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Abstract: Social movements and citizens’ assemblies are drawing closer to each other.
Besides engaging in internal practices of participatory and deliberative politics, some
social movements are now increasingly advocating for and taking a role in the imple-
mentation of citizens’ assemblies, arguably the main instrument through which delib-
erative democracy has been pursued. This phenomenon raises theoretical and empiri-
cal issues which we need to better understand to exploit its democratic potential. This
chapter reviews some of the ongoing interactions between social movements and citi-
zens’ assemblies. It points out to some key developments in research on the topic and
envisages the strengths and weaknesses of this relationship. Movements and CAs can
develop a mutually beneficial relationship that benefits democracy. Nevertheless, citi-
zens’ assemblies and activism tend to be informed by different logics. If they are not
carefully dealt with, they might put these forms of democratic life at odds with each
other.
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28.1 Introduction

This chapter explores the way social movements and citizens’ assemblies (CAs) are
drawing closer to each other in one of the most interesting developments in the con-
temporary democratic landscape. To be sure, social movements have long engaged in
forms of “assembleary” democracy giving prominence to group discussions and deci-
sion making (Mansbridge 1983; Polletta 2012). Sometimes, they have also been agents
of democratic innovation, for instance, by asking for referendums and citizen initia-
tives as della Porta and colleagues (2017) have documented in the case of Catalonia,
Greece, Iceland, Italy, and Scotland in recent times. Today an increasing number of so-
cial movements, intended as instances of collective action aimed at conflict against op-
ponents, characterized by dense inter-organizational networks and by actors sharing
lasting identities and forms of solidarity (Diani 1992), are now advocating for and tak-
ing a role in the implementation of CAs, arguably the main instrument through which
deliberative democracy has been pursued. This phenomenon raises theoretical and em-
pirical issues which we need to better understand to exploit its democratic potential.

In the next section, I offer an overview of ongoing interactions between CAs and
social movements. Then, I review some of the key developments in research on the
topic and offer some thoughts on the strengths and weaknesses of this relationship.
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Movements and CAs can develop mutually beneficial relationships, and indeed this
strengthens the possibility of promoting political change. However, if not carefully
dealt with, the different logics informing public deliberation and activism might easily
put these forms of democratic life at odds with each other. I conclude with an invitation
to pay greater systematic attention to this topic given its growing significance and great
democratic potential.

28.2 Citizens’ assemblies and social movements
today

In the last few years, a host of ground-breaking processes have given CAs a new scope
and relevance (OECD 2020). One of such processes, the 2019 Great National Debate of
France provides insights into the interaction between public deliberation and activists,
as this assembly was created in reaction to a social movement, the Yellow Vests. Briefly,
this movement, born in 2018 as a protest against an environmental tax on fuel, engaged
in relentless contestation of the perceived injustice of political and economic systems in
France, and generated mobilization on a scale unseen in the country since the World
War II. Interestingly, among its political claims, the Yellow Vests movement featured a
demand for direct democracy and the introduction of popular initiatives. After months
of stalling and concessions, President Macron, organized a Great National Debate,
which was a national-level deliberative and participatory process with the stated objec-
tive of learning about the grievances raised with the intention of envisaging future de-
velopments. That is one of the largest, initiatives involving CAs including 19 through
France (overseas regions included). However, this unprecedented development met
with the staunch resistance of activists who denounced it as an attempt to use delib-
eration against mobilization. In retaliation, many Yellow Vests activists engaged in
what they called a True National Debate. This consisted of a series of initiatives that
were aligned with the movement’s direct democratic and grassroots ethos. The move-
ment’s attitude toward the Great National Debate undermined the legitimacy of this
experience, reviving long-standing concerns about the use of innovations to exclude
critical voices (Ehs and Mokre 2020).

