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Abstract:  

MPs face a dilemma when it comes to deliberative mini-publics (DMPs): in a context of 

distrust they may see it as an opportunity to re-legitimize themselves and solve complex 

policy issues. But it could also challenge the quasi-monopoly they used to have on political 

decisions and undermine the role of the Parliament and the primacy of elections. The article is 

founded on 91 face-to-face interviews with French-speaking Belgian MPs sitting in federal or 

regional parliaments. First, we describe the profile of supporters of DMPs. We then identify 

three ideal-typical discourses: the power-sharing discourse, the consultative discourse, and the 

elitist discourse. The contribution of this article is twofold. First, it analyzes the argumentative 

frames used by MPs to assess deliberative mini-publics using a large number of interviews. 

Second, it demonstrates that their discourses depend on their evaluation of ordinary citizens’ 

competence to participate and on their resulting vision of representation. Political actors 

mainly perceive DMPs as power-sharing instruments that would alter their elected position 

and the legitimacy of the election. 

Keywords: Mini-publics, MPs, representative democracy, political competence, deliberative 

democracy 
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Introduction 

Reforms of representative democracy and participatory reforms and experiments are 

often portrayed as an answer to the democratic crisis  (e.g. Reuchamps and Suiter 2016; 

Newton and Geissel 2012; Smith 2009). Since the 1990s, democratic theory has experienced a 

strong “deliberative turn” (Goodin 2008). This has led to the development of mini-publics to 

implement deliberation in practice (Fournier et al. 2011; Grönlund et al. 2014; Reuchamps 

and Suiter 2016). Deliberative mini-publics (DMPs)  can be defined as “specially 

commissioned deliberative forums, typically sponsored by a government (…) to deliberate 

about subject matter chosen by their commissioning body” (Pateman 2012, p. 8)  . 

Participants are chosen randomly, then facilitators and experts guide deliberation, and a report 

and recommendations are provided at the end of the process. Deliberative democracy  is 

supposed to carry many virtues: it can “deepen democracy” (Fung and Abers 2003); it can 

“complement (…) representative democracy” (Chambers 2003, p. 308) to bring about 

constitutional change (Reuchamps and Suiter 2016), to empower citizens (Warren and Pearse 

2008); or to overcome deep social or political antagonisms (Parkinson and Mansbridge 2012). 

Between 2000 and 2020, at least 127 deliberative mini-publics took place all over Europe 

(Paulis et al. 2020).  

Recent studies show how different political parties use deliberation to present 

alternatives to traditional aggregative forms of intra-party democracy (Gherghina et al. 2020). 

Other works demonstrate that citizens’ opinions on DMPs vary according to their prerogatives 

(Bedock and Pilet 2020; Rojon et al. 2019), their evaluation of their own competence and that 

of their fellow citizens, their level of trust, and that supporters of DMPs and of other forms of 
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citizen participation do not fully overlap (Bedock and Pilet 2020; Christensen and von 

Schoultz 2019; Gherghina and Geissel 2020). Several works compared the perceptions of 

MPs and citizens of legislatures selected by lot (Jacquet et al. 2020; Vandamme et al. 2018). 

Finally, exploratory studies in Belgium have looked at the discourses of MPs and stakeholders 

on deliberation (Jacquet et al. 2015a; Niessen 2019) or democratic innovations more generally 

(Schiffino et al. 2019), but rely on a limited number of interviews. 

We chose to study MPs because they are the embodiment of representative democracy 

and are one of the veto players when it comes to changing the rules of the game (Bedock 

2017). We investigate the following research question: how do MPs conceptualize, evaluate, 

and apprehend deliberative mini-publics? MPs face a fundamental dilemma when it comes to 

deliberative mini-publics. On the one hand, DMPs may endanger the quasi-monopoly they 

currently have on political decisions. DMPs can undermine the legitimacy which MPs acquire 

through elections, thereby redefining the role of the Parliament, which is supposed to be the 

privileged place where deliberation takes place. On the other hand, the implementation of 

deliberative mini-publics could help MPs regain their legitimacy in a context of political 

distrust but can also benefit from citizens’ input to solve complex policy issues.  

 Thanks to the inductive coding of 91 interviews, we study the case of French-speaking 

Belgium. In the theoretical section, we show that DMPs and elections do not rely on the same 

premises and types of legitimacy. The second section justifies the choice to focus on French-

speaking Belgium and describes the data and the chosen methodology. The third section 

describes the profile of the supporters of binding and consultative DMPs. The fourth section 

shows that MPs develop three ideal-typical discourses on DMPs. These discourses 

fundamentally depend on their evaluation of ordinary citizens’ competence to participate and 

on the resulting vision of representation. MPs primarily see DMPs as a power-sharing 
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instrument potentially challenging the primacy of the election rather than as a process 

centered on the quality of deliberation. The last section discusses our results and present our 

typology of MPs’ discourses.  

1. A clash of legitimacy: (re)legitimization through deliberation or protection of the 

legitimacy of the election? 

1.1. Party and individual characteristics and attitudes towards democratic innovations 

The existing literature on party and individual characteristics and attitudes towards democratic 

innovations (DIs) tends to show that support for DIs is related with vested interests in the 

existing political system. Parties and individuals that have greater access to political power 

and a more consolidated position within the political system are less likely to support 

innovations that would enhance citizen participation.  

