
 

Journal of Sortition, 2, No. 1, 2026, pp. 5-18 

DOI: 10.53765/3050-0672.2.1.005 

Hélène Landemore,
1

 Antonin Lacelle-Webster,
2 

and Théophile Pénigaud de Mourgues
3

 

Governing Citizens’ Assemblies 

Co-decision and power sharing in the 

French citizens’ conventions 

Abstract: This special issue of the Journal of Sortition was born of a conference held 

at Yale University in February 2024.
4
 We curated contributions that specifically 

engaged with the question of how citizens’ assemblies are and should be governed. 

Together, they explore the tensions and trade-offs inherent in different design 

choices, as well as the normative commitments and practical constraints that shape 

them. The contributions draw on the experience of the first two French Citizens’ 

Conventions, respectively on climate and end-of-life issues, with a special emphasis 

on the latter, more recent, experience. In addition, the issue also includes 

comparative analyses with citizens’ assemblies conducted in other countries and at 

the global level. 

Citizens’ assemblies are an increasingly popular mechanism, and governments at 

all levels have been experimenting with them to address democratic deficits that 

are eroding their own legitimacy. A variety of so-called ‘mini-publics’ — i.e., 

miniature versions of a given source population — citizens’ assemblies are 

relatively large bodies (50 to a few hundred and ideally no fewer than a hundred) 

of randomly selected citizens convened for the purpose of making 

recommendations on policy issues through a deliberative process spread over a 

few days to a few months.
5
 The first citizens’ assembly of record is arguably the 
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2004 British Columbia Citizens’ Assembly on electoral reform. Well-known 

cases include the 2012 Irish Convention on the Constitution, which was partly 

hybrid (with one-third of politicians in the mix) and tackled, among others, the 

question of marriage equality, and the subsequent 2016 Irish Citizens’ Assembly, 

which only included randomly selected ordinary citizens, and tackled, among 

others, topics such as abortion and climate change. Other notable examples 

include the three large citizens’ conventions conducted by the French government 

so far — the 2019-20 Citizens’ Convention for Climate, the 2022-23 Citizens’ 

Convention on End-of-Life issues, and the 2025 Citizens’ Convention on 

children’s school rhythms.  

The interest in these processes has moved well beyond academic circles. An 

OECD report documents close to 800 examples of deliberative processes, most of 

them at the local level, that include a random selection component (OECD, 

2020), although not all of those would qualify as citizens’ assemblies per se. 

Citizens’ assemblies on climate issues (often known as climate assemblies) have 

been convened by both public authorities and civil organizations at the local, 

regional, and national levels (Smith, 2025). Furthermore, cities like Paris and 

regions like the German-speaking region of Belgium (Ostbelgien) have now 

institutionalized citizens’ assemblies. There are discussions at a transnational 

level about a permanent European Citizens’ Assembly at the European Union 

level as well as an UN-sponsored permanent Global Assembly at the global level, 

partly inspired by the first prototype of a Global Assembly conducted in 2021 on 

the climate and ecological crisis (Mellier and Wilson, 2023). In the United States, 

small-scale citizens’ assemblies have been conducted in Deschutes County, 

Oregon, and a few other places. The first large, state-level citizens’ assembly 

might soon take place in Connecticut, on the topic of local public services and 

how to fund them. 

These examples illustrate a diversity of design and topics. The common point 

of all these assemblies, however, is a technocratic governing structure that 

comprises committees of appointed civil servants/officials, practitioners, or 

experts. Generally, citizens’ assemblies’ governing bodies include a stakeholder 

advisory group and a knowledge committee, although their actual composition 

and integration differ from case to case, in part because clear standards of best 

practice have yet to emerge and because the ad hoc nature of most citizens’ 

assemblies (the fact that they are not institutionalized or entrenched as a 

permanent feature of the political system) entails a great degree of variation in 

implementation. 