Another well-known case is the French Citizens’ Convention on Climate (Eymard
2020), which was conceived in response to the popular mobilizations of the Yellow
Vests movement and climate change activists. This assembly has enjoyed the support
of movements, and, in effect, it has led to an ambitious recommendation plan. The
adoption of these recommendations and their implementation, however, proved to
be a challenging aspect since parliament accepted only part of the proposals advanced
by citizens, very much to the discontent of environmental activists (see Paulis 2020; Gir-
audet et al. 2021). Such dynamics suggest that understandably the relationship between
public deliberation, including CAs, and social movements, is not set in stone but made
of dynamic phenomena that are bound to evolve over time.
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Going beyond these illustrations from France, many national-level CAs are being
established systematically across Europe. As well as the ongoing Citizens’ Assembly
model adopted in Ireland in 2016 to deal with matters of constitutional relevance (Far-
rell, Suiter; and Harris 2019), numerous other national deliberations have been institut-
ed to deal with climate change. CAs on climate change have already been convened in
many countries, for example, Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, and the UK, and
they are being planned for many more, including, the Netherlands, Sweden, and
Spain. Frequently, in such cases, mobilizations have played an important role, often
driving the action. Examples of these are Extinction Rebellion, one of whose three
core goals is the creation of climate assemblies, and Fridays for Future, whose activists
demand more meaningful involvement of citizens in politics. There are other such
movements including #RiseForChange and networks of groups whose claims include
the institutionalization of deliberative and participatory democracy (Mellier and Wil-
son 2020). In point of fact, we do not know if constructive interactions between inno-
vators and activists will occur These experiments are fundamental means to revitalize
democracy (Dryzek et al. 2019) but, of course, there might be flaws that could under-
mine their democratic potential and jeopardize that of future initiatives.

The body of cases from which we can learn is growing steadily in size and variety,
and a lot of these are from the lower levels of government, which are the traditional
loci of democratic innovations (Geissel 2012). While for the sake of this chapter I will
focus on Europe, interesting cases are by no means limited to that area." Chile, for in-
stance, hosted one of the most remarkable processes of political change driven by ac-
tivism. It featured democratic innovations, in some of the foremost institutions of the
country up to the constitutional level and had a role for citizens’ assemblies too (see
Pogrebinschi and Ross 2019). Coming to Europe, in Belgium, there has been an unpre-
cedented effort to establish permanent bodies of randomly selected citizens in regional
governments, pioneered by the Permanent Citizens’ Dialogue of the German-speaking
Community of Belgium, the so-called Ostbelgien Model (see Niessen and Reuchamps
2022). In addition, in an unconventional attempt to modernize the traditional channels
of representative democracy, the Agora Party managed to elect a representative to the
Brussels Regional Parliament to speak for a network of self-developed bodies of ran-
domly selected citizens whose overarching aim was to promote participatory democra-
cy (see Junius et al. 2021). Across Europe, there is also a wealth of hybrid democratic
innovations, which feature a mix of deliberative and participatory elements, online
and face-to-face interaction, and top-down and bottom-up processes at all levels of gov-
ernment (Geissel 2019). Further, there are CAs such as the one in Gdansk in Poland. The
decisions of this particular assembly are ratified by the mayor, provided they are ap-
proved by the majority of deliberators (Gerwin 2018). Activists’ demands often contrib-
ute to these developments. This is the case, for example, with regard to the establish-

1 Websites such as https:/participedia.net/ and https:/wwwlatinno.net/ offer an extensive list of cases
of democratic participation including those led by social movements and citizens’ assemblies.
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ment of dozens of local climate assemblies across Europe and the recent wave of local
assemblies from Budapest in Hungary to Oxford in the UK that have been created to
deliberate on local measures for combating ecological destruction.

Besides pressuring for deliberation, movements contribute to initiate CAs. For in-
stance, they might urge political leaders to use these devices to address a certain prob-
lem. Movements can also be enclaves where deliberative and participatory democracy
ideas, sympathetic to CAs, are hosted, producing leaders that will eventually enter po-
litical institutions and enable change, as we see in Southern and Eastern Europe with
local municipalities, most notably, in Spain, Slovenia, Croatia, and Serbia. Also, the
movements’ role is important to pressure decision-makers to take up the deliberations
of citizens (della Porta and Felicetti 2022). Finally, movements cannot only contribute to
input and implementation of CAs. They can also contribute to citizens’ deliberation by
speaking before them as experts, advocates, and testimonials (see Talpin 2015).

