experts and stakeholders about different electoral systems, including
proportional representation, single transferable vote, and others. Through
these sessions, the members gained a comprehensive understanding of the
strengths and weaknesses of each system by weighing the pros and cons of
each possible reform, learning from experts and one another’s experiences
and viewpoints. The citizens’ assembly also sought public input to ensure
broader participation in the process and make sure no obvious information,
argument, or objection failed to be considered. It organized public
consultations and received submissions from individuals and organizations
across the province. This input informed the discussions and deliberations



of the assembly members, providing them with a wider range of
perspectives to consider.

At the end of their deliberations, the citizens’ assembly members
reached a consensus on recommending a specific electoral system for
British Columbia. Their recommendation favored a form of proportional
representation called the single transferable vote over the established
system of first-past-the-post or plurality rule. This recommendation was
presented in a final report to the provincial government. The
recommendation was ultimately brought to a population-wide referendum,
where it fell just short of garnering the required 60 percent approval to be
passed into law (debate ensued as to whether that threshold was too high in
the first place). Although the citizens’ assembly’s recommendation did not
result in immediate electoral reform, it had a lasting impact on the discourse
around electoral systems in British Columbia. It brought the issue to the
forefront of public discussion, and its work laid the foundation for
subsequent electoral reform initiatives in the province.

Since that somewhat ill-fated Canadian citizens’ assembly, however,
many more government-sponsored deliberative assemblies of this type, of
various sizes, have mushroomed around the world—more than seven
hundred, according to a recent OECD report that calls the phenomenon “a
deliberative wave,” with the wave gaining speed over the last ten years.
Among the more famous cases are the Irish citizens’ assemblies.

Irish citizens’ assemblies are the jewel in the crown of deliberative
assemblies because they have been conducted successfully on multiple
issues and led to national referenda that resulted in important changes,
including marriage equality and the loosening of restrictions on abortion.
Ireland is thus the first country that truly put citizens’ assemblies on the
map.

It all started in 2012, when, in this country of five million mostly
Catholic citizens, politicians were in a stalemate on a number of moral and
social issues. A group of academics and activists, including the political
scientists David Farrell and Jane Suiter, gave them a way out, convincing
them to try out the new deliberative format of a citizens’ assembly. Because



politicians were not ready to let go of control just yet, the organizers
proposed a hybrid assembly model, mixing two-thirds randomly selected
citizens and one-third politicians. The two-thirds to one-third ratio was not
scientific, just an intuitive way to trade off numbers and confidence,
ensuring that ordinary citizens would not be overwhelmed by savvy
politicians while at the same time ensuring that politicians’ influence would
not be completely diluted by large numbers of ordinary citizens.

This hybrid assembly was called the Convention on the Constitution and
was meant to tackle topics ranging from the electoral system and the voting
age to the place of women in the home and in politics, even the question of
whether to allow same-sex marriage. In total, ninety-nine assembly
members (plus a chair, an economist named Tom Arnold) deliberated about
the topic of marriage equality over a series of ten weekends distributed over
fifteen months between December 2021 and April 2023. Each weekend was
devoted to a different topic. The citizens listened to expert witnesses and
considered the pros and cons of a change to the law. Politicians and
ordinary citizens also learned to trust one another. This first hybrid
deliberative process ended, most famously, with a consensual
recommendation to legalize same-sex marriage, which Parliament then put
to a referendum, where that same recommendation was swiftly approved.
Ireland thus became the first country to legalize same-sex marriage through
a popular vote.

This first success set Ireland on a path to the normalization of citizens’
assemblies as a way of doing politics that extends to this day. The next big
success was the 2016 Irish citizens’ assembly, which was exclusively made
up of randomly selected citizens. This assembly tackled dozens of questions
but is mostly remembered for addressing the topic of abortion, specifically
whether or not to change the Eighth Amendment of the Irish constitution,
which heavily restricted access to abortion.

The assembly ultimately put forward several recommendations,
including the repeal of the Eighth Amendment and the provision of
unrestricted access to abortion in certain circumstances. These
recommendations led to the Irish government’s decision to hold a



referendum in 2018, which resulted in a historic majority vote (66 percent
of the voting population) in favor of repealing the amendment, marking a
significant turning point for Ireland’s abortion laws.

Both of these Irish citizens’ assemblies played critical roles in fostering
public debate on issues where politicians had been stuck in a stalemate.
They also demonstrated the competence and responsibility of ordinary
citizens to tackle fraught moral issues and consider substantial social
changes. Since then, Ireland has organized several more citizens’
assemblies, respectively on gender equality, climate change, and the future
of health care, most of the time with a successful referendum sanctioning
the assembly’s recommendations. Ireland today shows no sign of stopping.

Politics without politicians predates politics with politicians by
thousands of years. Throughout history, lot-based assemblies of ordinary
citizens played a central role—most famously in classical Athens—and
have seen a surprising revival in the past forty years. But what makes this
system so appealing? What could possibly be good reasons for empowering
citizens on the basis of random selection rather than election?
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The Case for Lot

One principle of liberty is to rule and be ruled in turn.
aristotle

The jury is before everything a political institution; one ought to consider it as a
mode of the sovereignty of the people, or place it in relation to the other laws that
establish this sovereignty.

alexis de tocqueville

Liberty ▪ Equality ▪ Fraternity ▪ AntiCorruption ▪ Collective Intelligence ▪ Judging

Juries ▪ Icelandic Wisdom ▪ More Empirical Evidence

y first real exposure to the world of deliberative minipublics was at
a 2012 conference in Reykjavik, Iceland. The topic of the

conference was the then ongoing constitutional process whereby Icelanders
were aiming to rewrite their constitution in the wake of the cataclysmic
economic and political crisis of 2008. I discovered in Iceland a lot of exotic



things, including the glorious Blue Lagoon (before it was overrun by
tourists), surprisingly good trout smoked with sheep’s dung, and moonlike
landscapes of dark stones covered in moss where there used to be, centuries
ago, lush forests, apparently irreversibly destroyed by Viking shipbuilders.

Among the more surprising things, however, were the design choices
made for their constitutional process, which included the public at various
stages. One of the more innovative aspects was the empowerment of a large
random sample of 950 Icelanders to set the agenda for the constitution
makers. Among the recommendations that came out of that forum was the
desire to nationalize all natural resources that were not already privately
owned—a perfectly sensible move in light of the “tragedy of the commons”
that a handful of giant fishing companies had caused by overexploiting
fishing grounds at taxpayers’ expense for decades. That recommendation
would become the controversial Article 34 of the new constitutional
proposal. When put to a referendum in October 2021, Article 34 would
attract 85 percent of support among the voters. The Icelandic experience
was one of the steps in my conversion to the idea that we should probably
replace, or at the very least complement, elected politicians with randomly
selected citizens.

But what are the actual reasons to prefer lot to elections? I believe they
can be succinctly captured in the motto of the French revolution: “Liberty,
equality, fraternity.” In other words, the reasons that we should value lot are
the same reasons through which we usually justify democracy: It is a
condition of our political freedom, it expresses our standing as political
equals, and it embodies our solidarity as members of a community.
Additionally, lot has two more instrumental advantages: It is an
anticorruption mechanism and it helps tap the collective wisdom of a given
people.



Liberty

A democracy based on random selection arguably embodies a richer and
more robust ideal of freedom than one rooted in elections—something the
Greeks clearly understood. Aristotle encapsulated this principle of Greek
democratic thought with the idea that “one principle of liberty is to rule and
be ruled in turn.” For the Greeks, liberty inherently involved taking a turn in
power. This stands in stark contrast to the modern notion of liberty, which
centers on being ruled continuously within the protective framework of
constitutionally guaranteed individual rights. While this modern liberty
includes the occasional power to “kick out the rascals,” it falls short of the
Greek ideal—it does not equate to actively participating in ruling.

Modern freedom is often described as “negative” by comparison with
the “positive” freedom of the ancients. Negative freedom is freedom from
government, and best enjoyed in the silence of the law. This is the freedom
that the tradition we call political liberalism emphasizes. By contrast,
positive freedom is associated with ancient democracy and seen as too
demanding for modern, industrial societies. It is a thicker kind of freedom
that allegedly requires full-time devotion to the public good and political
life. It is precisely because we moderns don’t want this burden, busy as we
are with personal and economic pursuits, that we have invented politicians.
They do the ruling, under constraints and on the electoral leash that keeps
them minimally accountable, while we are free to do our own thing.

But this division of labor is no longer working, if it ever did. Maybe we
cannot really enjoy negative freedom unless we also actively shape its
conditions and scope through the exercise of positive freedom. Maybe, in
fact, we need to reclaim this positive freedom, because political autonomy
can exist only when you have the possibility of doing the governing
yourself. The beauty of a lot-based democracy is that it allows us to do just
that, not all the time or all at once, but sometimes and in turn.

This is also exactly what Alexis de Tocqueville—the nineteenth-century
Norman aristocrat philosopher and author—teaches us in the first volume of
his Democracy in America, possibly the best book ever written about both



democracy and the United States. In rather lyrical pages, he singles out the
jury, both civil and criminal, as a key political (and not just legal) institution
of the young American nation. Indeed, as the epigraph above emphasizes,
the jury is for Tocqueville “before everything a political institution” and,
specifically, a “mode of the sovereignty of the people” alongside the laws
that emanate from Congress.

Of course, the jury, in its early forms, was not based on selection by lot.
Juries in England and in the early United States were handpicked by a
sheriff or some other authority. But over the decades, as the practice became
more impartial and democratic and the selection method more random, the
jury came to be equated with sortition. In fact, random selection was used
as far back as colonial times in Georgia, where it is still used to appoint
special county grand juries tasked with nominating or even appointing a
variety of public officials.[1]

Tocqueville defined the jury as “a certain number of citizens taken at
random and temporarily vested with the right to judge.” Unfortunately, he
did not tell us explicitly what it is about randomness that’s important. But it
is interesting that he did not insist primarily on the democratic nature of lot.
After all, he recognized that the institution of the jury can be either
aristocratic or democratic, “according to the class from which jurors are
taken.” In other words, for Tocqueville, what makes a jury democratic is
how inclusive the pool from which the jurors are selected is, not how
equally jury privileges are distribued within that group. In England, in the
nineteenth century, the privilege of jury duty was reserved to an aristocracy.
In the United States, this privilege extended to all white male citizens.

Strikingly, what Tocqueville sees as unique in the jury is its “republican
character,” by which he means that “it places the real direction of society in
the hand of the governed or in a portion of them, and not in those who
govern.” This republican character is connected, for Tocqueville as for all
republican theorists, not to equality per se but to the value of liberty as a
capacity for self-rule. This is why Tocqueville approvingly quotes a judge
of the Supreme Court of the United States when he writes about “the
inestimable privilege of a trial by Jury in civil cases,” itself only superseded



by the even greater privilege of trial by jury in criminal cases, “which is
conceded by all persons to be essential to political and civil liberty.”

Why is the jury, both civil and criminal, essential to republican freedom?
As Tocqueville sees it, it is because “the jury, and above all the civil jury,
serves to give to the minds of all citizens a part of the habits of mind of the
judge; and these habits are precisely those that best prepare the people to be
free.” These habits of mind include “respect for the thing judged and the
idea of right.” Respect for those two things, according to Tocqueville,
preserves the characteristic love of independence found in democratic men
and prevents it from turning into the destructive passion of “license,” an
excessive, lawless, unbounded form of freedom. In other words, the jury
teaches men to accept seeing their negative, liberal freedoms tamed and
constrained by a form of positive, republican freedom that is defined
collectively and deliberatively.

That is not all that Tocqueville thinks is good about the jury. Serving on
a jury also “teaches men practice of equity.” It further teaches “each man
not to recoil before responsibility for his own acts” and it “makes all feel
that they have duties toward society to fulfill and that they enter into its
government.” Finally, “it combats individual selfishness, which is like the
blight of societies.” The jury is a school for various republican virtues,
including basic fairness and a sense of responsibility and obligation toward
the collective. But mostly it supports the capacity for freedom.

One hint of where random selection matters for Tocqueville is in the
wide distribution—“across all classes”—of these republican teachings into
the body politic. The jury diffuses the capacity for self-rule across all of
society, not just a subset of it. That is arguably where the egalitarian aspect
of lot-based selection kicks in, though Tocqueville hardly remarks on it.
Interestingly, Tocqueville did not seem to notice either that the electoral
system taking root in the United States at the time was likely not diffusing
capacity for self-rule in the same way, “across classes”—instead
concentrating power in the upper middle class.

We can blame this blind spot partly on Tocqueville’s own aristocratic
prejudices. The men he observed in local legislatures were already way too



common for his taste, and he perhaps could not quite tell the difference
between the various shades of plebeian on the lower rungs of the social
ladder.

Consider what he writes, rather hilariously, of American
parliamentarians. Upon entering the House of Representatives in
Washington, he observes, “you feel yourself struck by the vulgar aspect of
this great assembly.” No famous and celebrated man in sight, he marvels.
“Often the eyes seek in vain for a celebrated man within it. Almost all its
members are obscure persons, whose name furnishes no image to one’s
thought.” And forget about genius and manners, some of these people can’t
even read or write properly! “They are, for the most part, village attorneys,
those in trade, or even men belonging to the lowest classes. In a country
where instruction is almost universally widespread, it is said that the
people’s representatives do not always know how to write correctly.”

Tocqueville could not quite fathom that those who won elections in the
United States in his time were not representative (in a statistical sense) of
the entirety of the source population and already formed an elite of sorts.
But the more plausible reason for Tocqueville’s not remarking on the
elitism of electoral democracy is his natural comparison point: the world
from which his long ancestry came, that is, the ancien régime. Next to it the
American representative government looked like a massive democratization
of legislative power.

From where we stand, however, two centuries later and with the benefit
of hindsight, we may want to ask why we did not extend the institution of
the jury to the sphere of lawmaking as well, and why, if anything, the use of
legal juries is now under threat.[2] It appears instead that the capacity for
self-rule, which includes the capacity to shape the laws constraining and
enabling our individual, negative freedoms, is an ambition we renounced in
the eighteenth century, in exchange for the lower-hanging fruit of being able
to elect our rulers and kick them out at regular intervals—a form of
freedom, no doubt, but not the highest or most extensive one.



Equality

A second argument for politics by lot is that it is also a better embodiment
of the ideal of political equality. For a given group, lot distributes power
among all of the members of that group, on the basis of “one person, one
lottery ticket,” by contrast with election, which spreads power to the social
elite, with the occasional working-class person attaining power to maintain
the illusion of accessibility to all.

As we saw in chapter 2, elections are particularly inegalitarian because
they combine a self-selection of candidates, which favors the rich or
ambitious and the power-hungry, with the bias of voters’ choice, which is
more likely to award power to the social elite, the rich, the charismatic, and
the tall, even as our rational selves know better: There is zero empirical
evidence to date of a correlation between those features and the ability to
govern well. So, if we’re honest with ourselves, we should recognize that
“one person, one lottery ticket” is a no less plausible and a more democratic
way of distributing power.

Indeed, random selection has the merit of giving everyone the exact
same mathematical chance of occupying a position of power. It is arguably
as important an expression of political equality as the principle of one
person, one vote. That is why ancient Greeks favored lot over elections,
deemed too oligarchic, as a way to distribute power among citizens. They
combined it with financial incentives, to make sure even the poor
participated, and the principle of rotation, to prevent the corruption of the
selected and maximize the breadth of power distribution over time.

Sortition was also put in the service of more oligarchic regimes, in
which only a few had the full rights of citizenship. For example, the
Venetian Republic empowered only a few families among all the citizens.
But among these elites, sortition equalized the chance of each individual
member accessing power. In that sense, even when used within oligarchic
regimes, the formal properties of chance have egalitarian implications for
the group in which it is used.



In the context of societies where rights of citizenship are equal and more
universally distributed than in ancient Greece, lot has even more democratic
potential. Because it is an embodiment of formal equality, if not democracy
per se, random selection, combined with rotation, ensures over time an
equal distribution of political office across the entire citizenry, rather than
its top 10 percent.

Of course, this egalitarian potential of lot-based democracy can be
realized only if people are willing to participate. One problem currently
with lot-based minipublics is that only a fraction of the people invited to
join them is willing to participate, typically under 20 percent. Different
groups also participate at different rates. Specialists like Tiago Peixoto and
Paolo Spada suggest that so-called conversion rates of up to 80 percent are
theoretically achievable, as they are in surveys, but even then, the amount
of negative responses or nonresponses creates problems for
representativeness.[3] Mandatory participation, as in jury duty, would, of
course, offer a straightforward solution to these problems, although it does
not seem desirable until the place of minipublics in existing political orders
has been meaningfully institutionalized, legitimized, and stabilized.

Another problem with the egalitarian promise of lot-based democracy is
that, in order to produce panels that are sufficiently descriptive of the larger
population despite the limitations of size and self-selection, organizers
usually resort to statistical sampling methods making use of quotas for
certain demographic categories (gender, race, geographic origins,
socioeconomic level, political ideology, etc.). However, the problem with
quotas is that they tend to bias the probability that members of certain
demographic groups have to be chosen, in violation of the principle of
democratic equality, which should stay at or as close as possible to “one
person, one lottery ticket.” Quotas, in other words, “almost always
necessitate selecting people with somewhat unequal probabilities, as
individuals from groups that are under-represented in the pool must be
chosen with disproportionately high probabilities to satisfy the quotas.”[4]
As democrats, however, we should not have to accept this compromise.
There should be “no stratification without representation.”[5]



Luckily, algorithms have the capacity to solve this complex optimization
problem. A group of mathematicians and computer scientists working with
the Sortition Foundation has recently developed an algorithm called
LEXIMIN that relies on close-to-equal representation probability for all
agents while satisfying meaningful quotas.[6] To date their algorithm has
been used to select more than forty citizens’ assemblies around the world.

That said, given the opacity of algorithms to most people, and the
accusation of manipulation this might trigger, it may be preferable to resort
to simpler methods, like drawing balls from an urn or papers from a hat.
Another solution is to educate the public, guaranteeing the reputation and
impartiality of the scientists designing and running the algorithms, and
being transparent about the exact probability of being chosen for each
demographic group considered for a given minipublic. The team behind
LEXIMIN use a live lottery for an assembly in Michigan, allowing
participants to observe the probabilities according to which each pool
member was selected.

Fraternity

Lot is also a way to manifest solidarity and civic friendship—what the
French revolutionaries saw as an indispensable complement to liberty and
equality, and which they called fraternité: brotherhood or fraternity. The
masculinist assumptions of those terms may not work as well today, but
what they really refer to is a universal form of civic friendship, a bond of
solidarity and mutual care among members of a community. They express
the idea that citizens should treat one another not as competitors or
strangers but as fellow citizens or, metaphorically, as siblings—with a sense
of shared belonging and responsibility.

Selecting representatives by lottery is a way of showing that we are all
in this together, like a family. It doesn’t ask who’s the smartest, loudest, or
most connected. It simply says: “You’re part of this community, so you
have the right—and the ability—to take part in decisions that affect us all.”



Lot also implies and requires a deep trust in others: that they will take their
turn and lead, responsibly, when called upon.

But lot is not just symbolic of fraternity. When ordinary people are
selected to participate in citizens’ assemblies, they often discover that,
despite their differences, they can work together. They learn to listen and
compromise. They stop seeing politics as something distant or toxic—and
start seeing it as something shared. In this way, sortition helps create
fraternity as well.

Indeed, politics by lot may be the only way left to heal the deep
divisions that electoral politics have created. In my experience, the beauty
of random selection lies in its ability to bring together people who would
otherwise never meet. Freed from partisan labels, they begin by listening
without prejudice, working toward a shared purpose. And by the time their
differences surface, they’ve already learned to respect—sometimes even
love—those who see the world differently. I’ve witnessed this kind of civic
friendship firsthand: fierce, unexpected, and real. Chapter 7 explores how
this bond emerges within citizens’ assemblies.

AntiCorruption

The beauty of lot, however, is not just the way it expresses and fosters the
flourishing of these lofty ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity. More
pragmatically, lot has important instrumental properties. The first one is that
it is, by itself, an anticorruption mechanism.

First, you can’t bribe a lottery. If no one knows in advance who will be
chosen, no one can buy influence. There are no campaigns, no donors, no
promises made behind closed doors. The process is simple, clean, and
impossible to rig in the usual ways. Of course, at the point where they
access power, lot-selected officials may be vulnerable to bribes and
corruption, but as lot-based officials rotate more often than elected ones, the
corruption becomes very costly for the would-be corrupter, who cannot
count on long-term relationships with people in power.



Second, lot combined with rotation reduces careerism by ensuring a
constant renewal of the pool of decision-makers. People who are randomly
selected aren’t climbing a political ladder. They’re not trying to please
donors or win reelection. They’re here to serve and then go home. That also
makes them more likely to make decisions based on what’s right, rather
than what’s popular or profitable.

Third, a lottery makes it much harder for power to concentrate in the
hands of a few. When the same kinds of people—wealthy, connected,
outspoken—are always in charge, they often form tight circles of influence.
These circles are easy to corrupt and hard to break. But if political roles are
filled with ordinary citizens, the system stays open and remains less prone
to backroom deals among the usual suspects.

The prophylactic properties of lot were the primary reason that the
Venetian and Florentine elites used elements of lot, in combination with
elections, to distribute political positions among themselves. It is also the
argument of a number of lot supporters today, including those who still see
value in the electoral system and those who do not.[7] Their common point
is that lot would be a welcome corrective to some of the undeniable defects
of our electoral democracies.

Collective Intelligence

A second, much less intuitive instrumental argument for lot is that it plays a
key role, via deliberation, in the capacity of a democracy to produce good
results and generate what is sometimes called “collective intelligence.”
Collective intelligence, defined as a capacity to achieve one’s ends and
solve problems successfully, is the intelligence of the group, as distinct
from, and indeed superior to, the average intelligence of its individual
members. My own research (for example, in my book Democratic Reason)
has made the case for the collective intelligence of democracy and for
studying the mechanisms that are conducive to it.



Several mechanisms in politics produce collective intelligence. One is
simple judgment aggregation through majority rule, as in voting. Since the
eighteenth century, we have come to understand the law of large numbers, a
mathematical phenomenon whereby, given a sample of independent and
identically distributed values, the sample mean converges to the true mean.
[8] This mathematical law, it turns out, applies to human judgment as well.
In 1785, nine years before dying in a revolutionary jail, the Marquis de
Condorcet, a French aristocrat and brilliant mathematician, formalized this
property of group judgment in a theorem known to us today as Condorcet’s
jury theorem. This theorem states that as long as voters are smarter than a
coin flip (i.e., have a probability of getting a prediction right more than 50
percent of the time), vote sincerely (their true belief), and vote
independently of one another (not copying one another, for example), the
majority’s probability of being right increases as the group size increases
and, at the limit, reaches 1. (Note that this makes sense only where we are
willing to assume the existence of something like a “right” answer, which
will apply only to certain political questions.) Despite its limitations, many
scholars, including myself, consider Condorcet’s jury theorem and its many
variants a strong justification for the use of majority rule.

Another mechanism of collective intelligence in politics is deliberation
among all. Before (and sometimes instead of) aggregating their judgments
through voting, citizens talk to one another. Ideally, this process would
result in group consensus. If not, deliberation at least formulates the options
between which voters must decide. Voting is an incomplete decision-
procedure because it can aggregate judgments only about predefined
options. Deliberation, by contrast, creates the options over which we make
judgments. Deliberation is how an agenda is set and is where much of
political power, and I will argue the promise of collective intelligence,
reside.

Of course, deliberation has always been an important element of
democratic life. But some political philosophers, such as Joshua Cohen
from the United States, Jürgen Habermas from Germany, or Carlos Nino
from Argentina, among others, have made it the cornerstone of political



legitimacy. And for good reason. If we are going to impose coercive laws
on one another, directly or via our representatives, shouldn’t those coercive
laws be backed up by the best possible reasons, produced through a process
in which all can participate? That is the intuition behind the ideal of
democracy that I subscribe to—namely “deliberative democracy,” which
has emerged since the 1990s as an alternative to Schumpeterian and
aggregative democracy. In Habermas’s famous phrase, what makes
deliberation particularly attractive is that it roots even coercive policies in
the “forceless force of the better argument.”

But as a number of democratic theorists, including myself, have argued,
deliberation is attractive not only because it ensures that we justify to one
another why we should be bound by certain laws; it also helps the group
produce better laws and better solutions to political problems, at least on
average and in the long term.

When it comes to the outcomes produced by deliberation among
citizens, my research has convinced me that their quality is not merely a
linear function of the intelligence of its individual participants. It depends
even more on the group’s properties—particularly the diversity of
perspectives and ways of thinking within the group relative to the problem
that it faces. I owe this intuition to the pioneering work of Scott E. Page on
the benefits of what he calls “cognitive diversity” in group problem-solving.
[9] In his book The Difference, he shows how, under certain conditions, it is
more useful for a group trying to solve a difficult problem to include people
who think very differently from one another relative to the problem at hand,
rather than to include only the smartest people, who are likely to think
similarly (because, say, they went to the same elite school). To crack a code,
for example, it could be more useful to have a mathematician, a poet, and a
linguist working together, rather than three top mathematicians. The friction
between the three different ways of thinking may be productive in a way
that having similar forms of individual intelligences seamlessly interact is
not.

Scott E. Page formalized this argument as the so-called Diversity
Trumps Ability theorem, a now-famous and much debated result meant to



apply to the context of engineering and business. For me, it unlocked the
following thought: Maybe one of the reasons we should want to include
even the most ignorant citizens in a political deliberation—not just the
smartest ones—is precisely because we are, paradoxically, more likely to
smartly solve our problems that way.

The importance of the cognitive diversity found in larger numbers of
deliberators is arguably why Aristotle claimed in the Politics that
democracy had the superiority of a potluck dinner, which can never
disappoint, compared to feasts organized by one person only, which can go
awry if the host’s tastes are too specific, however refined.[10] (What would
you think of a feast of snails, veal sweetbreads, strong-smelling aged
cheeses, and a fennel tart to top it off?) In other words, “the more, the
smarter,” because everyone contributes a different perspective, piece of
information, or argument to the political question of the common good,
whereas even the smartest few are likely to miss elements of the big picture.
This is also why ancient democracies all had some sort of open
“assembly”—a place for all people to talk—at the heart of their design.

As the group grows in size, it becomes impossible and too time-
consuming to include everyone. So the question becomes: What is the next
best thing to all-inclusive deliberation? How should we select a sufficiently
small subset of the community so that they can engage in productive
deliberation while preserving, or at least not losing too much of, the rich
knowledge and diversity of thinking contained in the larger population?
How should we move from assemblies open to all in small-scale societies to
assemblies of representatives in large, modern ones? Historically, as we
saw, we have done this through elections. But there is a good case for why
we should do it by lot instead.

Lot’s instrumental value for collective intelligence comes from its ability
to reproduce at small scale the cognitive diversity present in the larger
group. Indeed, given the variety of political issues, any other method is
likely to homogenize the set of representatives along some dimension (in
practice, often by gender, wealth, and education) that will likely correlate
with certain blind spots, sometimes huge ones. Assemblies that oversample



homeowners, for example, as Terry Bouricus noted of the American House
of Representatives, are less able to understand and address the problems of
renters, the poor, and especially the homeless. Assemblies that include
mostly urban people might not anticipate the impact of, say, a carbon tax on
rural dwellers who need their car to get to work every day (which is partly
how we got the Yellow Vest revolt in France). This is not to say that only
renters can understand and properly represent renters or rural dwellers other
rural dwellers—that is a variety of identity politics that has its limits. But it
is just as likely that, when a category of people is missing, their views won’t
be represented well. The solution, therefore, is to sample widely and equally
from the whole population as opposed to the most educated or the most
charismatic or the best informed on this or that particular subject matter. In
other words, we are better off choosing our representatives at random.

I like to illustrate the merits of deliberation among a random sample
through a slightly idealized but still relevant example: the fictional jury in
12 Angry Men. A classic of American cinema, 12 Angry Men depicts the
deliberations of a twelve-man jury following the closing arguments of a
murder trial. The film is usually interpreted as a celebration of civic dissent,
with the focus on the smartest, bravest juror in the room, Juror Number 8,
played by Henry Fonda. Fonda, in the typical fashion of American heroes,
stands up to the early majoritarian inclination to vote guilty at the beginning
of the movie.