Additionally, and partly as a result, the distribution of responsibilities, roles, 

and expectations within the assembly is rarely formalized, and even when it is, it 

is rarely made clear to participants. Although a flexible approach to governance 

can enable quick and efficient decisions in response to emerging circumstances, it 

can also generate ambiguity and be a source of conflict and tension. This lack of 

clear delineation of responsibilities and accountability creates ‘opaque 

governance structures or practices’ (Parry and Curato 2024, p. 12). Recent 

technical reports on this challenge are drawing on climate and transnational 

assemblies to highlight the importance of greater transparency, especially in 
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contexts characterized by entrenched power imbalances (Carrick, 2022; Ross, 

Jovita, and Veloso, 2023; Dean et al., 2024).  

In addition to the lack of transparency, the governance of these deliberative 

processes is ripe with problematic issues of power and authorship: Who holds 

power within a citizens’ assembly? Who is in a position to take initiative, and to 

whom should the decisions and recommendations be attributed? Those issues lead 

to the problem of capture, which has plagued the legitimacy of citizens’ 

assemblies in the eyes of their critics from the beginning. Can we be sure that 

citizens can make free and autonomous decisions in these assemblies, when so 

much agenda-setting power is put in the hands of experts and officials entirely 

external to the deliberating group, when the deliberations themselves are heavily 

facilitated by participation experts and other (usually paid) service providers, and 

when the experts brought in to answer their questions are not of their own 

choosing?  

All these questions pertain to what we term issues of internal governance, 

which have so far remained a blind spot of deliberative democracy, even as the 

minutiae of governing choices and their normative import have recently come 

into focus (e.g., Boswell, Dean, and Smith, 2022; Escobar, 2019; Smith, 2022; 

Parry, Curato, and Dryzek, 2024). What do we mean by internal governance? 

First, we understand governance broadly as capturing the interactive processes by 

which a set of actors, mechanisms, norms, and rules steer collective actions 

toward some objectives.
6
 By internal governance, we mean the set of processes 

that take place within the assembly once it is convened. How these processes are 

implemented and by whom they are implemented have ramifications for the 

legitimacy and integrity of citizens’ assemblies, as well as for their outcomes and 

participants’ experiences. Other important questions concern the external 

governance of citizens’ assemblies, which happens well upstream and outside of 

the assembly itself. External governance refers to the set of actors and processes 

that define, for a given assembly, its exact parameters, including its mandate, 

budget, duration, the sampling criteria for citizen selection, and other general 

structural aspects.
7
  

The demarcation between external and internal governance is sometimes hard 

to pin down. For example, the governance committees of the French citizens’ 

assemblies, which were convened several months before the beginning of the 

assemblies themselves and decided on structural issues like sampling criteria, 

played both the part of external governance (nested under the larger external 

governance of the Prime Minister’s office) and internal governance, once the 

assembly started. Similarly, while the exact question put to citizens is often 

determined by an external commissioning entity, the governance body inside the 

assembly is usually in charge of interpreting the exact remit of the assembly (e.g., 
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whether it includes a discussion of ways to finance the proposals or of 

constitutional reforms) or further refining the exact nature of the deliverable (a 

general statement, a set of measures, a report, etc.). 

The different choices inherent in both internal and external governance 

introduce a tension in the field about whether we should emphasize 

contextualized and flexible practices or move instead toward recognizable global 

standards, as there are no ‘widely accepted rules’ (Parry, Curato, and Dryzek, 

2024, p. 574) for how deliberative principles should be implemented and 

monitored, and by whom. Parry, Curato, and Dryzek (2024, p. 584) argue that 

this tension can nevertheless be productive because it forces participants to 

confront the various dilemmas, threats, possibilities, and trade-offs inherent in the 

governance of citizens’ assemblies. Our special issue explores this tension and the 

normative considerations that have shaped and continue to shape the development 

of citizens’ assemblies.   