At the party-level, left-wing political forces are more supportive of various democratic 

reforms compared to center and right-wing parties. Left wing political parties are more likely 

to support the introduction of gender quotas (Lovenduski and Norris 1993), instruments of 

participatory democracy (Gourgues 2013) or participatory budgeting (Sintomer et al. 2016). 

Regarding direct democracy, historical works focusing on the 19
th

 century Populist Party in 

the US (Lawrence et al. 2009) or on the Green Party in Germany in the 1990s (Scarrow 1999) 

suggest that left-wing parties pushed for the introduction of direct democratic mechanisms. 

Other studies found that over the last decades, radical right representatives are particularly 

favorable to direct democratic reforms (Best 2020; Mudde 2007). Finally, works focusing on 

support for mixed chambers including politicians and MPs show that, in Belgium, left-wing 

parties are the most supportive – or the least opposed – to sortition (Jacquet et al. 2020; 

Vandamme et al. 2018). Left-wing ideology can be associated with egalitarian values and a 

search for a more inclusive economic and political process. Particularly, parties such as the 
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Greens support democratic innovations that embody post-materialist aspirations and promote 

a horizontal and grassroots form of political organization (Junius et al. 2020). Referendums 

constitute unmediated and plebiscitary instruments for radical right parties to take back 

control from the elite (Junius et al. 2020).  

The level of access of a given political party to central positions of powers also affects 

perceptions of democratic innovations. A case study in Belgium shows that candidates who 

belong to outsider political parties are more critical of representative democracy (Niessen et 

al. 2019). Comparative work on MPs conducted across Europe, suggests that traditional 

governing parties are less favorable of initiatives that would enhance citizen participation 

(referendums, deliberation, or participation outside of elections) than anti-establishment 

parties, radical left parties, and parties with a limited access to power (Núñez et al. 2016). 

Members of the governing coalition are also less likely than opposition parties to support 

changes to the status quo, such as compulsory voting, term limits, or the use of citizens’ 

initiatives (Bowler et al. 2002, 2006). 

Individual characteristics and political resources also matter. There is a crucial difference 

between top-level politicians holding prestigious positions and those who are at the margins 

of power structures. Niessen et al.  (2019) show that Belgian candidates who have previously 

held an elected office are less critical of representative democracy. Comparative research of 

municipal councilors in Europe that focus on the desirability of citizen participation outside of 

elections, suggests that women are more supportive of participatory reforms than are men 

(Heinelt 2013). However, this result does not hold for female mayors, and there are vast 

regional differences (Vetter et al. 2018). These results suggest the effect of the level of 

marginality in the political field is more prominent rather than gender per se. For instance, a 

study focusing on the case of Ségolène Royal in France, shows that she defended participatory 

democracy to overcome her marginality within the Socialist Party (Sintomer and Talpin 
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2011). More generally, certain French politicians have used  citizen participation as a way to 

build an alternative form of political capital (Petit 2017). However, several authors who rely 

on qualitative studies in France, suggest that gendered political socialization may also 

influence opinions on participatory democracy: participation mobilizes so-called “feminine” 

qualities such as conflict avoidance or listening (Paoletti and Rui 2015). This may explain 

why women have been more supportive of mixed chambers, including putting citizens 

alongside elected politicians in Belgium (Vandamme et al. 2018).  

In conclusion, party ideology and access to political power condition the support for 

various democratic innovations that would enhance citizen participation. We still have to 

establish whether these findings also hold for the particular case of DMPs (Section 4). The 

mechanism explaining why certain politicians are more likely to be in favor of DMPs 

specifically should also be clarified. We argue that MPs’ position is related with the 

incompatibility of the legitimacy of elections and mini-publics.  

1.2. A clash of legitimacy? Elections vs. deliberative mini-publics 

Political elites are evolving in a political environment where participatory and 

deliberative experiments are increasingly valued and institutionalized. From the point of view 

of politicians, DMPs can be viewed in two ways: as redistributive institutions, which improve 

the condition of one group, citizens, at the expense of another group, politicians; or as 

efficient institutions (which improve the condition of all groups, see Tsebelis 1990). If  DMPs 

are perceived as redistributive institutions, then actors would focus on the fact that 

deliberative experiments lead to a redistribution of power between MPs and ordinary citizens, 

and question the legitimacy of elections (i.e. of elected representatives). Conversely, if 

political actors perceive DMPs as efficient institutions, then they would focus on the “win-
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win” situations that a highly legitimate and deliberative process could create, and on their 

ability to solve complex policy issues.  

 DMPs challenge the legitimacy of elections more directly than other form of 

democratic innovation, because DMPs involve the use of sortition for deliberation and 

decision-making. The legitimacy of elected representatives lies on accountability (Urbinati 

and Warren 2008) and on delegation (by taking decisions in the best interest of the 

represented). Moreover, the voting mechanism ensures that the most competent candidates (in 

terms of education, internal efficacy, oral proficiency) are chosen (Vandamme 2018), since 

representative democracy is based on the concept of a hierarchy of competence between the 

represented and the representatives (Manin 1997). The time spent in politics by professional 

politicians, the acquisition of specific skills, or a specific professional background, has led to 

the professionalization of politics (Boelaert et al. 2017).  

