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Dear reader, 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this essay.  

The essay is an attempt at making sense of the fieldwork and interviews I have conducted 
during the first six months of my PhD. All sorts of comments are welcome, but I would be very 
interested in suggestions for literature that might elevate the essay outside of the current 
analytic framework.  

The essay slightly exceeds the 5000 words, so I would advise you to skip the conclusion, which 
still needs some work.  

 

Best regards,  

Ingrid Helene Brandt Jensen 
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Participation in the climate citizens’ assembly 

– Between enthusiasm and suspicion. 

 

1. Introduction  

In the fall 2020, the Ministry for Climate, Energy and Utilities launched the first national 

climate citizens’ assembly in Denmark. The assembly came into existence by way of the Danish 

Climate Act of 2019, which promised to reduce greenhouse gas emissions with 70 percent by 

2030. The climate citizens’ assembly held their first meeting in October 2020, while the final 

meeting of the first phase of the assembly was held in March 2021. The Danish Board of 

Technology, together with the Ministry for Climate, Energy and Utilities, was responsible for 

organizing and designing the assembly. All sessions of the first phase were carried out online 

because of the Covid-19 pandemic. When the ministry launched the assembly, it was presented 

as a government led effort to strengthen democracy. Similar assemblies in Ireland, France, and 

the U.K. inspired the design and form of the climate citizens’ assembly.1 Like these assemblies, 

the Danish climate citizens’ assembly was committed to the deliberative process as a mode of 

decision-making.  

One might argue that we are in the midst of a deliberative turn, with deliberative forums or 

democratic innovations2 bursting out all around Europe (O’Flynn 2019). Democratic 

innovations are suggested as the ‘new’ democratic solution to many of the most fundamental 

problems facing modern democracy; climate change, democratic crisis etc. (Dryzek et al. 

2019). Fundamental to democratic innovations are their capacity to recast the parameters of 

participation (Elstub and Escobar 2019). Thus, Democratic innovation enacts a form of 

participation that prioritize deliberation over protest and representation (Elstub and Escobar 

2019). Participation is closely linked to most practices of democracy, in fact it is difficult to 

think of any form of democracy that does not require at least a minimal form of participation 

(Kelty 2019, 19). While theories of democracy emphasize democratic participation as a key 

component to the practice of democracy, few engages with the emotional, ephemeral, affective 

experience of participation (Kelty 2019, 55). In contemporary democracy, practices of 

                                                
1 Interview July 20th 2021   
2 Democratic innovation are defined as “processes or institutions that are new to a policy issue, policy role, or 
level of governance, and developed to reimagine and deepen the role of citizens in governance processes by 
increasing the opportunities for participation, deliberation and influence” (Elstub and Escobar 2019, 11) 
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participation is often reduced to toolkits, guiding principles or ladders of participation (Arnstein 

2019; Kelty 2019, 8; OECD 2020). I suspect that this lack of attention is hampering our ability 

to analyze, understand and engage with the tensions, frictions and ambiguities tied to 

participation as it unfolds.  

In this essay, I suggest that more attention should be pushed to explore democratic participation 

as it unfolds. Participation seems to have a way of constantly exceeding its own boundaries 

and logics – renegotiating its terms and limits. To make sense of my fieldwork3, I have 

employed an approach to participation developed by the anthropologist Christopher M. Kelty 

(2019). He introduces three concepts central to understanding contemporary forms of 

participation: (1) contributory autonomy, (2) the experience of participation, and (3) the 

grammars (or ‘forms of life’) of participation (Kelty 2019, 9). In different ways, these three 

concepts have influenced my interpretation of the data generated from the fieldwork. The idea, 

in this essay, is to “(…) get swept up in the messy world of democratic practices and see how 

theory might look from there” (Coles 2016, 680). This is carried out by, literally, letting the 

theory supporting the climate citizens’ assembly – deliberative democracy – meet the practices 

and experiences of participating in the assembly. Part of my purpose in this essay is to illustrate 

that participation in the climate citizens’ assembly was structured and organized to follow the 

ideals of deliberative democracy. Taking my fieldwork as its’ starting point, I explore how the 

procedures of deliberation intersect with the embodied experiences of participation in the 

climate citizens’ assembly. Subsequently, I argue that the experience of participation is 

dominated by two distinctly different grammars of participation – suspicion and enthusiasm. 