When it comes to the internal governance of citizens’ assemblies, one of the 

main questions on the table is whether and how participants ought to be involved. 

The answer to this question has evolved with the Irish Conventions, whose 

conveners and organizers explicitly thematized the need to include citizens in key 

governance structures. For what they call ‘effective leadership,’ David Farrell and 

Jane Suiter (2019) recommend three features: (1) a top leadership group with ‘an 

independent and respected chair’ and ‘a professional secretariat’ comprised of 

civil servants; (2) an ‘expert advisory group’ where expertise is defined in 

relation to the subject matter; and, finally, (3) ‘citizen leadership,’ which they 

explain and justify as follows: 

As a deliberative process, citizen members need to have a significant voice of their 

own. While inevitably there is an element of top-down management, not least to 

ensure that major objectives are met and the process moves along on schedule, it is 

important that members feel a sense of ownership. To that end, one of the first acts 

of a citizens’ assembly should be the establishment of a small steering group 

elected from among the members: in the Irish cases this was done at the end of the 

first weekend of deliberation. Their role is 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. For instance, midway through the Citizens’ Assembly’s 

discussions on abortion, the steering group requested and received an extra weekend 

to discuss the issue. (Farrell and Suiter, 2019, pp. 45-46) [our emphasis] 

‘Citizen leadership,’ in Farrell and Suiter’s reasoning, is meant to allow citizens 

to causally affect the choices, parameters, and structures that shape these 

assemblies.  

In the French case, the preference was for using random selection over election 

to identify citizen representatives. Nonetheless, the organizers made slightly 

different design choices. For the Climate Convention, the governance committee 

decided halfway through the process to include in their weekly meetings two 

citizen representatives (one man and one woman) selected by lot among 

volunteers. Further pressed by the rest of the assembly members to rotate these 

positions, the governance committee eventually selected a new pair of citizens for 
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each of the final sessions, again following the principle of random selection 

among volunteers.  

During the French Citizens’ Convention on End-of-Life issues, however, the 

governance committee explicitly rejected (via a vote among its members) the 

principle of including citizen representatives in their meetings, instead opting to 

include four randomly selected citizens (two men and two women) in a different 

type of meetings, called ‘debrief meetings,’ which took place on Sunday 

afternoon after each session. The selection took place among the whole pool of 

participants, not just volunteers (with the possibility of opting out, which very 

few did). These meetings allowed citizen representatives to share their feedback 

on the process, but did not allow them to participate in any actual decision-

making.
8
  

Comparisons at the global level across governance choices have started to yield 

a typology of sorts. Based on cases of national climate assemblies collected by 

the Knowledge Network on Climate Assemblies (KNOCA), Graham Smith 

(2022, pp. 270–272) derives three broad approaches to illustrate modes of 

governance in citizens’ assemblies. The first, reflected in the Irish Conventions 

and the Scottish Citizens’ Assembly, is structured around an independent 

secretariat composed of civil servants who coordinate interactions among the 

assembly’s different bodies, including a stewarding committee, an expert 

committee, and a delivery body. The second approach, deriving, notably, from 

cases in the United Kingdom, reflects a governance structure led by the 

independent delivery organization appointed by the commissioner. The delivery 

body usually collaborates with appointed advisory and expert committees. The 

third is illustrated by the French Citizens’ Convention for Climate (CCC), which 

established a governance committee composed of multiple stakeholders and 

experts, with the inclusion of two randomly selected assembly members.  

The French model is often interpreted as an outlier compared to other climate 

assemblies, due, in part, to the emphasis on co-construction with experts 

(Giraudet et al., 2022), and the political context and the concentration of power 

within the CCC’s Governance Committee (Boswell, Dean, and Smith, 2022; 

Smith, 2022, p. 14). But what can we learn from this model (assuming it has a 

general coherence despite the various tweaks from one convention to the next)? 