Qualitative studies conducted in Belgium that examined how political elites conceive 

democracy suggest that this elitist conception of representation is particularly enlightening, 

and allows us to understand MPs’ positions on deliberative democracy. While certain MPs are 

ready to accept a hybridized form of democracy, in which elections are complemented by 

other forms of participation, the centrality of elected representatives in the decision making-

process remains unavoidable. This discourse is linked with the belief that representatives are 

legitimate because they are particularly competent and able to defend the general interest, 

unlike the average citizen (Jacquet et al. 2015a; Schiffino et al. 2019). Belgian MPs appear 

widely opposed to sortition of political offices when their decision-making power is more 

than consultative, even if leftist MPs tend to be in favour of mixed assemblies (involving 

elected and sortitioned members). Among citizens, random selection seems to especially 



8 
 

appeal to disaffected citizens with a lower social status (Jacquet et al. 2020; Vandamme et al. 

2018).  

Conversely, the guiding principle of DMPs, which is the virtues and the legitimacy of 

random selection, are fundamentally different from election. Sortition relies on descriptive 

representativeness and on the likeliness between the representatives and the represented. It 

avoids the risk of a self-selection bias, provides equal opportunity for each citizen to 

participate and generates diversity among decision makers (Vandamme 2018). It is also 

supposed to foster deliberation, openness to other people’s arguments (as members of 

deliberative mini-publics do not defend a political program and are not bounded by party 

discipline) and the ability to take long-term consequences of political actions into 

consideration (Vandamme 2018). Unlike instruments such as direct democracy or elections, 

which allow everyone to take part in the process, DMPs are based on the participation of a 

small number of citizens, with an equal chance of being selected. This also challenges the 

nature of representative democracy in which the legitimacy of the representatives emanates 

from the consent of the people who remain sovereign. DMPs leave the influence of the maxi-

public out of the equation (c.f. Farrell et al. 2020).  

The legitimacy and the advantages of both modes of selection (election and sortition) 

may be complementary, specifically if the prerogative of citizens selected through sortition 

remains consultative (Vandamme 2018). Moreover, in a context of distrust of elected 

politicians, the increasing complexity of policy issues, and the demands for citizen 

participation, MPs could accept DMPs, and acknowledge the advantages of sortition and 

deliberation. On the other hand, elected politicians could perceive DMPs as a zero-sum game, 

which implies that delegating a portion (even consultative) of their prerogative might 
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diminish their power, and undermine the legitimacy of elections, if they are convinced that 

they are more competent than the average citizen.   

2. Case selection, material and methodology  

2.1. French-speaking Belgium as a laboratory for DMPs 

French-speaking Belgium is a particularly interesting case to study the perceptions of 

deliberative mini-publics among elected representatives, as it combines strong political parties 

and multiple recent experiments of deliberative mechanisms at the federal and local level 

(Vrydagh et al. 2020). Belgium is a divided and pillarized society, sometimes labeled as a 

“partitocracy” (van Haute et al  2013) with two-party systems based on different languages 

and two distinctive public spheres. During Belgium’s longest period without ruling 

government in 2010-11, several large-scale deliberative initiatives have been experimented 

with, thanks to the initiatives of private actors such as the G1000. The political class then took 

up the subject by organizing several deliberative events in the 2010s (Jacquet et al. 2020). 

Deliberative initiatives also emanated from state actors, such as the Parliaments of Wallonia 

or Brussels, and local municipalities. The Parliament of the German-speaking community of 

Belgium has created a permanent deliberative citizen assembly linked to the parliamentary 

process (Niessen and Reuchamps 2020). Both the Parliaments of Brussels and the Parliament 

of Wallonia voted for the implementation of mixed parliamentary committees with randomly 

selected citizens and elected MPs. French-speaking Belgium is therefore a laboratory to 

understand the position of MPs on deliberative mini-publics. Flanders was excluded from the 

analysis because no DMPs were implemented at the regional level in this region. French-

speaking Belgium can be understood as a crucial case (Gerring 2006): MPs have all been 

subjected to DMPs in their region and as the debate is particularly intense on the issue, hence 
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we can expect that their discourses on this issue are more informed by experience that in most 

other regions or countries.  

2.2. Data and Methods  

We conducted 91 semi-structured interviews with French-speaking MPs sitting in the 

Federal Parliament, the Parliament of Wallonia, and the Parliament of Brussels between 

March and July 2018. They represent 43% of the 210 French-speaking MPs. These interviews 

took place during the POLPOP project (Elites Perceptions of public opinion, funded by the 

FPO and coordinated by the University of Antwerp). Given that we chose to have no clear 

strategy of selection other than obtaining a sample as diverse as possible that included all key 

groups and constituencies (Ritchie et al. 2014), we contacted all French-speaking 

representatives by e-mail and by phone to set an appointment. We have also attended 

parliamentary sessions in order to conduct interviews with the MPs who were otherwise 

difficult to contact. When we reached a satisfactory number of respondents, we targeted some 

MPs with underrepresented profiles in our sample. Nonetheless, our final sample is somewhat 

asymmetric with an over-representation of  MPs from Brussels (See Appendix 1). Our sample 

mirrors the composition of the three assemblies in terms of gender, even if MPs from certain 

smaller parties (Ecolo, which is a Green Party, and DéFI, a French-speaking regionalist party) 

and members of the majority are overrepresented. In our sample, 41% of respondents are 

multiple office holders, which means that thirty-eight MPs are either mayor or alderman, 

while 59 percent are “only” MPs. Finally, 57% of our sample has sat in parliament for fewer 

than three mandates, whereas 43% have been elected for three mandates or more. 