Such a project allows us to understand how – and to what extent – the ideals of deliberative 

democracy conflict with the experience of participation, and perhaps more interesting, what we 

can learn from such a conflict. To appreciate and understand the perplexing experience of 

participation I suggest that there could be democratic potentials in cultivating new flows of 

participation in climate citizens’ assembly.  

The three sections of the essay each engages with one of Kelty’s three concepts. I use stories 

from my fieldwork to substantiate the arguments of the essay.  The stories from the fieldwork 

are entangle with the story of the “deliberative democrat” and their meeting with, first, the 

organizer and, subsequently, the members of the climate citizens’ assembly. The “deliberative 

                                                
3 In the first phase of the climate citizens’ assembly, the DIGT research group observed the meetings of the 
assembly. Subsequently, I interviewed a subset of the members and the organizers of the assembly (i.e., the 
Board of Technology and the Ministry of Climate, Energy and Utilities). 
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democrat” is an ethnographic construct – an ideal type – that may not exist but nonetheless 

informs much of the debate on democratic innovation and the use of citizens’ assemblies. The 

ideas of deliberative democracy, was always present in my fieldwork, but neither fully realized 

nor understood. By tracking this persona, we might better understand how participation is 

supposed to work and how it may conflict with the lived experiences of the members of the 

climate citizens’ assembly. In this sense, I wanted to track the deliberative democrat in a very 

specific context where it should be thriving. Thus, I have tried to write an ethnography about 

the “deliberative democrat” placed in the context of the climate citizens’ assembly. While this 

may be a bit unorthodox, I hope that the stories illustrate what perplexed me in my fieldwork 

from the assembly. I hope that you, the reader, will experience that the stories enliven, display, 

and guide new imaginations of the potential flows of participation (Kelty 2019, 4). Thus, I 

argue that the stories from the climate citizens’ assembly illuminate the potential of gaining a 

better understanding of the wide range of material forces that empower and sustain action in 

the assembly. Thinking with these stories, I conclude the essay with reflections on the potentials 

of cultivating new flows of democratic participation.   

 

2. Contributory Autonomy  

Contributory autonomy refers to the contemporary model of facilitating participation.  It 

follows a logic of putting individual autonomy into the service of a greater community (Kelty 

2019, 14). As such, the climate citizens’ assembly, specifically, and democratic innovations, 

more generally, can be understood as a case of what Kelty identifies as contributory autonomy.  

Contributory autonomy embraces individual autonomy and the idea that collectives form only 

through the contribution of those individuals. In this section, I illustrate how the climate 

citizens’ assembly was formatted to ensure participation from a very particular concept of 

personhood. Kelty refers to this as the personhood of contributory autonomy, which he defines 

as ethical claims about the kinds of actions and capabilities expected of entities participating 

in the climate citizens’ assembly (Kelty 2019, 17). Thus, personhood is not a subjective 

experience, but rather it is a way of speaking about who one wants to be, or what one should 

or should not do (Kelty 2019, 20).  

Before we initiate the story about the “deliberative democrat”, and their meeting with the 

organizer, it seems appropriate to introduce you to them. To claim that there is one theory of 

deliberative democracy would be to undermine the substantial work by many authors’ 
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engagement with the theory. However, given the nature of this essay, I focus on the 

particularities and singularities of the theory to bring the character of the “deliberative 

democrat” to life. The account is inspired by the habermasian expressions of the theory, because 

these theories strike me as cleaner ideal types to work with (Landemore 2013, 94).  