But in my view, the movie can also be read as a celebration of the
collective intelligence of a group of ordinary citizens talking to one another,
even as they are limited and biased in all kinds of idiosyncratic ways. It’s
not one man against all. It’s all of these men, flawed and complex as they
are, helping one another figure out the truth of the matter. And while Juror
Number 8 might stand as the figure of the group “leader,” the deliberative
group dynamic is truly the hero of the movie.

A pivotal moment in 12 Angry Men occurs when Juror Number 8
produces a copy of the murder weapon—a cheap switchblade he bought for
a few dollars at a store near the court—disproving its supposedly unique
and incriminating nature. However, the jury’s shift toward reasonable doubt



owes just as much to subtler contributions from less-prominent figures.
Juror Number 5, who grew up in a violent slum, explains how a switchblade
is properly used (upward, not downward), casting doubt on the eyewitness’s
account, which described the knife descending on the victim. Later, an older
juror, dismissed by some as feeble, observes that the main witness wears
glasses—evident from red marks on her nose—and likely couldn’t have
seen the murder clearly without them. These interventions, combined with
mounting doubts, lead the jury to a unanimous verdict: The young man is
not guilty.

In the film, all twelve jurors matter, in all their differences, because it is
only through the interplay between their conflicting interpretation of the
evidence and arguments—colored as those are by their personal histories,
socioeconomic backgrounds, and types of intelligence—that something like
the truth is revealed. The capacity of deliberation to produce good outcomes
manifests even though the protagonists are far from ideal human beings
(and all are white men). One juror just wants to be done with the
deliberation and go to a baseball game, one is a bigoted racist, another is
biased by irrelevant fatherly emotions…. Deliberation, in other words, can
overcome many moral and cognitive limitations.

The power of deliberation is at its greatest when the group is cognitively
diverse, even if this diversity comes at some cost to average individual
competence. If the group had been made up only of clones of Juror Number
8, it is unlikely that they would have gotten to the right conclusion. And
even if some jurors are not all that useful (say, Juror Number 12, the
advertising executive who says only dumb things and brings down the
average, so to speak), the fact remains that there is no way of knowing in
advance who is going to be useful or not out of a particular group. And even
the arguably least-useful juror is ultimately capable of recognizing the force
of the better argument, adding a crucial vote to the final tally.

Deliberation, in this setup, finally has the merit of empowering the shy,
both the natural introverts and the ones made shy by their position in
society, in ways that benefit both them and the group’s collective
intelligence.[11] Juror Number 2, a quiet and self-effacing bank teller, slowly



gains the courage to stand up to both the overly confident salesman and the
xenophobic garage owner. Similarly, Juror Number 6, a blue-collar worker
of few words, stands up to another, more articulate juror when the latter
starts verbally abusing the older gentleman of the group. The shy become
more vocal and more assertive over time, including in support of one
another, when they realize they have a voice, and that it matters as much as
anyone else’s. The whole plot, in fact, strikingly turns on the voice of the
juror with the lowest socioeconomic status, who, after staying silent for the
longest time, comes to recognize the value in his experience of poverty and
violence—a past he once regarded as shameful. He alone knows how to
properly use a switchblade, and that knowledge is ultimately key to saving
an innocent’s life. Far from being just a celebration of the bold dissenter, the
movie could also be subtitled “The Triumph of the Shy.”

Judging Juries

So, the key component of politics without politicians is assemblies of
randomly selected citizens. Lot, or random selection, is desirable for the
values it promotes (liberty, equality, fraternity) and the outcomes it serves
(anticorruption, collective intelligence). Now, that all sounds good and well
in theory, and in fiction. But what does the empirical evidence say,
especially about the instrumental properties, which are arguably easier to
measure?

The empirical evidence about juries supports theoretical predictions
about the reliability of jury deliberations. In their seminal 1966 study The
American Jury, Harry Kalven and Hans Zeisel show a high level of
agreement between jury verdicts and the judges’ pre-verdict opinions,
suggesting that juries are generally competent and reliable in deciding
cases, at least as much as individual judges. The book also finds that juries
understand the legal instructions and evidence presented in a trial,
answering any criticism that jurors often lack the necessary understanding
to decide complex cases. More generally, juries appear to offer several



systemic advantages, including a more trusted, timely, and generally
efficient criminal justice system compared to countries that rely solely on
judges for decisions,[12] as well as reduced levels of corruption.[13]

But minipublics—the type of juries I envision for a system of politics
without politicians—address a different set of questions than determining
the guilt or innocence of individuals on trial. This distinction requires us to
define new standards for what constitutes a successful political outcome.
While spillover effects, such as a more effective political system or reduced
corruption, would be welcome, the primary focus lies elsewhere.

Specifically, we aim for citizens’ views to become more informed
through the deliberative process. Additionally, the recommendations,
decisions, or legislative proposals emerging from these minipublics should
be “good” in a meaningful way—ideally better than, or at least on par with,
those produced by politicians in comparable circumstances. Equally
important, they should avoid being “bad” in ways that undermine the
political process.

There are various ways to go about measuring the quality of outputs
generated by deliberation among ordinary citizens, from the more indirect
to the more direct. A first proxy for the substantive quality of deliberative
outcomes is, for example, the objective level of (accurate) information
people have post-deliberation as compared to pre-deliberation. The
presumption here is that as people’s views are more (accurately) informed,
they are also more likely to be right—although there is, of course, no
guarantee.

Another route is to measure the procedural properties of deliberation, as
in the so-called discourse quality index (DQI), which is an index recently
developed by political scientists to capture various features of a debate, for
example, how equal, respectful, and argumentatively sophisticated people’s
speech is.[14] Finally, one can measure the quality of deliberative outcomes
in terms of the corresponding decision’s impact on the world. Are the
solutions put forward validated by the outside world, by actual empirical
success? This strategy has already been successfully pursued by the
economists Simon Johnson and Daron Acemoglu, who earned the 2024



Nobel Prize in economics for their work showing the positive effects of
democratic political institutions (specifically the features they call rule of
law and individual rights) on long-term growth and prosperity. Do
democracies that practice more deliberation do better (say, on welfare,
health, or happiness indicators, corruption levels, or environmental
sustainability) than non-democracies or less deliberative democracies?
These general effects cannot be measured today, as there are not enough
democracies, perhaps indeed none, that qualify as “deliberative” in the
sense proposed in this book. But evidence is accumulating about the local
effects of deliberative assemblies—in terms of individuals’ information
levels or the quality of the policies these assemblies put forward.

Icelandic Wisdom

In published research, I myself have tried to gather some evidence of the
superiority of deliberations among laypeople over deliberations among
experts on political matters in the context of the 2010–2013 Icelandic
constitutional process described earlier.[15] Recall that in this process,
twenty-five relatively ordinary citizens wrote a new constitution on the
basis of the recommendations of a random sample of 950 Icelandic people
as well as the online contributions of the public on their crowdsourced
drafts.

Since the proposal was never enacted into law, the only outcome we can
analyze and compare is the text itself, rather than its real-world effects. The
Icelandic setup offers a unique opportunity as a quasi-natural experiment,
allowing us to compare three proposals: two drafted by experts and one
drafted and crowdsourced by laypeople. All were created around the same
time, under similar conditions, and using the same original input from 950
randomly selected Icelanders. A key distinction lies in the process: The
citizen proposal achieved consensus among its twenty-five writers, whereas
the seven experts were so divided that they produced two separate texts.



This contrast highlights a fascinating difference in collaborative dynamics
between experts and laypeople.

I painstakingly compared, line by line and article by article, the
production of the twenty-five citizens to these two expert drafts.[16] The
conclusion I have drawn from this comparison is that the proposal written
by the twenty-five is superior to the expert-written drafts, even as the
twenty-five citizens had only four months to write their proposal when the
experts took a full year. All proposals were arguably quite good, and true,
the citizen draft is not strikingly better. But it is better in ways that are
crucial.

First, the citizen draft is the only one that addressed the problem of a
handful of corporations exploiting the national fishing grounds for free, at
the expense of the public, through the bold proposal to nationalize all
natural resources not already privately owned and demanding a rent to the
nation for any private exploitation. One can disagree with this particular
solution, but none of the other drafts offered one.

Second, even when the citizen draft and the expert proposals offered
similar answers to an existing problem, the citizen solutions were arguably
more sophisticated—for example, in addressing the long-standing problem
in Icelandic constitutional theory of the place of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in a secular state. Instead of removing any mention of the national
church, as one of the expert proposals did, the citizen draft maintained a
recognition of its existence in the text. But instead of entrenching its
privileged status in the fundamental law, as the more-conservative expert
proposal did, the citizen proposal specified that the status of the national
church ought to be decided by Parliament.[17]

Third, the citizen draft develops a longer and richer list of citizens’
rights than the experts’ proposals, causing the Venice Commission, a body
of legal experts at the European Union level who were asked to evaluate the
proposal, to praise it for the way its new provisions, among other things,
“aim to better reflect international human rights obligations.”[18] The
proposal also includes rights that are not listed in either the original
constitution or the expert proposals, such as the right to access the internet



(article 15), which was suggested on a Facebook post at a time when the
Egyptian president, Hosni Mubarak, turned off the internet to stifle dissent
during the Arab Spring. The proposal is also more attuned to certain gender
issues, mentioning explicitly “sexual violence” as a type of violence the
state should protect individuals from, and the needs of children, devoting a
separate and extensive article to their rights. The proposal mentions still
more sources of discrimination than the expert drafts, including genetic
character, ancestry, and political affiliation. Finally, the proposal offers a
more “open and comprehensive approach to the right of freedom of
religion” in that it extends the scope of this freedom to “view of life” and
“personal conviction.” According to the Venice Commission, this extension
of the scope of religious freedom as well as the inclusion of the right to
change religion or faith form “a substantial improvement compared to the
current Constitution.”[19] Given that both expert-written drafts merely
reproduced the content of the original constitution on this point, the citizen
proposal is markedly better in this respect.

Last but not least, the citizen proposal is more democratic, in that, as
noted by constitutional theory specialists,[20] it creates institutional avenues
for popular participation. Important elements of direct democracy are
introduced in the crowdsourced constitution, allowing the public a role in
the determination of the status of the Evangelical Lutheran Church as the
national church (any change to the status quo introduced by Parliament
must be approved by referendum) and the approval of certain treaties (such
as a treaty to enter the European Union). The text also includes a “right of
referral,” by which 10 percent of voters may demand a referendum on any
bill within three months of its passage, subject to some exceptions, such as
the budget.

Additionally, and most innovatively, the draft introduces what is
elsewhere sometimes called a citizens’ initiative. This participatory
mechanism allows 2 percent of the population to present an issue to the
Althing, the national parliament of Iceland, which the Althing is free to
ignore. If 10 percent of the population present a bill to the Althing, the
Althing must either accept it or make a counterproposal. In the latter case, if



the bill of the voters has not been withdrawn as a response, the Althing must
present both the popular bill and the Althing’s counterproposal to a
referendum. These elements of participation in the crowdsourced
constitution have been internationally celebrated, including by the Venice
Commission.[21]

What explains the superiority of the more inclusively written proposal
over the expert-written one? In my research I trace the superiority of the
text in part to the crowdsourcing phase that the twenty-five members of the
council included as part of their writing process. The twenty-five, far from
isolating themselves from popular input, regularly posted the version of the
draft they were working on online. All in all, they posted twelve drafts, at
various stages of completion. Anyone interested in the process could send
feedback by posting comments on social media platforms like Facebook
and Twitter, or by posting on the council’s own web page or by using
regular email and mail. Foreigners were free to participate if they could find
a way to overcome the language barrier (e.g., Google Translate). For
example, an American citizen with property in Iceland wrote on the
Facebook page that she hoped the new constitution would consider the
interests of people in her situation. Among the key ideas that emanated from
the roughly thirty-six hundred online comments were the previously
mentioned addenda to the list of rights, including children’s rights and a
right to the internet.

I believe the superiority of the crowdsourced draft is also due to the
greater diversity of the constitution drafters. The group included a Polish,
culturally Catholic mathematician, whose ideas turned out to be crucial to
the way the proposal handled the delicate question of the place of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church as a state church in secular Iceland. Similarly,
the presence of a union leader with experience handling difficult
negotiations, the only working-class representative on the council of
twenty-five, helped the group settle on a consensus. (Incidentally, this union
leader is also the father of the international rock star Björk. But as I can
confirm after he gave my graduate student and me a ride in his normal car



to his modest house near Reykjavik, where we interviewed him over tea, he
is entirely down-to-earth and unassuming.)

The Icelandic experiment shows that ordinary citizens can do as good a
job as professional politicians. But the Icelandic drafters were still elected
(from a pool of nonpoliticians), not randomly selected. They were, as a
result, more educated than average. Additionally, the task of writing a
constitution is perhaps easier than that of ordinary lawmaking, as some
critics have argued.[22] What do we know about the competence of truly
randomly selected bodies in the context of ordinary politics?

More Empirical Evidence

The empirical evidence in favor of lot-based bodies deliberating on
ordinary political issues has started to accumulate over recent years.
Research on deliberative experiments based on surveys and case studies
provides evidence that participants experience growth in knowledge and
sophistication.[23] Experiments—carefully designed scientific processes
based on randomization and involving a control group to isolate the proper
causal effects—also show that deliberation increases participants’
knowledge of evidence and shifts their attitudes regarding the role of
evidence in policymaking.[24] These experiments also show that
deliberation is conducive to persuasion (a change of opinion that results
from the rational effect of arguments) rather than polarization (an irrational
amplification of the group’s pre-deliberative beliefs) through the
mechanism of rational justifications.[25]

Deliberation has also been shown to have a beneficial impact on the
relationship that participants have with their community. Studies
summarized in a recent Handbook of Citizens’ Assemblies show that
participants display greater tolerance toward other people’s political views,
come to trust others more, develop a greater sense of their own political
efficacy, develop practical civic skills and a desire to act politically, and
generally become more politically engaged.[26] In addition, deliberation



seems to prod people to want to talk more in general, whether in the context
of political debates or giving advice to family members, or even giving
talks in the workplace.[27] Finally, deliberation seems to have a long-term
positive impact on participants’ interest in politics, political engagement,
and opinions about policy.[28]

The most convincing evidence we have for the properties of deliberation
among ordinary citizens comes from the study of deliberative polls. Like
some of the experiments underlying the results I have discussed,
deliberative polls always include a control group of people who are not
made to deliberate but demographically match the deliberating group. By
comparing pre-and post-deliberative answers for both groups (where the
second group does not actually deliberate but is just asked to repeat the
questionnaire at the same time as the deliberating group), we can measure
the presumed impact of deliberation on the deliberative poll members.

Those differences are often significant. The political scientist James
Fishkin has conducted such deliberative polls in over 150 countries, and the
data seems irrefutable.[29] Deliberation educates, depolarizes, and
additionally aligns fundamental preferences by, for example, transforming
narrowly self-interested preferences into more socially oriented ones.

Rather than bore you with more figures and statistics, let me take you
straight into the deliberative minipublic I know best: the 2019–2020 French
Citizens’ Convention for Climate.
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Another French Revolution?

What will come out of this convention, I promise, will be submitted without filter
to either a vote in Parliament, a referendum, or direct regulatory application.

EMMANUEL MACRON, APRIL 25, 2019[1]
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Aftermath ▪ Experts on Tap, Citizens on Top ▪ Governing Citizens’ Assemblies ▪
Great Disillusion or Inspiring Precedent?

s recounted earlier, the fuel tax that the French government tried to
implement in the fall of 2018 triggered the massive social response

known as the Yellow Vests movement. By November, France appeared to
many—including myself—to be on the brink of revolution.

Faced with the crisis, President Macron had to choose between
repression and negotiation. Initially, he opted for repression, employing a
harsh use of force during the Yellow Vests demonstrations. This approach



left many protesters injured and provoked fierce criticism from both the left
and the right. In December 2018, Macron shifted his strategy. In an open
letter to the nation, he condemned acts of violence against elected officials,
the media, and public administrators while also acknowledging the
widespread sense of injustice felt by many French citizens. To address the
unrest, he announced a new initiative: the Great National Debate, a
nationwide dialogue set to take place in the early months of 2019.

The Great National Debate was an ambitious, rushed, grandiose mess,
combining all sorts of consulting methods without a clear sense of
hierarchy, as if the government had thrown everything at the wall to see
what would stick. All in all, around five hundred thousand people were
involved in about ten thousand local meetings. Between five hundred
thousand and 1.5 million people contributed online, though the exact
number is unclear because the website did not track unique contributors.
Additionally, approximately fourteen hundred individuals took part in
twenty-one randomly selected regional assemblies. What’s more, the Great
National Debate triggered further conversations among roughly forty-five
thousand participants in the so-called True Debate, organized in parallel by
the Yellow Vests and other critics of the Great National Debate. In some
fashion, one can conservatively estimate that around 1.5 percent of the total
population directly participated in the debates, though many more were
affected indirectly.

Later, in spring 2020, the televised reveal of the Great National Debate
results felt momentous, if a bit too staged. Frustratingly, the interpretation
of the results by the government—“We heard you, you want fewer taxes”
seemed to be the main takeaway—was one-sided and simplistic,
considering the massive and complex amount of content generated by the
population. The process helped President Macron regain popularity in the
polls, and as a result, critics dismissed the process as a diverting strategy.
But it also objectively brought some temporary reprieve to the country and
was met with relief and gratitude by a large percentage of the population.
Importantly, the Great National Debate provided the occasion for President
Macron to evoke the possibility of what he called “a republic of permanent



deliberation,” a promising if somewhat mysterious phrase. But more
important still, the Great National Debate paved the way for the next big
step at the national level: the Citizens’ Convention for Climate. In my view,
this Citizens’ Convention was truly revolutionary. It introduced a new
political actor into the game—transforming a random sample of 150
citizens into a de facto legislature that rivaled Parliament.

The 2019–2020 Citizens’ Convention for Climate

On April 25, 2019, inspired by the Irish precedents, President Macron
announced the Citizens’ Convention for Climate. This convention was, in
many ways, the real, albeit delayed, response of President Macron to the
Yellow Vests movement, and more generally to the nation that had widely
supported it. Essentially he said: “So you think my fuel tax is a bad idea?
You go and figure out a better answer to climate change, then.” You may
recall the Irish politicians who could not see a traditional path to the
decriminalization of abortion and gave the hot potato to a citizens’
assembly. The French government admitted to a similar impotence: “We
don’t know how to pass climate reforms that will be acceptable to the larger
population. So, you do it.”

On the first weekend of October 2019, 150 randomly selected
individuals from all over France, including its overseas territories, met for
the first time in the Iéna Palace in Paris, the seat of the Economic, Social,
and Environmental Council (CESE), which had been put in charge of the
hosting and logistical organization of the convention.[2] (If you’re curious
about the selection process for that sample, I’ll get to it in chapter 8.)

I, too, was there on that rainy morning, when umbrellas were lining up
at the entrance of the building, with the Eiffel Tower and the French flag
soaring in the gray sky. As one of the twenty-five researchers allowed to
follow the convention, I wouldn’t have missed that occasion for the world.

These citizens were embarking on a nine-month process that spanned
seven weekends—each an intensive two-day session. Together, they formed



one of the most representative cross sections of France ever assembled.
Throughout these weekends, they moved between small-group

workshops, full plenary sessions, and dynamic discussion formats. Other
discussions unfolded more informally, over coffee breaks, meals, and late-
night hotel conversations. The formal deliberations were guided by
facilitators from three well-established firms: Eurogroup Consulting,
Missions Publiques, and Res Publica.

In June 2020, after several months of hard work (not just during but also
between physical meetings, from home and during online webinars), the
convention voted on and approved 149 proposals. Among them were, for
example, an ambitious proposal to render global housing renovation
mandatory by 2030 under threat of sanctions, a ban on publicity for heavily
polluting goods, the promotion of vegetarian meals in public schools,
constraints on soil artificialization, and a proposal to add a paragraph to the
first article of the French constitution specifying that the French Republic
“guarantees the preservation of biodiversity and the environment, and fights
against climate change” (my translation). Strikingly, none of these 149
proposals included a carbon tax.

Why the French Example Matters

While France wasn’t the first country to experiment with citizens’
assemblies—and unlike Ireland, it has yet to link them successfully to a
process of mass and direct participation, such as a referendum—it has been
the most ambitious in terms of scale, cost, duration, and citizen
empowerment.

This is important because, due to its size and cultural diversity, France is
arguably a better proof of concept than Ireland, let alone tiny Iceland, for
the viability of politics without politicians. It is both large (with sixty-seven
million inhabitants) and multicultural, with a large minority of Muslim
citizens (about 8 percent) and close to 30 percent of the population being
first-, second-, or third-generation immigrants.[3] As recent news illustrates,



from the 2023 riots taking place on the heels of monthslong demonstrations
against President Macron’s pension reform to the political turmoil caused
by the dissolution of the National Assembly after the triumph of the far
right in the European elections, the political, economic, and social situation
is quite explosive. The degree of political polarization is constantly rising
(though perhaps not quite to US levels), and there is a sense that the country
is at a boiling point. If citizens’ assemblies can offer some relief in such a
tense context, they might in many others as well.

For other countries, the worry might be that France is too rich and too
stable for the experiments that succeed there to be replicable in less-
privileged circumstances. It is true that the French model is the Rolls-Royce
of deliberative assemblies. The climate convention cost upward of six
million euros and required a strong state and functioning bureaucracies.
Still, there seems to be something universal about both the power of
ordinary citizens coming together to solve problems for their countries and,
beyond this more instrumental concern, the therapeutic effect of
deliberation among ordinary citizens who are currently divided by
increasingly bitter partisan and polarized politics. And similar experiments
have been successfully conducted, with local adjustments, in much more
difficult contexts and on shoestring budgets in countries like Bosnia,
Colombia, and Lebanon.[4]

More important, the French Citizens’ Convention for Climate was, to my
mind, the first citizens’ assembly to give so much power to ordinary
citizens. Indeed, the task that the convention members were given went way
beyond the advisory policy role that most citizens’ assemblies are confined
to, even as it was not strictly equivalent to the work of elected
parliamentarians. Fulfilling a legislative function comparable to that of both
parliamentarians and ministers, the citizens in the French convention were
given the prerogative to initiate and formulate the law, and ultimately to
authorize it in a formal vote (even if this vote, as we’ll see, was not legally
binding within the constraints of the French constitution). In a recent paper,
my coauthor Théophile Pénigaud and myself propose to call ordinary
citizens placed in this position “citizen legislators.”



Citizen Legislators

The label “citizen legislators” refines a category already well-established in
the literature: “citizen representative.” Coined by Mark Warren, the term
refers to laypeople who act or speak on behalf of other laypeople.
Representation, in its basic sense, means standing in for others—something
politicians often claim only they can do, though it is not inherently
exclusive to elections.[5]

Warren developed the idea of citizen representatives through his study of
citizens’ assemblies and participatory budgeting processes—settings where
ordinary people make decisions about public resources. He argued that even
without being elected, such citizens represent others in a meaningful
political sense. In Open Democracy, I reached similar conclusions, defining
representation as “standing for” others in a way that is recognized by a
relevant audience.[6] Under this view, representation is not mysterious or
reserved for elites—anyone can do it, provided they are seen as legitimate.

Citizen legislators, then, are a specific subset of citizen representatives:
their function is to formulate legislative proposals and to draft laws. The
term “citizen” signals that these actors are laypeople—not professional
politicians or members of a demographically distinct elite.

What evidence is there that members of the French Citizens’ Convention
for Climate acted as citizen legislators, in the sense I’ve just defined? The
first clue lies in President Macron’s now-famous “no filter” promise. When
he announced the convention in April 2019, Macron pledged that its
proposals would, “without filters,” be submitted either to a vote in
Parliament or a referendum, or applied via executive actions. This implied
that the proposals needed to be near-legislative in form—effectively draft
bills. Participants were expected not only to deliberate on climate policy but
to formulate it in legal terms. They were asked, in short, to act like
lawmakers.

This promise was quickly walked back. When the prime minister met
the participants in October 2019, he clarified that constitutional “filters”
would still apply. Much subsequent commentary has focused on the gap



between Macron’s promise and what was delivered, which was interpreted
as a betrayal. But that focus misses the real point: the promise, even if
impossible to fulfill legally, had a profound empowering effect. It conferred
public legitimacy on the convention and raised its status in the national
imagination. In practice, it treated citizens not merely as advisers but as
lawmakers of a new kind.

Second, the convention’s official mandate supported this legislative
framing. The Prime Minister’s mission letter charged the convention with
identifying “structuring measures” to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by
40 percent (relative to 1990 levels) by 2030, and with producing a set of
“legislative and regulatory measures” to that end. Unlike most citizens’
assemblies, this one was not asked to offer general recommendations—it
was asked to produce concrete, legally actionable proposals.

To support this, the government established a legal committee whose
role was to assist in translating citizen proposals into draft legal text.
According to the convention’s governance charter, the legal committee was
tasked with helping citizens craft proposals “as close as possible to a bill or
regulation.”

Third, the convention was deliberately politicized. Unlike the Irish
model, which emphasizes protected deliberative space, the French process
encouraged public engagement. Citizens could speak to the press, share
their experiences on social media, and meet with stakeholders, including
elected officials and lobbyists. This visibility amplified their role—not just
as deliberators, but as political actors shaping public discourse. Many
observers noted how unusually political the convention felt compared to
other climate assemblies. This politicization further reinforced their status
as legislators.

Fourth, the internal workings of the convention resembled legislative
practice.[7] The participants were divided into thematic subgroups—on
housing, labor, food, transportation, and consumption—mirroring
parliamentary committees. Toward the end, the convention adopted a
formal amendment process inspired by legislative procedure. Thierry Pech,
cochair of the governance committee, would later call the assembly “a



Parliament of citizens”—even as he cautiously framed it as “prelegislative”
in nature.

Fifth, the question of authorship brought the convention’s legislative
identity into sharp relief. After the legal committee translated the proposals
into legislative form, debate erupted over whether citizens should formally
vote to “appropriate” the legal drafts as their own. CESE members on the
governance committee argued against it, insisting legal authorship belonged
to the experts. The rest of the committee argued that unless citizens could
approve the final wording, the process would lack democratic ownership. In
the end, the citizens voted, block by block, to formally adopt the legal
versions. This authorship claim would later be acknowledged in the
preamble to the 2021 Climate and Resilience Law, which explicitly linked
the legislation to the work and “spirit” of the convention.

A sixth and final piece of evidence comes from what followed. During
the governance committee meetings of the second French Citizens’
Convention (on the End of Life), the question of authorship arose again. A
senior CESE official, recalling the difficulties of the earlier convention,
made the new mandate crystal clear: “We are not going to write a law. We
already tried that, with all the frustrations it caused. We are going to give a
political answer.”

This was a telling moment. It revealed just how seriously the first
Convention had been taken—not merely as a deliberative body but as a
lawmaking one. And it shows that the label “citizen legislator” captures
something real and disruptive about that experience.

To be sure, the convention’s legislative authority was more de facto than
de jure. It had no constitutional (and ambiguous legal) standing to initiate,
let alone author, law. But that made the experiment all the more important.
It created a precedent—a proof of concept—that could, with the right
reforms, be institutionalized into something more permanent and binding.

The term “citizen legislator” helps us name what happened in France,
but it also points beyond. It describes the radical innovation of the French
case while also resonating with other examples—from British Columbia’s
Citizens’ Assembly on electoral reform to Iceland’s citizen-led



constitutional process. And just as important, it draws a clear line between
purely consultative assemblies and truly empowered ones.

Did It Work?

The climate convention was founded on the hope that deliberation among a
randomly selected group of French citizens, supported by expert input,
could generate smart and efficient solutions to reducing greenhouse gas
emissions—solutions unlikely to provoke a social revolt, such as the Yellow
Vests movement. Was this faith in collective intelligence validated?

The convention succeeded in producing 149 proposals, most of which
were internally approved with overwhelming support (over 80 percent in
favor) and externally approved by the larger public with a lesser but still
very high degree of support (as evidenced in polls). This achievement is
even more striking given the disruptions caused by the COVID-19
pandemic, which forced some meetings online—a steep learning curve for
both organizers and participants—and the social protests that necessitated
rescheduling, with echoes of the Yellow Vests movement still reverberating
in the background.

It succeeded despite deep disagreements—over the scale of change
needed, whether to persuade or compel their fellow citizens, and the
inevitable clashes of interest. Property owners and renters were at odds over
a nationwide housing renovation plan. Urban and rural residents debated the
role of cars in modern life. Even the divisive issue of a carbon tax didn’t
derail them. Though President Macron likely hoped they’d endorse it—and
experts kept pushing it—they rejected it as a national solution, considering
it only at the EU level. Instead, they forged consensus around 149 other
measures.