The 91 interviews were mostly held in MPs’ offices. During the meeting, the respondent 

had to first answer a survey unrelated to the topic of this article, after which a short interview 

was conducted. As DMPs were only addressed at the end, the MPs were more trusting than at 
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the beginning of the interview and gave less 'controlled' answers. We asked seven questions 

about their definition of participatory democracy, their experience with participatory 

democracy and DMPs at a local, regional and national level, their visions about concrete 

DMPs organized on population ageing in the Parliament of Wallonia in 2017 or mobility in 

the Parliament of Brussels in 2017, and their evaluations and ranking about a series of 

democratic innovations, including consultative and binding DMPs (see Appendix 3). The aim 

of these interviews was to highlight MPs’ discourses on participatory democracy and DMPs 

more specifically. Each meeting lasted between thirty minutes and one hour, which includes 

the ten to thirty minute interview. 

Following previous studies on similar topics (Jacquet 2017; Jacquet et al. 2015), and 

Braun and Clarke’s step-by-step guide (2006), we conducted an inductive thematic analysis 

(Mucchielli and Paillé 2012) to go beyond the simple description and to have a better 

understanding of the “latent themes”. After having transcribed, and became better acquainted 

with the 91 interviews, we coded them thematically. Firstly, we inductively generated initial 

codes using the data analysis program NVivo 12 (QSR International, UK). Depending on our 

ability in identifying patterns every sentence or group of sentences were counted as a textual 

unit,. Each textual unit could be coded multiple times. This first step brought out themes 

found in the text. Secondly, we looked for categories and subcategories and managed to 

obtain a thematic tree of these categories, thereby summarizing MPs’ arguments on their 

definitions, their practices, and their evaluations of DMPs (see Appendix 2). Thirdly, we 

reorganized the themes using Pilet et al. (2007)’s participation ladder. Fourthly, we rechecked 

all our codes to obtain a thematic analysis that is as consistent and uniform as possible. 

Finally, we did the final analysis of our corpus by identifying the three ideal-typical 

discourses which we develop in section 4 . Every step of our analysis was driven by 
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systematic comparison, and going back and forth between the interview data and the 

literature. 

3. The profile of the supporters of deliberative mini-publics  

Before analyzing the discourses that MPs produce on mini-publics, it is important to 

establish the profile of the supporters of different types of DMPs (Table 1). MPs who were 

“totally in favor” or “in favor” a reform were grouped as supporters, and MPs who were 

“neither for nor against”, “against” or “totally against” a reform were grouped as opponents. 

Less than a quarter of the MPs interviewed (23%) claim to be in favour of binding mini-

publics. Members of the Ecolo party, which is the most active in French-speaking Belgium on 

this issue (Biard et al. 2020), are by far the most supportive of binding mini-publics with 63% 

of the MPs interviewed in favour. MPs sitting in the Parliament of Wallonia and Brussels, in 

which experiments of mini-publics have been taking place in recent years, are much more 

favourable than MPs sitting in the Federal Parliament. Finally, members of the opposition are 

also more likely to support binding mini-publics: more than a third support this idea, whereas 

only 14% of the members of the majority do so. Multiple office holders - MPs who also hold 

an elected executive office at the local level- are much less supportive of binding mini-

publics. Finally, MPs who have been in parliament for fewer than three mandates are much 

more enthusiastic about binding mini-publics than more experienced MPs: 34% support them 

(only 9% of MPs who have been in the parliament for three mandates or more). This clearly 

suggests that, as for other democratic innovations, support for DMPs is correlated with 

ideology and is more present in opposition parties of the left. MPs with more individual 

political resources – those who sit at the national rather than the regional level, with more 

parliamentary experience, who sit with the majority and those who hold other local mandates 

– are more protective of their prerogatives.  
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There is no typical profile of the supporters of consultative mini-publics: 83% of the 

MPs interviewed agree with this form of mini-public. Supporters could be found across the 

entire ideological spectrum, in the opposition and in the majority, in all three Parliaments, 

independently of the level of political experience. The only difference is that women are more 

supportive of consultative mini-publics than men. Finally, a small minority of MPs (13%) 

rejected both forms of mini-publics. These MPs belong exclusively to certain traditional 

government parties (MR, PS and DéFI)
2
. None of the women interviewed rejected both 

mechanisms, whereas this is the case for a fifth of the men interviewed. 

[Table 1 around Here ] 

These descriptive findings show that support for DMPs is related with ideology, but 

also with the level of access to political power. More specifically, the link between the level 

of political experience and support for DMPs strongly suggests that MPs who have more 

personal resources and a longer political experience develop a stronger commitment to the 

existing system. The analysis of the discourses of MPs highlights the mechanism behind 

support for DMPs: the evaluation of citizens’ competence and the resulting vision of 

representation.  