There are certain traits that are fundamental to the “deliberative democrat”, which is necessary 

for the purpose of this essay. These include the ideal speech situation, deliberation and 

rationality (Chambers 2018). The ideal speech situation is the linguistic ideal that conditions 

justification and reason-giving. Those conditions include: (1) no one can be excluded, (2) equal 

opportunity to speak, (3) no deception or manipulation and (4) no coercion or external pressure 

(Chambers 2018, 67). The ideal speech situation is – just that – a rhetoric ideal. However it 

offers a picture, which we should strive for in the empirical context, even as it is embedded in, 

and constraint by, many external factors outside of argumentation (Chambers 2018, 67–68). 

One could comprehend it as something operating in the back of our heads on the general 

conditions of free and equal communications. Deliberation is needed to arrive at a better 

outcome because (1) no single individual can possess all the information deemed relevant to a 

certain decision, and (2) no one can anticipate the variety of perspectives on ethics and politics 

deemed relevant for a decision affecting all individuals (Benhabib 2008, 71). This also implies 

that reasoning in deliberation is anchored in the standpoint of all those involved in deliberation 

(Benhabib 2008, 72). In practice, deliberation is a structured and informed debate between 

different citizens, which illuminate different arguments and make the citizen more informed 

about their own, and others’ opinion.  As such, it is a central component that reason-giving is 

both a means of arriving at better outcomes and a way of recognizing each participant as free 

and equal (Chambers 2018, 67). To this end, rationality is for the ‘deliberative democrat’ an 

intersubjective and epistemic process:  "Rationality has less to do with the possession of 

knowledge than with how speaking and acting subjects acquire and use knowledge” (Habermas 

1991, 11).  

We will follow the “deliberative democrat” as they meet the organizer and the members of the 

assembly. I struggled to think of an appropriate venue or occasion for them to meet. I could not 

think of a better place for them to meet than in a zoom meeting. The stories, which I tell in this 

essay, have been constructed from my interviews and field notes from the climate citizens’ 

assembly. When the organizer and members of the assembly speak and think it is in many cases 
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direct quotations from interviews or field notes, and when the ‘deliberative democrat’ speaks 

it is my own interpretation of how and what they might think.  

— 

The deliberative democrat is in their office. They are browsing through their outlook inbox. 

“Where is it?” they think to themselves. They are looking for the zoom invitation for the meeting 

about the climate citizens’ assembly. Another attempt at institutionalizing their theory. They 

are still reluctant to engage. Honestly, they are not even sure whether they are interested in 

analyzing these institutionalized deliberative initiatives (Chambers 2018, 68). Modeling reality 

have never been the central aim of their theory – nor should it necessary be (Gutmann and 

Thompson 2018, 901). If that was not enough, they are still undecided on whether these 

assemblies, in fact, have any democratic value (Lafont 2015, 7; Landemore 2013). They finally 

manage to find the invitation, and sign in. After a few seconds in the waiting room, they are 

allowed to join the meeting. The organizer greets them on zoom, just as he did with all the other 

assembly members. Thirty minutes before the online sessions would begin every single 

assembly member had the opportunity to sign in, to check whether his or her equipment was 

working properly. This was a way of managing 83 people in the same zoom meeting. The 

organizer emphasizes that they chose this way of greeting the members to ensure a good 

experience from the outset. A lot of the work connected to facilitating the assembly went into 

ensuring that everyone felt like it was a good experience and that nobody was taking up too 

much space in the zoom room. “Throughout the process we focused on taking the responsibility 

for making the assembly work, so that the assembly members only had to focus on being present 

in the deliberations”4. Our experience is that it is very cleaver to trust the citizens, especially 

in facilitating groupwork, after all Denmark is a self-facilitating country. The organizer 

continues. This meant that we had to be hard on those that stuck out in the crowd, especially 

those who tended to dominate the space of deliberation. This does not resonate well with the 

deliberative democrat after all one of the principals of deliberation is that everyone should 

have equal opportunity to speak, and it sounds like this has not been the case.  