Were the Law and Policy Proposals Any Good?

Now, maybe the process worked in the rudimentary sense that it was
brought to completion and produced a unified outcome. But were the
proposals generated by the 150 people under such conditions any good?
Surely, before we consider replicating the French attempt at turning
ordinary citizens into full-blown legislators, we need to know how good
their “laws” were, and how they compared to those produced by
professional politicians.

Evaluating the quality of legislative proposals is inherently complex and
often controversial—much like assessing the work of professional
politicians. A relatively uncontroversial benchmark, however, is to ask
whether the proposals created by the 150 citizen legislators were at least
comparable in quality to those drafted by professional politicians. On this
front, the answer is yes. The proposals were honed over several months of
hard work, reviewed, annotated, commented on, and assessed by various
experts—in the same way that experts are brought in to help
parliamentarians working in parliamentary commissions.[8] Ultimately the
proposals were translated into legal language by the legal team supporting
citizens’ work.

The substantive and formal quality of the proposals enabled 10 percent
of them to be implemented as regulations or otherwise directly applied
(bypassing Parliament) by late summer 2020. Official government sources
claim that, as of 2023, 100 of them (67 percent) had been implemented
partially or in full.[9] Not a single measure was publicly dismissed by a
qualified expert on the grounds of technical deficiencies or impracticality.
Even the three proposals vetoed by President Macron were, by all accounts,
rejected for political rather than technical reasons.

Another way to assess the quality of the proposals is to ask whether they
were likely to meet the ambitious target of greenhouse gas reduction. Here
the answer is less conclusive. The support team of experts did provide a
rough assessment of the fitness of the proposals for the greenhouse gas
reduction target (on a rough scale of 1 to 3, 3 being the highest



contribution). But there was no external, independent, and public evaluation
of the measures. The reality, however, is that no one knows how to make
precise assessments in a domain where uncertainty is so great. And
ultimately, the fact is that these proposals would have brought the country
closer to the goal than any existing legislation ever passed by the French
Parliament. In February 2020, a group of one thousand scientists urged the
government to implement the proposals as they were at the time.[10]

A third way to evaluate the quality of the proposals is to ask about their
political viability. If viability is defined as the likelihood of being supported
by the French population, then yes, the vast majority of them were viable.
In June 2020, a first poll revealed that 70 percent of the French had heard of
the Citizens’ Convention for Climate and that 60 percent considered that
body legitimate to produce recommendations on behalf of the French
public.[11] A second poll revealed that all fourteen of the Citizens’
Convention’s main proposals, except one, had majoritarian support in the
population, including the rather coercive proposal of a mandatory global
housing renovation, which had 74 percent support in the general population
(against 85 percent among the convention members).[12] From this
perspective, the limited implementation of the proposals by the current
government—estimated by nongovernmental sources to range between 10
percent and 40 percent—reflects poorly on the government’s
responsiveness to majoritarian preferences, rather than on the quality of the
proposals themselves.

A fourth criterion for evaluating quality is more substantive: Were the
solutions proposed by the 150 citizens sophisticated enough to address the
problem effectively while also demonstrating creativity? Simply recycling
existing proposals wouldn’t necessarily qualify as innovative or “smart” in
this context. An independent indicator of success lies in the response from
an established think tank, which praised the proposals for their originality,
coherent trade-offs, and systemic approach to ecological transition.[13]
Furthermore, in the aftermath, many environmental associations and
political parties adopted the proposals as a morally authoritative foundation
for their claims, underscoring their perceived value and impact.



In summary, when compared to current legislation, the proposals exhibit
a decent level of technicality, strong democratic credentials, and more
ambitious ecological content. The 149 proposals were, undeniably, of a
quality comparable to what could have come out of a parliament.

Aftermath

In June 2020, after the Citizens’ Convention for Climate concluded,
President Macron welcomed the 150 participants to the Élysée gardens.
Researchers like myself were not invited, so I followed the event through
media coverage. Macron immediately broke his “no filter” promise,
announcing he would adopt only 146 of the 149 proposals. He rejected
three: reducing highway speed limits to 110 kilometers per hour (the least
popular proposal, with 57 percent support inside the convention), a 4
percent capital gains tax to finance the green transition, and a constitutional
amendment that would have subordinated public freedoms to environmental
principles.

The remaining 146 proposals underwent a protracted and chaotic
amendment process, culminating in the “Climate and Resilience” bill
presented to the Ministers’ Council on February 10, 2021. Some convention
members were invited to meet with ministers, but they reported feeling
sidelined and powerless as government officials and lobbyists diluted or
overturned many of their measures.

In February 2021, an eighth and final session allowed the citizens to
respond to the government’s handling of their proposals. They rated the
government’s efforts a dismal 3.3 out of 10, reflecting widespread
frustration. Many activists and observers accused the government of using
the convention, like the earlier Great National Debate, as “participation-
washing”—a performative attempt to appear responsive while pursuing its
own agenda. Despite delays, the bill was passed by Parliament on July 20,
2021. It acknowledged the 150 citizens as being “associated with” the
legislative process and its “spirit,” though the French constitution prevents



formally recognizing them as coauthors. Nevertheless, their influence was
undeniable. Another bill proposing a national referendum on the
convention’s constitutional amendments passed Parliament in January 2021
but was vetoed by the Senate.

A lingering question remains: Should credit for the law’s foundation go
to the 150 citizens or to the experts who supported them? This debate
highlights the tension between the contributions of ordinary citizens and the
expert guidance shaping their work.

Experts on Tap, Citizens on Top

The relations between experts and citizens in the CCC were deeper than in
any comparable precedents in that the experts were embedded in the
protocols at almost every stage of the process. A natural worry is the
perception that given their role in the climate convention, the process was in
fact entirely expert-led, so whatever outcome came out of the process, it
should be credited to the experts, not the citizens. I studied this convention
with a focus on this question of experts and their relation to lay citizens, and
my observation, as well as that of the twenty-five researchers who observed
the convention alongside me, was that experts were not in charge.
Remember how the ancient Greeks chose their administrators, experts, and
top-level bureaucrats from among educated slaves to ensure they would not
be able to take over the polity? Well, the French assembly similarly tried to
keep its experts “on tap, not on top.”[14] Meaning, the experts were kept in a
position where they were offering support, information, clarification, and
ideas, but they did not decide for the citizens, whether directly or indirectly
(through manipulation or undue influence).

This inversion of the traditional relationship between experts and
amateurs was purposely put in place by the organizers to subordinate expert
advice and knowledge to the ends defined by the citizens. This required a
transformation of both groups and a relationship of trust and respect,
anchored in a clear acknowledgment that the citizens provided the direction



while the experts were there to help actualize their visions. To the extent
that the experts stayed “on tap, not on top,” the result can arguably be
credited to the citizens and them alone, because it is ultimately the filter of
their collective judgment that shaped the proposals.

What ensured that the citizens were not dominated by the experts?[15]
First, the citizens never manifested the sort of blind deference that one
could expect. If anything, they were defiant. They certainly did not take it
well whenever experts waltzed in unprepared or arrogant. The Paris airport
CEO learned this the hard way. Dressed in a three-piece suit, he began
pontificating about the progression of climate change since the dinosaurs.
He was promptly interrupted by a polite but firm remark: “We already know
all this. Can you please get to the point? What would it take to reduce the
number of flights for short distances?” When he went on to argue that the
Paris airports were a model of environmental responsibility and cleanliness,
he was met with undisguised skepticism.

Second, when the citizens adopted expert recommendations, it was
typically for sound, objective reasons. For instance, during the discussions
of the working group on housing, they quickly embraced an idea introduced
by experts in the first two weekends: a comprehensive renovation plan
mandating energy-efficient upgrades to homes by a specific deadline. What
drove their agreement was not merely the charisma of the experts but the
strength of the argument itself. This is evident in the widespread recognition
of comprehensive renovation as one of the most effective and equitable
public policy tools for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.[16]

The idea wasn’t adopted uncritically. The citizens considered the
imperative of social justice and, after hearing feedback from a
representative of an agency supporting low-income families, developed a
plan to subsidize the comprehensive renovation initiative, ensuring it would
be free for those unable to afford it. Similarly, the citizens embraced the
concept of recognizing ecocide—a term describing environmental
destruction as akin to murder—and not because of the influence of a
charismatic expert, though the former environment minister Nicolas Hulot
did speak to them about it at their request. Instead, they supported the idea



out of a deep conviction that it was the right thing to do. One citizen in
particular became known within the assembly as the idea’s most passionate
advocate.

On many occasions the citizens rebelled against expert advice, which
suggests that when they followed the experts, it wasn’t out of sheer inertia,
apathy, or deference. The emblematic case in this respect was the position
of the convention on the principle of a carbon tax. This option, though
defended by experts at every turn, was spectacularly rejected in a plenary
session during the second weekend, after the expert who presented it was
berated by a few infuriated citizens (“Don’t treat us like children!”).

Finally, the citizens expressed their independence in the way they
increasingly challenged the governance of the assembly over the course of
the whole year. Almost from the beginning of the process they asked about
the possibility of inviting experts of their own choosing as opposed to the
governance committee’s choosing. They also extended, without prior
approval by the governance committee, direct invitations to various people,
including President Macron, who obliged with a much-publicized visit to
the convention in January 2020, and Greta Thunberg, who never replied.
Additionally, the visit of President Macron was conducted on their terms,
not the governance committee’s or even the president’s. In response to their
invitation, the president had sought to bring them over for dinner at the
Élysée Palace. The citizens did not like the idea and thought that he should
come to them for a work session on equal terms, seated at a table with them
rather than lecturing from a podium. The governance committee was
appalled, arguing, “You don’t say no to the president!” But in the end, after
some very delicate negotiations, the citizens won. President Macron came
to the Iéna Palace and sat down at a table with them to talk.

During a special session on COVID-19’s impact on their work, the
citizens pushed back against what they saw as the governance committee’s
attempt to pressure them into publishing proposals before a vote. Resistance
grew against the so-called Squad—a select group tasked with issues like
financing and constitutional matters—forcing the governance committee to
dissolve what was perceived as an elite faction and issue an apology.



Tensions also flared over the organizers’ preference for apparent consensus,
especially when they closely monitored the collective drafting of a letter
urging the French public to consider climate change in post-pandemic
economic plans. Surveys later revealed that most citizens favored more
formal voting procedures to resolve disagreements, signaling a broader
push to reclaim control over the convention’s decision-making process.

Overall, it seemed that they would not tolerate any attempt to guide or
nudge them in a direction not of their choosing. All of this bears testimony
to the capacity of the citizens to keep the upper hand and to maintain the
experts in the position of advisers and support staff.

Governing Citizens’ Assemblies

A greater challenge to the 150 citizens’ claim of authorship came from the
governance committee—a fifteen-member body that controlled key aspects
of the process. It shaped the boundaries of deliberation, for example,
deciding whether nuclear energy was within the mandate, or if citizens
could propose financing mechanisms. The committee also set meeting
agendas, structured discussions, determined session procedures, and
selected experts and interlocutors. Acting as the main link to the
government and institutions, it held significant sway over the process.

The committee included two co-presidents, five CESE members, and
three climate experts—two of whom were already affiliated with CESE—
alongside three participatory democracy experts. Representatives from the
private organizations Missions Publiques and Res Publica, responsible for
organizing and facilitating the sessions, attended meetings and took part in
discussions but lacked voting rights.

The convention was therefore governed by experts and not internally
autonomous. The fifteen people on the governance committee were able to
impose a number of procedural decisions as well as the selection of a
number of key experts. Additionally, all these choices were made without
much justification or much accountability to the citizens, although the



added presence of two randomly selected citizens after the first session
possibly helped on that front. These two citizens, rotated after each session,
were meant to serve as a direct liaison between the governance committee
and the 150.

There was little transparency about the functioning of this governance
committee, as researchers were not allowed to observe them or their
deliberations. We don’t know, as a result, how the balance of power
between the various factions on the committee worked and to what extent
the introduction of the two citizen representatives was able to influence the
dynamics.

But there were possible conflicts of interest built into the leadership
structure. For example, the CESE members on the governance committee
had an interest in the convention’s being a success, as their institutional
survival depended on it. In the past, President Macron had floated the
possibility of dissolving this chamber—seen as costly and of questionable
utility—and the CESE’s main way to save its institutional skin was to show
it could serve as an organizer of citizens’ conventions going forward. At the
same time, it was not in this institution’s interest for the citizens to
emancipate themselves from the tutelage of the organizers, lest Macron
consider, as he had also suggested, replacing half of the CESE with
randomly selected citizens.[17] Interestingly, some surprisingly specific
recommendations about making the CESE a future chamber of participation
could be found in the final citizens’ report, even as the future of the CESE
as an institution had no direct link to the mandate of curbing greenhouse gas
emissions.

Similarly, the partisan beliefs of some members of the governance
committee, as well as of one of the so-called guarantors of the process
(honorary observers appointed by the CESE), sometimes led them to act in
intrusive and manipulative ways, as if they were more concerned about
prodding certain results out of the convention than impartially facilitating a
democratic process and staying committed to it, regardless of its outcomes.
One of the governance committee members publicly cried in
disappointment after learning that the citizens had decided against putting



most of their proposals to a referendum.[18] Similarly, one of the co-
presidents actively encouraged the citizens to be more ambitious, whether
through public statements or informal conversations. In the working group
on food, for instance, she lamented that the topic of meat had not (yet) been
included in the agenda.[19] While that might have been a valid point, the fact
that this remark came from the top of the hierarchy could be construed as a
form of undue influence.

So, there were undoubtedly opportunities for capture in the design. That
said, my observations as well as my direct experience of being on the
governance committee of the second French citizens’ convention have
convinced me that these opportunities for capture can be and likely were in
this case counterbalanced by other forces, including the pluralism of the
members of the governance committee, the presence of the two randomly
selected citizens on it, and a vision of the role of experts in general as
facilitating the work of citizens rather than guiding it. More important than
anything, however, was the strong will of citizens as a collective. They felt
entitled and empowered by the initial presidential promise of “no filter” to
be in charge, and contested the limits put on their agency at every turn.

Nevertheless, the current model placing the citizens’ assemblies under
the guardianship of the governance committee raises fundamental questions
about the kind of power such assemblies can and should be granted going
forward. Consider that parliaments do not have a governance committee.
They are not told what to legislate about from an outside authority. They
have full sovereignty over their agenda, their deliberations, and their
ultimate decisions. Their self-rule is facilitated by party hierarchies and
impersonal rules of order, which it shouldn’t be impossible to either
replicate or find a functional equivalent for in randomly selected
assemblies. After all, we know that the Council of 500 in ancient Athens
managed to self-organize efficiently from within even without external
governance, facilitation teams, or the modern communication technologies
we can rely on today. It’s a matter of will, not of feasibility.

Why would we want to move toward a greater self-regulation of
citizens’ assemblies, you might ask. It is the right thing to do, for one thing,



if we take seriously the idea of citizen legislators. But, as a member of the
climate convention put it to an interviewer, it’s also the condition for results
more aligned with the values of the assembly members, and generally for
greater speed and efficiency of the process. Asked what he thought of the
role of the governance committee, this citizen remarked, “I think we lost a
lot of time with this type of functioning…. A governance committee is
necessary, certainly, for general stewardship purposes, but here it was also
piloting our intentions…. In a real citizens’ convention, I think that
governance must be done by the convention itself…. I’m convinced we’d
move forward, perhaps differently, but faster too.”

Great Disillusion or Inspiring Precedent?

To this day the French media and chattering classes (including some corners
of academia) have considered this first, historic, and uniquely ambitious
citizens’ convention a half-success at best, a failure at worst. The French
parliament, meanwhile, saw the convention all along as illegitimate
competition. As a result, few elected representatives bothered to attend its
meetings, and many of them actively tried to undermine the convention’s
work. The government, for its part, was disappointed that the convention’s
members bit the hand that fed them by giving them a low grade on
implementation. As to the 150, many of them seemed to regret having made
the mistake of placing more faith in politicians than in their fellow citizens
by forgoing the possibility of a referendum on their main proposals. They
realized that if they had gone to a referendum, their work might have
ultimately gained in both legitimacy and impact. A subset of them ended up
publishing a collective book of testimonies about the process, which they
titled The Great Disillusion.[20]

Despite this negative overall assessment, however, this first French
convention shines as a beacon of hope. Consider that the work of the 150
forced the French parliament to produce its most ambitious climate bill to
date. It changed the public conversation around climate change, now fully



established in the French national consciousness. And in just the nine
months that the Citizens’ Convention for Climate existed, it radically
improved the attitude of the public toward the very concept of a citizens’
assembly. This attitude went from ignorance, suspicion, or downright
hostility to support.[21]

Most important, the Citizens’ Convention for Climate performed a novel
legislative function without a clear equivalent in existing systems. It
mirrored the traditional activity of parliamentary commissions, where
experts are interviewed, as well as the role of the office of the prime
minister, which in French law can also initiate so-called law projects. Most
strikingly, no doubt, it evoked the role of Parliament, where laws are
debated and amended.

Ultimately, the climate convention is perhaps best described as the first
example in the modern age of an assembly of “citizen legislators” in a large,
multicultural nation. It is not exactly a parliament, but it is definitely not
just a focus group or a merely consultative body. Now, imagine if this
assembly of citizen legislators had included 500 citizens, rather than just
150. Imagine that participation had been mandatory, ensuring even greater
representation in the sample. Imagine that the citizen legislators had full
control of their agenda instead of being constrained to address one
particular problem within the parameters set by the executive. Imagine that
their proposals had been sent to a referendum and endorsed by a majority of
French citizens. Imagine all that—and realize that France came very close
to fundamentally changing our vision of democracy.



SEVEN

The Power of Love

Omar, I love you.
françois, retired french business owner in the french citizens’ convention

for climate

Can I give you a hug?
older woman to younger woman in the french citizens’ convention on the

end of life

I’m going to throw him out the window.
finbarr, fifty-something male participant in the irish citizens’ assembly on

marriage equality
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D espite its critics, the first French citizens’ convention was successful
enough—logistically, politically, and otherwise—to warrant a second

try. In October 2022, I received a call from the cabinet of the CESE
president inviting me to join the governance committee for a new
convention, this time on end-of-life issues. The mandate was to assess
whether French law should be revised to allow assisted suicide and
euthanasia.

I had observed the first convention as an outsider, but when asked to
help guide a second—even on a topic I found daunting—I said yes. There
would be fourteen of us: six CESE members, three researchers (myself
included), two medical ethics experts, one specialist in palliative care, and
two citizens who had participated in the climate convention, there to
represent the citizen perspective. For six months, I was immersed in Zoom
calls—often at ungodly hours—and frequent weekend trips to Paris.[1]

The second convention brought together 185 citizens, selected by the
same method as the first. We had wanted a larger group, to boost
representation and visibility. Like the climate convention, this one wouldn’t
lead to a referendum—French law prohibits such votes on life-and-death
issues. Still, the process was widely seen as smoother and more successful
than the first.

Logistically, I agree. There were setbacks, but the meetings ran
relatively well, press coverage was mostly positive, and public opinion
strongly backed the issue: over 80 percent supported some form of assisted
dying. Compared to the climate convention, our task was far easier.

Democratically, however, the second convention marked a retreat.
President Macron did not offer a “no filter” pledge this time. And under a
2021 law, all future conventions were now formally subordinated to the
CESE—a consultative body. Their recommendations would be filtered,
folded into official CESE opinions. Whatever legislative ambition the
citizens’ assemblies once had was effectively gone. Sure enough, when
Parliament passed assisted dying legislation in May 2025, no one
mentioned the convention. Politicians claimed the credit. The convention



had been “one voice among many”—and, in the end, a voice that hardly
counted.

Nevertheless, this second convention still mattered—both to the citizens
and to me. For the participants, it felt like a real opportunity to shape policy.
And it proved just as transformative as the first. For me, it revealed how
difficult governing by committee can be—but also how meaningful it is.
And it confirmed a deeper intuition that I had begun forming during the first
assembly: citizens’ assemblies are valuable not only for the arguments and
proposals they produce but for the emotions they foster.

Most surprising, they make room for one emotion that is vanishingly
rare in politics as we know it: love—specifically civic love. That love was
healing for the participants and instrumental to their deliberations, allowing
everyone, including the shy, to contribute their views.

Civic Love

The emergence of love between participants in citizens’ assemblies is not
something I was expecting to witness going into these conventions, let
alone have to conceptualize. In fact, this is something that wasn’t even part
of my theoretical framework as a scholar, which was mostly focused on
questions of knowledge, information, and expertise, and the capacity for
deliberation among a diverse sample of citizens to generate a form of
collective intelligence.

The belief that love is a central emotion of citizens’ assemblies,
however, started dawning on me shortly after the end of the Citizens’
Convention for Climate. At the time, in the United States, a daring
Democratic candidate in the presidential elections, Marianne Williamson,
was talking about a “politics of love” as the only viable alternative to the
politics of hatred arguably put forward by Donald Trump, and more broadly
the politics of rage some political scientists claim is intentionally cultivated
by all politicians. Even though I had initially dismissed her as unrealistic



and naïve, after the convention I started thinking she might be onto
something.

The steps leading to this realization crystallized as I boarded a plane
back to the deeply polarized and partisan world of Trump-era impeachment
proceedings in the United States.

On November 14, 2019, just days before the third session of the climate
convention began, I attended a conference in Aubervilliers, near Paris, titled
Locating the Democratic Experience. The event focused on the Yellow
Vests movement, specifically their experiences at traffic circles from
November 2018, when the protests began, to the summer of 2019, as the
movement waned following the conclusion of the Great National Debate.
The speakers—primarily ethnographers and anthropologists—offered vivid
accounts of the human connections formed in the occupied spaces of the
Yellow Vests. They analyzed observed interactions, rituals, and unspoken
forms of communication, enriching their presentations with photographs
and detailed descriptions.

The portrait of the Yellow Vests that came through was that of people
desperate and grateful for a human connection, who wore yellow jackets to
express their membership in the tribe of the oppressed, the angry, the people
to whom injustice had been done. But it was clear that they also came to
find acceptance and companionship. Despite the anger that brought them
there, the lack of naïveté (“None of us here are angels,” “We are not teddy
bears”), what the Yellow Vests seemed to experience and come back for
was, generally, a form of civic bond and, more deeply still, a form of love.

Sometimes this happened literally: Some younger protesters met their
future spouses at the traffic circle groups they had joined. But for most, the
feeling described was something softer, akin to what Aristotle calls civic
friendship. The speakers at the Aubervilliers conference thus quoted the
Yellow Vests as moved by the desire for a different, deeper, more spiritual
human relationship, at an existential level: “Through a word, a gesture, a
look, you feel it, you are here, you exist.” “Yellow Vests are reinventing a
human society.” “The vest, it’s our soul.” “We are touched in our heart.”
“Every traffic circle has a soul.” “I felt something vibrating in my gut.”



“When I had to get rid of my vest [to escape encirclement by the police],
it’s as if I got rid of a part of myself.”

What was also striking was how transformed by the discovery the
researchers themselves seemed to be, in the way they described their
findings. These were serious, professional researchers used to keeping their
own subjectivity at a distance. Still, the awe with which these seasoned
researchers spoke of what they saw was striking. They were not just
reporting on the love they observed—they seemed profoundly touched by
it.

At the beginning of the movement, in the early months of the peaceful
occupation of traffic circles, the Yellow Vests had generated massive
support for the movement in the larger population, a support that started
decreasing only when some violent as well as anti-Semitic and racist
incidents tainted the movement’s demonstrations in Paris and other cities in
the later months. Listening to the testimonies about those early months of
the movement, when something special was blooming, it was easy to
understand its massive popularity. The Yellow Vests sounded like they
could have been our neighbors, our friends, our relatives, or our family, just
fallen on hard times. With a bit of bad luck, any one of us could have been
them.

A few days after that conference, I showed up at the Iéna Palace to
attend the third session of the Citizens’ Convention for Climate. I had been
able to watch the second one only online due to my teaching obligations. As
soon as I arrived at the convention, I was immediately struck by the
difference in tone between the first session, where people had seemed shy,
cautious, and vaguely skeptical, and the first morning of that third session.
It felt like a successful third date.

Everyone was giddy, expressing how happy they were to be back in the
same building, the same room, together again. Somewhere between the first
and third sessions, the participants had clearly bonded, forming a genuine
connection. I felt it too. Returning to the Iéna Palace stirred a mix of
emotions in me—a blend of happiness and pride, akin to patriotism. It was a



love for my country, my people—a healing sense of belonging for someone
who had left France with lingering resentment. In short, it was civic love.

“Where Are You, Nicolas?”

During the first plenary session of the third weekend, the two citizen
representatives of the 150 who had been selected (by lot) to join the
governance committee at the last session, and had attended every meeting
of the governance committee since then, reported on that experience to the
rest of the group, perched at the podium at the center of the main
auditorium. One of them, Aurélie, started by expressing her happiness to be
back at the convention and choked up as she searched the room for the
youngest member, a seventeen-year-old teenager who had been nicknamed
Little Nicolas (after the character drawn by a famous and beloved French
cartoonist named Sempé). She said, “I hope you will have a long life and
your blond hair will turn a lovely gray.”

The addressed Nicolas wasn’t there yet. Ironically, he had been stuck on
the metro by Yellow Vest demonstration–related delays. As Aurélie scanned
the rows filled with people—“Where are you, Nicolas? I don’t see you”—
the organizers, who misunderstood the situation, pointed her to Nicolas
Hulot, the former minister of the environment who was the guest of honor
that day. Upon seeing him, Aurélie disappointedly said, “No, not you, the
little Nicolas.” At which point the whole room erupted in laughter, Hulot
included.

Shortly after, it was Hulot’s turn to address the room. His speech was
marked by a lot of bitterness, sadness, disappointment, and regret about his
abortive bout in politics as President Macron’s minister of the environment
and a lifetime of caring about nature yet seeing it savaged and destroyed a
bit more every year. But amid all the hand-wringing and angry
denunciations, Hulot said something striking: “What I hated the most about
the French National Assembly is the atmosphere. People hate one another
over there. Here, you are positive. It gives me hope.”



Primed by those striking few exchanges, I started paying attention to the
markers of love and affection between the citizens. In the working group on
housing, I noted the time when an older, retired woman from the Savoy
(who charmingly insisted on being called by an Americanized version of
her first name because she had spent a few happy months in the United
States in her youth) stood up and said to the rest of the group: “I love you,
you are amazing.” Others in the group exclaimed in turn, “Mary is a
beautiful soul,” “She has a good heart,” and other terms of endearment.

Later, I interviewed a young woman about the role of the experts in the
convention. But again, the conversation took a surprising turn toward
emotions. I asked her how she found the atmosphere at the convention. She
said: “Between us, we are all in solidarity—we have created an intensely
close, passionate connection.”

At that point, everything that was happening still felt very new to me.
Before the Citizens’ Convention for Climate, I had read and heard about
similar experiments, but even my relatively firsthand knowledge of the
Icelandic constitutional process was not through direct observation, because
I met people and conducted interviews only after the fact. What interviews
revealed about the dynamic of the Icelandic constitutional council (a
nonrandom but diverse group of twenty-five people who were not
professional politicians) was that it was also a place of love, if also of great
conflict. They had fought, argued, and screamed at one another a lot. But
they always found a way to patch things up at the end. Several people told
me they had rituals, like singing at the beginning and end, and that after a
fight they always ended up at the pub. Music and alcohol were thus the cure
to their core political disagreements. This is Iceland, I thought; how quaint,
how charming, how hopelessly unique.

That’s probably why, now, as a direct observer, the warmth and
earnestness over the course of the convention surprised me. What happened
to the familiar French reserve and distance? The Parisian snark? The blasé,
cynical attitude I grew up immersed in? Instead, this felt like a family
reunion. The whole day was like that: lots of hugs and touches, greetings by
name, laughter, gentle remarks, and jokes. In the few interviews I managed



to conduct despite the mad pace of the convention, the solidarity of the
group, the respect, and the love were palpable.

Omar

What clinched this conclusion, finally, was a conversation over lunch
during that same third session, with one particularly vocal member of the
convention. Let us call him Omar. I was struck by this angry character,
whose regular outbursts were somehow tolerated by the rest of the group
even as, from where I stood, he seemed like a rather aggressive and
unpleasant character. He had been immediately noticeable for posing a
pointed question during the Q&A session with Prime Minister Édouard
Philippe on the first day of the convention; he stood out also during a
plenary session at the second meeting when he heckled an expert talking
about the carbon tax: “Stop treating us like children!” In one small group,
he had also shot down an expert with “Mrs. Expert, you’re spouting
nonsense.”