Current developments offer a promising prospect for strengthening democracy,
but it is important to understand that they also offer substantial grounds for misunder-
standings and opposition (see Gastil and Knobloch 2019). That risks happening when
deliberation is introduced as a top-down project, with unclear credentials as to expect-
ed impacts, disconnected from the wider democratic system, in the context of commun-
ities that did not ask for public deliberation in the first place (Felicetti and della Porta
2019). For example, in Italy, the construction of a high-speed railway line connecting
the city of Turin to Lyon across the French border resulted in hotly contested attempts
to mimic public deliberation on the topic (Esposito et al. forthcoming). Parkinson
(2006) noted similar worrying dynamics of exclusion in the context of his research
on deliberative democracy in relation to health reform in the UK. Not all democratic
innovations are beneficial for democracy, and it is important that scholars consider
such cases (Spada and Ryan 2017).

28.3 Public deliberation and social movements
research

As Cristina Lafont has recently argued, scholars need to better understand how the cur-
rent phase of democratic innovations affects democratic life. This is particularly true
for CAs that are making inroads into mainstream political arenas and debates (Lafont
2019). A conspicuous body of research helps us in this regard. For instance, scholars
have studied the design of innovations in general and CAs in particular (Dean, Boswell,
and Smith 2020; Saward 2021), and their relationship with decision-makers (Hendriks
and Lees-Marshment 2019), administration (Boswell 2016), the wider public (Bedock
and Pilet 2020; Jacquet 2019), and even with the burgeoning democratic public engage-
ment industry (Lee 2014).

Both academic debate and public commentary report on CAs being initiated in re-
sponse to the mobilization of social movements (Mellier and Wilson 2020). However,
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activists have played a key role in processes of democratic renewal even before move-
ments such as the Yellow Vests, Extinction Rebellion, and Fridays for Future started to
engage prominently with democratic innovation processes. For example, the innovative
Icelandic attempt at crowdsourced constitutional reform, which included citizen delib-
eration, was a reaction to anti-austerity protests (Landemore 2015), and the G1000 in
Belgium, an original civil society-based deliberative and participatory process, was es-
tablished in response to protests against the ineffectiveness of the political system (Ca-
luwaerts and Reuchamps 2014). Even if they did not lead to policy changes, and in the
Belgian case there was no direct institutional innovation either, in effect, these at-
tempts brought deliberative democracy into the political debate in these two countries
and beyond (Jacquet et al. 2021).

As is known in the field of democratic innovations, democracies have continuously
devised innovations at different levels of government to deal with an ever-expanding
set of political problems (Saward 2003). From a deliberative democracy standpoint, CAs
have long been the main forum of choice to promote meaningful forms of engagement.
These are specifically designed venues to engage randomly selected citizens loosely
representative of a community of reference who take part in facilitated interactions
to exchange views about a certain problem under examination and then make recom-
mendations to policymakers and/or the wider public (Gronlund, Bachtiger and Setéla
2014). Pioneering efforts in this direction have come from deliberative experiments
in Europe such as the consensus conferences in Denmark and the German planning
cells in the 1980s, and these were paralleled by similar experiments in the USA such
as citizens’ juries. In the following decades, mini-publics have differed widely, taking
the form, for example, of deliberative polls (Fishkin 2018) or CAs (such as the pioneer-
ing assemblies on electoral reform in Canada). There has also been a plethora of local
deliberative bodies that have started to achieve political relevance and that feature in-
teraction with activists (Elstub and McLaverty 2014). Generally, activists’ engagement
with these consensus-oriented and randomly selected bodies has been more modest
than their involvement with participatory organizations (Polletta 2015). By comparison,
the greater role of movements in the current wave of CAs might create more radical
forms of democratic participation (Sintomer 2018).