The deliberative democrat tells the organizer that they have been looking at the 

recommendations of the climate citizens’ assembly. They find them very interesting – and very 

progressive. One thing, which they noticed, is the way the recommendations are structured 

                                                
4 Interview September 15th 2021 
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around three features: observation, evaluation, and recommendations. It seems to be a good 

way of structuring the deliberative procedure to ensure that each individual in the deliberative 

process are consciously aware of the communicative interactions taking place (Benhabib 2008, 

86). The organizer nod: in fact, the recommendations, or the OVA’s, as the organizer calls 

them, was their idea to begin with. The benefits of the OVAs are twofold. First, they are meant 

to secure that no information is lost in the process of the climate citizens’ assembly, thus they 

forced the participants to take notes. Sometimes, there would be weeks between the assembly 

meetings, and in that span of time important information would get lost. Thus, the OVAs create 

a space within which individuals can enter the deliberation. They are meant to structure the 

deliberative process. Second, the OVAs are meant to give legislators some context, as to what 

the citizens was thinking, when they formed their recommendations5. The OVA-format ended 

up being an invitation to dialogue between citizens and politicians. The organizer explains.  

The organizer take a minute, and then he explains; in all political advising, you need to prove 

your own worth. This was paramount in the case of the climate citizens’ assembly, because few 

politicians felt ownership of the assembly. The deliberative democrat is taken aback, why is the 

organizer talking about political advising? This climate citizens’ assembly is a democratic 

institution, where the citizens should not have to prove their worth to the policy makers. They 

realize that, although they have a lot in common with the organizer, the organizer seems to be 

more pragmatically concerned with the question of institutional specifications and practical 

feasibility, where the deliberative democrat is more philosophically minded.  

— 

In this first story, we are witnessing a displacement between the pragmatist, the organizer, and 

the philosopher, the deliberative democrat. The story illustrates that while the design of the 

assembly has its roots in deliberative democracy, some of the ways these deliberative principles 

are being carried out in practice conflict with elements from the theory. However, deliberative 

democracy is weaved in the tissue of the assembly – visible in the practices, techniques, 

technologies and procedures (Kelty 2019, 55).  

Take the OVA’s as one example. This way of organizing a discussion around observation, 

evaluation and recommendations are designed to ensure a very specific logic of argumentation 

and reasoning. One that, I would argue, is grounded in information and deliberation. 

                                                
5 Interview September 15th 2021 
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Throughout the meetings in the assembly, the members would formulate the content of the 

OVA’s, they would be getting feedback on their work from both the organizers and experts in 

the OVA’s, and when the members voted the last week, they voted on specific OVAs. The 

OVAs was the contribution of the assembly. The members of the assembly were forced to use 

this format when they deliberated on the knowledge and insights they had received from 

experts. However, the story also illustrates that the OVAs was imbued with a pragmatic 

sentiment that this format would be understandable for the parliament and government to 

navigate in.  

In such a manner, the pragmatist and philosopher are constantly in conflict with each other in 

the climate citizens’ assembly. The pragmatist approach has little patience for those members 

that made it difficult for other members of the assembly. Their aim was to keep the group work 

focused on contributions that were relevant and constructive. The only way the organizers 

could secure this, was to make sure that they were the ‘adults’ in the facilitation of groupworks 

and the plenary discussions6. At some point, the members suggested having a Facebook group 

for communication outside of the assembly, but the organizers decided that this would remove 

focus from the zoom meetings7.  

In my interview with the organizer, I tried to get a sense of what they had done to support 

participation from the members, and he kept returning to the importance of the climate citizens’ 

assembly being a good experience for the citizens. Thus, many decisions made about the 

assembly was motivated with giving the members a good experience. While I sympathize with 

this focus, the efforts put into making the assembly a good experience catered a certain kind of 

personhood, and, as I will illustrate later, it excluded some people from contributing to the 

assembly. Kelty points out that in the model of contributory autonomy, a strong procedural 

rationality governs participation in the name of establishing it as a success (Kelty 2019, 19). 