I was puzzled by the reaction of the other citizens, because even as they
protested and even once booed him into silence in one of the working
groups, most of the time they gently tried to deflect his anger with humor or
calm him down with injunctions such as “Be positive, Omar” or “Come on,
Omar.” It turned out that Omar was very much respected and liked within
the group. When I sat down with him for lunch that day, I learned that he
was a pediatric surgeon from a small town in the northwest of France. He
was also a second-generation immigrant from North Africa who had
experienced discrimination throughout his life and had seen his parents
suffer from it. He had also recently gone through a divorce and remarried.
He cared passionately about his patients. There was a lot of pent-up anger in
Omar, about his life, the state of French hospitals, and the way old people in
France, in his view, were left to die alone.

But while people were initially annoyed by his temper, they also came to
appreciate Omar’s passion, his courage, and his role as protector of the most



vulnerable among them. As he told me over lunch, he thought the
organizers were pressuring the participants too much with the workload, the
long days, and the expectations. He said that he saw a participant leave and
a couple of others break down in tears. He said that as a surgeon he could,
of course, take this pressure (“And even a lot more!”), but that some people
were fragile. He sounded incredibly protective of his fellow citizens, and
angry on their behalf too.

Later, after I felt I had gained enough of his trust, I dared to ask him the
question on my mind: “Omar, you’ve been banging your fist on the table
frequently in this assembly, and it doesn’t always go well. Can you explain
why you are doing that and how you think other people perceive your
attitude?” His answer was: “It’s because I’m passionate. I care.”

At that point, another member of the same working group sat down to
join us, a big, friendly sixty-year-old business owner on the verge of
retirement named François. I jokingly turned to François and asked, “So,
François, what do you think of Omar and his contribution to the group?” I
was expecting him to tease Omar about his bad temper. Instead, without
pausing, François said, “Me, I admire Omar.” And then he looked Omar
right in the eye and said, “Omar, I love you.”

Not fully realizing what was happening, I mused out loud about how
much love seemed to be a theme in this convention. But when I turned to
Omar again, he was all choked up and his eyes were full of tears. He very
soon could no longer speak. I may or may not have started tearing up at this
point too.

I took his hand and asked, “How many children do you have, Omar?”
He squeezed my hand back and then hid his eyes in his hand. He showed
me with his other hand: five fingers. Five children. Still choked up, he
explained: two from a previous marriage, two from his new wife’s previous
marriage, and a child with her, now five years old. He eventually softly
said, tears streaming down his face, “That’s why I’m here, it’s for the
human exchange, the connection.” Meanwhile, François said, “You can’t
imagine the hope I have.” But he immediately followed with, “But it’s
always disappointed.”



This was an incredible moment of humanity, indeed the most profound
moment I experienced at this convention. To me, it showed how closely
love is running under all the apparent anger, just looking for an outlet to
express itself. Love also creates conditions from which hope can emerge,
even though this hope, as François’s last remark illustrates, also opens a
fear of being betrayed and disappointed.

A few days later, of course, I could not help but wonder whether this
love was maybe the result of the naïveté of new beginnings. As soon as they
have to make collective decisions, I thought, disagreement and partisan
camps will emerge, and resentment and suspicion will come to replace love
and solidarity, as they always do. And to some degree, that is what
happened. Partisan logic reemerged, and intense battles were fought. But
somehow, the group did not give in to bitterness and suspicion. Instead, it
stayed whole until the end, and voted with 80 percent approval margins on
all but one of 150 proposals that came out of their deliberation. So, love
grew and matured—it didn’t die. In fact, it helped the group navigate the
passionate disagreements that continued to take place until the end.

My conviction now is that the bond between the citizens flourished and
lasted until the end because it was left to grow in this unique space of the
randomly selected assembly. In the context of the convention, people
overcame the barriers artificially created by status inequalities and partisan
affiliations, among other constraints. Even as people figured out over time
who was rich or poor, who was progressive or conservative, these labels
were not part of the way people identified and came to know one another
initially. They identified only, at least initially, through their first name and
region of origin. This allowed friendships to bloom between people from
very different backgrounds who otherwise might not have talked so easily.

Many of the citizens used the term “family” to refer to the convention.
This was beautifully illustrated when one of the citizens, a beloved architect
from Nantes, welcomed his second child halfway through the convention.
Everyone chipped in for a gift, and the little boy, named Oscar, was
informally adopted as the 151st member of the group. The CESE even
planted a tree in the courtyard of the Iéna Palace in his honor.



“You Can’t Lift a Stone with One Finger”

Equipped with that first experience at the climate convention, I came to the
second convention expecting love to emerge in that context as well, albeit
perhaps in a more subdued form, given the depressing nature of the topic of
end of life. But love came gushing out there, too, and quite early on. For
example, during the second weekend, when people still barely knew one
another, an older woman spotted a younger woman looking quiet during the
break after a difficult story had been shared in their small working group.
The older woman, who identified herself as a mother when she told me this
story, came to the younger woman and asked, “Can I give you a hug?” The
young woman opened her arms and said, “I was waiting for someone to
offer.”[2]

Later in the convention, when people had started developing deeper
friendships, a widow from the north of France, who used the opportunity of
her weekends in Paris to visit the tomb of her late husband, confided to a
peer that she didn’t have the courage to go alone that day. Shortly after, ten
other citizens showed up and accompanied her to the cemetery.

But in this second assembly, I saw love surging most spectacularly
during the last session, when we gave participants a chance to share their
thoughts about the process they had just gone through. This moment of self-
reflection and opportunity for self-expression had been missing from the
first convention, which was always pressed for time and too focused on
output. In our case, the governance committee wanted to give our
participants a chance to decompress and an occasion to reflect upon the
process.

In a private (i.e., not filmed or streamed) plenary session, the citizens
were thus invited by the facilitating team to answer questions like “What
was the most important thing for you in what you experienced at the
Convention?” “What was the most exciting thing? The hardest?” “What are
three things you are going to take with you going forward?” The
participants mostly ignored the questions and turned this occasion for self-
expression into an unadulterated lovefest.



An older gentleman, who said he was too emotional to improvise, read a
text that included the following passages: “I lived through this convention
one of the most beautiful experiences of my life” and “We have become the
members of an improbable family born out of the works of chance and
necessity.”

A young man cited the French historian Ernest Renan’s idea of the
“common heritage” and the “everyday plebiscite” that the convention had
reaffirmed. Mathéo, a thirty-something-year-old Black man and one of the
few citizens who came from the French overseas territories, in his case,
Guadeloupe, said, “I have to be eight hours on a plane one way every other
weekend” but that he was coming out of the experience “a bigger man”
with more self-esteem because “with this convention, at least once in your
life, you feel useful.” He also hinted that the self-esteem of people from
overseas territories was boosted through his presence at the convention.
“We represent France, and that’s extraordinary.”

A woman celebrated the “consideration for citizens” she had felt
throughout the convention. Several people recalled how their doubts and
skepticism at the beginning—“I thought it was a scam”—had given way to
pride and a sense of civic engagement. One celebrated the collective
intelligence of the group. Several sent their love, wishes for good health,
and kisses. After thanking France for making her a citizen, a woman shared
a proverb from her native Mali: “You can’t pick up a stone with one finger.”
An older man said that he’d been initially unsettled by the methodology of
the convention yet had later felt rejuvenated by it. He also said that the topic
of the convention stayed with him every day for the 120 days since it
started and that he had worked throughout, not just during the weekends.

A woman in an African head wrap mentioned that sometimes hurtful
things had been said during the convention. She wanted to ask for
forgiveness if she had offended anyone, and in turn, she was forgiving
everyone else. Laughter and applause ensued. A Muslim participant known
for vocally opposing assisted suicide thanked the facilitation team for their
work, “especially with me, who must have been exhausting,” and ended
with an “I love you” to the collective.



Iris, a Black woman who had never spoken in the plenary meetings
before, said, “I experienced unforgettable moments with some citizens.”
She also emphasized the kindness she had felt from other people, including
people from the majority she disagreed with. “What struck me is that once I
was the only one against [assisted dying] in a group for it. I received
benevolence…. I spoke about my faith with atheists. They understood my
love for my God. Thank you for hearing that.”

As you can see in this mix of testimonies, people expressed their love
for one another in different ways, layering it with other feelings, ranging
from pride to gratitude. Gratitude, interestingly, at least in this sample,
seemed to be voiced most explicitly by women of North African descent.
The undergraduate student of mine, Thalsa-Thiziri Mekaouche, who
pointed this out to me, is herself a French woman of Algerian descent. She
ventured the thought, based on her own experience, that maybe the extent to
which immigrants feel unloved and unwanted in their day-to-day life, as she
had sometimes felt herself growing up, partly explains these bursts of
emotion. She conjectured that love is likely to be even more powerful for
ordinary citizens who are traditionally excluded, simply because they are
likely to feel gratitude. I do not know if this conjecture is warranted, or
whether it would be truer of immigrants than other categories of “the shy,”
but I find it plausible and worth exploring (as I hope she will!).

In any case, upon hearing all those testimonies that day, we on the
governance committee could not have been prouder. What became clear for
me in that moment is that far from being an epiphenomenon, love and
bonding are essential to the work that is accomplished in citizens’
assemblies. It also proved that the shy will willingly come out of their shell
when the tone of exchanges is appropriately respectful, benevolent, and
indeed loving. It showed that a different kind of politics is possible than the
bitter, alienating kind we’re all too familiar with.



“A Communion of Souls”

One of the most remarkable effects of the assemblies I observed was how
they brought people into the deliberative fold, reconnecting them with
politics. Participants embraced the deliberative process within the
convention. They even found renewed interest in electoral politics as usual.

What stands out is the commitment shown by participants. They
returned every weekend, often traveling great distances—like Mathéo from
Guadeloupe—and worked long hours when they could have been spending
time with family and friends. Despite the intense demands on their time and
cognitive energy, only about 10 percent dropped out of the first convention
—a relatively low number given the challenges. The second convention,
however, probably because it was better paced, enjoyed a truly
extraordinary retention rate: 184 of 185 participants stayed through to the
end. The sole dropout left reluctantly, as a new job conflicted with her
participation. This dedication endured despite numerous setbacks and
crises, both internal and external, that could have easily derailed the
process. It’s a testament to the power of meaningful engagement in
fostering commitment and resilience.[3]

Why did people care so much? Here, I’d like to share an exchange I had
toward the end of the Citizens’ Convention for Climate. On the last day of
the fifth weekend, as I was leaving the building, I ran into Jules, the most
visible and vocal climate skeptic in the convention and initially an angry
man disaffected with politics. He had been on TV to explain his climate
skepticism to puzzled journalists. He had also spent the first weekend with a
frown of disgust and skepticism on his face, taking his carry-on everywhere
instead of checking it at the door because, as he explained, he was going to
leave any minute now. He ended up staying and was actively involved until
the end, even though he remained a committed climate skeptic throughout.
He also went on to run for office in his home region shortly afterward.

I interviewed him on the fly as we were both leaving the building that
Sunday afternoon, pushed out by the CESE’s ushers. He explained how he
hated “partisanship,” “club spirit,” and “indoctrination,” and that is why he



had been so very suspicious of the convention to begin with. I remarked
that despite all of this he was still here and seemed well integrated in the
group. He replied, “Not only am I well integrated, but I’m passionate. So,
the convention, once I feel free to express what I want, and I feel loved…” I
couldn’t help but interrupt him: “You feel loved?” I asked. He explained, “I
feel loved by…there are a lot of members who love me very much and
whom I love very much…. There is a communion of souls. You feel it.”

I wish I hadn’t interrupted him, though, because I’ll never know what he
meant to say happened once he felt free and loved. A plausible
interpretation, based on the rest of the conversation and his subsequent
behavior, is that once he felt free and loved, he felt motivated to participate
and contribute to the common good in ways he would never have
contemplated, or perhaps even felt capable of, before.

Curing Prejudices

The most striking example of the transformative power of civic love comes
from an assembly I did not observe myself, the 2012–2014 Irish
Convention on the Constitution (the first Irish citizens’ assembly), which
tackled, among other topics, the question of marriage equality. The story is
worth recounting because I now firmly believe that it is representative of
the transformative power of citizens’ assemblies more broadly. In this
particular case, the assembly allowed two radically opposed people, and
beyond them arguably an entire country, to come closer to a form of
political reconciliation.

On the one hand, there was Finbarr O’Brien, a disgruntled Irish voter, a
loner, someone disaffected with politics (not unlike Jules above). Finbarr is
also someone with a tragic history: He was sexually abused as a kid by one
of his parents’ friends. On the other hand, there was Chris Lyons, a young
gay man with a history of being bullied by homophobes.

According to the journalist who reported on the story,[4] Finbarr saw
Chris Lyons arrive at his table on the first morning of the first day of this



Irish convention and tensed up immediately. All he saw were the lip
piercings, the Mohawk hairstyle, the eye makeup and rainbow-colored
painted nails. Realizing that this man was gay triggered Finbarr: “My first
thought was, I’m going to throw him out the window. My thoughts were out
of control.” And while Chris triggered Finbarr’s childhood trauma, Finbarr
similarly triggered Chris’s fears: “I looked at him, and he stared off into
space. So, I thought, okay, gentlemen’s agreement, you don’t look at me, I
don’t look at you…. I could see it all clearly, anyway: older Irishman, I’d
spent my whole life fighting against these people and their values,
repeatedly having to say, you know, I’m not a pervert, I’m a person whose
life has value.”

What kind of deliberation, understanding, and consensus can we expect
between a man who thinks men who are attracted to other men and paint
their nails are like the pedophile who abused him as a child, and a man
whose experience has taught him that so many older white men hate him
and wish him dead?

Yet, as David Farrell and Jane Suiter recount in their book, Reimagining
Democracy, something remarkable happened at the end of the weekend
devoted to marriage equality. Finbarr, who had not spoken until then, stood
up to make a statement. “He spoke clearly,” they write, “but with some
emotion: it was obvious to all in the room that he wanted to make a strong
point.” The group listened intently as Finbarr opened up about his
childhood trauma, sharing how it had shaped his views and attitudes toward
gay people. In this space, he felt compelled to make a declaration: He fully
supported the proposal for gay marriage. As Farrell and Suiter, who
witnessed this moment firsthand, soberly describe it, “The hair rose on the
backs of our necks. Applause broke out. Members rose to their feet,
clapping.” Finbarr had gone from wanting to throw Chris out of a window
for speaking up for his right to love, to standing as one of Chris’s most
ardent supporters. Chris, in turn, had gone from fearing older white men
like Finbarr to finding a friend in him. What happened?

What happened was the transformative power of civic love. Over
approximately six days of deliberation (spread from December 1, 2012, to



April 14, 2013), these two individuals bridged the gap between them by
learning together and bonding over a shared goal. Without that bond, there
would have been no understanding, no growth, no opportunity for either of
them to challenge their assumptions. Together, they moved closer to the
truth—about each other, about the reality of homosexuality, and, arguably
(though perhaps more controversially), about what it means for a
democratic, liberal society to treat all its members with dignity and respect,
regardless of sexual orientation.

Deliberation in Fragile Contexts

Are such moments of reconciliation possible only in the privileged context
of established and stable democracies, where peace and law and order are a
given and individuals can additionally count on a social safety net of sorts?
Could civic love emerge in more challenging contexts, such as poor and
war-torn societies? Empirical evidence suggests that human nature is the
same everywhere. The sociologist Nicole Curato has conducted extensive
observations of deliberative assemblies in what she calls “fragile contexts,”
that is, contexts characterized by sources of instability such as civil war,
drug violence, and poverty. She describes how even there, divided
communities can come together and start healing deep and sustained
wounds.

Curato has for years conducted fieldwork in her native Philippines
among low-income communities recovering from armed conflict and police
brutality in the wake of President Rodrigo Duterte’s brutal crackdown on
the drug trade. Among many examples, she documents the case of a
deliberative assembly in Quezon City, in the northern Philippines, that
brought together the parents and spouses of drug dealers and their victims.
She reports how, after two days of intense listening and painful and initially
acrimonious exchanges, the two sides came to a better understanding of the
larger circumstances that constrained their children’s and husbands choices.



The supporters of the drug war started accusing mothers and wives of
suspected drug dealers of being irresponsible for not doing more to stop
their sons and husbands from selling drugs to young people in the village.
But in the course of the deliberation, as stories started pouring out unveiling
the complexities of individual situations and as other ways to improve the
security of their community emerged, the two sides “developed empathy for
each other.” They realized their children had all been at risk of being
recruited into the drug trade. The victims could have been the perpetrators
and vice versa. Meanwhile, the parents and spouses of the drug dealers
broke down, acknowledging that their sons’ and husbands’ involvement in
the drug trade put their neighbors’ children at risk and asking for their
forgiveness. In turn, their neighbors fell into their arms, not only forgiving
but extending compassion for lives lost to drug gangs. They even reassured
the mothers and widows that they could still be proud of their sons and
husbands, “for they did everything they could to provide for their families.”
As acrimony gave way to understanding, “the forum ended in tears.”[5]

This striking example is just one among many. The late political scientist
Jürg Steiner and his collaborators have similarly shown that deliberative
dialogues can start a process of reconciliation and healing in post-conflict
Colombia, the post–civil war Balkans, and Brazilian favelas devastated by
gang violence.[6]

Contrary to what politicians have led us to believe over the years,
politics does not have to be only about conflict, polarization, rage, and
resentment. In the context of citizens’ assemblies and other spaces designed
for deliberation across differences, ordinary citizens are perfectly able to
engage with one another, listen to one another, and solve problems together.
And one of the reasons why they succeed in solving problems, often
precisely where politicians fail, is because they bond and learn to care for
one another, and even to love one another.



I

EIGHT

Bringing the Shy People Out

You’re speaking, Denise, you’re growing!
luc, fifty-something man in the french citizens’ convention for climate

It’s the first time I’m speaking in the auditorium, to say thank you.
iris, thirty-something black woman

I have nothing to say.
gérard, retired military reservist in the french citizen’s convention on the

end of life
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once attended a workshop at an Ivy League law school, after which we
were taken to dinner to continue discussing the work of the scholar who

had spoken. The topic was populism, something I thought I had things to



say about. But while I was able to ask my question in the facilitated context
of the workshop, I could barely make myself heard during the dinner itself.
Participants, all legal scholars except for me and the speaker, were
constantly interrupting and talking over one another. At first, I did try to
insert myself into the conversation. But my voice is soft and I dislike
shouting over others so, after a while, I gave up. My left-hand dinner
companion noticed and told me, in a gently scolding tone, “You have to get
in and impose yourself.”

Slightly annoyed that the burden was placed on me to assert myself
rather than on the dominant voices to pay attention to others, I nevertheless
tried to step in more aggressively—to no avail. Seeing that I wasn’t
succeeding, the same dinner companion eventually took it upon himself to
say, “Come on, guys, let her speak.” I was able to make my point, aware
that people received it with some impatience. But once that courtesy was
out of the way, the belligerent style took over again for the rest of the
evening. I can’t remember if we made any progress on the concept of
populism in the end. All I remember is being put off by this battle of
egotists, all trying to speak at the same time, more concerned with making
their points and sounding smart than with learning from or just listening to
others.

My own experience in this setting and many others has made me
sensitive to the fact that it’s not enough to invite people to the table. You
have to go out of your way to make them welcome and to include them in
an intentional, thoughtful manner. Otherwise, they will do what I did and
clam up. And it will be as much your loss as it is theirs.

Bringing the shy people out takes thought, intention, work, and
structural and institutional design. The shy will not willingly come out. You
have to bring them out of their shells, lower the entry barriers into the
conversation, and make sure the methods you use to lower those barriers are
actually working. All of this is part of an effort to create new behavioral
norms that make the shy, and everyone else, comfortable. It is what is
required for them to feel at ease in a workshop, at a dinner party, or as part
of a citizens’ assembly—to feel that they belong and the shared space is



theirs too. I now turn to the various ways in which citizens’ assemblies
achieve this.

The Guest List

A lot of the inclusiveness fostered by citizens’ assemblies has to do with
how the guest list is constituted and how representative it is of the larger
country. Ideally, the invited group would be large, the take-up rate high, and
as a result the sample would be as statistically representative as possible.

In practice, citizens’ assemblies are never perfectly representative. Since
participation is not mandatory—though, ultimately, it probably should be,
as it is for jury duty—the sample is inevitably characterized by a large
amount of self-selection. But these assemblies are not highly
unrepresentative by any means, especially not in comparison with elected
chambers. Quota sampling and incentivization via honoraria, paid day care,
and other measures allow the samples to capture many dimensions of the
target population, including a range of incomes, education levels, and
sometimes ideological leanings. Additionally, within such assemblies,
procedures are in place to avoid domination by some subset of the group.
The most empirically sophisticated studies available, of deliberative polls,
show no greater influence of the wealthy and educated.[1] Finally, the setup
of citizens’ assemblies in general empowers those I call the shy, including
traditionally oppressed minorities, more than any comparable environment.

There are many methods out there to achieve a diverse and maximally
representative sample. The simplest, theoretically purest one is “one person,
one lottery ticket.” In practice, however, this ideal gives way to what is
called stratified random sampling, because the sample is usually too small
for the law of large numbers to work its magic; even when the sample is
sufficiently large, there is still a probability that the law of large numbers
would produce an outlier sample that overrepresents or underrepresents
certain categories of people in ways that could be seen as problematic. So,
to be sure that the singular sample is sufficiently representative, one usually



defines at the start a number of demographic categories that need to be
filled with a certain number of people: for example, gender, age, geographic
origin, and level of education. Sometimes it is possible to track things like
race or religion.

The methodology that James Fishkin uses for his deliberative polls has
been described as the “gold standard” of population sampling.[2] Its method
of recruitment consists of sampling participants from existing panels of the
public willing to share all kinds of information about themselves to create a
sample that almost perfectly approximates a portrait of the larger population
according to a series of demographic characteristics. The problem with this
method is that restricting the pool to people already willing to volunteer
their information creates a bias in who ends up participating in the
deliberative polls. In some countries, there are no preexisting panels, and
other, more costly and time-consuming methods, such as mailing letters and
door-to-door recruitment, must be resorted to.

In France, the use of panels was rejected in favor of the costlier but more
accurate method of random dialing. The polling institute Harris Interactive
and its partner Le Terrain worked with phone companies to identify all 260
million existing cell phone numbers, and excluding from them unused
numbers. Two random samples of one hundred thousand each were created,
one being the one from which 170 people would be recruited at random.
The other served as a backup pool.

As a member of the governance committee for the second convention, I
had the opportunity, along with a few colleagues, to visit the Paris office of
Le Terrain, the company responsible for recruiting participants for the
Citizens’ Convention on the End of Life. In a dimly lit basement room, we
observed a team of twenty young people, all seemingly under twenty-five,
working in cubicles with headsets, making muffled phone calls to people
across France. Calls were made between 5:00 p.m. and 9:00 p.m. to
increase the chances of reaching people at home. The operators didn’t dial
numbers themselves; a computer system handled the dialing, connecting the
recipient to the next available operator to minimize errors.



The calls all started the same way “Hi, my name is X, I’m calling on
behalf of the society Le Terrain to let you know that you have been
randomly selected to take part in a citizens’ convention organized by the
CESE. Would you be interested in hearing more?” At this point people who
picked up (about 10 percent of the people called) often hung up because
they thought it was a scam or commercial spam. Even when they stayed on
the line, they often rescheduled the call to a better time, perhaps hoping
never to pick up again or just postponing the conversation.

During the half hour we observed the young operators at work, most
calls ended in brief refusals or rescheduling for a better time. Later, we were
invited to listen to full exchanges, including the participants’ responses.

In one call, a woman with a heavy North African accent, working as a
caregiver, showed initial interest in both the process and the topic of end-of-
life issues. However, when the operator explained that participation
required more than four meetings, including weekends away, her
enthusiasm waned. In a subdued tone, she said, “It’s too much, I can’t.”
When asked if her employer was the obstacle, she confirmed, “Yes.” The
operator assured her that explanatory documents would be sent for further
consideration, though it seemed unlikely she would accept the invitation.

Another call offered more promise. A young man from Calvados—my
home region—who happened to be born in 1982 (he could have been my
brother, so I paid close attention!) took the call seriously. He listened
carefully to the operator’s explanations. Surprisingly, he already knew
about citizens’ conventions, likely because of the climate convention three
years earlier. However, his interest dipped when he learned the topic: “The
subject doesn’t interest me much, and I don’t have much to say about it.”
Just as the operator seemed ready to give up, he added, “Well, if I’ve been
selected by lot, I’ll do it. I’ll give my opinion.”

It wasn’t clear if he felt obligated, as for jury duty, or if he appreciated
the rarity of being selected, though he did remark on how “lucky” he was to
be “given this opportunity.” His reaction, at any rate, confirmed a suspicion
I and other colleagues have long held: Operators shouldn’t reveal the topic
until participants commit. Knowing the subject in advance likely skews



participation. For instance, during the climate convention, more climate
advocates participated than skeptics, as those dismissing climate change
were far less likely to volunteer for such a discussion.

During the call, the operator also gathered demographic details—gender,
age, education, income, and rural versus urban residence—that would later
help fill quotas. Political ideology, you might wonder? It wasn’t included,
though the question feels worth asking.

Political ideology is a category that could have been sorted for. In
France, however, neither convention used that criterion. This was probably
more of a mistake for the first convention, which, as a result, likely under-
sampled climate change skeptics. In the case of the second convention,
positions on assisted suicide and euthanasia seemed to track the distribution
of views in the larger population, which would seem to indicate that the
lack of stratification on political ideology was less of a problem.

What about race and religion? In France, race is not recognized as a
legitimate category. In fact, under President Macron, the term “race” itself
was erased from the French constitution.[3] Religion, meanwhile, is not a
category that the state has the right to keep statistics on. It is therefore
impossible to directly sample for those categories. This was problematic in
the context of the Convention on the End of Life, a topic that obviously
raises spiritual and religious issues and where one would want to make sure
that the various religious affiliations of French citizens are represented in a
fair way. (For example, while there are no official statistics tracking
people’s religion, we still know through unofficial calculations that there
are roughly five million declared Muslims in France.)

The governance committee of the Convention on the End of Life
considered sampling participants based on religious and spiritual
affiliations, with the operators asking about individuals’ beliefs. However,
without official statistics to verify proportional representation, this would
have been tricky. Another concern was the potential backlash: “See, I said I
was Catholic/Muslim/Jewish, and they excluded me.” While I thought this
fear was overstated—particularly given my perspective from the United
States, where the opposite criticism of neglecting religious balance might



arise—the committee ultimately chose not to include religion as a selection
criterion. To this day, I’m unsure if it was the right decision.

In any case, because of the limitations of size and methods, the samples
produced by the two French conventions were undeniably far from perfect.
But they still offered a vastly more representative picture of the population
than the French parliament itself and the group of professional politicians
running the nation.

What helped bring out the shy, in particular, is the fact that participation
was financially incentivized. The rate was around eighty-four euros per day
for the first convention, close to ninety-five euros for the second
convention. For the nine weekends of two and a half days each that the
citizens had to devote to the Citizens’ Convention on the End of Life, for
example, the total compensation, if you attended all sessions, was around
twenty-five hundred euros, a solid month’s salary for most people.
Transportation, hotel nights, meals, and childcare were also covered.

But even with good statistical methods and well-structured incentives,
you might not reach all the categories of the population you would want
represented on the assembly. The shyest of the shy may not have a cell
phone to begin with, or if they do, they might not pick up. Both citizens’
conventions strove to include marginal populations. The CESE worked each
time with charitable organizations to find homeless candidates. These
people were accompanied throughout by representatives of NGOs and civil
associations because they required heightened care and support in order to
stay until the end of the process.