4. MPs’ visions and discourses about DMPs 

Through the inductive analysis of the corpus, we identify three ideal-type discourses. 

MPs’ discourses about DMPs are built on two argumentative frames: one related to capacity 

(considerations about the respective qualities and competences of citizens and elected 

representatives), the other to the process of representation (how citizens and elected 

politicians interact). Considerations related to output legitimacy (the evaluation of politicians’ 

                                                           
2
 Despite not being a classical traditional party, DéFi has been part of almost all the government at the Regional 

level of Brussels since its creation in 1989. 
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and citizens’ capacity to produce effective policy outcomes) influence MPs’ preferences in 

terms of process legitimacy (the efficacy, accountability, openness and, inclusiveness of the 

governance process, Schmidt 2013). 

4.1. The power-sharing discourse 

 MPs who make a “power-sharing” discourse, support binding forms of deliberative 

mini-publics organized on major issues. They consider deliberative mechanisms with no 

ability to constrain the final decision to be useless. For MP 32 (Écolo, Parliament of 

Brussels),  

“The worst disenchantment is not when you’re not listened to, it’s when you get 

involved and you don’t get listened to”.  

Because DMPs that have been organized in Belgium, have only been consultative, these MPs 

make a strong case against the dominant implementation of deliberative mini-publics and 

argue that participation should not be limited to giving an informed opinion, but should also 

involve the ability to have a say in the final decision. They further argue that deliberative 

mini-publics and referendums could complement each other, and mention the Swiss model of 

referendum several times. MPs holding this discourse also consider that mini-publics have to 

deal with major issues, such as institutional reforms or important societal issues, rather than 

on mundane issues of the local level. This contrasts with the dominant discourse held by the 

vast majority of MPs (cf. infra.). These MPs accept a hybrid form of democracy in which 

participatory mechanisms could exist alongside representative democracy and become a 

“useful complement of representative democracy” (MP 50, Écolo, Federal Parliament). 

The willingness to accept co-decision through binding forms of mini-publics is what 

distinguishes these MPs from their colleagues. Co-decision implies that elected 
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representatives accept to at least give part of their “reserved” powers to ordinary citizens. This 

position is acceptable for those MPs who see themselves as equal to citizens. Indeed, the 

willingness to hybridize democracy is linked to the way in which these MPs evaluate their 

own competence and the competence of ordinary citizens. Instead of adopting a position that 

would place them above the citizenry, these MPs stress the universal competence of citizens, 

including those who are not interested in politics. For MP 11 (PS, Parliament of Brussels), 

“The politician (…) does not have innate knowledge”.  

The idea that politicians are not more qualified than other citizens is directly related to 

the belief that everyone has a legitimate say in the political process. This justifies the use of 

sortition. MP 66 (MR, Parliament of Wallonia) considers that the most important thing is to 

listen to all citizens equally, arguing that mini-publics should more specifically be aimed at 

citizens “who have never done politics and who do not see their views expressed”. These MPs 

value mini-publics as a way to build on collective intelligence. They believe that citizens 

bring a new perspective on important political issues by challenging the common views found 

in the Parliament that is structured by partisan politics. For example, MP 26 (Écolo, 

Parliament of Brussels) argues: 

 “We realize that people are able to think out of the box (with ideas that are 

difficult to carry in political parties) and are also able to take constraints into 

consideration”.  

This discourse displays classical arguments found in the literature defending deliberative 

democracy. The latter is seen as fostering collective intelligence and legitimacy by building 

on the ability of ordinary citizens to tackle complex issues (Reuchamps and Suiter 2016; 

Warren and Pearse 2008). It relies on the acknowledgement of the positive dynamics inherent 

to deliberation in mini-publics and on the idea that citizens, experts, and politicians should use 
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it to reach consensual and better-informed decision. The MPs using this argument have often 

taken part in the organisation of deliberative mini-publics, have personally experienced them, 

and are now convinced of their deliberative practical virtues.  

By putting citizens and politicians on equal footing, MPs who hold a power-sharing 

discourse articulate a vision of political representation that is not limited to Election Day, but 

based on regular citizen participation and on co-decision. These representatives describe 

representation as a process of “permanent interaction” and of “co-construction” with citizens. 

For MP 32 (Écolo, Parliament of Brussels),  

“We co-construct public policies with an ongoing constructed and constructive 

dialogue. That means that we don’t consider that a political mandate is given only 

on Election Day, but we consider (…) that elections give responsibilities and that 

the exercise of those responsibilities involves going back and forth between the 

representative and his constituency.”  

Representation is envisioned as a fluid and dynamic process of claim-making by 

representatives in which consent is not given once and for all: it cannot be reduced to 

elections and takes place in multiple other settings (Guasti and Geissel 2019; Saward 

2010). 

 4.2. The consultation discourse  

In this second ideal-type discourse, MPs accept deliberative mini-publics on the 

condition that they remain optional, consultative, limited to certain topics, and if the final 

decision is fully controlled by politicians. DMPs are only accepted if the hierarchy between 

elected politicians and citizens is fully acknowledged. When asked if mini-publics could deal 

with important issues, such as institutions, cultural, and social issues, these MPs thought that 
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citizen participation should be strictly limited to everyday, ordinary, and local issues: “topics 

that concern them, such as garbage in the street” (MP 40, PS, Parliament of Brussels).  