This is most certainly the case for the climate citizens’ assembly, and I hope to have shown that 

the procedural rationality governing the climate citizens’ assembly is inspired by some of the 

ideals of deliberative democracy, with a very strong sense of focusing on the individual having 

a good experience.  

 

                                                
6 Interview September 15th 2021 
7 Interview September 15th 2021 
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3. The experience of participation  

The second concept essential to Kelty’s framework is the experience of participation. 

Participation can be defined as taking part in, sharing in or enjoying something in common 

with others (Kelty 2019, 30). To experience participation is to take part in a collective, or to 

enjoy an experience in common with a collective. It is an experience of immersion – being one 

with the collective (Kelty 2019, 18). However, in the model of contributory autonomy, the 

experience of participation is tightly linked to the experience of perplexity. Perplexity occurs 

when the experience of participation does not align with the instrumental and formatted 

expressions of participation (Kelty 2019, 10). Thus, Kelty urges us to pay attention to the 

perplexity that arises, when participants do not feel part of the collective in which they thought 

they were contributing – when the procedures of participation results in perplexity (Kelty 2019, 

20).  

The experience of participation is inevitably an affective, ephemeral, and emotional experience 

that is difficult to capture, fix, or simulate, especially in writing (Kelty 2019, 18, 55). 

Nonetheless, this is exactly what I have tried to in the following stories, where the ‘deliberative 

democrat’ is meeting the members of the climate citizens’ assembly. I have captured and 

simulated the affective and emotional experience of participating in the climate citizens’ 

assembly, to the best of my ability. This story illustrates a displacement between the 

philosopher and the participants.  

— 

“Alright! Nice to meet you, I am now sending you out in a small breakout room where the 

members of the climate citizens’ assembly are waiting to meet you. They have prepared small 

presentations for you about their experience with participation in the assembly.” The organizer 

fumble with his computer. Moments after the deliberative democrat is sent to breakout room 

two; where they are greeted by a handful of members from the climate citizens’ assembly. The 

members of the assembly are sitting almost on the edges of their screens. They think it is 

interesting being studied this way, although they find it difficult to understand the purpose of 

it. Anne, a member of the assembly, breaks the silence: “We wanted to show you a scene from 

our deliberations, so that you can get an impression of how it unfolded”. She shares her screen, 

and the deliberative democrat is now observing the deliberations in the climate citizens’ 

assembly.  
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It is the last day of the first phase, and the members are voting on the recommendations. The 

assembly members are talking about the sun that, somehow, only is present in Marianne’s living 

room. They are voting on the recommendations on agriculture. Only 1/3 of the members are 

present in this zoom break-out-room. It is the last week of the first phase of the assembly. Anders 

will later tomorrow describe this weekend of voting as a marathon. They are asked to deliberate 

each recommendation. The facilitator is keeping an eye on the more silent members of the 

assembly. Anne is raising a concern about the recommendations being too unfinished, it 

requires more work. Ole, an older male, is not agreeing. He is not concerned with it being 

unfinished, because he is convinced that it is important the climate citizens’ assembly expresses 

an opinion on agriculture before the political negotiations of the reform begins. The 

deliberative democrats think to themselves, that the administration should be informed by the 

citizens’ deliberations, and the citizens should certainly not rush the deliberative process on 

this account. Anne is still not convinced. Elsebeth, who is a part of the planning committee, 

says that everything is a bit unfinished, but that does not matter. She has formulated the preface 

to the recommendations where she underscores the citizens’ role as citizens not experts. This 

results in a larger discussion on whether the citizens, are experts, politicians or some hybrid 

version of expert, politician, and citizen?8 The deliberative democrat is a bit puzzled. For them 

it should be obvious that the citizens are citizens, not experts or politicians. How can this even 

be a question?  