This special issue focuses on the first two French Citizens’ Conventions, on 

Climate and End-of-Life issues. What overall lessons can be drawn from the 

specific issues highlighted by this type of governance? 

The CCC arguably marked a historic first in that citizens were put in the 

position of de facto legislators on behalf of the Prime Minister’s office 

                                                           
8
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which concluded in November 2025. Two members (one man, one woman) were selected by lot from 

among the whole assembly to take part in the debrief sessions 
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(Landemore and Pénigaud, forthcoming 2026).
9
 The CCC was thus thrown into 

the light as one of the most politically empowered citizens’ conventions ever.
10 

With such a political mandate and ambition, the question of who (really) 

governed this assembly would appear to be quite crucial. 

From that standpoint, this special issue engages with several questions, both 

positive and normative:    

1) Who are the people in charge of the governance of citizens’ assemblies, and 

what kind of power do they actually wield, especially compared to the other 

actors involved (government officials, hosting entities, facilitation teams, 

members of the assembly themselves)?  

2) What do we know about practices that seek to include citizen participation 

on their governance committees, and how effective are they in enabling citizen 

power/influence?  

3) Beyond the existence of a governance committee where citizens are present, 

what other mechanisms and processes allow for citizen agency, leadership, and 

representation? 

The appeal of citizens’ assemblies lies in their ability to facilitate deliberation 

among a diverse sample of citizens, many of whom are poorly represented in 

regular political circles, including elected assemblies. In the ideal case, large 

enough assemblies, selected through stratified random sampling and with 

mandatory participation, would ensure perfect descriptive representation. In 

practice, assemblies are never perfectly descriptively representative. But their 

comparatively greater representativeness could still, arguably, confer on them the 

status of a representative assembly of a new kind, endowed with a different, and 

perhaps indeed greater, legitimacy than elected assemblies (Landemore, 2020; 

Pénigaud, 2025; Gastil and Wright, 2019; Guerrero, 2024). Therefore, addressing 

these questions is vital as we contemplate a much broader, more daunting set of 

questions: should such assemblies be more like parliaments, in terms of agenda-

setting and legislative power? If so, who should make decisions about the process 

within a citizens’ assembly? And, depending on how we answer these questions, 

how should we design, change, or reform the governance of citizens’ assemblies, 

if at all? All of these are important normative questions that can shape future 

innovations. 

 Structure of the Special Issue  

The contributions to this special issue of the Journal of Sortition offer a rich 

analysis of the trade-offs, challenges, and tensions associated with the governance 

of citizens’ assemblies. Our objective is not to provide a definitive theory of 

governance for citizens’ assemblies, nor a blueprint for how they should be 

                                                           
9
  The mandate letter by the Prime Minister stipulates the process of ‘co-construction’ at the core of the 

CCC. See, https://www.conventioncitoyennepourleclimat.fr/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/lettre-de-

mission.pdf.  
10

  Its members also exercised their agency and got political attention to an extent that has been 

unmatched so far, at least to our knowledge. See also, Smith (2022, p. 278). 

https://www.conventioncitoyennepourleclimat.fr/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/lettre-de-mission.pdf
https://www.conventioncitoyennepourleclimat.fr/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/lettre-de-mission.pdf
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governed. Instead, these contributions map the challenges and choices associated 

with various arrangements, identifying their normative justifications and 

empirical implications. We have organized them into three primary areas of 

inquiry: the experiences of the French conventions; a comparative analysis 

drawing on cases in Ireland, Belgium, and at the global level; and observation 

notes from former participants of French Conventions and an external observer.  

 1.  The Governance of the French conventions  

The first set of papers aims to situate governance in the context of the first two 

French citizens’ assemblies, the Citizens’ Convention for Climate (CCC) and the 

Citizens’ Convention on End-of-Life (CCEL). While the CCC remains relatively 

unique and somewhat of an outlier among deliberative minipublics, what can we 

learn from its comparison with the CCEL? 