These MPs also formulate harsh criticisms on the principle of sortition, which 

confirms previous findings (Jacquet et al. 2020; Vandamme et al. 2018). Only self-selected 

citizens who are motivated and competent should take part in participatory (consultative) 

mechanisms. One of the most telling excerpts is the metaphor used by MP 51 (MR, Federal 

Parliament):  

“If your car breaks down, will you draw by lot someone to know who should 

repair it? I don’t think so”. 

This purely consultative view of DMPs is linked to the idea that randomly selected citizens 

are just not qualified enough to make important political decisions on technical issues. For 

instance, when asked if deliberative mini-publics could tackle institutional issues, MP 19 (PS, 

Parliament of Brussels) argues:  

“No, impossible. When you are an MP it takes you almost a year to understand 

how the Parliament works, how you come up with proposals, how you help things 

along, and all of this is so constraining that if we do something like that, I call my 

grandmother who says, ‘Here it is’. No, this makes absolutely no sense”. 

This excerpt shows that certain topics are considered to be too specialized and too technical to 

be discussed by ordinary citizens. Politics is seen as a profession requiring special skills and 

technical competences (Jacquet et al. 2015; Schiffino et al. 2019). Denying that this 

complexity exists amounts to depreciating the competences of MPs. MP 23 (DéFI, Federal 

Parliament), argues that “there is a political technicality in the functioning of the institutions 

that the citizens do not know”. MP 48 (MR, Federal Parliament) argues that important 
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decisions “are not based on emotions, they are based on reason”. Citizens are deemed 

competent enough to be consulted on topics concerning their everyday life, but not on more 

complex topics that are the prerogative of competent, dispassionate, and trained politicians. 

According to these MPs, citizens are certainly not competent enough to produce innovative 

solutions through collective intelligence. The principle of sortition is seen as potentially 

damaging, because it prevents the selection of the most competent and motivated individuals.  

This discourse is often associated with a paternalist view of DMPs, that it is a way to 

show citizens how hard politics really is. For instance, according to MP 27 (PS, Parliament of 

Brussels)  

“[Citizens] may become more aware of the difficulties of administration, they 

may choose the party they will vote for differently because they may understand a 

little better the difficulties that exist, and become more interested in politics”.  

This MP uses a conditional tone: citizens may, or may not become more aware of the 

difficulties of public affairs. This argument can be linked  with elitist discourses that argue 

that “sophisticated” citizens are greatly outnumbered by incompetent citizens (Converse 

1964).  

 MPs who hold a consultation discourse also provide definitions of the representative 

process. Indeed, elections being the only mechanism that ensures accountability, remain the 

cornerstone of democratic legitimacy. Citizens should be regularly consulted outside of 

elections, but any binding mechanism could endanger the legitimacy of politicians, which is 

based on their accountability and competence. Thus, the vision these MPs have of the 

representation is closely intertwined with considerations about competence. Accordingly, MP 

22 (DéFI, Parliament of Brussels) envisions representation as such: 
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“the possibility for citizens to give their opinion between two electoral periods, to 

give feedback from the reality of the ground (…) That’s the role of a 

representative, to be accountable not only on Election Day”. 

Strikingly, several MPs also share the opinion that sortition does allow for 

“representative” jury, because it prevents the most motivated citizens to take part in 

participatory processes. In other words, “representation” is also understood as a form of self-

selection of the most competent and the most motivated individuals (Manin 1997). For 

instance, MP 26 (Ecolo, Parliament of Brussels) argues:   

“what I dislike [about drawing lots] is that not all people can participate. There are 

people who are more motivated, there are people who are less motivated, (…) 

there are people who cannot write, there are people who cannot speak properly. 

Therefore, I am in favour of letting all citizens express themselves, and choosing 

between citizens bothers me, because there is always something that is not 

representative”. 

These MPs strongly deny any mechanism that could constrain political decisions. This 

implies that representative democracy founded on political parties, delegation, and 

competence, could be challenged or even substituted. MPs consider that binding mini-publics 

could challenge their prerogatives or make them replaceable, and, therefore, redundant. This 

also explains why MPs who have greater access to political power, are so dismissive of 

binding mini-publics: DMPs are primarily perceived as instruments that could redistribute 

political power. For instance, MP 4 (DéFI, Parliament of Brussels) gives the following 

argument:  
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“The citizen jury (…) almost replaces politicians, at some level. In that case, I 

think that is somehow a misuse of participatory democracy, because I wonder 

what the elected politician is for. (…) I don’t claim to be an expert on everything, 

but I am accountable to the voter at some point to have a small fragment of power 

which I have to use as well as possible, and that always pisses me off when this 

small fragment that I hold, someone tries to take it away from me to give it to 

another actor.”  

This excerpt is particularly telling. This MP clearly draws a hierarchy between representative 

democracy, election, accountability, and delegation, which are the cornerstone of democratic 

legitimacy and DMPs. DMPs are only a complement that would strengthen the link with 

citizens between elections.  