You might wonder what the contribution of homeless people to such
assemblies can possibly be. The fact is, most dropped out early in the
process. But their sheer presence reminded those who encountered them of
what the implications of housing policies—a central question in the climate
justice debate—can be. It is one thing to deliberate in the abstract about the
policy implications of higher rents among people who are all safely housed.
It is another when you have to look someone in the eye who’s been living
on the street for months or years and explain to them why their being
homeless is an unfortunate side effect of the policies you defend. The



knowledge that homeless people are in the room can change the nature of
the conversation. At the very least it changes its tone, to a more respectful
one. No one in a citizens’ assembly where homeless people are present
would dream of calling poor people the “toothless,” as former French
President François Hollande (a socialist at that!) infamously did.[4]

Curation and Facilitation

Bringing the shy to the table is one thing. But you also need to encourage
them to participate. There are many ways the French conventions tried to do
so. A key factor was facilitation. In both conventions facilitators were
essential in both reining in the outspoken people and spotting and
encouraging the wallflowers. Facilitators are professionals trained to
distribute speaking rights in a fair way: to identify and counter predictable
gender dynamics whereby, for example, men speak and women nod; to
handle the hecklers in plenary sessions and the troublemakers in small
groups; and generally to create conditions in which norms of mutual respect
and listening are established and maintained throughout.

This curation of the deliberative space ensures that the shy flourish and
gain in confidence over time, carried by the trust placed in them by the very
design of the assembly as well as the love and emotional support of other
participants.

One striking example took place halfway through the process, in one of
the meetings of the working group on housing. The organizers were asking
everyone in the room to speak in turn to express an opinion about the
morning debate in the plenary session. When it came time for Denise, an
elegant white-haired lady, to take her turn, everyone stood still, as if paying
extra attention and making room for her. She gave her opinion in a soft
voice. When she was done, you could have heard a pin drop. Luc, an older,
tough-looking guy, then said loudly, with affection: “You are speaking,
Denise, you are growing.” A murmur of approval followed, and joyful



laughter erupted. I learned only later from others that Denise was a former
stutterer and almost never spoke in public.

Facilitators are key in nudging people out of their comfort zone. For
example, a woman was selected by lot to join one of the so-called debrief
meetings that we on the governance committee held after each session to
assess what had gone well, what had gone not so well, and what could be
done better next time. This woman found the courage to show up, perhaps
because it was a small group of around twenty people. But when the
facilitation team said to the participants that day that they would have to
give a public account of the meeting to the rest of the group during the first
day of the following session, she exclaimed, “That will be without me.”
Obviously, the perspective of speaking from the elevated lectern at the
center of the imposing amphitheater where plenary meetings took place
paralyzed her. The facilitator next to me whispered: “She’s afraid of going
onstage. I’ll talk to her.” I don’t remember if she ever walked onstage in the
end. But facilitators can provide the nudge and encouragement that the shy,
whose first impulse is to retreat (as I did myself at the dinner after the law
seminar), often need.

Facilitation, especially good facilitation, is labor intensive and costly. In
the first convention, the choice was made to not have facilitators at all
tables, partly for economic reasons and partly because of a faith in the self-
discipline of citizens, once norms of mutual respect and good listening were
established. That design choice was not entirely successful. In the second
convention, tellingly, the choice was made to have facilitators at each table
(though, according to some citizen reports, they were of uneven quality).

Ideally, other advocates for the shy would be present besides facilitators,
who may be too busy taking notes or coordinating activities to prevent
some voices from being ignored. In the Convention on the End of Life, a
committee of four guarantors, playing the role of impartial umpires of the
whole process, also took on the role of advocates for viewpoints expressed
by shy people when facilitators failed to amplify them.

Here is one particularly good example of how these advocates for the
shy worked. At the beginning of the Citizens’ Convention for Climate,



President Macron had evoked the possibility of submitting the citizens’
proposals directly (“with no filter”) to a referendum. One question debated
during the process was the possibility of a multiple-question referendum on
the model of what had been done in Ireland, rather than the classic yes-or-
no model used in France until then. For some reason, the governance
committee members had no interest in exploring the possibility of a
multiple-question referendum.

During a presentation on referendum options, a citizen posed a question
in the Zoom chat: Had a multiple-choice referendum ever been organized in
France, and would it have a better chance of being accepted today? The
facilitator deflected, explaining that the legal committee had decided not to
include this option because it was considered “uncertain,” given its lack of
precedent in France. Another citizen followed up in the chat: “What is it
that’s ‘uncertain’?” The question went unanswered for several minutes until
Cyril Dion, one of the process guarantors, stepped in. He asked, “When you
say the legal committee sidelined the possibility of a multiple-choice
referendum, does that mean it’s not technically possible? It seems to me this
decision should be up to the citizens, not the legal committee.” The
organizer responded defensively: “I didn’t say the legal committee sidelined
it, but that they chose not to explore this possibility.” Dion persisted: “It’s
important to keep this an open hypothesis—it’s up to the citizens to decide.”
Several citizens in the chat expressed agreement.

This episode highlights two key points. First, citizens are capable of
challenging experts’ conservative frameworks—in this case, the preference
for sticking to established French procedures. Second, it underscores the
importance of individuals who can amplify quiet voices or questions that
might otherwise be overlooked. Thoughtful institutional design, such as the
inclusion of impartial guarantors, can play a crucial role in ensuring these
voices are heard.

In both conventions, an effort was also made to meet people at different
levels of formal education and in different cognitive modes. The work of
graphic designers, for example, considerably helped participants less
comfortable with reading understand the logical progression of arguments



and ideas. For the Convention on the End of Life, the graphic designers
came up with a “deliberation tree” that visually captured the various
argumentative paths that had been taken until then and helped structure the
rest of the conversations.[5] The graphic designers also captured the humor
of situations in witty cartoons regularly shared on the big screen during
plenary sessions. This created lighthearted and laughter-filled moments
throughout the proceedings that indirectly helped the process. During the
last session, their work got the first standing ovation of the weekend.

Giving the Shy a Shot

Finally, other design choices matter, like making sure the shy themselves
are also represented in the governance structure of the assembly. In the
French conventions, the governance committees mostly included appointed
experts. But the organizers of the first convention decided to include two
randomly selected citizens in the governance committee meetings, rotating
them after each session, to make sure the citizens’ perspective was taken
into account as well. Unfortunately, those citizens were picked at random
from only a limited pool of volunteers, the natural leaders of the group. This
led to a sense among the rest of the group that people who attended the
governance meetings were somehow more special than others, which
created some resentment. In the second convention, even though we only
included them in debrief meetings, we insisted on choosing the citizen
representatives by lot from among the whole group instead. This was not
only to preserve the principle of equality, it was also to make sure the shy
people got their shot. That’s how we ended up with someone like Gérard, a
retired army reservist, who was present at the debrief meeting during the
seventh weekend. Note that in France the army is nicknamed “The Great
Mute” because its members were denied voting rights until 1945 (one year
longer than French women!). Soldiers in France are historically used to
being, literally, second-class citizens and, consequently, silent.



When given the floor at the debrief meeting, Gérard first claimed, “I
have nothing to say.” But then, as we politely waited for him to expand on
that first thought, he haltingly launched into a long tirade about various
complaints he had, including the fact that some dominant voices were
slowing down the process and taking up too much space in the proceedings.
“I’m used to being quiet because of my job. But some people talk too
much.” The only reason why he was in the room that day was that we
randomly selected from the whole group of 184 people, and then gave them
the option to opt out. The nudge of being selected tipped Gérard over into
participation, despite his professional reserve. His presence and testimony
helped us on the governance committee to better appreciate the complicated
dynamics of a large, deliberative group of people and how some people in it
might feel silenced.

To make sure the shy show up, though, including them in the pool by
default and counting on random selection to pick out some of them won’t
be enough. The shy might still decline your invitation, so you need to work
on providing them incentives to participate. Shyness is not something that
one overcomes in a day or on the first invitation to participate.

Ideological Minorities

One way to empower the shy is by helping them connect with one another.
In the Convention on the End of Life, one category of the shy was the
minority who opposed assisted dying. They self-censored during the first
couple of sessions. Then, during session 3, a piloting committee member
improvised a vote—neither discussed nor approved by the governance
committee—on the blunt question, “Are you for or against assisted dying?”
The vote, intended to gauge the room’s general sentiment, showed 76
percent in favor. However, it left many deeply uncomfortable. Some
citizens called it “a catastrophe,” and at least one considered not returning.
The outcome itself wasn’t surprising; national polls at the time showed 80
to 90 percent support for assisted dying, which the assembly largely



reflected. The issue was the perception that the vote prematurely shut down
the debate, undermining the deliberative process and causing frustration
among a significant portion of the group.

Some citizens defended the vote as a necessary part of the democratic
process, and it’s unclear how the majority felt about its value. However, the
strong opposition from a vocal minority was enough to highlight its
divisiveness. In hindsight, I believe the vote should have been delayed by
one or two sessions.

Halfway through the debrief meeting after weekend four, several
citizens voiced concerns that those opposing assisted suicide still didn’t feel
heard or confident enough to raise objections. This issue had also been
raised previously during office hours—ninety-minute sessions that gave
anyone who wanted to speak with us (typically three governance committee
members) direct access to share their concerns. About fifteen to twenty
citizens usually attended, and we reported key feedback during the debriefs.
One citizen suggested meeting with like-minded individuals. The
governance committee was divided on this idea, fearing that opinion groups
might reintroduce the partisan divides that citizens’ assemblies aim to
avoid. However, given the citizens’ request and the need to rebuild trust
after the contentious vote during session 3, we decided to experiment with
opinion groups in session 5.

These opinion groups went remarkably well, and session 5 was probably
the turning point that allowed minorities to feel fully at home at the
convention. These groups allowed all opinion minorities (those against both
assisted suicide and euthanasia; those against euthanasia but in favor of
assisted dying under conditions; and those in favor of both assisted suicide
and euthanasia as universal and almost unconditional rights) to find one
another and work on their counterarguments. The opinion groups allowed
dissenters to come and listen, sometimes interjecting in helpful ways to
make the arguments presented stronger. They also ensured that the minority
opposed to assisted dying ultimately rallied behind the group project,
despite their opposition to some of its recommendations. Indeed, over time,
a form of consensus emerged. The citizens’ final report,[6] along with their



sixty-five proposals, was approved by an overwhelming 92 percent of the
convention. Seventy-six percent of participants voted for a change in the
law to introduce a French model for assisted suicide and euthanasia. But a
large chunk of the report also focused on what the minority had been
arguing for all along: better access to quality palliative care at the end of
life, as a way to save people from having to consider tragic choices. On the
last day of the convention, the (informal) leader of the minority stood up to
say, “I want to thank the 75 percent for giving us 50 percent of the speaking
time and 50 percent of the final document.”[7] To us on the governance
committee, this reconciliation of majority and minority was one of the
convention’s biggest achievements.

I should acknowledge, however, that reintroducing partisan logic did
come at some cost to the harmony of the group, as we found out later in
interviews.[8] Further, when directly asked about the opinion groups (at a
conference that I organized at Yale University in February 2024), the
previously mentioned minority leader said that despite the gratitude she had
wanted to express publicly with her speech, she recognized that the opinion
groups had substituted a logic of “winning” against the initial logic of
collaboration and had entrenched minority and majority opinion groups as
“warring sides.”[9] These were strong words. Harmony and collective spirit,
she implied, started fading the minute we reintroduced the possibility of a
partisan orientation toward winning.

So, were opinion groups a mistake? I don’t think so. They empowered
minorities and forced majorities to seriously engage with dissent. The real
issue may have been letting these groups persist too long—perhaps their
purpose was fulfilled after a few sessions. An alternative might have been to
create opinion groups through random selection, encouraging participants to
“role-play” opposing views. This approach could have made minority
perspectives more visible and understandable without entrenching divisions
or solidifying “camps.”



Center Versus Periphery

As we saw, the first French convention was an imperfect process in many
ways. In my view, one of the less remarked upon problems was the limited
inclusion of the views of inhabitants of the French overseas territories. On a
topic like climate change, which extends to questions of biodiversity loss,
you would think that the views of people from territories where 70 to 86
percent of France’s biodiversity resides would be central and centered. Yet
citizens from the French overseas territories were not given a space, voice,
and role in that first convention commensurate to their firsthand knowledge
of this reality. In fact, the organizers of the convention, despite a budget of
six million euros, had not even flown out anyone living there at the time,
considering it too costly. They had included only people from overseas
territories who had already moved to the metropole in order to reach the
quota of overseas representatives.

While this may seem like a problem specific to a former colonizer like
France, the point I want to make here is more general: It is about the place
of the shy, namely people at the margins of a system, whatever this system
is. So let us explore the consequences of the marginalization of certain
groups within the two French conventions.

A researcher from Réunion, Christiane Rafidinarivo, who also observed
the Citizens’ Convention for Climate, noted that it counted seven
representatives of overseas territories versus 143 from metropolitan France.
Of those seven overseas representatives whom she followed during the
convention over its nine-month duration, Rafidinarivo notes with
appreciation that they were spared “tokenization” and “did not serve as
alibis of diversity.”[10] She also found that the Convention for Climate
successfully reduced the injustice typically suffered by overseas citizens in
France, when their experience is found unintelligible by the metropolitans
and their testimonies are discounted.

Still, the final document of the Convention for Climate includes very
few of the concerns about seas (except for a few provisions on fishing) that
are paramount for the overseas territories (most of them islands).



When I was brought onto the governance committee of the second
French citizens’ assembly, the Citizens’ Convention on the End of Life, one
of my hopes was that we would not make similar mistakes. And, indeed, in
this area the second convention improved somewhat on the previous one.
Unlike the climate convention, ours flew in people who lived on the islands,
ensuring a better representation of this part of the population. I have already
recounted how proud I am of our including ideological minorities. These
ideological minorities cut across race, ethnicity, and geographic
provenance, and it appears to me, on a superficial level at least, that the
nonwhite members of the convention were not treated any differently than
the white ones and were not markedly less vocal or engaged in the process.

Of course, it would be hard to demonstrate such a claim, even if some
researchers had paid attention to and tried to measure that dimension of the
second convention (which, to my knowledge, none did). It would be hard
because, as previously reported, France, unlike the United States, cannot
identify people through their “race.” So “race” was not a category the
polling company that built our sample of 185 participants could use. It is
also not a category that French researchers are generally comfortable with,
unless they have studied in the United States.

There was nevertheless a substantial number of people of color in the
convention just by virtue of the law of large numbers and the geographic
criterion that ensured representation of French citizens from our overseas
territories, who are predominantly Black and brown (I would say the only
truly underrepresented category was people of Asian descent).

However, my trust that minorities, including racial, ethnic, and
geographic minorities, had been treated relatively fairly in the process was
shaken by two particular plenary interventions at the end of the process.

Feeling Excluded

During the final weekend, as we gave participants free rein to express how
they had felt through the process and what they had learned from it, one



citizen, the first Black woman to speak in this session, said, with visible
emotion: “My feeling in this convention is that the minority against assisted
suicide and euthanasia was crushed by the majority in favor. I felt
completely excluded in this convention.” Polite applause ensued, and she
was thanked by the facilitator for sharing her feelings with honesty. Later,
she interrupted other citizens from the minority camp when they recounted
different, much more positive experiences than hers.

Witnessing her interventions, I initially cringed in my seat at what
seemed to indicate a rather bad failure of inclusion. What did we, especially
we on the governance committee, do wrong that caused this person to feel
so unheard? During the debrief the next day, however, it became clear that
this person had personal issues, perhaps even mental health issues. During
the plenary sessions she had made disturbing statements about her past,
claiming that her kids had been euthanized without her consent. None of the
coaches or facilitators had been able to engage with her. One of the
facilitators described her as “a wall.” The three citizens present at our
meeting confirmed that judgment.

Perhaps not everyone can be helped or fully included in even the most
inclusive processes. Perhaps there are larger background issues, from
mental illness to extreme desocialization to life events, and larger political
contexts—of systemic inequalities, among others—that cannot be fixed
within the confines of a deliberative assembly. It was in itself a victory that
this person stayed until the very end of a long, intense nine-week process
and felt comfortable enough to speak up, even against the process.

The next day, at the Élysée Palace, I noticed her, dressed to the nines,
sitting in the second row in a grand and gloriously gilded room to watch
President Macron receive the citizens’ report. She was also one of the first
people to go and shake his hand during the meet and greet. The fact that she
felt safe enough to protest so loudly and publicly during the last day of the
convention was, in some way, proof of the convention’s success. Despite
her undeniable feeling of exclusion, she was able to make herself heard, and
did not hesitate to do so.



The Forgotten Butterfly

Another intervention, however, proved more worrying still. It was voiced
by Mathéo from Guadeloupe, who, as recounted in the previous chapter,
had just the day before expressed his pride in and gratitude for being a part
of the process. Addressing the larger public beyond the convention, though
(this session was televised), his tone was a bit different.

He now clearly wanted to send a message to the people in overseas
territories who were probably watching him on the internet: “I want to put
in a word for my parish…. Often one forgets that Guadeloupe…and
Martinique are part of France. That’s probably why yesterday the little
butterfly of Guadeloupe was forgotten on the drawings [by the graphic
artists].” The man went on to invite the larger public watching the
streaming of that session to visit Guadeloupe, which, he said, “is not Las
Vegas but isn’t the third world either.” He concluded, “Come visit, because
we need your money.”

Everybody burst into applause and laughter at the last invitation, even
though there was a real bite to the message. When he mentioned that the
butterfly-shaped territory of Guadeloupe, in the French part of the
Caribbean, had been forgotten by the graphic designers, he obviously took
it as a symptom of a larger problem in the relationship between
metropolitan France and the overseas territories. When he said that
Guadeloupe was not the third world, he took aim at the prejudices of white
metropolitan French people. When he said, “We need your money,” he
meant the money of richer French people, referring to the problematic gap
in wealth between metropolitan France and its overseas territories, which
further tracks a number of other socioeconomic inequalities. When the
facilitators summarized his remarks, they predictably did not dwell on any
of this. They also failed to mention the comment about the forgotten
butterfly.

Not properly representing the butterfly of Guadeloupe is a problem
when it comes to the topic of the end of life, since people who live in
overseas territories tend to be much more religious and against assisted



suicide.[11] But as one of the main minority leaders testified, the minority
point of view against assisted suicide had been properly represented,
perhaps in fact overrepresented, in the convention.

The more serious problem in forgetting the butterfly, instead, is that it
symbolically marginalized people who already found themselves at the
geographic periphery of France and who are also part of the ethnic or racial
minority of France as a whole (mainland plus overseas territories).
Forgetting the butterfly meant they were made to feel unrepresented and
invisible and were indeed literally erased from the map drawn by the
graphic designers. The graphic designers, like the members of the
governance committee, were all white metropolitans. Among the experts
involved in organizing the convention, only a couple of facilitators were
people of color.

This oversight may not be catastrophic on its own, but it highlights a
deeper issue. Random selection or stratified sampling can bring the shy into
the room, but that alone is not enough. Citizens’ assemblies, no matter how
carefully designed, remain reflections of the imperfect societies they
represent. They inevitably mirror the biases, blind spots, and inequalities of
the outside world.

Once inside, the shy risk being erased or silenced by the same systemic
prejudices these assemblies aim to transcend. Creating truly inclusive
spaces requires more than good intentions and good design—it demands an
ongoing commitment to addressing inequality. The challenge is great, but so
is the opportunity. By striving to empower every voice, assemblies can
model the welcoming democracy that Chesterton once envisioned.
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How to Be a Jolly Hostess

Make It Worth People’s Time ▪ Make People Feel Welcome, Valued, and Well Taken

Care Of ▪ Trust First and by Default ▪ Be Trustworthy ▪ Sharing (Power) Is Caring ▪
Make It Fun!

et’s circle back to the metaphor we started with: democracy as a jolly
hostess. A jolly hostess is a hospitable, warm, welcoming, and

entertaining figure. In this chapter and the next, we’re stepping into the
shoes of an institutional designer to lay down a set of guiding principles for
improving real-world democracies and making them more aligned with this
vision. What follows in this chapter are the six behavioral rules of a jolly
hostess, drawn from my own experience in observing and designing
successful democratic processes. Along the way, I’ll also spend some time
explaining why current governance committees in properly designed
citizens’ assemblies aren’t as powerful as they might seem, although future
implementations should move toward full autonomy of the citizens.



Make It Worth People’s Time

The first rule is to make whatever you ask citizens to do worth their time.
That means, first and foremost, not wasting it. Citizens’ time is too often
taken for granted when it is in fact something precious and to be treasured.
There is no point in convening a citizens’ assembly (or a referendum, for
that matter) if its recommendations will only be ignored. At the very least,
there should be a credible commitment up front to seriously consider the
conclusions of the citizens’ assembly—and, ideally, a clear and convincing
explanation afterward of how the commissioning body (whether parliament,
the government, or another group) plans to respond to them.

Making an activity worth citizens’ time typically also means
compensating citizens for the hours they will spend in demanding activities
over days, weeks, and often months. The money is, technically, not to pay
them for the task but to compensate them at least partially for the
opportunity costs of the time you are taking away from them. This is why it
is now an international best-practice standard to pay participants in citizens’
assemblies. And it goes without saying that all related expenses should also
be covered, preferably up front, including transportation, hotel nights,
meals, and, of course, childcare.

Note that here the devil is in the details. Reimbursing people for their
expenses is not the same as paying for them up front. Ideally, participants
should not have to disburse a dime or incur the costs (including wasted
time!) of dealing with a cumbersome administration. Even when it comes to
childcare, a generous, no-questions-asked approach such as a cash transfer
is preferable to the requirements of submitting receipts for services
rendered. This is something that was brought home to me when I casually
chatted with the first few women who arrived at the Convention on the End
of Life in December 2022, on the first day of the first session.

I asked the first three women I met, who sat together in the café area of
the CESE, if they had needed to use childcare to be able to come. To my
surprise, the women all said that they were not planning to ask for childcare
reimbursement, even though they were aware of the option, because their



solutions did not involve hiring official babysitters for the occasion. Instead,
their solution consisted of exchanging favors with other women (relatives
or neighbors). The CESE’s policy of reimbursement just did not work for
them. Yet those women still incurred a cost because they would eventually
have to repay with their own time and energy the favor done to them by
their family and neighbors. And yet the CESE would not recognize that cost
as one it could reimburse. Therefore, it would be much simpler to give
everyone who asks a lump sum for childcare per child.

Finally, respecting people’s time may also mean being attentive to the
schedule of activities, both the time at which activities take place and their
duration. Nicole Curato is the researcher we already encountered at the end
of chapter 7, who was put in charge of evaluating the first Global Assembly
on Climate, one hundred people randomly selected from around the globe
and convened in the fall of 2021 for the purpose of an online deliberation
about climate justice.

Curato’s team generally gave a positive evaluation of the global
assembly, but they highlighted a key flaw: The three-hour online
deliberation sessions were scheduled at night, based on the mistaken
assumption that evenings are universally more convenient. While this
worked for participants in the West, it caused significant problems
elsewhere. In the Global South, for instance, nighttime sessions cut into
much-needed sleep for workers who had to rise early. Parents with young
children also struggled, especially in homes without proper insulation or
separate spaces, disrupting their children’s sleep.

More concerning were the safety issues noted by Curato’s team,
particularly for women in violent areas with curfews. One woman had to
leave her restaurant job, travel twelve kilometers by motorbike-taxi to meet
her community host and translator, participate in the three-hour session,
then return to work for her night shift. Beyond these logistical hardships,
many women faced social stigma for traveling at night, even when
supported by their families.

Curato and her team concluded that while these stories highlight the
courage of participants, they also underscore a deeper lesson: We must



carefully examine the assumptions embedded in our designs—especially
the idea that everyone has full control over their “free” time.[1]

Make People Feel Welcome, Valued, and Well Taken
Care Of

Democracy should make its citizens feel welcome, valued, and well taken
care of. Institutions and events that citizens are asked to join should be
conceived in that spirit. Note that this requirement has much larger
socioeconomic implications—such as ensuring that no one is destitute to
the point of not being able to make use of their political voice. The question
of the kind of economic reforms (a basic universal income? a job
guarantee?) that this would take go beyond the scope and ambitions of this
book.

Focusing on political design, however, a good example is the Belgian
mixed parliamentary commissions, which bring together two-thirds
ordinary citizens and one-third parliamentarians. These “invited spaces,” as
they are sometimes called because they require a selection process and a
guest list, are also “inviting.” In Brussels, the letters of invitation to
participate in parliamentary commissions go out in French, English, Dutch,
Spanish, and Arabic. They are made available in audio versions and in more
languages on the official website. Additionally, invited people can show up
with a “buddy” (the term of art) to help translate for them if needed, just as
nice hostesses let guests bring friends if that makes them more comfortable
or if it is a condition of their coming. The buddy is treated the same as
everyone else, being paid the same compensation for their time taking part
in the deliberations.[2]

The physical building in which activities are conducted matters too. It
needs to be central rather than peripheral to power structures and open and
inviting rather than coldly impersonal. The Iéna Palace in Paris presented
both advantages and challenges in that respect. On the positive side, it



couldn’t have been more central, sitting right next to the Eiffel Tower and
with a gorgeous view of it from multiple angles. When the citizens arrived,
they necessarily felt special to be invited into such a building, in the heart of
France, in the middle of Paris. Additionally, the citizens were given passes,
which gave them access to a special door that allowed them to skip the
security controls. It was a clear signal that they belonged here and were
trusted. In stark contrast, consider how the Icelandic government housed the
twenty-five members of its 2010 constitutional assembly, tasked with
rewriting the nation’s social contract after the 2008 crisis. They were placed
in a drab, prefabricated building on the outskirts of Reykjavik, in a
nondescript room that seemed to signal their insignificance. The message
couldn’t have been clearer: What you’re doing doesn’t really matter, and we
won’t take it seriously in the end. And that’s exactly what happened. The
architecture itself seemed to foreshadow the assembly’s fate—the writing
was, quite literally, on the wall. Unlike earlier, more successful conventions,
this one was undermined by its own design and setting.

However, not everything was ideal in the French example. Setting the
meeting in Paris, at the center of the metropole, was a way to reinforce the
feeling of being peripheral experienced by people from the provinces and,
even more so, by the inhabitants of overseas territories. The Iéna Palace is
also an imposing brutalist building made of concrete and hard surfaces,
whose acoustics are so terrible that every time meetings were held in its
central room—the hypostyle room, famous for its many columns—people
complained they couldn’t hear one another and that the sounds were
deafening.[3]

Once people are on site, words, and words of welcome in particular, also
matter. Words that signal fear and distrust matter even more and are to be
avoided at any cost. On that front, here is an example of what not to do.

As the first weekend of the Climate Convention came to an end, one of
the copresidents of the governance committee addressed the citizens. After
predictable self-congratulating statements about how well everything went,
she expressed relief: “It’s really scary to bring over a random group of
people like this. We didn’t know what you would be like.” Though she may



have intended this as a lighthearted joke, no one laughed. Instead, we all
cringed in our seats. Several of the citizens that I talked to afterward said
they had resented the assumption behind that unfortunate comment. This
person had inadvertently betrayed her fear that “randomly selected people”
would be crazy, dangerous, and impossible to control. Obviously, greetings
that express trust are much preferable.

There are many ways to make people feel welcome. One is by meeting
people where they are in terms of their cognitive styles and ways of
processing information. Citizens’ assemblies tend to be run by nerdy people
and academics who like to read reports and footnotes. But not everyone
likes to read, or can. So, one has to think of creative ways to incorporate
people who think and learn differently, such as using visual aids, games, or
even art as a way to communicate and learn.

People should also feel taken care of, which is another way to signal that
they are valued. Being well taken care of is a relative notion, of course.
Different societies will have different standards. But at minimum it means
catering to the citizens’ basic needs while they engage in any civic activity
of some duration: decent housing, good nutritious food throughout the day
accommodating a range of diets, and refreshments, as well as time for
bathroom, cigarette, breastfeeding, and other breaks.[4]

Taking care of people may also require providing psychological support
for those who may need it. A number of participants in the French Citizens’
Convention for Climate struggled psychologically throughout the process
because of the enormous responsibility they felt and the intense work pace
of the sessions. One woman, a young artist, even left the process as a result
of her distress. Additionally, after returning to the normalcy of their lives
and losing the intensity and solidarity of the convention, a couple of citizens
reportedly fell into depression in its aftermath.

On the subject of end-of-life issues, the organizers fully expected people
to struggle emotionally. In anticipation of this problem, the CESE planned
for psychologists—we called them “coaches”—to be on site from day one.
They wore a lanyard of the same color as that of the members of the
facilitation team, so as not to stigmatize those who wanted to talk to them.



People could choose to ask for help without fear that fellow assembly
members would look down on them. In many cases, however, the initiative
came from the animation team members, who spotted people having
difficulties and kindly guided them toward a professional suited to help.