Anne stops the screen sharing. The deliberative democrat can once again see all the members 

in gallery view. They break the silence: “why did you feel like you had to be experts?” Anne 

explains that they got so much knowledge and information from the experts about the green 

transition. The OVAs functioned as an instrument for note taking. However, the notes from the 

OVAs followed the citizens throughout the assembly, they never mustered to leave that 

knowledge, or the solutions proposed by the experts, and figure out what they wanted to 

recommend as the climate citizens’ assembly. “We obviously needed the knowledge, but it left 

me with a feeling that the recommendations are proposals from experts, that we trusted, not 

what we believed in as citizens.”9 Anne explains. The deliberative democrat finds this 

worrying. It does not sound like all the citizens felled they were competent enough to have an 

opinion, but was overwhelmed by the opinions of the experts introduced to them.   

                                                
8 Field notes March 20th 2021 
9 Interview May 26th 2021 
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— 

The discussion on whether the citizens were experts kept on emerging, especially towards the 

final weeks of the climate citizens’ assembly. Towards the end of the assembly, the members 

knew that the recommendations, their contributions, would be presented to parliament. They 

were also told that the value of their opinion was tied to their role as citizens not experts. 

Consequently, this perplexity seems unwarranted. However, the design and structure of 

assembly valued expert knowledge, and the OVAs structure made sure that the citizens did not 

forget any important insights and that all their recommendations were grounded in observations 

and evaluation. As such, the procedures were at odds with what the members were told by the 

organizer. The structures of the assembly simply did not match what the organizers were 

communicating. “If participation produces effects on the personhood by virtue of that ways it 

is formatted and performed, then the experience of perplexity creates the grounds for critique 

and reflection” (Kelty 2019, 20).  

However, more than simply non-alignment with personhood is at stake in this story. What is 

being articulated here are the gap between the experience of participation being something 

individual and collective at the same time (Kelty 2019, 18). Individually because participation 

is experience differently, and collectively because participation means immersion in something 

that exceeds the individual. Anne spoke about her general experience with participating in the 

climate citizens’ assembly as being both a source of anxiety and empowerment. Anxiety 

because of the overwhelming task of representing all the knowledge she gained on the green 

transition correctly, and empowering because she felt that she could change something. 

However, after the first phase ended, she begins to question or reflect on many of the 

procedures and practices of the climate citizens’ assembly. Something had changed her 

understanding of the capacity of the assembly.  As such, this immediate perplexity about the 

role of the citizens arise from a differing set of capacities for experiencing the resonance of 

collective emotions or affects. 

 

4. The grammars of participation 

Inspired by Wittgenstein, Kelty, introduces the grammars (or forms of ‘life’) of participation 

as the last concept of his framework (Kelty 2019, 10). ‘Forms of life’ is a label for judgements 

about the things that exist in the world. Both Wittgenstein and Kelty vaguely define forms of 
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life as forms of personhood, collectives, societies, or race; however, it cannot be reduced to 

only difference in language or opinions (Kelty 2019, 24–25). Kelty argues that in some 

instances participation will appear unproblematic and effective. However, when different 

groups make different judgments about the subjects or goals of participation, the result is a 

sense of cooptation or exploitation (Kelty 2019, 10). Two general modes are integral for the 

way we make sense of participation. We can make sense of participation either in an 

enthusiastic and hopeful way or in a suspicious and pessimistic way. “(…) people tend to make 

sense in one of two general modes. On the one hand, they make sense of participation in an 

enthusiastic and hopeful way, and demand that it be implemented or expanded as a solution to 

a wide range of collective problems. On the other hand, they make sense of participation with 

a grammar of suspicion – that what is called participation is actually something else, usually 

a form of cooptation” (Kelty 2019, 23). In this last story, I introduce the ‘deliberative democrat’ 

to one member of the climate citizens’ assembly, Lone. This story illustrates a displacement 

between the citizens within the climate citizens’ assembly, between those that were very 

enthusiastic about their participation in the assembly10, and those that were more suspicious.  