4.3. The elitist discourse  

A handful of MPs used very harsh terms to describe mini-publics: “pseudo-

participatory democracy”, “window-dressing”, “complete bullshit”, to name but a few. This 

very negative judgment is based on the idea that lobbies and partisan groups use DMPs to 

covertly advance particular interests. MP 44 (PS, federal parliament) rejects citizen juries 

because 

“there are a lot of lobbies talking. That’s a bit what I call ‘Canada-dry’ 

democracy: it looks like democracy, it has the colour of democracy, but it’s not 

necessarily democracy. Because at some point, I truly feel that there are people 

who are instrumentalized, or who instrumentalize others”.  

The identity of those who manipulate democratic innovations varies according to the political 

orientation of the MPs. Several MPs belonging to the centre-right and to the liberal party MR 
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(Mouvement réformateur) argue that citizens are the prey of politically organized (leftist) 

groups. By contrast, some MPs on the left criticized participatory democracy on the ground 

that it exacerbates far-right populist attitudes that could endanger civil liberties.  

These MPs point at the deficiencies of ordinary citizens but they do so more bluntly that 

they did for the consultation discourse. For instance, MP 57 (PS, Federal Parliament) argues:  

“people are incompetent. (…) There is a great illusion (…), which is to believe 

that the citizen is able to surpass himself and to think about the general interest”.  

The representative system is seen as the main guarantee that individuals who are engaged in 

public life are competent. For MP 54 (MR, Federal Parliament),  

“the fact that one is on a list and to stand for an election is already the result of a 

filter. This already means that, well, you are dealing with people who either are 

able to represent something, or people who can defend their ideas, people who 

dare to stand for their ideas”.  

Citizens are considered as politically incompetent but also as selfish and unable to 

favour the public interest. This confirms previous results opposing MPs who see themselves 

as standing for the common good, as opposed to ordinary citizens who are blinded by their 

individual interests (Jacquet et al  2015, 186). Theoretical discussions on deliberative mini-

publics argue precisely the contrary: MPs tend to focus on short-term interests and re-election 

whereas citizens are more likely to take long-term considerations into account (Vandamme 

2018). For MP 56 (MR, Federal Parliament) the citizen “lives in the present, he’s into instant 

gratification”. MP 3 (MR, Parliament of Brussels) argues: “The citizen today wants the 

maximum for a minimal cost”. It is striking to note that in the two previous excerpts, citizens 

are essentialized: these MPs talk of “the” citizen as a single, homogenous and depreciated 
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political figure. In this discourse “the (bad) citizen” is the reversed figure of “the (good) 

politician”. In the general public discourse, many commentators and citizens have a negative 

evaluation of politicians who are seen as a homogenous, self-serving group that is 

disconnected from the public interest (Clarke et al. 2018). Yet, these MPs hold a parallel 

discourse in which it is “the citizen” who is at fault. They adopt a position that Marion 

Paoletti calls “elective corporatism” (1997) leading them to defend politicians against 

citizens. 

This discourse about citizens’ incompetence leads these MPs to develop a vision in 

which elected representation is the only legitimate form of participation and representation. 

These MPs see participation outside of elections as a series of informal and everyday 

interactions between voters and MPs, taking place in public events or in other settings. For 

instance, MP 15 (PS, Parliament of Brussels) argues:  

“citizen participation is about discussing with people on Saturday morning at the 

market (…), about taking the pulse of his population on a daily basis”  

MPs are seen as the “legal representatives” of voters, and “choose for the collective 

interest” (MP12, PS, Parliament of Brussels). To use the famous distinction made by Burke 

(1776), these MPs see themselves as trustees who should have the full autonomy to deliberate 

and act for the greater good, without strict constraints from voters of their constituencies. 

Hence, they consider that if citizens want to play an active political role they should vote or 

run as a candidate in an election. For instance, MP 48 (MR, Federal Parliament) argues:  

“citizens can vote, they can run for elections… If they don’t want to do politics, if 

they don’t want to run for election, if they vote badly… They shouldn’t put all the 

blame on politicians”.  
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Because of their purely elective vision of democracy, these MPs express outright rejection of 

any instrument of participation outside of elections. According to MP 52 (PS, Federal 

Parliament):  

“Participatory democracy is a word that tarnishes democracy. (…) we give the 

impression that democracy is a dictatorship, that without participation it isn’t 

democratic. No! Representatives are democratically elected! They are legitimate!”  

This discourse is elitist because it exacerbates the above arguments that more openly insist on 

citizens’ political incompetence. Elections are considered as the only truly legitimate form of 

citizen participation and as the one and only source of legitimacy in democracy.  

Discussion and conclusion 

French-speaking Belgium is a crucial case that contributes to our understanding of 

MPs’ positions on deliberative mini-publics. This is because public authorities have already 

implemented these instruments extensively. The large sample of MPs interviewed allows us to 

draw some conclusions about the profile of the supporters of DMPs and, more importantly, to 

provide a typology of MPs’s discourses on deliberative mini-publics. Our article shows that 

most politicians analyse DMPs in redistributive terms and as instruments that could endanger 

their elective legitimacy (Table 2). This article develops on existing exploratory works 

conducted in Belgium (Jacquet et al. 2015, Schiffino et al.  2019). Thanks to our rich corpus, 

we identify two argumentative frames structuring MPs’ discourses about DMPs: competence 

and vision of political representation.  