Our worst fear going into the sessions was that discussions on assisted
suicide might trigger a participant to harm themselves. One incident during
the second weekend set off alarms. A panel of health care professionals—
nurses and doctors—was invited to speak, and they unanimously opposed
assisted suicide. The real trouble came later, when one of the doctors said
during a smaller working group, “If you want to kill yourself, go look for
methods on the internet.” That afternoon, shaken citizens voiced their
concerns during office hours. A thirty-five-year-old man said he felt
shocked and emotionally manipulated. A thirty-year-old warned ominously,
“You have to be careful. There will be an incident.” We didn’t press him on
what he meant—was he implying someone might attack the doctor or act on
the suggestion?—but the comment rattled us, and we quietly monitored him
for a while. Thankfully, no such incident occurred. Despite moments of
high emotion, the convention was, in the end, remarkably positive—marked
by intensity, but also by an unexpected sense of joy.

Not all topics may require professional psychological support or large
investment in care work on the part of the organizers, however. As I
documented before, members of citizens’ assemblies are usually amazing at
taking care of one another.

Trust First and By Default

Some party throwers distrust their guests. Leave shoes at the door, bring
only white wine, leave your kids or pets behind…All these rules are meant
to minimize the trouble for the organizers, and, to be fair, they can make
sense in some contexts and for some people. But they can also come across
as controlling and distrustful. Guests are treated as immature and careless
people, who will dirty the house and spill, stain, or break things. Such



expectations in turn may negatively shape people’s behavior, from leading
them to stay home to preventing them from sharing their true selves at the
party. And the rules definitely will not make them feel comfortable or “at
home.”

Trust is something people in power need to model first if there is any
chance to induce it in other people and create a virtuous feedback loop.
Institution designers and organizers of democratic processes must therefore
use trust as a guideline for all their decisions.

While I was on the governance committee of the Convention on the End
of Life, we occasionally disagreed among ourselves about the best course of
action to take. Some members were driven by fear of a loss of control and
distrust of the actors involved, be it the citizens themselves (“They are
going to say dumb things”), the organizers and facilitators (“They are going
to make mistakes”), or the media we let into the assembly (“They’re going
to betray us”). In one very early stage, some even wanted to create a
punishing system of expulsion for those who missed one or more meetings
without proper excuses, anticipating unprofessional behavior and planning
for general unreliability.[5]

Luckily, a majority of us on the governance committee were adamant
that we needed to base every decision on trust in the common sense and
reliability of most actors, especially the randomly selected ones. This
strategy paid off: 184 out of the 185 participants stuck with the process till
the end, and very few missed entire sessions. In the end, planning for
expulsion turned out to be pointless.

The trust we placed in the citizens was repaid to us in kind. When we
messed up, as we did on several occasions, the first instinct of the citizens
was not to assume ill intentions on our part. Instead, they assumed lack of
time and preparation, bad luck, or the unavoidable surprises of a partly
unpredictable process, and offered their help in fixing problems.

Early on, the governance committee chose to hold votes throughout the
process, rather than just at the end as was done in the first climate
convention and many other citizens’ assemblies. Voting is often seen as a
fallback to deliberation or a source of division, which explains why the first



convention’s organizers, wary of failure and eager for clear outcomes,
avoided it.

In reality, however, majority rule isn’t a fallback but a necessary
complement to deliberation. Few discussions naturally end in consensus,
and voting helps capture existing differences. Interestingly, researchers
from the first convention found that most participants supported using more
voting procedures in future assemblies, reflecting a clear desire among
citizens to reclaim control over how decisions are made.

During the second French citizens’ convention, we decided to make it
clear we were not seeking a consensus, and we introduced votes early and
used them frequently throughout. As it turns out, an added benefit of
socializing citizens to voting early on is that we could then also ask them to
vote on decisions themselves when we weren’t sure of the best course of
action to guide the assembly. Asking them to vote early and often helped us
pave the way for the sharing of power with citizens in the governance of the
assembly. This decision to empower citizens was based on trust.

Our trust was oriented not just toward the citizens, but toward other
important if less-central actors of the convention. We decided early on that
we would let researchers and various observers access all spaces of the
convention, including the meetings of the governance committee. That was
a conscious departure from the first convention, which had kept the
researchers at arms’ length from the citizens and closed the meetings of the
governance committee to absolutely everyone else.[6] Instead, our
governance committee made the decision to trust that researchers would
behave appropriately toward citizens, guided internally by their
professionalism and social-scientific norms of impartiality. We also trusted
that they would not use anything we said during our meetings against us in
the press or elsewhere, which they indeed did not.[7]

Trust needs to be curated, however, and here being pedagogical and
transparent about the procedures and actors involved really helped. We gave
the researchers an opportunity to introduce themselves and their research
topic to the citizens during the first session so that they would not be
puzzled by the presence of so many people taking notes around them.



During the first convention, we researchers had not been introduced at all,
and for a long time the citizens were rightly distrustful of and annoyed at
us, confusing us with journalists.

We also decided to trust the press on the whole, despite the catastrophic
predictions by some on the governance committee, partly based on the
negative treatment by the media of the previous convention. We gave them
access to the plenary meetings and even some of the working groups,
except when citizens explicitly told us they wanted to be left alone.

Correlation is not causation, of course, but unlike what happened with
the first convention, the media proved remarkably benevolent in its
coverage, even Catholic reporters who were opposed to the very idea of
assisted suicide. There were some predictable exceptions on the right-wing
side of the political spectrum, but on the whole, journalists never questioned
the democratic nature of the process or the sincerity and competence of the
citizens and the governance committee, and in the end they judged the
exercise a success.

One of those exceptions is worth mentioning, though, because it both
confirms the necessity of the principle of trust and allows me to say
something about what to do in case of an actual breach of said trust by
citizens or other actors. Trusting citizens (or researchers, or journalists)
does not mean that you will never be betrayed or disappointed. During the
Convention on the End of Life, one newspaper came out with an extremely
negative story reporting on how citizens felt manipulated by the governance
committee. To be fair, we kind of brought the suspicion of manipulation on
ourselves by messing up several votes in a row. The journalist had some
objective reasons to worry.

When the article came out, at noon on a Saturday, we were naturally
extremely concerned and decided to put it up immediately for discussion in
the plenary meeting at 2:00 p.m. that same day. I credit the chair of our
governance committee for handling this announcement particularly
brilliantly, saying to the group that it was “better to lance the abscess right
away.” The content of the article upset the citizens, including some who had
been interviewed and whose words had been taken out of context or made



to mean the opposite of what they said. The vast majority were angry at
those among themselves whom they thought had leaked the story.

A group of about ten to fifteen citizens started to turn very apologetic,
indicating that they had indeed drafted a letter of grievances addressed to
the governance committee, the purpose of which was to complain about
insufficient sharing of power and advocate for more citizen leadership. But
they had never meant to either complain about manipulation or leak this
letter to the press. They were very contrite. A lot of confusion ensued, as no
one could figure out who had leaked the letter. But in the end, the group
suspected of guilt apologized to the others, and everyone started to take
responsibility for figuring out a way forward.

Weeks later, during the last weekend, we finally came to understand that
those who took the blame that day were not at fault at all. Instead, a secret
group of seven truly disgruntled citizens vehemently opposed to assisted
suicide had plotted to derail the convention by planting that negative story
in the news media. They had met in Deauville, on the coast of Normandy, at
the house of one of the participants over one weekend and contacted a
conservative journalist whom they knew would publish the story. The
journalist then used quotes from citizens’ interviews that they had
conducted to make them sound like they supported views they did not. This
had nothing to do with the letter from the other disgruntled group, who
(rightfully) were trying to gain more influence over the process.

What is the lesson there? It is not clear to me that being less trustful and
preventing journalists from accessing citizens or observing their
deliberations, or being witness to our multiple governance mistakes, would
have done more good or prevented this particular cabal from forming in the
first place. By being open we took the risk of being criticized and having a
tiny minority derail the process. But by trusting the citizens, we got the
convention to regulate itself. As to the press, the accusations of
manipulation would probably have been worse had we kept things away
from them.

Still, the rogue actions of the seven were a breach of trust. Had we
known in time, we might have felt compelled to intervene—but in this case,



ignorance worked in our favor, as the plot fizzled out on its own. In the end,
the crisis prompted a valuable reassessment of how the governance
committee could better involve citizens in decision-making. It also showed
how citizens could push for more influence without fracturing the
convention, ultimately strengthening their unity and deepening their sense
of shared purpose.

This is a story with a happy ending. But among the other experiences of
citizen participation run at a smaller scale by the CESE, I know of at least
one case (the citizens’ jury on vaccination during COVID-19) when things
got really ugly. (I know only because I was on the evaluation team for that
process, as these negative cases do not tend to be advertised widely.) In that
case, some participants bullied others into voting their way, through
constant WhatsApp messaging as well as in-person intimidation tactics.
Alerted by some of the victims, the CESE ultimately had to convene an ad
hoc ethics committee that addressed the issue and threatened to expel
offenders from the group, after which the bullies promptly corrected their
behavior. Breaches of trust are inevitable and must be dealt with swiftly.
But equally important is offering a second chance—trust begets trust. The
citizens trusted us because we trusted them first and throughout.

Be Trustworthy

A jolly hostess is trustworthy. She does not cancel the party at the last
minute, she does not spread gossip about her guests, and she apologizes
when something goes wrong due to her own mistakes. (I realize the
metaphor is getting strained here, but it still helps to keep in mind the
accountability that democratic designers should build in spaces and
institutions.)

Our strategy during the Convention on the End of Life was not just to
trust the citizens but to prove to them that we were trustworthy. To do so,
we first tried to establish accountability mechanisms throughout so that the
citizens could have direct access to voice their complaints, grievances, or



demands. Every Sunday afternoon, four citizens (two men and two women)
were chosen at random from among the entire pool of 184 people to join
our debrief sessions, which involved the governance committee, members
of the president’s cabinet, and the facilitation team. In this setting, they
could give us feedback on what went wrong and what went right and
express any concerns they had. They also witnessed us do the same thing
openly; occasionally we had to deal with some rather serious business
among ourselves. This was not as inclusive a design as I would have hoped
myself—I thought those citizens should have been a part of every meeting
of the governance committee—but it was something.

To earn trust, we made a point of owning our mistakes. Voting
procedures, in particular, were a recurring source of trouble—a running
joke among citizens who dubbed it the “curse of voting” after repeated
issues from session 3 through the end. One notable mistake occurred when
the governance committee framed a vote so narrowly that citizens were
forced to choose between options they didn’t support. Later, a service
provider mishandled vote weighting, producing meaningless averages and a
distorted view of the group’s preferences. During the final weekend, we
introduced a new selection method—liquid democracy, or candidate-less
elections—which requires people to choose anyone they want as their
representatives, even if they haven’t expressed an interest in the function
(they can always opt out when presented with the position). The problem is
that the assembly was so large that, even at that point, people did not always
know one another’s names. In order to do this well, we should have
provided the citizens with a “facebook” including everyone. Instead it
caused a lot of frustration.

Any of these mishaps could have sparked rebellion or rejection of our
authority, jeopardizing the entire process. But they didn’t—and I believe
that’s because we owned our mistakes, apologized, and held ourselves
accountable.

To strengthen accountability, we introduced additional mechanisms
beyond the presence of those four citizens at our Sunday debrief meetings.
One key initiative was informal office hours. It was through these office



hours that minorities first expressed that they didn’t feel heard or included.
Combined with similar feedback from a citizen during session 4’s debrief,
this led us to introduce opinion groups in session 5—a move that proved
vital to the convention’s success.

In the second half of the process, we added another layer of
accountability: a subcommittee tasked with reading and responding to
emails, letters, and suggestions from the suggestion box. This helped us
gauge the group’s mood and provided a chance to answer questions that
couldn’t always be addressed publicly in plenary sessions.

The members of the governance committee also began attending the
piloting committee meetings on Friday nights before each session—critical
moments when last-minute implementation decisions were made. In
hindsight, many early issues, such as the first plenary vote snafu, might
have been avoided had we been present from the start. Ultimately though,
our time and effort in these meetings played a crucial role in maintaining
trust and ensuring the process stayed on track.

Finally, we made ourselves as available as possible. The governance
committee had its own break room, in a part of the CESE that was
inaccessible to citizens (something I’m not sure I would recommend). We
sometimes ate and held some informal meetings there. But many of us were
visible and available during breaks, lunches, and dinners. Many of us also
had regular one-on-one and group conversations with the citizens, who got
to know, appreciate, and trust us. This kind of access staved off potential
sources of anger and frustration.

Sharing (Power) Is Caring

A good hostess is not a control freak who micromanages the fun of her
guests. She will encourage initiative, improvisation, and shared leadership
of the party. A democratic setting is one in which power is distributed
widely and equally. In the context of citizens’ assemblies, that means
institutionalizing citizen leadership and representation until the day we can



remove the current scaffolding of external governance structure and give
full autonomy to these assemblies.

David Farrell and Jane Suiter, the academics behind the pioneering Irish
citizens’ assemblies, emphasize the importance of citizen leadership, which
they see as an essential supplement to the official governance structure of
the assembly (called the “secretariat” in the Irish assemblies) and the
experts who provide information and counsel to the citizens. Their
recommendation is to establish “a small steering group elected from among
the members” in order “to represent the interests of the wider membership,
meet with the secretariat and the expert advisory group, react to the
proposed agenda for each meeting, and make their own suggestions on how
best to proceed.”[8] They give the example of how, through their elected
representatives, the members of the Irish citizens’ assembly on abortion
were able to request and receive an extra weekend to discuss the issue.

Farrell and Suiter make it explicit that citizen leadership requires a form
of citizen representation at the level at which the decisions are made.
Interestingly, and to my mind problematically, they embrace electoral
representation, even though it is far from the most obvious solution in the
context of an assembly based on the principle of random selection.
Nonetheless, citizen representation of some kind is a good idea if one wants
the conveners to be able to act as more than an indistinct mass whose will is
hard to understand and articulate.

In the first French citizens’ convention, I observed how the sharing of
power and the emergence of citizen leadership and representation occurred
over the course of the nine-month process. During the Convention on the
End of Life, as a member of the governance committee I was able to
witness firsthand that the sharing of power was the result of both conscious
decisions by our committee and the pressure of citizens asking for more
leadership.

Citizen leadership emerged from the very start. During my first lunch on
the opening day, I sat across from a citizen who pulled out a book on
assisted dying—one not listed in the informational brochure we’d provided.
He already seemed remarkably well informed and told me he had spent



months preparing for the convention, reaching out to the book’s author and
meeting with doctors involved in end-of-life care to better understand their
concerns.

Later, when our governance committee failed to arrange visits to
palliative care units, a leader of the anti–assisted suicide group, who worked
with people with disabilities, took the initiative herself. Over several
weekends, she organized visits to hospitals in and around Paris for at least
forty convention members, allowing them to engage directly with care staff.
These visits often stretched late into the night, as citizens stayed to listen
and learn. Additionally, citizens secured attestations from the CESE to visit
similar facilities in their regions between sessions. By the end of the
convention, about 70 percent of the participants had visited palliative care
units.

Our first formal step to institutionalize citizen leadership came when we
invited four randomly selected citizens (two men and two women) to join
our Sunday afternoon debrief meetings after each session. While
participation was optional, few declined. Once involved, the citizens
quickly began asking for more input in decision-making.

During the second weekend, frustrations flared when the piloting
committee made a key decision without consulting us. We had asked the
animation team to organize a speed-dating session with experts in the
hypostyle room, modeled after a successful approach used for the climate
convention. Instead, the team organized a scripted, top-down discussion
with a few care workers in the plenary room—far less engaging and
spontaneous than what we had envisioned. When questioned, the piloting
committee’s representative explained, “It was too cold to use the hypostyle
room, so we did something else.”

The members of the governance committee, myself included, were livid,
and tensions ran high during the debrief. The four citizens present observed
the heated discussion. At one point, one of the women spoke up: “Why not
make us co-responsible for these decisions? If you can’t agree or aren’t
sure, ask us. We’ll decide if we want to wear sweaters and coats to make the
hypostyle room work.”



The governance committee, however, did not embrace the citizen
demand for co-responsibility with great enthusiasm. Some of its members
saw this demand as a threat to our authority. They thought it was enough for
the citizens to be included in the debrief sessions, even though they must
have been aware that nothing was decided during these sessions and the
citizens had very little time or opportunity to speak. During one meeting, I
asked that we vote on the principle of having citizen representatives attend
every single one of our governance meetings, not just the Sunday debrief
meetings. Including citizens in the meetings of the governance board had
been the practice of the Citizens’ Convention for Climate, and I couldn’t see
any reason not to follow in their footsteps, especially after citizens had
explicitly asked us for co-responsibility. To my dismay, however, the vote
among the eleven members present that day resulted in four votes for and
six votes against, with one abstention (from the chair of the committee, who
had made it clear, however, that she opposed the idea too). The citizens
would not be included in the governance meetings going forward.

But despite institutional resistance to formalizing co-responsibility
through a system of citizen representation on the governance committee, the
principle eventually imposed itself in other ways.

Co-responsibility became particularly striking during the ninth and final
weekend, when the governance committee concluded that we needed to let
the citizens decide themselves how to choose who should speak to the
media on their behalf; who should write the two-page “manifesto” intended
for the general public; who should address the nation on TV during the final
Sunday; and who should present the final report to President Macron at the
Elysée on the following Monday. By that point, clearly, we had reached
some de facto level of co-responsibility. In fact, we had reached a level at
which it was clear we were allowing citizen representation—without the
name.

The convention naturally evolved toward both citizen leadership and
citizen representation under the pressure of the citizens themselves, and as a
result of the fact that we on the governance committee were encountering
more and more momentous questions that we couldn’t figure out alone.



Still, I think the main lesson for organizers of future assemblies or
institution designers of similar processes is that you shouldn’t wait until the
very end, or until you are forced, to share power and institute citizen
representation. Sharing power is caring. Do it right away, or as early as
possible. It is better to front-load those principles of citizen empowerment,
leadership, representation, and co-responsibility rather than being forced to
implement them under pressure, as you will have to do anyway in due
course.

The Convention on the End of Life went from hyper-centralized, with
power concentrated in the hands of the governance committee members,
especially the CESE members, and no real citizen representation, to a much
more shared and decentralized form of co-responsibility with the citizens.
This was in large part the result of the growing confidence and
empowerment of the citizens themselves.

The ultimate proof of trust, of course, would be to let these assemblies
run themselves. While we have yet to figure out the exact way to do this
well, there is no doubt that this is what the citizens are both asking for and
capable of. Most important, in my view, this is what politics without
politicians, both of the revolutionary and reformist kind, requires.

Make It Fun!

A last guiding principle, at the most general level, is obvious yet often
forgotten: Have fun, and make it fun. Politicians make us believe politics is
serious and boring (and it is, but mostly because we are excluded!). It is
serious, but it need not be boring. It can be, in action, incredibly joyous and
fun. One of the greatest surprises of observing these assemblies is the
centrality of emotions, especially joyful emotions, in them.

Emotions turn out to play a crucial role in the success of any form of
joint endeavor and collective deliberation, even when the primary goal of
such activities seems informational, argument oriented, and rather cerebral.



I already talked about the kind of emotions—a form of civic friendship,
even love—that I think needs to underpin any successful joint project.

But the emotion organizers can most actively encourage is joy. If we
want to make our politics more joyful, we need to have more fun in and
with it. Fun is the necessary counterpart to intense work. If you work hard,
you must play hard, right? Well, the citizens I have observed and
accompanied certainly worked really, really hard. They needed to let off
steam at various points. They did so somewhat during the lunch breaks and
more so over drinks at the hotel bar at night. They did so during the events
that we organized for them and all the unobserved events—dinners and
parties—that they organized themselves outside the walls of the convention.

The first gathering we organized at the convention was a party held at
the Iéna Palace on the first weekend to watch the soccer match between
France and Morocco. The match saw France qualify for the semifinal of the
World Cup, with Morocco holding their own in defeat—a perfect outcome,
given the multicultural makeup of the French population and, therefore, our
micro-sample. There are a lot of descendants of North Africans in France,
so citizens were very proud of Morocco too.

The last event was a party on the Saturday night of the ninth and last
weekend. The evening was a concert by a band recommended by one of the
governance committee members. People danced from 7:00 p.m. to 1:00
a.m., nonstop. There was a joie de vivre that I would have never expected
from a convention on the end of life. As one of the elderly ladies in the
convention commented, with humor, on the last day, “I got pretty stressed
with the subject, given my age. But I woke up with a real hunger for life.”
She noted, to collective laughter, the paradox of their group showing “such
an extraordinary vitality on a subject that is, after all, rather morbid.”

Joy further erases the barriers between people that the use of random
selection was a first attempt at leveling. In my observation, social
distinctions, still somewhat present during the day, vanished during those
few hours of pure fun. Even the president of the CESE (and quite a few of
us on the governance committee and the animation team) ended up dancing
with citizens to songs ranging from ABBA to Rammstein to Clara Luciani.



It was truly moving (and a bit surreal). One thing we concluded during the
debrief on the following day was that we should have had a party like that
much earlier, perhaps halfway through the process.

The friendship and camaraderie of the group came in part from such
moments. It also manifested throughout in small but sweet gestures between
the citizens and between them and the governance committee. People were
exchanging treats and wines from their home regions. We on the
governance committee were given strawberries and local sweets and
cookies. Our chair was given flowers, a printed copy of a historic
newspaper article, and cards and letters, including a poem written by a
citizen who never spoke.

Does all of this mean democracy has to be “jolly” at all times? Probably
not. Democracy also needs to be able to handle times of scarcity and even
war, as the world keeps reminding us. But if we want its institutions to have
enduring legitimacy and retain the support of the population even in tough
times, it needs to have a more inviting face and attitude than the ones we’re
familiar with. These six rules may serve as a guide for institutional
designers, ensuring that democracy remains not just resilient in times of
crisis, but also compelling and worthy of the public’s trust in the long run.
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Designing for All

Accessibility ▪ The Guest List ▪ “Homeyness” ▪ Amplifying Weak Signals ▪ Coping

with Hurt People Who Hurt People ▪ Protecting the Vulnerable

eing an attentive, jolly hostess is a demanding task. Living by the six
principles delineated in the last chapter is an important step toward

including the shy, who may have less time, less self-esteem and confidence,
less trust in the system, less of a sense of agency and efficacy, and fewer
opportunities for joy than most people. But even being a perfect hostess
would probably not be enough to bring all the shy people out. To do this
fully, we also need to rethink the very design of our institutions at the
systems level, ensuring—procedurally, architecturally, and intentionally—
that they foster accessibility, inclusion, and a sense of homeyness.

This chapter shifts from behavioral to design principles, while also
confronting the thorny question of how to deal with hurt people who hurt
others—and where to draw the line between interpretive charity and
protecting the vulnerable.



Accessibility

The first thing to do in order to make democracy more inclusive is facilitate
access to the site of political participation, whether physical or virtual. I
remember visiting the European Parliament in Strasbourg in 2013 with my
mother and my first daughter, then an infant, who was in a stroller. I was
supposed to deliver a talk there and was wearing a dress and heels. The
main entrance, unfortunately, featured a long flight of steps with no ramp in
sight, so my mom and I had to carry the stroller up. I later learned that there
was an accessible entrance, but it was located at the far side of the building
and poorly signposted. The design clearly wasn’t welcoming to people with
disabilities or to those with young children.

Making a site accessible means more than making it physically
accessible. You also need to make it easy to navigate. That may require
clear indications of where things can be found (restrooms, cafeteria,
breastfeeding space, etc.) and accommodating for language differences and
communication barriers. But it also means making the environment
conducive to the activities and conversations you want to see take place.
For deliberation in small groups, the standard practice is to use small round
tables, which symbolize equality of status and allow for multidirectional
conversations. When the table is too big or too long, by contrast, people will
not necessarily feel equally included or be able to address everyone equally.

Online accessibility is an issue that will be more and more important as
we move toward ever more digitized lives and forms of interaction. It is
crucial to help older generations and poorer people, as well as technophobes
of all ages and backgrounds, successfully plug in. Making digital tablets
available and offering technical support, as the CESE did during both the
Convention for Climate and the Convention on the End of Life, is a good
beginning. During the 2019 Great National Debate, the government also
paid for students with tablets to stand in train stations and reach out to the
homeless people who frequent them so they, too, could provide their
thoughts about the four themes of the national deliberation. Using



platforms, apps, and visualization designs that are sufficiently intuitive for
most people is a must.

There are, however, people who may refuse to engage in digitally
enabled processes, including those who fear surveillance. It might not
always be possible to find solutions to accommodate an absolute refusal to
engage digitally in situations where participation is purely digital. But
hybrid settings, albeit complicated to manage and perhaps never fully
satisfactory, are now very common and can offer a solution.

The Guest List

Designing for inclusiveness starts with thinking about who is going to show
up. For what are called “open spaces,” such as participatory budgeting
processes, where anyone who wants can join and participation is entirely
based on self-selection, you need to be attentive to who is likely to
participate and establish clear expectations around the norms of that space.
These norms include equality, inclusiveness, respect, and what I propose to
call “interpretative” charity, that is, charity in the way one interprets an
interlocutor’s statement. Interpretative charity assumes good rather than bad
intentions and aims to clarify the meaning rather than rush to dismiss it as
unintelligible. Interpretative charity starts from the view that there is no
dumb idea and that everyone deserves to be heard.

For what are called, by contrast, “invited spaces,” such as citizens’
assemblies, a lot of the inclusiveness has to do with how the guest list is
constituted, as I discussed in chapter 8. Ideally, the take-up rate would be
high, and the sample would be as statistically representative as possible.
Statistical techniques such as stratified random sampling help here, but
sometimes reaching out to underrepresented communities that can’t be
connected with through the usual methods will be necessary.

Having a diversity of people on a governance committee and facilitation
teams that participants can identify or feel at ease with is also a great way to
facilitate inclusion. This starts from the composition of the committees in



charge of organizing the democratic space. The Global Assembly had no
one from the Global South on their board, which came back to haunt them
later in the implementation phase, when the hired hands, most of them in
and from the Global South, pushed back against impractical and insensitive
guidelines and designs that did not take into account the real needs of
people from developing countries. Similarly, if you’re going to organize a
citizens’ assembly on homelessness, your governance committee and
animation team would preferably not be all from middle-class backgrounds,
and probably not all homeowners either. The decisions made would be too
much at risk of being inadequate, tone-deaf, or plain wrong at various key
points.

Teams’ behavior also needs to model the democratic norms that
organizers are trying to cultivate in the citizens, such as respect for others
and interpretative charity. Casting the right people in the right role is thus
crucial.

Inclusion also means being attentive to and accommodating, as much as
possible, the needs of various minorities. A good hostess will include some
vegetarian and nonalcoholic options, even if only to accommodate the
needs of one person. Offering these options is not only fair to the people
who depart from majority preferences, but it also crucially frees other
people who may be more conformist to, say, tone down their alcohol or
meat consumption without having to fight social norms themselves.
Accommodating minorities’ preferences is thus not caving to the tyranny of
the minority (which would be the case if the only options were exclusively
vegan and nonalcoholic). It is, rather, opening up a space for different
preferences to be respected and for new preferences to emerge.

“Homeyness”

Generally speaking, the deliberative environment should put the
participants at ease and reflect the promise that participatory sites are theirs



and that they belong there, as opposed to being invited as only temporary
guests.

Recall that ordinary citizens are not used to occupying and moving
about buildings that were historically designed for socioeconomic elites to
invoke pomp and grandeur. I remember the look and demeanor of the first
people who arrived at the Iéna Palace. They looked small and intimidated.
They spoke softly. A few months later, of course, they came back as if they
owned the place, joked with the staff, and were a lot louder inside the
building. But the first weekends, when the participants wondered whether
they belonged there, were in some respect wasted time. There has to be a
way to signal from the beginning that citizens do belong in democratic
spaces and are in fact most welcome. One way to make a place inviting in
that sense is to apply the principles of Danish design.

Bernardo Zacka, a professor of political science at MIT, studies the ways
architecture and interior design mediate encounters between the citizens and
the state. He looked at the architectural evolution of public unemployment
offices in three countries—the UK, the United States, and Denmark—and
found that they embody different values. He contrasts what he calls the
“homeyness” of Danish architecture, which borrows design elements from
the home and coffee shops, with the cold, dehumanizing design of British
unemployment centers, which are inspired by supermarkets and banks, and
the impersonal design of American unemployment centers, which are
inspired by the generic spaces of office architecture.