In ‘Political Mandate, Governance and Independence of a Citizens’ Assembly,’ 

Jean-Michel Fourniau (a former member of the Governance Committee of the 

CCC himself) argues that the French model highlights a distinctive preoccupation 

with how these processes are steered. He identifies five recurring steering 

functions and shows how they combine into three main governance types: 

distributed governance (as in the Irish and Scottish assemblies), governance 

through facilitation (common in several climate assemblies), and concentrated 

governance (exemplified by the CCC). The core claim is that the independence of 

a citizens’ assembly depends on a dual condition: governance bodies must enjoy 

real decision-making autonomy from the commissioning authority, and they must 

protect citizens’ own autonomy in fulfilling the mandate. The article also 

discusses the French role of ‘guarantors’ as trusted third parties who bolster 

integrity without exercising governance power. Overall, Fourniau links variations 

in governance architecture to differences in political mandates and warns that 

independence is still more an aspiration than a reality, and that substantial 

improvements are possible.  

In ‘What Does Governing a Citizens’ Assembly Mean?’ Sandrine Rui analyses 

the governance challenges and successes of the CCEL, drawing, in part, on her 

experience as a member of its governance committee.
11

 Rui suggests that the 

CCEL was undermined by an ambiguous governance structure and overlapping 

authorities. This ‘grey area of governance’ created tensions in practice and forced 

the committee, at many moments, to ‘navigate by sight.’ In addressing this 

situation, the governance committee drew on its normative commitments to foster 

participants’ adherence to the overall process by including them in 

methodological choices. Rui argues that this last point was instrumental in the 

Convention's success, as it helped build trust, especially when deliberating on 

sensitive societal issues such as the end-of-life. This article concludes by noting 

that citizens’ assemblies require careful and flexible governance architectures and 
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participation on the Governance Committee of the CCEL. 
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opens avenues for future exploration by engaging with the potential implications 

of the emotional salience of the topic at hand.  

In ‘Vote First, Think Later: The Role of Voting Design in Shaping Deliberation 

in the French Citizens’ Convention on the End of Life,’ Chloé Santoro examines 

the often-overlooked interactions between voting and deliberation in deliberative 

democracy. Drawing on the many votes held during the CCEL and the tensions 

they created, she argues that voting plays a key epistemological role. It should be 

understood, not only as a decision-making mechanism, but also as a cognitive 

tool that can shape deliberation and collective experience. Santoro analyses the 

design and governing practices associated with different voting episodes to 

illustrate the power dynamics at play and the meanings associated with these 

votes. This line of inquiry challenges the view that the design of voting 

procedures is a neutral act and calls for involving citizens in the construction of 

voting options. In other words, this article proposes a critical account of the role 

that governance plays in ensuring that voting supports rather than distorts 

deliberation.  

In ‘Minority Representation and Governance: The Experience of the Citizens 

from Overseas Territories in the Convention for Climate,’ Christiane Rafidinarivo 

proposes a critical analysis of the role and experience of minorities within 

citizens’ assemblies. Through observation and interview data, she analyses the 

experience of the five overseas citizens during the CCC. She situates their 

experience in a political context shaped by a colonial legacy and discusses the 

tensions between inclusion and exclusion that operate within spaces like citizens’ 

assemblies. In doing so, this article distinguishes between ‘governance of 

minorities,’ the procedures used by institutions to govern minority inclusion, and 

‘minority governance,’ the procedures used by minorities to organize and 

exercise their agency. This framework suggests that although sortition can foster 

representational diversity, it remains limited in its ability to guarantee epistemic 

equality and co-decision. In sum, this contribution maps the actions taken by 

these overseas citizens, such as the creation of an informal working group and 

coalition-building, as an illustration of how minority governance within citizens’ 

assemblies can address these limits 

These four contributions engage with different facets of the governance of 

French citizens’ conventions from both empirical and theoretical perspectives. As 

we will see in the next two sections of this special issue, the tensions, trade-offs, 

and opportunities they identified reverberate in other political and institutional 

contexts.  