[Table 2 about Here] 
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The true divisions in the discourses about DMPs lies between MPs who are willing to 

share part of their decision power with citizens and those who are not. Despite the lively 

debate questioning the importance of linking deliberation and decision (Lafont 2019), the 

evaluation made by MPs does not rely on considerations on the virtues of deliberation, but 

mainly on their contrasting views on lay citizens’ competence. This evaluation of citizens’ 

capacity influences their conception of political representation. Indeed, arguments about 

capacity and representation are intertwined: the more MPs perceive citizens as incompetent, 

the more primacy they give to the election in the representative process. Those who see 

themselves as the only competent political actors able to consider the general interest, also 

consider that all democratic legitimacy emanates from elections. They are particularly critical 

about DMPs and reject the very idea of sortition. By contrast, MPs who consider that all 

citizens are able to take part in discussions and decisions about complex policy issues also 

envision representation as a dynamic and ongoing process of interaction in which elections 

are only one of the instruments of decision and participation. MPs who are willing to support 

binding DMPs come from left-wing opposition parties and have fewer political resources. In 

other words, they seem to compensate their relative lack of electoral legitimacy by promoting 

alternative forms of citizen participation. In light of these results, the likelihood of having 

DMPs with binding powers implemented in the near future in most consolidated democracies 

appear unrealistic. 

This study shows that the discourses and the positions of MPs are far from being 

universally convinced of the many virtues of deliberation, even in a region where deliberative 

mini-publics have been part of the political landscape for quite a while now. There is a huge 

gap between the academic vision of DMPs, that strongly focuses on the quality of deliberation 

and on the characteristics of the process, and on the views of political actors who mostly see 

these devices as power-sharing instruments and who remain wary of the preservation of their 
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existing prerogatives. Future research should investigate how political actors in countries and 

regions in which DMPs have not been as institutionalized envision deliberative mini-publics. 

Secondly, our study has focused on parliaments, which are the main centres of power in 

Belgium. One might expect that the municipal level, where the value of proximity is more 

central and which deals with issues that are closer to citizens’ everyday concerns, that elected 

officials may be more welcoming of DMPs and may develop different discourses on the 

matter. Finally, this article has not considered how the participation of politicians in DMPs 

could affect and change their perceptions and discourses about these instruments, and 

democratic innovations more generally. Future works on the perceptions of DMPs should not 

only compare countries, but also regions, levels of power, and familiarity with these 

instruments.  
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Table 1. Position of the MPs interviewed on binding mini-publics, consultative mini-publics 

and popular consultations 

 

In favour of 

binding mini-

publics 

In favour of 

consultative 

mini-publics 

Against both 

forms of mini-

publics 

Total MPs 

(sample) 

Women 32% 97% 0% 33 

Men 19% 75% 20% 58 

     
Party 

    
CDH 44% 80% 0% 11 

DéFi 0% 80% 20% 10 

MR 5% 76% 20% 23 

PS 22% 81% 16% 33 

Ecolo 63% 100% 0% 12 

Others* 50% 100% 0% 2 

     
Age 

    
20-39 29% 79% 14% 14 

40-49 36% 83% 14% 29 

50-59 5% 91% 9% 25 

60 and more 24% 77% 14% 23 

     
Status 

    
Majority 14% 82% 14% 49 

Opposition 34% 83% 12% 42 

     
Parliament 

    
Brussels 29% 85% 9% 42 

Federal 5% 81% 19% 22 

Wallonia 29% 79% 13% 27 

     
Multiple office holders 

   
No 31% 85% 9% 53 

Yes 12% 79% 18% 38 

     
Number of mandates     

Two or less 34% 84% 12% 52 

Three or more 9% 81% 14% 39 

TOTAL 23% 83% 13% 91 

N 85 87 86 
 

*This category includes one independent MP and one MP from the party PTB  

Note: Items in bold are differences that are statistically significant at the 10% level according to 

the chi-square test. These results should be interpreted with caution due to the small numbers per 

category. 
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Table 2. Typology of discourses of MPs about deliberative mini-publics 

 

Power-sharing discourse 

Consultation 

discourse Elitist discourse 

Preferred forms of DMPs 

DMPs on major issues 

with binding decision 

powers composed by 

sortition 

Consultative  DMPs 

on local issues with no 

binding decision 

power composed by 

self-selection 

Rejection of all forms 

of DMPs  

Evaluation of citizens' competence 

Politicians and citizens 

placed on an equal 

ground and universally 

competent 

Many incompetent 

and unmotivated 

citizens who should 

not take part in DMPs 

Citizens seen as 

incompetent, selfish 

and unable to 

consider the general 

interest 

Definition of  

political representation 

Permanent processes of 

co-construction and co-

decision with citizens 

alongside elections 

Election as the main 

process of 

representation 

complemented by 

regular consultations 

of the citizens  

Election as the only 

source of legitimacy 

and citizen 

participation  

Typical profile 

Green and left-wing MPs 

with limited political 

experience and access to 

political power No typical profile 

Male from traditional 

governing parties 
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