Zacka gives as an example the waiting area of Silkeborg Youth Center,
with its inviting swivel armchairs, plush rugs, stacks of modular wooden
boxes with colorful cushions, and even a foosball table. Or the shared foyer
of the Aars Job Center and City Hall, with its small round tables, such that
the counselor and the unemployed person can sit next to each other as two
people working together on a common solution to a problem rather than
being separated by a desk, in a configuration that places the job seeker in a
position of supplicant, patient, or problem to be solved. Additionally, the
Danes planned for office doors to be transparent but partially frosted, to
balance counselor safety and visitor privacy. The doors allow for enough



privacy and sound insulation that, as Zacka points out, people can cry and
raise their voices (as many recently fired people will) without causing a
public scene. By contrast, the fully exposed and undivided space of
American and British unemployment centers triggers punishing
interventions for people who fall apart, such as having guards humiliatingly
escort them out of the building. That is because any emotional reaction in
the British and American open spaces attracts attention, calling for an
immediate resolution, whereas the semitransparent doors in the Danish
design protect the privacy of individuals, saving or at least postponing the
need for more forceful interventions.

Zacka’s analysis of these contrasted architectural designs reveals that
societies have different views of the unemployed and how the state should
treat them. Zacka thus contrasts the view that the unemployed are leeches
on the body politic and need to be made to feel worthless with the view that
the unemployed are worthy individuals who need help finding a new path in
life.[1]

The “homeyness” principle of Danish design is well described by one
counselor: “If I were to invite you to come to my home, I would clean, buy
flowers, and light some candles, and I would make a good dinner, so it
smells nice. I want you to feel welcome. Maybe some of the way we meet
our family and our friends, we transform that a little into how we meet our
citizens.” Ideally, we’d be able to build entirely new environments guided
by the principle of homeyness. Such a principle opens up the possibilities of
designing welcoming public buildings, but also urban spaces, architecture,
and landscaping that are more inviting than those we are familiar with and
also more conducive to healthier and happier lives. While, in practice, we
have to live with existing legacies, and it is probably more environmentally
sound and cost-effective to repurpose old buildings and cities than to build
entirely new, better-designed ones, it is worth considering how to make
these existing spaces more inclusive and welcoming.



Amplifying Weak Signals

One way to empower the shy and make sure they are seen and heard is by
paying attention to, and amplifying, the weak signals they send. Proper
facilitation is usually capable of doing that well. An important role of
facilitators is not just to rein in outspoken people, but also to spot
wallflowers. A blush, a timidly raised hand instantly retracted, a question in
a Zoom chat from someone who never speaks in plenary meetings…these
are some of the ways shy people signal that they would like to enter the
conversation despite not feeling confident enough to go all the way in.
Chairs and facilitators need to be trained to spot these weak signals and
amplify them.

What happens when you ignore weak signals? Let me share a firsthand
example from the Great National Debate. In January 2019, I attended one of
the local meetings in a Paris suburb. About twenty-five citizens gathered,
and without facilitators, an older gentleman quickly assumed the role of
chair, with unspoken approval from the group. His chairing style, however,
was blatantly biased: He primarily called on other men.

As an observer, I noticed a younger woman repeatedly raising her hand
but consistently being overlooked. After about half an hour, I couldn’t take
it anymore. Though hesitant about intervening, I decided to prioritize my
duty as a citizen over my neutrality as a researcher. I interrupted, pointing
out the oversight as tactfully as possible. The older gentleman turned to the
woman and, absurdly, said, “Oh, I’m sorry, but you need to be more
visible.” The young woman’s cheeks flushed from the sudden attention, but
she met my gaze with a look of recognition. She voiced her point, and from
that moment on, participated more confidently in the discussion.

To avoid having to rely on outside interventions, however, one solution
is to have the meeting chaired by someone who is typically
underrepresented in that kind of function—someone who will know from
experience what it is to be unseen and passed over. Having two chairs, one
male and one female, for example, as the Citizens’ Convention for Climate
did, is another option, even though it may come at some cost to efficiency.



Additionally, it is even better if professional facilitators can be present, who
are trained to spot shy or typically overlooked people and bring them into
the conversation. It is also better if the facilitators themselves are
sufficiently diverse to know from experience the types of signals that
different subgroups send out. Again, this is not to say that only women will
be able to spot the blushing woman who does not dare to speak, or that only
Black people can spot the self-effacing person of color and bring them in.
Many white men can do those things, too, of course, and very often do. It’s
just that some of them can’t or won’t, not out of ill will or indifference but
literally because the experience of invisibility is foreign to them.

Another particularly smart institutional principle to empower the most
vulnerable among the shy is that of having what the German sociologist
Nicole Doerr calls “political translators” on location.[2] Political translators
fulfill the purpose of translating between different linguistic groups. But, in
addition, they also understand and can explain to the organizers and
dominant groups the cognitive and emotional burden that certain groups
suffer from because of systemic inequalities, historic injustices, and
marginalization. They can explain misunderstandings that stem from
cultural differences rather than linguistic mistakes. Political translators help
redress imbalances between people who tend to dominate and all other
participants. What this suggests is that political translators may need to be
present even in monolingual contexts.

There might be circumstances, however, where no budget is available
for either facilitators or political translators, and you cannot count on the
intervention of outside observers. In such circumstances, the organizers
need to empower people so they can remind everyone of the norms. In
Ireland, organizers had the norms listed on a piece of paper in the middle of
the table so that anyone who felt talked over or saw someone taking too
much airtime at the expense of others could appeal to the norms in a way
that saved them from having to seem partial or unfair.



Coping with Hurt People Who Hurt People

Empowering the shy, especially the weak and more vulnerable among them,
may require protecting them from prejudice and even creating “safe spaces”
for them. Here is where we run into a possible conflict: on the one hand is
interpretative charity, according to which every idea deserves a generous
hearing; on the other hand is the principle that some people should be
protected from damaging or triggering views.

There is no easy answer to that dilemma, but my experience is that in the
highly curated setting of deliberative spaces, the shy feel safer than in
regular public spaces, and there is room for exploring uncomfortable zones
of disagreement among different groups in a spirit of respect and trust.

There should, of course, be a limit to what can be said: incitement to
violence, hatred, and unadulterated racism, sexism, and homophobia are off
limits, in any setting. In the movie 12 Angry Men, which nicely models the
strengths and challenges of deliberation, everyone gets to say what they
want to say, but only up to a point. The group initially tolerates one of the
jurors’ not-so-subtle racist dog whistles, when he complains about “those
people” and how “they can’t be trusted.” But as the offenses become
gradually more explicit and form more of a systemic pattern—as the juror
goes from saying things that could be interpreted as racist to establishing
that he is an unreformable racist to the core—every other juror ends up
turning their back on him, de facto denying him the right to be heard and
excluding him from the deliberation. (He remains silent for the rest of the
proceedings, and the film suggests, perhaps problematically, that he
redeems himself partly by ultimately voting “not guilty.”)

That said, more ambiguous statements or off-the-cuff remarks or jokes
that may come off as racist, sexist, or otherwise offensive need to be treated
with some sensitivity, according to the principle of interpretative charity.
Not everybody comes from the same background, has grown up in the same
culture, is equally aware or capable of nuance, or has a full understanding
of what diverse audiences may hear in what they say. A remark that might



sound shocking or provocative in one community may be entirely ordinary
in another.

That does not make all such statements okay, of course. But immediate
stigmatization and angry denunciation will only make the person clam up,
with no chance of their coming to realize that their views are ultimately
hurtful or a result of ignorance, and with no chance of learning, growing,
and possibly making amends. In turn, by forcing the person to toe a strict
politically correct line, we risk ignoring important issues and information
that may lie beneath what is taken to be a problematic statement or surface
provocation. Crucially, we may also lose the contributions of the person on
other topics, as they feel ostracized and refuse to engage further.

I never witnessed improper statements or conversations in the context of
the citizens’ assemblies I observed or even in the context of the
crowdsourced legislative process in Finland that I helped design (and my
Finnish coauthor, who was monitoring the online exchanges in her native
language, said she had to remove only a handful of borderline comments
from the platform). I was, by contrast, struck by the number of racist and
xenophobic comments on the French governmental platform of the Great
National Debate set up in January 2019, which was just a high-tech version
of a suggestion box and was not facilitated in any way. When people are
behind a keyboard with no sense of having an actual human being on the
other side who can judge them, they become uglier versions of themselves.

But in deliberative face-to-face or even minimally facilitated online
contexts, the problem is nowhere as serious. If anything, what has struck me
in the context of deliberative assemblies is how sensitive to personal
boundaries and possible misunderstandings people are, sometimes to the
point of self-censorship, which is its own kind of problem. This suggests
that we can probably afford to be more rather than less tolerant of the
occasional departure from such careful behaviors, as they are likely to be
the exception rather than the norm.

To use again the example from Jane Suiter and David Farrell’s reports
on the Irish Convention on the Constitution, the man who stood up at the
end of the weekend devoted to marriage equality to express his



endorsement of it had not been entirely silent on the subject before. In fact,
he had been confrontational throughout the convention, expressing
derogatory judgments about homosexuals. If he had been met with
contempt and judgment right away, rather than patience and tolerance, he
might not have been able to change his mind.

It is possible that people need to get a certain amount of venom out of
their system before they can come to more reasonable conclusions.
Preventing angry outbursts from happening or penalizing them too much,
too soon might thus be counterproductive. In the same way that Danish
design allows people to cry and shout in relative privacy in unemployment
offices without being immediately escorted out, there has to be a way for
collectives to tolerate some amount of unpleasantness and discomfort,
especially if that is the cathartic path to change for at least some people.
Hurt people hurt people, and statistically, there will be a lot of hurt people
in any human group. We can’t expel them all.

And of course, the people on the other side of that anger (the Danish
employee accused of being part of an unjust system while having to console
the unemployed, the gay person having to endure bigoted statements from
the homophobic person coming to terms with their prejudices) are doing
emotional labor that is hard and taxing. That, too, should be acknowledged.
But going into these deliberative spaces, most of us should be prepared for
taking on at least part of that emotional labor. Those of us who can do more
to alleviate the burdens on others should do so. We know who we are.

I mentioned in a previous chapter the behavior of Omar, who took on the
burden of fighting for the more shy and vulnerable people in the assembly,
talking back to experts and putting them in their place when he felt they
were overstepping their boundaries, even at the risk of becoming a bully
himself. Everyone in that scenario was taking on part of the burden.

Omar took on the burden of the shy, and the shy in turn tolerated a
certain amount of explosive behavior on his part as the price to pay for his
dedication to the group. In the end, Omar’s anger turned to tears and,
hopefully, some amount of personal healing. Of course, not all deliberative
processes will have this cathartic, healing effect, and you cannot let all



angry statements go unchecked. In general, it is the role of facilitators to
calm things down and bring people back to a respectful and measured
behavior.

What about more problematic behavior still, including aggressively
homophobic, racist, or otherwise discriminatory statements? I would say it
depends. Obvious cases can be addressed straightforwardly, through firm
interventions of the facilitators and possible reprimands from the
governance committee members, with the possibility of exclusion for the
most egregious cases. But these cases are likely to be extremely rare in a
truly deliberative context (in part because people smartly self-censor). So,
the problems will come from much more ambiguous attitudes and
statements, which are harder to call out.

We want to find the right balance between protecting the usual victims
of discrimination from hurtful comments and behaviors, and maximizing
the space for self-expression. If we accept that we are all in this together,
we need to find a way to listen to statements that may come out the wrong
way or reflect ignorance more than prejudice, but still reflect prejudice.

Think of your parents, uncles, and other relatives who say politically
incorrect and sometimes downright offensive things at Thanksgiving dinner.
What to do about them? Do we stop talking to them? Do we lecture them?
They are family, after all. The question is not whether to keep the peace at
all costs—some lines should never be crossed—but how to get our points
across and allow for the possibility of mutual education. The same applies
to the extremely polarized debate between Democrats and Republicans in
the United States these days, whether on deficits, transgender issues, or
immigration. We need to find a path back to a common deliberation, and
this will take enormous effort on both sides.

Does this mean it will inevitably fall to the shy to shoulder some of the
emotional and cognitive burdens of educating others? Unfortunately, I don’t
see how we can avoid that entirely. But that does not mean the burden needs
to be heavy or the same for everyone. The question is, rather, can we make
that burden as light as possible and reward people for taking it on?



For people at the intersection of multiple injustices, the burden should
probably be zero. They should be free to opt out entirely of having to say
something in reply to an inconsiderate statement. They should be protected
by “political translators,” to reuse Nicole Doerr’s category, who are able to
fight for them and explain to the dominant group why what was said was
hurtful to them, or coaches who can help them process the emotional injury
if they experience it. They should also be understood, though probably not
commended, if they reply with anger or walk out of the room.

But in a randomly selected group, there will be a diversity of profiles.
Few people will be at the intersection of every injustice. So those who can
afford it should take it upon themselves to speak up. It is, I would argue,
their moral duty.

Protecting the Vulnerable

Let me share two more stories from my own life. When I was young, in the
rather paternalistic environment of French society, I never dared to say
anything back to any older man (well, except my father, with whom I have
butted heads my whole life). I was socialized to defer to their judgment, to
never criticize, to deflect but never oppose or contradict directly.

When I moved to the United States, my confidence slowly improved,
but even twelve years after arrival I still let an obnoxious older guy ignore
me during a workshop at Stanford University. At that point, I was a young
assistant professor, three years into the tenure track at Yale, my first book
just about to be published. We were given one hour by the organizers to
separate into groups, identify a big collective problem, and solve it (if that
sounds like a typical, absurdly overambitious Silicon Valley thing to do,
don’t worry—it was).

The first step was to go around the table (about twelve people) and
collectively identify a topic. At my table, my recollection is that I was the
only woman. Some ideas were floated by the first two people to my left, but
then the oldest gentleman (he looked about eighty to me) spoke with great



assertiveness to dismiss them and said we should tackle the problem of the
filibuster, which was then causing the paralysis of Congress and its
incapacity to increase the debt ceiling. The next person to speak, a Nobel
Prize winner in physics, I recall, thought it was a great idea and started
developing some thoughts about it.

After those two high-status people had spoken, the group clearly
assumed we had decided on the topic. I mustered the courage to raise my
hand and say something like, “I think we’re not done going around the
table. Maybe we could hear some other ideas?” At which point the older
man turned to me and said, pointing at the cookie and coffee I had brought
for myself from the display in the lobby, “Oh, you only brought cookies for
yourself?” And that was it. He proceeded to ignore me, and the
conversation moved on.

I leaned back in my chair, stunned. My blood was boiling, my cheeks
were burning. I had a sinking feeling of injustice, humiliation, and
powerlessness. But the saddest thing is that the first and main thought that
went through my mind was the following: I’m so rude. I should have
brought cookies for everyone. It took a while for that thought to give way to
a more rational one: This is America, and everyone is responsible for their
own damn cookie and coffee. And why on earth should the one young
woman in the group be responsible for bringing treats to the table? I still
couldn’t move. My brain was going into overdrive while everyone else was
engrossed in the conversation.

I considered getting up and leaving. I saw myself slamming the door on
the way out. But I also realized it would make zero difference. Instead, I got
up and went to the bathroom. I came back determined to at least stay at the
table—to “lean in,” as Sheryl Sandberg would later put it—no matter how
pointless in terms of my actual influence. On the way back, a middle-aged
man from my table stopped me and said, “I’m so sorry for what just
happened back there. When I see you, I think of my daughter. It made me
feel bad.” I forgot the rest of what he said, because all I could think was:
Why didn’t you say something then? I just needed one person to stand up



for me, or by me. Instead, I smiled, thanked him for his concern, and went
back to the room.

Now picture me ten years later, a tenured full professor, a recognized
scholar, a mother of two, and a proud American citizen. I found myself
appointed to an academic committee in France, which included a mix of
people, including several women and a high-status older gentleman, whom
I had been recommended to ingratiate myself to. At one point, two media
specialists, both women, gave a presentation to our group about how to
manage the communication aspect of our work. The high-status gentleman
did not like the proposal and proceeded to tear it down. That was fine, until
he felt the need to add the phrase: “You are naïve, you’re just little girls.”

In French, the word he used was gamines—a term that can be
affectionate, like something you’d say about toddlers playing in the park.
But here it was meant to diminish and belittle, reducing these women to
childish innocents out of their depth. My blood pressure immediately rose.
When my turn came to speak, I said, “Look, Gaston [not his real name], I’m
going to play the grandstanding American here. You cannot call these two
grown-up women ‘gamines.’ They may look young to you, but they are
professionals.” I was barely done saying this when he interrupted me: “Oh,
in my mouth ‘gamine’ is a term of endearment.” I replied, “You know it’s
not going to be perceived that way. And if I may say so, they are of a
generation that understands the media much better than we do. If I were
them, I would reply to you, ‘Okay boomer.’ ” At that point, he was not
listening to me any longer but blustering about until he finally said, “Okay,
I’m sorry, I take that back.”

Later, the two media specialists got a chance to reply to him and did so
in the light-touch, French female way: “We have spent hours and hours
thinking about this and considering all options. We are not naïve. If
anything, we are in a business where you have to be paranoid all the time.”
Later one of them came to me and thanked me explicitly for stepping in.

Why am I telling this story? Not to shame Gaston, who shall remain
anonymous. Nor because I want to look like a hero, because it took very
little courage on my part to do what I did. Given my position as an outsider



to the French system at that point, even if I had alienated Gaston forever, it
would have had zero repercussions on my professional or personal life. If
anything, I instantly knew it would make me look good and potentially earn
me the respect of the rest of the group and the gratitude of the media
specialists, which it did. More problematically, as you can probably tell
from the “boomer” comment, there was even a little schadenfreude
motivating my behavior. I can’t help but think this smackdown was my
long-delayed revenge on the eighty-year-old American blowhard from that
Stanford workshop. Yet I don’t think revenge is an acceptable motivation
here, and so my attitude was far from exemplary.

Instead, I recount all this because I want to show how those of us who
can afford it should intervene on behalf of those who can’t. At Stanford, it
would have taken just one voice among the other men to buttress my
legitimate demand to complete the round of suggestions on the topic to be
considered. Maybe other people would have then piled on, with the same
request. Whatever we had decided on in the end, the process would have
been a lot more inclusive and democratic for it. On that more recent
committee, I had to intervene because I could, and because if I hadn’t, I’m
not sure anyone else would have. And why risk it? I suspect for many of the
other members of that meeting, the comment did not even register as a
problem and they thought I was overreacting.[3]

The other lesson is that we cannot waste occasions for prejudiced
persons to learn. People who think or say prejudiced things, and perhaps are
fundamentally prejudiced, can be transformed in a deliberative context. I’m
not convinced my Stanford boor could have been changed, but I think
Gaston was. More important, even when prejudiced individuals won’t
budge, it’s still important to set expectations for the audience around them.

Of course, for change to happen, it takes a certain context, certain
egalitarian norms, and a certain way of packaging the message. Citizens’
assemblies are one of those rare contexts, where social distinctions are not
supposed to matter and, at the very least, are made as invisible as possible
for a while. A teacher can talk to a banker, who can talk to a butcher, who
can talk to a nurse, who can talk to an astrologer. (I confess I did not believe



“astrologer” was an actual profession until I met one of those in the
Convention on the End of Life.) A seventeen-year-old can talk to an eighty-
two-year-old. People of all backgrounds, colors, and religions can bond and
exchange views. This creates enormous potential for learning and evolving.

Am I sending mixed messages here? On the one hand, I insist we should
use the principle of interpretative charity so that we give one another a
chance to learn and progress. On the other hand, I’m asking each of us to
take it upon ourselves to stand up for injustice in deliberative contexts and
play the role of champions for the most vulnerable, calling out bad behavior
when we see it. I realize there is a fine line here, and it might not be
possible to get it right on every occasion. But I do think we can at the same
time try to stay maximally open and generous in our interpretations of what
is being said or how it’s being said, and gently call out people (all the while
curbing the schadenfreude or desire to humiliate) when they cross a line. It
is actually a key part of democratic deliberation to practice this difficult art
and to develop the maturity to handle situations of conflict in a respectful
way.
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The Future of Democracy, and How
to Get There Fast

Some ideas are so stupid that only intellectuals believe them.
george orwell

It is out of the question that sortition replace elections.
president of the french national assembly

Revolutions always happen when reasonable people haven’t been crazy enough
before.
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T here are many different ideas about what politics without politicians
should look like. As I said in the first chapter, I distinguish between

reformist and radical agendas. In the reformist agenda, the one that starts
from where we are, politics without politicians consists in carving out
spaces in the existing system for ordinary citizens to make influential
decisions at all levels of a polity. My work on French citizens’ assemblies
with the CESE, and more recently on student citizens’ assemblies in both
France and the United States, falls into this category. There is a lot of room
for ingenuity and innovation in that reformist space that, in my view, would
do a lot of good while stopping short of changing things at a fundamental or
constitutional level.

At the more radical level, which would involve constitutional changes,
the biggest split is between people who envision a pure form of politics
without politicians and those—more numerous—who favor a hybrid one,
keeping elected politicians in key positions. The Rutgers University
philosopher Alexander Guerrero, the author of Lottocracy, advocates for a
system doing away with elections and any form of mass voting entirely,
replacing them with a myriad of single-purpose lot-based deliberative
assemblies.[1] In this vision, we get rid of politicians as we know them, but
we also constrain citizens’ agency. They can directly shape policies and
laws only as members of minipublics, not through voting in elections for
representatives or even in referenda.

Among the advocates of a hybrid system, the political scientist John
Gastil and the late sociologist Erik Olin Wright favor a hybrid form of
democracy, in which a single citizens’ assembly serves as a veto point for
the work of a classic elected chamber.[2] Their proposal arguably gets us the
best of both worlds: agency (through the act of electing the members of the
assembly) and citizen equality (through the random selection process to the
second chamber). The problem is that these authors do not really explain
how to avoid paralysis in a system that creates an additional source of veto
and pits two types of legitimacy—that of politicians and that of ordinary
citizens—against each other.



As for me, at the theoretical level, I tend to favor a third vision centering
a large agenda-setting chamber based on lot—a lottocratic parliament of
sorts. This setup would be combined with lower-level assemblies also based
on lot and frequent referenda. These referenda would include multiple
questions and bear on both the package of policies and laws put forward by
the assembly and specific laws of particular importance. My favored system
thus does away with politicians entirely and replaces them with ordinary
citizens chosen by lot, as in the ancient Athenian model. Legislators are no
longer elected but, instead, are appointed through civic lotteries and rotated
frequently, perhaps every two years or so at the national level, more
frequently at lower levels. This system brings to the sites of agenda-setting
and lawmaking people from all walks of life who would never have dreamt
of running for elections and would not have stood a chance to win them if
they had.

Additionally, this system includes elements of direct democracy, which
are crucial both because direct democracy expands every citizen’s ability to
influence political outcomes and because they form an important
accountability mechanism on the decisions of the lot-based legislature.
Direct democracy crucially empowers the masses by allowing them to
decide on issues, or bundles of issues, without any intermediary. Popular
votes can be triggered in a top-down fashion by the decision of the lot-
based assembly or some other established body to submit some proposal or
bundle of proposals to a vote. They can also be triggered bottom-up, by so-
called citizens’ initiatives, whereby a fraction of the citizenry, if they care
enough about an issue and manage to convince enough people to sign on to
their proposal, can put to a referendum a law, a constitutional amendment,
or a call for a repeal of an existing law or the recall of political personnel.

In this model—which I called “open democracy” in a prior book—I
favor a single chamber over multiple single-issue bodies or bicameral
systems, because a central body can weigh trade-offs across political
domains and avoid the gridlock and minority vetoes that often cripple
divided structures.



Am I certain which model is superior in the abstract? Not at all. In fact, I
have remaining questions, including about how conflict would be structured
and resolved if parties were no longer the primary vehicle for groups
seeking power. But do parties need the ability to win power in order to form
and organize conflicts? Or could they redefine their role—mobilizing voters
for referenda, presenting testimony to minipublics, and advocating for the
interests they represent? While parties might no longer serve as a breeding
ground for politicians, they could still play a vital role in generating ideas
and fostering civic engagement. Similarly, just because citizens’ assemblies
are primarily sites of common good–oriented deliberation does not mean
some amount of conflict resolution cannot happen within them as well.
While these questions and others are unresolved, they are what makes my
job as a political theorist exciting. And I think more people should take
them seriously and try to answer them.

First, They Ignore You…

I’m used to the ideas presented in this book provoking strong reactions. I
remember giving a talk in January 2017 at the headquarters of the
Mercurio, a conservative Chilean newspaper, in Santiago. The paper had
invited me during a yearly conference called Congreso Futuro, where I gave
a TED Talk–like presentation on my then in-progress book Open
Democracy. In the smaller setting of the newspaper venue, I was given a
similar opportunity to present my views but with the added possibility to
interact with the audience—the newspaper’s employees and readers, and the
general public. At the end of the talk, one older man raised his hand and
asked a very hostile “question,” the gist of it being that I was a fool for
wanting to hand over the reins of power to the ignorant masses. I politely
replied something to the effect that it did not seem to me that the current
elites were doing such a great job in Chile, given the palpable frustration in
the population at the time. And indeed two years later Chile would erupt



into massive protests and violent riots, followed by two failed attempts at
rewriting the constitution. The man stood up and left the room.

Another time, in March 2022, I was paired with an elected politician
from the center-right French Republican party at a public event at the Dutch
embassy in Paris. In my talk, building on the Icelandic and French
examples, I defended the concept of citizen legislators, with the clear
implication that such citizen legislators might even be capable of replacing
elected ones. When his turn came to talk, the politician went ballistic, going
on a rant about the fact that, and I quote, “ordinary citizens do not belong in
parliaments.” It was a splendid demonstration of the elitism and, frankly,
arrogance of some members of the political class, which earned me many
smiles in the room and whispered thank-yous during the cocktail hour
afterward.

Beyond these angry reactions, I’m also used to the more friendly but
skeptical frown or cocked eyebrow, motivated by perfectly reasonable
concerns. “Have you really thought this through?” So let me guide the still-
skeptical reader through several of the objections I have overcome myself
over the years and have not yet addressed directly or indirectly in the book.

The Objection About Legitimacy

Perhaps the most common, if not the most powerful, objection to politics
without politicians is that ordinary citizens put in charge of making
decisions for the rest of us have no “legitimacy,” that is, the right to decide.
This objection typically comes from elected officials who feel threatened by
the competition of ordinary citizens. It is implicit in some of the reactions I
just described. But it manifested most spectacularly in an address to the
French Citizens’ Convention on the End of Life issue by the president of the
French National Assembly.

During the first weekend of the convention, various officials, including
the prime minister, the president of the CESE, and the president of the
governance committee of the convention, made it clear that citizens’



recommendations would not be taken up “unfiltered” by the legislative or
executive branches. This time around, citizens could not expect to have a
direct influence on policymaking.

The repeated evasions sent a clear signal: The assembly’s authority
wasn’t taken seriously. One young citizen finally said what many were
thinking. Addressing the president of the National Assembly, he asked,
“You say you trust us, but you keep reminding us we have no power—less
than the previous climate assembly. What are we supposed to make of
that?” Rather than offer reassurance, the president bristled. Ostensibly there
to show respect, she used the moment to reassert hierarchy. In a long and
defensive reply, stripped of its platitudes, she said: “Sortition will never
replace election. That’s not my idea of democracy, now or ever. You’re not
representative of the French people—you haven’t been elected. You have no
legitimacy to decide.”

Later, she doubled down: “You are representative of French society
because you come from different parts of it, but you do not represent
society.”

And finally: “It’s better that way. It’s less of a burden for you. Good for
you to know that others will decide after you.”

The citizens reacted to this diatribe rather respectfully. There were no
loud protests and some in the audience even clapped. But a man in the
audience pointed out that if the National Assembly failed to take the
Convention’s proposals seriously, its own legitimacy, already under attack,
would likely plummet further. Sitting in the front row, however, I felt the
blow. I left the building and walked for hours through Paris, sure that I’d
resign the next day. What was the point of wasting public money and trust
(not to mention my own unpaid time) if this assembly was a charade? Were
we empowering citizens to shape democracy, or staging another Potemkin
process to appease public anger? It felt like participation-washing—
wrapped in paternalism. (In the end, I didn’t resign. I figured I was more
useful inside, and as a researcher, there were still things of value to study.)