2.  Governing citizens’ assemblies from a comparative lens  

The next three contributions bring the issue of governance into a comparative 

perspective. Together, they illustrate the diversity of approaches and designs used 

by citizens’ assemblies across varied contexts, including Ireland, Belgium, and at 

a global scale.  

The article ‘The Irish Citizens’ Assemblies: A Framework for Evaluating 

Governance Legitimacy,’ by Jane Suiter and Fionna Saintraint analyses the 
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governance legitimacy of the Irish Citizens’ Assemblies (CAs). Focusing on the 

‘internal public,’ they adapt the now-classic input/throughput/output framework 

to examine how power is distributed among political elites, civil servants, and 

members across the life cycle of Irish assemblies. On the input side, they show 

that agenda-setting, topic selection, and the appointment of key figures such as 

the Chair and Secretary remain in the hands of political and bureaucratic elites, 

raising questions about independence and the risks of instrumentalisation. In the 

throughput phase, they document a more ambivalent picture: while organizational 

practices create real spaces for member voice and ownership, they are sometimes 

contingent on the personality of assembly leaders. Lastly, on the output side, 

citizens vote on recommendations and often feel strong ownership over them, yet 

the final report — and thus the authoritative narrative of what ‘the assembly 

decided’ — is drafted by the Secretary. The authors suggest strengthening the co-

creation process by giving members a more structured and formalised influence at 

all stages to enhance governance legitimacy and better align Irish Citizens’ 

Assemblies with their democratic promise. 

In ‘Beyond the Last Word,’ Rebecca Gebauer, Christoph Niessen, Ann-Mireille 

Sautter, Pieter Velghe, and Min Reuchamps. study the Permanent Citizen 

Dialogue in East Belgium, one of the most institutionalised citizens’ assemblies 

in the world, to analyse how power operates in and around deliberative mini-

publics. Using a macro/meso/micro framework, the authors show that while 

structural power remains with parliament, citizens gain significant agenda-setting 

and procedural influence through the Bürgerrat (permanent citizens’ council) and 

the Bürgerversammlungen (one-off thematic citizens’ assemblies). At the same 

time, power is also concentrated at the micro level in key individuals such as 

highly engaged participants and the permanent secretary, whose roles can subtly 

shape outcomes. Overall, the East Belgium ‘model’ illustrates how 

institutionalizing citizen deliberation can shift some power from closed elite 

arenas to invited and partially claimed citizen spaces, without fully overcoming 

traditional hierarchies. 

In ‘The Governance of Citizens’ Assemblies: Negotiating Deliberative Values 

and Practical Constraints,’ Melisa Ross, Hazel Jovita, and Lucas Veloso offer a 

critical analysis of governance practices in citizens’ assemblies, focusing on the 

2021 Global Assembly on Climate and Ecological Crisis. The Global Assembly 

constitutes a rare example of a bottom-up citizens’ assembly organized at the 

global level. It provides important insights into the constraints and tensions 

involved in designing and governing such a process. Ross, Jovita, and Veloso 

examine issues arising from choices made in ‘backstage’ governance, based on 

how three core elements — stakeholders, decision-making, and integrity — 

operate. Drawing on focus group and interview data, they identify three key 

tensions between deliberative values and practical challenges that have emerged 

throughout the process. This article contributes to the broader discussion of 

governance by emphasizing the need to adopt a power-sensitive approach to 

recognize the structural inequalities among stakeholders.  
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 3. Perspectives from former participants and external observer 

The third part of this special issue includes contributions from former participants 

and an external observer (in the sense that this person, unlike previous 

contributors in this issue, did not have any other role in the process).  