The field of social movement studies, in which the relationship between popular
mobilizations and democracy has long been studied (Tilly and Wood 2020; Giugni, McA-
dam, and Tilly 1998), is also a vital source of scholarship. Departing from a view of mo-
bilizations as threats to democracy, which have been fuelled by the pathological behav-
iour of some citizens, activism has long been recognized as a constitutive element of
any democratic society (Markoff 2015). Historically, movements have contributed to
the democratization of Western democracies, as a wealth of scholarship on women’s,
workers’, and student movements testifies (Meyer and Tarrow 1998). Long before
CAs attracted attention from the government, movements have been key actors in
all waves of the democratization of European states, and they continue mobilizing
for democracy also elsewhere (Della Porta and Mattoni 2014). More generally, move-
ments have often considered their political struggles to be a fight for democracy, as ex-
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emplified by the wave of anti-austerity movements in Southern Europe and beyond
(Gerbaudo 2017).

Extant scholarship details how movements have engaged extensively in participa-
tory and, successively, deliberative forms of internal democracy (Polletta 2014). Acti-
vists’ ideas and practices have inspired developments in participatory and deliberative
theories of democracy (Floridia 2017). These, in turn, have contributed to informing the
practices of new activists (Mansbridge 2003). Today, activists are also engaging in inno-
vative democratic practices that spread widely across publics and bring about institu-
tional change in some cases (Felicetti 2021). Particularly after the Great Crisis, move-
ments tend to address their grievances at the systemic level, targeting representative
institutions and claiming the need for them to work more inclusively and effectively
(Giugni and Grasso 2018). Besides invoking more direct democracy and reclaiming
spaces for agonistic democracy close to or apart from the state (Mouffe 2014), move-
ments’ claims have also often resonated with participatory and deliberative forms of
democracy (Della Porta 2013). Research on social movements has highlighted the con-
tribution of activists to maintaining and deepening democracy (Fominaya and Feenstra
2019), and researchers have shed light on how social movements help initiate impor-
tant conversations that address deficiencies and various governance problems in de-
mocracies (Elstub and Escobar 2019; Della Porta and Doerr 2018).

28.4 Assessing interactions between social
movements and citizens’ assemblies

An increasing number of CAs in particular and deliberative forums more generally
seem to be initiated in the wake of movements’ mobilization (Mellier and Wilson
2020). A growing literature highlights how disruption, interruption, and contestation
on the one hand, and co-creation, inclusive governance, and collaboration on the
other, can all offer valuable forms of interaction between actors in a democracy
(Doerr 2018; Curato 2019). Nonetheless, why and how the interaction between CAs
and movements develops has not received due attention yet. In particular there is
no clear theory as to what interactions might be considered desirable for democratic
systems.

In democratic theory, this effort is today conducted usually within the context of
debates around the notion of democratic systems (Warren 2017, Mansbridge et
al. 2012). Starting in the field of deliberation, the systemic approach to democracy is
evolving fast, and is being refined through the incorporation of concerns from other
approaches to democracy. Nevertheless, the ability of the systemic approach to capture
and assess the complexities of the interactions between movements and activists
should not be taken for granted (Drake 2021). One promising way of assessing the in-
teraction is the democratic ecologies concept proposed by Pickering (2019), which goes
beyond functionalist approaches and makes more room for complexity.
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Further, the relationship between movements and CAs tends to be understood with
reference to two distinct views on activists’ politics and democratic innovation. Specif-
ically, on the one hand, innovations and movements are seen as potential partners for
democracy (Della Porta 2013; Fung and Wright 2003); on the other hand, however, they
are deemed as likely opponents (Mouffe 1996; Pateman 2012). Potential for cooperation
is rooted in different factors. Innovators and activists tend to share a commitment to
democracy. They might benefit from engaging with each other. For instance, gaining the
support of movements could be an asset for innovations trying to involve the public, as
it happened during the Icelandic attempt at constitutional reform. On the other hand,
movements could benefit from public deliberation on problems representative systems
fail to address, as, for example, Extinction Rebellion’s proposal for CAs on climate
change illustrates. Also, institutional recognition can sometimes be a valuable resource
for movements. This, for instance, occurs when movements are publicly recognized as
political actors invested with knowledge and political clout on a problem. Activists
could also provide a valuable perspective and advocacy in democratic forums, and par-
ticipating in such assemblies might prove to be a learning experience for activists. Fi-
nally, movements might have an additional chance to affect politics because of their
involvement with innovations, whereas innovators might benefit from obtaining the
support of movements in the implementation of the outcomes of a process. As the
French Citizens’ Assembly on climate change now illustrates, political commitment
at the highest level and high quality deliberation of citizens is no warranty still that
radical, systemic political change can overcome the entrenched dynamics of represen-
tative politics. Similar to what happens with the participatory wave most famously em-
bodied by the early Participatory Budgeting in Brazil, social movements’ support re-
main an essential element to hard won, democratic change. Overall, the prospect of
radical democracy and democratic renewal can hardly be established if the value of
CAs and social movements as carriers of more participatory and deliberative visions
of democracy is not affirmed (Cini and Felicetti 2018).