But this attack on the legitimacy of the convention deserves an answer.
As I have shown in previous chapters, many people can act as political



representatives of other people—that is, speak and act on their behalf. The
fact that citizens’ assemblies are also representative in a descriptive sense
(they look like the larger public) does not prevent them from being
representative in that second sense as well. In fact, it is because they look
like the rest of the people that citizens’ assemblies are good political
representatives in my view, and indeed better ones than elected assemblies.
So, the president of the National Assembly was plain wrong on that front.

Now, the more interesting question is: Who has more legitimacy to
speak and act on behalf of the people—elected officials, or the people
drawn by lot? Legitimacy is a difficult and contested concept. I’m not
talking about sociological legitimacy—how much support an institution
enjoys at any point in time. I’m not even talking about legal legitimacy—
the right to decide, as it is spelled out in the constitution or the law. I’m
talking about normative legitimacy: what morally deserves our support. For
two centuries, we’ve treated elections as the main, if not the only, source of
such legitimacy. But history shows legitimacy is not fixed. It once came
from God, or bloodlines, or arcane knowledge. That changed with the
Enlightenment, which brought the idea of popular consent. But in practice,
consent translates into majority rule, and that means elected officials often
rule without the consent of large minorities. As a result, elections transfer
only partial legitimacy. And like the kings of yesteryear who lost their
normative legitimacy to elected parliaments, nowadays the normative
legitimacy of elected parliaments is in crisis too.

So we are allowed to ask anew: What should legitimacy—and
specifically democratic legitimacy—mean and require in the twenty-first
century?

The president of the National Assembly had no interest in that
discussion. Her view of legitimacy was past-oriented and narrowly legalist
—rooted in law, not democratic renewal. She missed the opportunity to
explore the deeper question: Who should decide in a democracy? And what
kind of legitimacy should we aspire to now?

A more honest answer is that electoral and sortition-based bodies
embody different, sometimes competing, sometimes complementary, forms



of legitimacy: one rooted in consent via the vote, the other in equality via
the draw. We should be having more conversations—open, public, political
—about how these forms can coexist, reinforce, or challenge one another.
Our current systems are creaking, and the next phase of democratic life may
depend on getting this right.

Note that, when exposed to the reality of citizens’ assemblies, ordinary
citizens in the larger public quickly rally behind the idea that such
assemblies could be legitimate, at least for the purpose of making proposals
on behalf of the larger public. Recall that by June 2020—less than a year
after France launched its first citizens’ convention—70 percent of the
population had heard of it, and 60 percent among them believed it had the
legitimacy to propose policies on behalf of the public. By February 2021,
55 percent of the French thought governments should be required to
implement the recommendations of citizens’ assemblies, while only 15
percent opposed the idea. Across Europe, the popularity of these assemblies
has only grown in recent years. The public may not be ready to grant them
full legislative power just yet, but that may be just a matter of time—once
the proof piles up that they can deliver.

The Objection About Agency

Another objection is that sortition assemblies, if they were to be the end-all
of a new form of government, would de facto exclude most people and
deprive them of agency. Even if we recognize the limited value and causal
influence of any individual vote in any mass election, it’s another ball game
altogether to move to a system where citizens can participate only if they
have won a lottery of some kind. This loss of agency—both at the
individual level of the voter and at the collective level of “the people”—is
one of the worries behind political philosophers Cristina Lafont and Nadia
Urbinati’s critique of schemes that seek to give any form of actual power to
lot-based bodies. For them, popular sovereignty manifests first and
foremost in the act of voting in elections, without which there is no



democracy to speak of. As a result, they can advocate only an advisory role
for citizens’ assemblies.

I take this objection seriously, and this is why I am not a pure
“lottocrat,” unlike, say, Alexander Guerrero. I do reserve a central space for
voting, not in elections but in referenda, in my vision of politics without
politicians. That said, it is questionable whether individual agency is so
limited, even in a purely lottocratic system. Assuming, as both Guerrero and
I do, that we should multiply empowered citizens’ assemblies and similar
minipublics at every level of the polity, and even rethink the governance of
many other organizations on their model (including hospitals, companies,
and schools), people would inevitably gain a lot more agency in this
system, over the course of their lifetimes, than most people can ever dream
of achieving by voting every four years.

Of course, it would still be only individual agency. What would be lost
in a pure lottocracy such as Guerrero envisions is a form of collective
power, when all citizens come together to vote and make a decision, as in
an election or a referendum. This form of collective agency is key to the
idea of “people’s power,” and therefore to the idea of democracy. It is also
an important accountability mechanism in case the members of the lot-
based bodies go mad or are corrupted, which cannot be completely ruled
out.

This is why, like Lafont and Urbinati, I believe in the necessity to
supplement representative institutions (whether elected or randomly
selected) with direct democracy mechanisms such as referenda.

The need for agency is also why, in my model of open democracy, I plan
for a greater availability to citizens of extensive participatory rights, such as
citizens’ initiatives and rights of referral, through which any individual or
group of individuals, provided they manage to gather enough signatures,
would be able to put certain proposals onto the agenda of the government or
directly to a vote in a referendum. They would also be able to recall certain
laws and policies through referendum. The frequency of popular votes
would likely be higher than it is currently in most existing systems, though
likely not as high as it is in Switzerland. Because Switzerland does not have



citizens’ assemblies and still relies on skewed electoral representation, the
countervailing mechanisms of direct democracy are needed more often than
would presumably be the case in a politics centering the deliberations of
ordinary citizens.

Note, finally, that agency would likely take new forms and be available
to groups beyond the usual suspects. As members of lot-based assemblies
would be going home between sessions, their family, relatives, friends, and
neighbors—some too shy to engage in the form of political activism that the
confident seek out—would ask questions and share information, as they did
during the French conventions. More distant groups might also organize to
access these local representatives, but the point is that the shy might
actually have a shot at being heard for a change. That, too, is a form of
agency that could spread evenly and deeply into society via lot-based
representatives.

Too Extremist or Insufficiently Radical?

Even among those who are open-minded about the possibility of doing
democracy differently, there often remains a general worry about the type of
citizens who would show up in the lot-based assembly, with two opposite
types of concerns: that citizens would be too radical (if self-selection is too
pronounced); or that citizens would be too attached to the status quo (if the
deliberative sample is truly representative).

The first worry can and should be addressed as we improve the sampling
methods and increase the take-up rate. But even using current recruitment
methods, the members of citizen assemblies have not shown themselves to
be partisan or extremist. While citizens’ recommendations were in favor of
liberalizing the law on abortion in Ireland, this is in relation to a
constitutional baseline that criminalized it quite harshly, by Western
standards. Conversely, in South Korea, a large deliberative poll of 471
randomly selected South Koreans asked to debate nuclear energy policy
chose to continue the construction and exploitation of two nuclear plants—a



choice viewed as conservative—despite the progressive president’s desire
to shut them down permanently. Citizen assembly members do not aim to
posture or score points in partisan ways, but to solve problems for their
fellow citizens.

What about the opposite worry, which is that citizen assemblies will
represent the preexisting consensus in a country and be unable to formulate
the radical proposals that the times may demand, for example on climate
policy, and that a visionary leader or a differently selected assembly might?

A lot-based assembly will, by design, reflect the broader consensus of
the larger polity. For example, on end-of-life issues, the second French
convention aligned with public sentiment, supporting a more permissive
legal framework. However, there are instances where simply mirroring
public consensus is, in itself, a radical act—particularly when political elites
wish to block progress. This was evident in Ireland, where assemblies
helped push forward transformative change on marriage equality and
abortion despite elite resistance. In some cases, such assemblies help reveal
the possibility of a consensus that no one was really aware of. Who knew
that the French would be so supportive of a global housing renovation plan?

Should citizens’ assemblies be expected to fulfill the role of visionary
leadership as well? I am not sure. Their role is basic democratic
representation, which we need more of. Randomly selected citizens’
assemblies produce ideas and proposals that are more aligned with the
preferences of the larger population and draw on a more diverse pool of
views and information than those of elected assemblies. As a result, their
proposals are likely to be better and more likely to be accepted by the
public than those of elected assemblies. The standard of success for
deliberative democrats is not whether citizens’ assemblies can generate
outstanding new policies that no one had thought of before. It’s whether
they can produce laws and policies that are better and more legitimate than
those produced by elected politicians.



What About Leadership?

But surely, a democracy needs visionary leaders? In politics without
politicians, who would fulfill that function if not elected politicians?

First, note that contra the president of the French National Assembly’s
claim that power would be too much of a burden for them, ordinary citizens
want more responsibility, not less. But it is true that they aren’t power-
hungry in the way politicians too often are. Most want power not for
themselves but for the assembly they are a part of, and beyond that for the
larger public they hope to serve. A few might get a taste for politics, sure.
But the vast majority return to private life—more confident and more
engaged, but not seeking office. They don’t want to rule again and again
and again, as some of our life-politicians do. They just want to do their duty
and pass the responsibility to others.

That does not mean, however, that there would not be natural leaders
emerging from the group of ordinary citizens. In a lot-based democracy,
however, they would come to the fore and be elevated by their peers, often
in more organic ways than the highly constrained competition between
elites through which our current leaders emerge, or rather, are anointed by
party elites.

What about the executive function specifically? How should the
president of the United States or France be chosen in politics without
politicians? Surely not by lot? Indeed, lot, at least used on the basis of
universal inclusion (all members of the polity being candidates), would not
be appropriate to select for a one-person position endowed with such
extraordinary power. But maybe the solution is in part to rethink and
humble the executive function in these presidential regimes. In theory, the
executive branch exists to “execute” the laws, not to make policy or law
itself. It’s a strange and rather undemocratic historical development, and
perhaps a mistake on the part of constitutional designers, that we have let
presidents become so powerful, and indeed so much more powerful than
parliaments.



Instead of electing a powerful political figure through universal suffrage,
which produces monarch-like figures with dangerously inflated egos, which
in turn fosters unhealthy cults of personality in the larger population, we
could find inspiration in the never-applied French constitution of 1793,
which considered a twenty-four-member executive board, or in the current
Swiss model of an executive council of seven. In Switzerland, the seven-
member collegial body is elected by the Federal Assembly (the bicameral
parliament). No one really knows the names of these officials, or cares, in a
healthy, depersonalized way of defining the function. We could imagine
something a bit similar for a lot-based democracy: for example, a
multimember collegial body randomly selected from, or otherwise chosen
by, the lot-based legislature, with one of them rotating every year as the
official figurehead of the government for the purpose of representation on
the foreign stage. The point is, we should be thinking creatively while we
still have the luxury to do so.

What About the Economy?

Last but not least, some readers might worry that the solution proposed in
this book will do little to address the elephant in the room: capitalism, or
rather the crony version that seems to have crept up in the United States and
elsewhere. If elected officials are already captured by economic powers and
interests in the current system, what guarantees that changing the selection
method will do anything to address the problem? While sortition has some
anticorruption virtues, it alone cannot stem the flood of money in politics
and the enormous power of international corporations to shape policies and
laws to their liking.

It is true that in this book I have more or less taken for granted the
background economic conditions of existing democracies—a variety of
market-based capitalism. This is partly because there is only so much one
book can accomplish. But it is also because I believe that politics can tame
economics up to a point (even given the constraints of an open economy)



and that a more democratic politics could considerably improve the current
situation.

That said, I also happen to believe that it is both desirable and necessary
to engage with economic questions as well. My work with the sociologist
Isabelle Ferreras and the #DemocratizingWork group (a group of female
scholars interested in exploring the tensions between democracy and
capitalism and how to solve them) is an effort in that direction.[3] We
explore in particular the various ways employees should be given proper
democratic representation and voice inside large companies. More recently,
I have explored with the economists Oliver Hart and Luigi Zingales the
ways lot could be used to empower people who own shares in the stock
market, including everyone who has a 401(k) plan, in a way that takes them
seriously as human bearers of ethical values, not just rational seekers of
financial value. We propose using so-called investor assemblies (citizens’
assemblies of shareholders) to inform the decision-making of wealth fund
managers when it comes to difficult ethical trade-offs between financial
return and, say, climate mitigation, women’s rights, or economic patriotism.
[4] All of these, however, are arguments for other books.

Getting from Here to There

Even if we’ve addressed these and other objections, the question remains:
How do we move from today’s suboptimal, dysfunctional political system,
dominated by politicians, to a system where they play little or no central
role?

It seems impossible to answer this question in the abstract, as if one
could map out an ideal path to an imagined other place. The late Maurice
Pope had to resort to the dystopian scenario of a nuclear catastrophe wiping
out all of humanity save for a handful of researchers in Antarctica to be able
to imagine how we could re-create human societies in the image of lot-
based democracies.[5]



Hopefully, the ultimate path would involve a less-dramatic form of
orderly constitutional process in a time of peace. This process could model
itself after, say, the constitutional Icelandic process of 2010–2013,
combined with elements of the French Great National Debate and the best
examples of citizens’ assemblies. My recommendation would be, at any
rate, to select the constitutional assembly itself by lot rather than through
elections, for all the reasons already adduced in this book.

How would this work in the United States? And who would have an
interest in transitioning from the current system to a different one? It is hard
to imagine the United States escaping from the constraints of its gilded
“frame” at the federal level—a constitution made intentionally difficult to
amend by the Founding Fathers. It requires a two-thirds majority in both the
House of Representatives and in the Senate, followed by ratification from
three-fourths of the state legislatures or state conventions. In the current
hyper-polarized context, the prospect of such a consensus at the federal
level is slim.

But change might happen at the state level, where experimentation with
one-off citizens’ assemblies is already happening.[6] Long-term, the
institutionalization of permanent sortition-based bodies at the state level in
the United States is not unthinkable. Technically, both Republican and
Democratic voters would have an interest in moving to random selection of
sorts. Republicans because random selection ensures proportional
representation in the assembly and they would be guaranteed a substantial
presence despite their de facto minority status in terms of registered voters
at the federal level, by contrast with the winner-take-all system under which
both parties currently operate. Democratic voters should embrace it, too, if
only in the name of the inclusion that they champion.

But at the moment, the prospects of institutionalization in the United
States are still far off, as they are in most other countries, so let me turn
instead to the more immediate lessons that one can derive from the relative
successes, and some of the failures, of democratic innovations over the last
forty years.



One lesson is that the possibility of radical change should be approached
with an attitude of open-minded pragmatism, humility, and readiness to
experiment rather than ideological and theoretical purity. This has been a
lesson for me, who came at some of these experiments from the perspective
of a theorist.

An example here is the 2012–2014 Irish Convention on the Constitution,
whose hybrid design mixed two-thirds randomly selected citizens and one-
third traditional politicians. On paper this sounds like a bad idea, mixing
principles of legitimacy (elections versus sortition) without either good
theoretical reasons or empirical evidence to go by. Yet in practice, this
hybridization seemed to have built trust between two distinct constituencies
(ordinary citizens and elected officials) and paved the way for a purely
randomly selected assembly in 2016. By then politicians understood and
trusted the potential of such an assembly, having seen it operate from within
to great success just a few years earlier. The same mixture of politicians and
ordinary citizens (one third to two thirds) also seems to work well in the
context of Belgian deliberative commissions.[7] Whatever works!

By contrast, in France, one mistake was probably not to create more
interactions with Parliament earlier in the process, even though these
contacts would have risked jeopardizing the independence of the
conventions. One successful aspect of the French design, however, was the
relative flexibility of the conventions made possible by the creation of
governance committees in charge of maneuvering the intrinsic uncertainties
of such processes as well as constantly evolving circumstances (such as the
pandemic, social movements, etc.). Recognizing our limited knowledge
about the optimal design and procedures of democratic innovations calls for
adaptability, flexibility, and a readiness to revise theory based on practice.
This open-minded, pragmatic approach is essential because no two
countries are the same—reform strategies must be tailored to fit local
cultures and circumstances.

Another lesson is that change happens mostly during or just after crises.
The 2008 financial crisis was the opportunity needed to introduce
democratic innovations both in Ireland and Iceland, as it sufficiently



unsettled existing elites and faith in their competence to allow for a more
experimental mindset. The Yellow Vests protests in France similarly
triggered a chain reaction that led to the Great National Debate and ensuing
citizens’ conventions. Crises are what open the Overton window and
unsettle power players to the point where they are willing to try, or at least
appear to try, something new. In that fleeting moment of disruption and
uncertainty, there is opportunity and potential for change.

Academics, Activists, and Even Politicians

At critical moments, having ready-to-go ideas is essential—and that’s
where academics play a crucial role. Milton Friedman famously noted in
the 1982 preface to Capitalism and Freedom that the “basic function” of
academics is “to develop alternatives to existing policies, to keep them alive
and available until the politically impossible becomes politically
inevitable.” While politics without politicians isn’t inevitable yet, it has
become increasingly viable in recent years, thanks in part to the work of
academics and activists. In Ireland, the political scientists David Farrell and
Jane Suiter patiently engaged parliamentarians, first securing a small pilot,
which eventually led to the hybrid model of the country’s first citizens’
assembly, and then turning citizens’ assemblies into an almost routine
feature of the Irish system. In Belgium, the historian and writer David Van
Reybrouck championed democratic innovations like the G1000 and Ost-
Belgium’s permanent citizens’ assembly. Magali Plovie drove the creation
of Brussels’s deliberative commissions, which bring together
parliamentarians and randomly selected citizens. Meanwhile, James Fishkin
from Stanford has successfully persuaded governments and even a
corporation like Meta to run deliberative polls worldwide.

Activists have been equally pivotal. In Canada, Iceland, Ireland, and
Belgium, reforms often began with years of activist pressure for new
political approaches. When crises emerged, these activists were ready with



concrete proposals, offering policymakers an easy solution. Iceland and
France offer prime examples.

In Iceland, the National Forum of 2010—launched by the government as
the first step in rewriting the constitution—was directly modeled after the
2009 National Forum, an initiative led by a group of Icelandic
entrepreneurs called the Anthill. Believing in collective intelligence, they
organized a forum in response to the financial crisis, which was so well
received that parliament adopted the same design for the constitutional
process.

In France, the origins of the Citizens’ Convention for Climate vary by
account. Reportedly, Van Reybrouck gave his book to President Emmanuel
Macron just before the Yellow Vests movement erupted. Around the same
time, the activist and documentary maker Cyril Dion, together with the
actress Marion Cotillard, met with Macron following the Great National
Debate and pitched the idea of a national citizens’ assembly on climate.

These examples show that when thoughtful proposals meet the right
moment, real change is possible. Academics and activists must keep
refining ideas, ensuring they’re ready to seize the next opportunity for a
more participatory future.

Of course, politicians are needed, too—an irony that is not lost on me.
Politics without politicians can start without them, certainly, but short of a
revolution, reforms and changes will have to happen through them and with
their help.

Ireland’s extraordinary success in passing two major reforms (marriage
equality and the decriminalization of abortion) is no doubt largely due to the
politicians being on board with the process and trustful of it from day one.
By contrast, one of the reasons Iceland failed to pass its constitutional
reform, ultimately, is that the main protagonist, the Icelandic Constitutional
Council, failed to measure how much it depended on the goodwill and
support of existing political actors. Its refusal to compromise alienated part
of the political class, which then sought to sink the process at every turn.
Somewhere in the middle we find the case of the French conventions,
which started with a bang but, because they threatened existing legislative



institutions, are looking more and more like they will go out with a
whimper.

Visionary politicians with sufficient influence need to put their political
capital behind democratic innovations, less they remain academic and
impactless exercises. President Macron’s much-publicized visit to the
climate convention in January 2020 marked the moment when this
assembly went from obscure focus group to political actor on the national
stage. In Ireland, enough parliamentarians similarly had to embrace the
premise of a citizens’ assembly for the original pilot put forward by
academics to be turned into an actual political assembly whose
recommendations were morally if not legally constraining. Even
deliberative polls have the potential of making an impact if political
authorities incorporate them as a governance method and commit to taking
seriously their recommendations.

Of course, there is a risk here, that of participation-washing and co-
opting by established elites, especially as using citizens’ assemblies is
initially a good way for a government to regain some legitimacy. It is
striking, for example, that the country where citizens’ assemblies have been
the most sucessful—Ireland—is at the moment one of the least likely to
evolve toward the more radical form of politics without politicians, because
it has been so successful at implementing the reformist version! Irish
citizens are indeed among the European citizens least interested in replacing
politicians with randomly selected representatives, perhaps precisely
because the Irish citizens’ assemblies have succeeded in restoring a form of
trust between ordinary citizens and politicians.[8]

The key actors for change, however, are ultimately ordinary citizens
themselves, the anonymous, regular people, many of whom fall into the
category of those I called “the shy” throughout this book. Their support is
key to the success of democratic innovations; without it, even good ideas
are bound to wither. Activists and academics played a role in bringing about
the French conventions, but so did the thousands of French citizens who
participated in the regional citizens’ assemblies of the Great National
Debate. Their deliberations converged on the idea that new democratic



forms of governance were needed to address climate and environmental
issues. Their views shaped the decision by President Macron to convene the
Citizens’ Convention for Climate as much as academics’ and activists’
pressure.[9]

Some citizens possess unique leverage—and a few choose to use it in
remarkable ways. Take Marlene Engelhorn, an Austrian heiress who
inherited twenty-five million euros. Believing she neither needed nor
deserved such wealth and unable to persuade the Austrian government to
tax it (no wealth or inheritance tax exists in Austria), she took matters into
her own hands. Aware that she might lack the moral authority to determine
how best to use the money, she entrusted its distribution to a citizen jury of
fifty randomly selected Austrians. Inspired by what she had read about
citizen juries (including, I’ll gladly admit, some of my own work), she
thought: Why not apply this democratic principle herself? This kind of
selflessness is rare and perhaps not to be counted on, but it speaks to a
deeper truth: Institutionalizing real democracy demands more than figuring
out the right political design; it depends on and calls on those with
privilege, wealth, and influence to voluntarily share power. Real change
begins when those who can afford it lead by example.

To Earth!

My main bet, however, is not even on today’s generations of passionate
citizens who believe in change, because we, and I include myself here, are
still too caught up in old paradigms, too cynical, and our powers of
imagination are already too ossified. My bet, instead, is on the younger
generations.

Over the last ten years I’ve regularly taught a class called Reinventing
Democracy to undergraduate students at Yale University. They always strike
me as the more open-minded of my interlocutors, even though they often
start out being extremely deferential toward existing institutions, especially
those of the United States (though that deference has strikingly nose-dived



since 2016). Toward the end of the class, which we spend reading classics
of contemporary democratic theory, I encourage the students to imagine
what an ideal democratic system, in their view, should look like.

One year, I asked my students to write up a constitution for a new
colony of humans on planet Mars. The idea for this assignment was to free
them of their preconceptions about what a good form of government looks
like so as to be able to imagine a completely new constitutional design for a
new planet, based on the best political theory and social science available
today. As it turns out, the group of nine students who chose to work
together on this assignment produced a stunningly good and original thirty-
page document, which, while clearly indebted to some of my ideas and
ideas by the authors we read during the class, also went far beyond them.

I was so proud of their work that I celebrated it on Twitter, and their
constitution for Mars ended up being covered in a Financial Times article.
[10] Shortly after publication, a group of Washington outer-space lawyers
contacted me and asked for a meeting with the students, which took place
shortly after. The lawyers were impressed, including by the fact that we had
ignored all preexisting legal constraints. (To be fair, I’m not a legal scholar,
so it did not occur to me to make the students read existing treatises on
space law.) The students more than held their own in this conversation,
often making more informed and better points than these seasoned
professionals (I’ll admit I’m probably a bit biased here).

While this experiment focused on constitutional rules for a new society
on Mars, the point was, really, to get things right for Earth, where we’ve
been muddling through attempts at democracy for thousands of years now
and have yet to get it right. Later cohorts of students developed ideas on the
constitutional process that would lead to the writing of a new constitution
for the United States. Another group spent time thinking about architecture,
envisioning, for example, a circle-shaped parliament with transparent glass
walls built on a farm with animals, in the middle of nature. Their idea was
to reconnect the natural world with political institutions, which are too often
nested in hyper-urban environments. The latest cohort of students I taught,
in 2024, sought to create a students’ assembly at Yale University to debate



issues of relevance to the student community, with the hope of helping
shape university policies. They held this assembly, on the topic of
institutional neutrality, in March 2025, as I was completing this manuscript.

What struck me the most in every single one of the projects conducted
by these students was not so much the end result, but rather the way they
interacted with one another, applying the values and principles they had
learned about in class and calling on one another to live by those principles.
They made all their decisions democratically, they made sure to listen to the
least vocal people in the group, they rotated chairing and representation
duties, and they ensured at every step that even as leaders naturally
emerged, those never came to dominate the discussion and turn into power-
hogging figures.

Understanding what democracy means in practice should start earlier
than college—in high school, for example. Instead of electing class
delegates, they could be chosen by lot, as demonstrated by the sortition
advocate Adam Cronkright’s 2009 experiment in Bogotá, Colombia. In this
trial, students who wouldn’t have run for election were randomly selected
and given the opportunity to step up. Not only did these lottocratic
representatives prove capable, but the issues they addressed went far
beyond the typical concerns of an elected council. Rather than focusing on
popularity-boosting events, they tackled real needs. They opened a school
library where none existed, secured a computer donation from the ministry
of education, and established a student ID system that allowed peers to
access half-price bus fares—something previously impossible due to the
lack of school-issued IDs. While they also organized fun activities like
soccer tournaments and poetry competitions, their work had a far broader
impact than that of their elected predecessors.[11]

One could imagine introducing democratic principles as early as
kindergarten, using games and collaborative tasks assigned by lot. This
approach would likely resonate with schools in the United States and
elsewhere that aim to empower all children equally, fostering autonomy
rather than dividing them into leaders and followers, as is still too often the
case.



Democracy, as it stands, has long been defined by elections, parties, and
elites. But it’s time for a Copernican revolution—one that places ordinary
citizens back at the center of the democratic universe. If this vision of
politics resonates with you, there is much work ahead. We need to
reimagine democracy not as a system confined to the ballot box, but as a
daily practice—a way of living, thinking, and engaging with others and
with the world.

The most critical step toward a politics with fewer politicians and more
active citizens is to empower new generations to experience democracy as
something they do, not something they watch. Teaching people to live
democratically—deliberating, sharing power, caring for one another—and
modeling that way of life at home, in the office, and in our daily encounters
is how democracy not only survives but, ultimately, thrives.
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Chapter Seven: The Power of Love
1. This was not environmentally responsible at all, as the participants in the Citizens’ Convention

for Climate had lovingly already made me feel guilty about, which is partly why I attended
only five of the nine weekends of this new convention in person and stayed for two weekends
at a time when it was possible. I should also say that being a member of the governance
committee was an unpaid responsibility, though my traveling costs (economy), hotels, and
meals were paid for by the convention, along with those of the other thirteen governance
committee members.
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6. One journalist who was working on a book was allowed to take notes, but with the explicit
agreement that she couldn’t voice an opinion or report on anything that was happening at those
meetings until way after the convention was over. I’m not aware that she ended up publishing
anything.
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Chapter Ten: Designing for All
1. Of course, one reading of that evidence is that neoliberalism is much more efficient when it

takes the appearance of a boho coffee shop, easing individuals’ painful transitions between
various economic positions, but doing nothing to empower them as more than cogs in the
capitalist system. In that sense, the American and British designs, in all their ugliness and cold-
as-fish reality, are simply more honest. But from a less-cynical perspective, the analysis also
shows that design matters and should be used, in authentic democracies, to improve the nature
of our civic interactions, considering and being forgiving of the emotional vulnerability of each
of us.

BACK TO NOTE REFERENCE 1

2. Nicole Doerr, Political Translation: How Social Movement Democracies Survive (Cambridge
University Press, 2018).

BACK TO NOTE REFERENCE 2

3. Yet I’m sure I did the right thing. The best proof of it is that Gaston, who had rather ignored me
until then, started to treat me much more nicely when we saw each other next. It’s as if I had
earned his respect. That said, I also remember how impossible it is to fight back when you are
not on the level of such people. On that committee, I was his peer, and he could hear and
process criticism only from a peer. From anyone else, he would have perceived the comment as
rude and a challenge to his authority (perhaps how the eighty-year-old interpreted my question
in the earlier incident).
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prodded their electorate to vote in the parties’ interests. Neither did the Icelandic movement for
a new constitution, once it became clear that the moment of crisis had passed and nothing
existential was at stake in replacing an old but functional document with a new one, even if it
was probably better on the whole. By contrast, the Irish citizens’ assemblies and the French
citizens’ conventions touched on issues at the heart of social debates in both countries at the
time: fundamental rights (marriage and abortion) in the Irish case, climate justice and end-of-
life issues in the French one.
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