The first contribution consists of short essays written by four former members 

of the French Citizens’ Convention on the End of Life (CCEL), two men and two 

women, who also participated in the February 2024 Yale conference mentioned 

above. These citizens were chosen to capture a diversity of perspectives among 

citizens willing to engage in this particular way with the post-mortem of the 

assembly. There is a degree of arbitrariness in this sample of course, yet we 

believe the interrogations and criticisms of these four citizens capture 

generalizable worries about the design of existing assemblies. 

Citizens have contributed greatly to the discussions that have led to this special 

issue and raised questions that have occasioned some important breakthroughs, 

including through intellectual clashes.  

For example, Nathalie Berriau, one of those four citizens, was placed on the 

same panel as Claire Thoury, the chair of the Governance Committee of the 

CCEL, during our initial conference at Yale University. This gave rise to a very 

interesting exchange. Claire Thoury, in her presentation, argued that participants 

in citizens’ assemblies should not be ‘burdened’ with the ‘responsibility’ for the 

assembly's success or failure. Instead, she argued, such a burden should be 

exclusively shouldered by the experts appointed to the governance committee. 

When her turn came to speak, Nathalie radically pushed back against that claim. 

She argued that the desire to protect citizens was a form of ‘infantilization’ and 

that citizens wanted ‘more responsibility’ and the ability to ‘co-decide’ with 

governance bodies.  

Meanwhile, Soline Castel challenged a belief that had emerged on the 

governance committee and among many observers, namely that the creation of 

so-called ‘opinion groups’ halfway through the process had been an unmitigated 

good. These opinion groups had been created partly at the request of participants 

opposed to assisted dying, with the stated aims of preserving viewpoint diversity, 

protecting minority positions, and giving the minority better access to one 

another. This framing seemed to boost minority engagement, enhance the 

visibility and sophistication of their arguments, and shape the final report by 

ensuring that counter-proposals and dissenting views were clearly documented. 

As a member of the ideological minority at the CCEL, Soline benefited from 

the creation of these opinion groups. Yet in her intervention at the conference, she 

pointed out that, thinking through arguments and counterarguments with her 

ideologically aligned peers, she ‘had the impression of preparing for a war, and 

how we were going to be able to trap the others.’ In other words, Soline’s 

testimony suggested that opinion groups, while ensuring the minority was heard 

and respected, did come at some cost to the unity and harmony of the group, an 

apparent trade-off it would seem important to keep in mind if this design choice is 

ever replicated in future assemblies. 
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Since the tensions inherent to these governing choices are at the core of our 

reflection in this issue, it would have been unthinkable not to include in it 

citizens’ reactions to what we were saying about them and their experience. The 

citizens who took part in these conventions have unique insights into the trade-

offs at play and were instrumental in implementing new arrangements. 

Accordingly, we wanted to provide a space where at least some of them could 

share their own reflections on these processes and their governance.  

In her written contribution to this issue, Nathalie Berriau further expands on her 

argument in favour of a greater responsibility for participants of citizens’ 

assemblies. She notes the efforts made to include citizens in the organization of 

the CCEL but regrets that the organizers ultimately did not place greater trust in 

them. She argues for the need to start from the assumption that everyone is 

intelligent and to ensure fair representation of all voices. This standpoint suggests 

investing time and resources to develop the capacities that allow participants to 

become genuinely co-responsible political actors.  

Soline Castel also expands on her critical examination of opinion groups and 

how internal structures affected group dynamics. She mentioned feeling relieved 

by the President of the National Assembly’s remarks about the assembly’s 

consultative nature. While this clarification removed some pressure on the 

participants, she notes the need for procedural vigilance regarding the choices 

made by groups such as the governance committee. Here, the opinion groups 

helped clarify the argument but engendered an overtly confrontational 

atmosphere that ultimately constrained the deliberation. 