Substantial advantages, however, correspond to a plethora of potential hindrances,
especially when innovations are proposed as shortcuts to democracy (Lafont 2019).
Epistemologically, involvement in often short processes of public deliberation will
hardly lead citizens to grasp the radical positions that activists have developed through
long-standing socialization and engagement in groups (Fung 2009). In terms of power,
CAs might be used to give the impression of involvement with the public without ced-
ing any power (Johnson 2015), as an instrument of cooptation, or to exclude radical cri-
tiques of policy ideas from discussion (Lee and Romano 2013). There can be tensions
between the more radical aims of movements and institutional innovators’ wish to ap-
pease the needs of the neoliberal state (Young 2001; Lee 2014). Deliberative engagement
implies challenges, for example, movements having to adapt to the terms of engage-
ment set by organizers, thereby putting aside their adversarial repertoire of action
to pursue more consensual methods instead. Strategically, involvement with innova-
tions limits the ability of movements to question the organizers, who could be political
adversaries, and enhances the risk of their being sidelined in the contest to submit
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ideas. Activists would then be faced with a dilemma as to whether and how to proceed
(Polletta 2016).

Finally, it is necessary to take into account the fact that social movements have
varying levels of concern about democracy itself. Even movements explicitly promoting
democratization might behave differently and even sceptically toward participatory or
deliberative bodies (Felicetti, Niemeyer, and Curato 2015). Although, in general, move-
ments rooted in far-right and religious groups (Castelli Gattinara and Pirro 2019) are
not openly adverse to liberal democratic norms and institutions, with the exception
of extremist groups, their openness to processes of democratization has been ques-
tioned and deemed opportunistic. Not all innovators see activists’ role in CAs favour-
ably. Funders and facilitators responsible for democratic processes may need to be re-
sponsive to institutional, professional, and industry logics that may be at odds with
activists’ way of thinking (Lee 2014). The former might, for example, envisage a sub-
stantially different process by which the social movement’s concerns could be recog-
nized or expect the movement to play a role it did not expect. As recently argued by
Felicetti (2021), close observations of the real-life practices through which actors engage
remains fundamental to understand how in different contexts they consider the oppor-
tunity to build ties with each other and how the timing of this interaction enables or
hinders their collaboration.

28.5 Conclusions

The current rise in CAs and its increasing proximity with social movements is one of
the most interesting and potentially positive developments for contemporary democra-
cies. As this phenomenon evolves it becomes increasingly important to understand it in
its complexities. Research from the fields of deliberative democracy and social move-
ment studies has taken us beyond a stage where CAs or social movements could just be
dismissed as minor, ancillary elements in democratic life. Theoretical refinements and
empirical studies show that neither overly optimistic nor exceedingly critical views
help us gain a realistic assessment of what happens when these two democratic phe-
nomena meet. Nevertheless, the study of the relationship between activism and delib-
eration is far from mature. The current trend towards greater interaction between
movements and CAs’ commands and would certainly benefit from greater research ef-
forts on this topic.
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