— 

The deliberative democrat is sent into breakout room 4. In this room, they meet Lone. The 

conversation with Lone moves smoothly. Lone is – to say it mildly – skeptical about her own 

participation in the climate citizens’ assembly. It is not so much the process as the other citizens 

in the assembly. She found them extremely difficult to engage with. The whole process of 

deliberation became a battle to exceed one another in the level of knowledge about climate 

policies. She felt that the other members simply did not understand her reality from living on 

the outskirts of Denmark; they were too stuck in their big city mentality. She tried to make the 

other members understand that it was paramount that the recommendations appealed to 

everyone, including the single mother, who does not have time for complicated waste sorting 

systems. Still, the recommendations became so abstract that she did not feel like they offered 

any viable solutions. The deliberative democrat is listening carefully; perhaps Lone’s 

skepticism could be explained by her presuppositions towards the political influence of the 

assembly. Lone agrees, she does not trust politicians, perhaps because she is married to one, 

and related to another. Still, she kept on showing up to the assembly’s meetings, she also signed 

                                                
10 Although I have chosen not to include stories about the members that were enthusiastic about their 
participation in the climate citizens’ assembly, I hope that you trust that they exist.  
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up for joining the second phase of the climate citizens’ assembly. She looks at the first phase as 

an experience, but in the second phase, she will not keep her mouth shut, she will be more 

active. The deliberative democrat is taking a moment to think, and then adds that this is 

precisely the point of deliberation, to improve the belief in political disputes, and thereby 

approach the correct solution to problems (Habermas 2018, 874).  They are encouraging Lone 

to engage fully in the deliberations in the second phase, to get a sense of how the deliberation 

will proceed if she urges the others to learn from her orientations and beliefs (Habermas 2018, 

874). Lone nods. She hesitates and thinks. When she participated in the first phase, it did not 

feel like the other members cared that she had something to say11.  

— 

During my fieldwork, I have spoken to members where the participation in the assembly made 

perfect sense to them; however, Lone’s experience with participating in the assembly really 

perplexed me. She seemed to have a very deeply rooted distrust towards the process. Still, she 

kept showing up. When I started interviewing her, she told me that she signed up to participate 

in the assembly because of her grandchild. Her grandchild had made her local municipality 

change a path system in the local forest, and that inspired Lone to join the assembly. The story 

of Lone reminds us how participation is a deeply affective experience but also how affects 

preexist in relations (Schoolman, Campbell, and Connolly 2008, 325). As such, her experience 

of participation is entangled with the political actions of her grandchild, politicians in her 

family, other assembly members and so on. In the context of the climate citizens’ assembly 

Lone is left with an experience of not having been heard, which fosters a deep suspicion 

towards the project. However, I think that Lone reminds us, that suspicion does not necessary 

leads to non-action, but different forms of action. While she stayed quiet in the context of the 

assembly, Lone told me, that her participation did inspire her to take more local action. For 

example, she called her local municipal to get enrolled in the local trash sortation program.  

In the assembly, two grammars of participation – suspicion and enthusiasm – operate alongside 

each other. Kelty argues that when participants fail to make sense of participation it is because 

that the participants are not “sharing the same judgements about the world, expressed as 

grammars” (Kelty 2019, 24). Different grammars of participation make it impossible to align 

judgements, and even disagreement becomes impossible. The clashes of different forms of life 

                                                
11 Interview May 25th 2021 
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can generate exploration, critique but – perhaps also – new flows of participation (Kelty 2019, 

30). However, the design of the assembly privileged reason, deliberation and the organizers 

attempt at making participation a good experience for the citizens, constantly dictates a specific 

logic of what the assembly is, and what it cannot be.  “Participation (…) tends to reduce, 

confine, or obliterate perplexity in the name of successful participation (…) In the name of 

consensus of contributing, autonomous individuals, it washes out the ability of different 

collectives to judge the world differently, and to participate in the clash of these judgements”.  