Myriam Souami follows suit in defending the consultative nature of citizens’ 

assemblies. While she argues that a flexible framework undoubtedly allows 

citizens to be more active in appropriating issues and involved in decisions 

related to procedures, it would be far preferable for citizens’ assemblies to be 

more firmly institutionalized, just as parliamentary assemblies are. Given the 

opaque nature of its governance structure, the CCEL would have benefited from 

clearer procedural rules. This would have helped citizens assert themselves and 

contextualized the contributions of citizens’ assemblies to representative 

democracy. 

Léo Van Nieuwenhove, as the fourth citizen contributor to this issue, calls for 

greater citizen responsibility in the organization and the day-to-day practice of 

citizens’ assemblies. His argument draws on the discrepancy between a rhetoric 

that emphasizes the ownership of participants — ‘It’s your assembly!’ — and a 

practice that demanded deference to an omnipresent facilitation team and 

bureaucracy. In response to this top-down approach, he proposes a degressive 

organizational approach in which citizens would progressively take responsibility 

for the organization. The democratic potential of these conventions is not in their 

outcomes, but in the process they enable.  

Lastly, this section concludes with a research note by a French-speaking 

American observer, Miguel von Fedak, then an undergraduate at Yale University, 

on one of the major innovations of the CCEL: the previously mentioned opinion 

groups. Confirming Soline’s experience, von Fedak observed that opinion groups 

intensified divisions, particularly along religious lines, that could have 
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contributed to feelings of exclusion and hostility. While noting that these groups 

contributed to strengthening minority positions and ensuring that a plurality of 

perspectives was present in the final report, they limited open-ended dialogue and 

framed the overall deliberative exercise. This observation emphasizes the trade-

offs associated with these internal governing practices.  

This third section, broadly speaking, is inspired by what is sometimes known as 

‘citizen science,’ an approach to research conducted with participation from the 

general public or amateur/non-professional researchers.
12

 By elevating 

contributions from citizens into a debate about the governance of citizens’ 

assemblies, this special issue reflects a growing commitment to broaden how we 

practice democratic theory. This movement is even more important as political 

philosophy is haunted by a claim to transcend the realm of opinions and a 

tendency to root democratic norms in abstract ideals. Citizens’ assemblies are a 

new, potentially disruptive, political object, and it seems only adequate that our 

practice of social science reflects that novelty and potential for disruption in the 

way we will today talk and think with, rather than just about, the citizens we 

observed.  

 Future Lines of Inquiry  

We conclude this special issue with a discussion between two leading figures in 

democratic theory, Cristina Lafont and Hélène Landemore. This discussion, titled 

‘How Should Citizens’ Assemblies be Governed?’ centres on the democratic 

potential of these processes and the transpositions of normative conceptions to 

governing arrangements. From that standpoint, Lafont focuses on processes that 

would empower the broader public, and Landemore proposes autonomous and 

self-governing citizens’ assemblies. They discuss how these processes should 

engage with issues of representation, referendums, capture, and political 

legitimacy. While they differ in their conceptions of the role of citizens’ 

assemblies, both agree that future developments should rethink the structure of 

these processes in a more ambitious direction.  

Our goal in curating this special issue of the Journal of Sortition was to shed 

light on the governing choices and dynamics that shape citizens’ assemblies. 

Whether it concerns the empowerment of participants, the integrity of the 

process, or its governing infrastructure, the choices made about the internal and 

external governance of citizens’ assemblies are instrumental in ensuring their 

legitimacy. The proposed contributions aim to critically engage with how 

governance shapes the outcomes and democratic potential of citizens’ assemblies. 

These ten papers map the complexity behind these choices and the practical 

challenges inherent in translating normative principles into practice.  

                                                           
12

  Citizen science is usually used to refer to data collection in areas of study such as ecology, biology, 

health, astronomy, or communication science (e.g., Strasser et al., 2019). This concern with how 

knowledge is produced and who is involved in this work has also led to the development of generative 

methodological traditions in political science (e.g., Asenbaum, 2022; Herzog and Lepenies, 2022). 
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