(Kelty 2019, 25). As such, the organizers efforts at making participation a good experience 

might have become an obstacle for other flows of participation to flourish (Berlant 2011, 1).  

 

5. Conclusion.  

In this essay, I sat out to push for greater attention to democratic participation as it unfolds. 

This has been done through employing the framework of Kelty to make sense of my fieldwork 

from the climate citizens’ assembly. What we have learned about the climate citizens’ assembly 

is that it was structured and organized to follow the ideals of deliberative democracy. Moreover, 

I argued that the organizers, to make sure that taking part in the climate citizens’ assembly was 

a good experience, were interpreting the ideals of deliberative democracy pragmatically. 

Subsequently we learned that the experience of participation for some members of the assembly 

was linked to anxiety and perplexity. Finally, I argued that, apart from enthusiasm, another 

grammar of participation, namely suspicion, influenced the experience of participation. 

Furthermore, I argued that the organizers, in their efforts to make it a good experience, 

neglected those that struggled to make sense of the participation. 

According to Kelty, participation cannot be viewed as a universal idea, that represent a specific 

material practice, rather participation is a problem, that constantly reinvents itself (Kelty 2019, 

37). The climate citizens’ assembly was established to strengthen democracy by involving 

citizens in the organizing of the green transition (Klima-, Energi- og Forsyningsministeriet 

2020). It remains too early to evaluate, whether it succeeded in this endeavor. However, some 

of the members seems to be renegotiating the terms of their participation by engaging more 

locally. I described how Lone had called her local municipality, but both Anne and Susan, 

which you will meet in the epilogue, have told me how they are involved in pushing a green 

agenda on a local level. The question that remains is whether the climate citizens’ assembly 
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are cultivating new generative flows of participation (Coles 2016, 14) , or simply reproducing 

already existing modes of participation, that leads to nothing more than suspicion? 

While this question remains too big for the scope of this essay, what I set out to illustrate is the 

potential of gaining a better understanding of the wide range of material forces that empower 

and sustain action in the assembly. Thus, by directing our attention to what is emerging in the 

lived experience of those participating in the assembly; we might get a sense of how we can 

cultivate new modes of democratic participation. Although, the next quote refers to visionary 

pragmatism (Coles 2016, 18), I found that it resonated well with how I have come to make 

sense of participation. I would argue that participation has “(…) an appetite for visions that 

come from beyond hegemonic common sense or exceed it from within, and it devotes itself to 

looking for clues of these, listening to whispers near and far that articulates suggestive 

possibilities beyond the assumed boundaries, and seeking modes of political engagement that 

help inspire, energize, inform and enact them.” (Coles 2016, 19) 

— 

Months after the zoom meeting, the deliberative democrat are attending the climate citizens’ 

summit in Middelfart. It is the first week of autumn and the sun is making the deliberative 

democrat warm and hopeful. They are invited to attend a discussion on potentials of climate 

citizens’ assemblies. The deliberative democrat is still a bit hesitant to support, but the 

audience in the tent, where the discussion is taking place, sure seem enthusiastic. On stage, a 

panel of two members from the climate citizens’ assembly is discussing their experience. The 

deliberative democrat recognizes one of them, but the other one, Susan, does not seem familiar. 

Susan is speaking, more to the audience then to the other panelist: “We have been on a fantastic 

journey! It has been – and still is – a super experience. But the politicians are too slow, and it 

is our job to push them”12. Perplexed, the deliberative democrat thought, that the purpose of 

the assembly was to create solutions on the green transition, but, perhaps, they have 

misunderstood something.    

 

  

                                                
12 Field notes September 3rd 2021  
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