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The central concept of this edited volume—one to which each contributor adds in some way—is that of the deliberative system: ‘a set of distinguishable, differentiated, but to some degree

interdependent parts, often with distributed functions and a division of labour,

connected in such a way as to form a complex whole’ that ‘encompasses the talk-based approach to political conflict and problem solving’ (pp. 4-5). The basis of this idea is that deliberation should be seen to take place not just in a singular, perfect forum, but across a range of distinct and differently imperfect fora which collectively foster democratic ideals such as inclusion, reflection, and mutual respect. The resultant integrated, interconnected system can be local, national, regional or global in scale, and sectoral or overarching in scope. It is seen to comprise every space of public deliberation relevant for a particular case – from legislatures and courts to stakeholder committees, from informal networks, mini-publics and other democratic innovations to the mass and new media, and even ‘everyday talk.’

The so-called ‘systemic turn’ in deliberative democratic theory has come about, in large part, because of the dialectic between the theory and empirical research on its practice in contemporary governance. It especially emerges from an acknowledgment of the empirical evidence on micro-deliberation as practiced in the mini-publics that were inspired by and had, until recently, been at risk of becoming synonymous with the broader deliberative democracy project. Increasingly, this research has shown that the deliberation which occurs in mini-publics, however ideal it may be, often remains disconnected from broader public debate. The systemic turn thus consciously turns back to ‘the large scale’. It involves an attempt to make sense of how mini-publics, established political institutions, and all the other formal and informal sites of political deliberation, can interconnect and interact to produce binding decisions that more or less legitimately express the public’s will. This volume is by no means the first expression of this idea—indeed it is one that has been brewing in deliberative democracy for the best part of two decades. What is significant, however, is that it brings together a number of highly influential deliberative democratic theorists from different backgrounds and theoretical traditions. The presentation of this ‘critical mass’ of scholars serves to legitimate and consolidate the systemic turn in deliberative democratic theory, and potentially underpin a similar turn in empirical studies of deliberative democracy.

The volume’s key value, then, is as a reference point. This is particularly evident in the long introduction led by Mansbridge, which, with seven high-profile co-authors, was clearly a labour of considerable deliberation in itself. This introduction provides the most lucid and comprehensive explanation of deliberative systems’ thinking to date, and it neatly outlines the place of the systemic turn in the context of the deliberative democracy project more broadly. It therefore provides an ideal starting point for any scholar or student interested in the notion of deliberative democracy and how contemporary political theory conceptualizes its relationship to the political world.

The various contributions collectively begin to flesh out the broader idea, paying attention to distinct aspects of deliberative systems and how they relate to the wider entity. Some focus on inputs into deliberative systems that are not intuitively associated with deliberative democracy, or that have traditionally been presented at odds with the project. Christiano, for instance, unpacks the relationship between experts and the citizenry, proscribing distinct and complementary roles for both. Chambers, more daringly, uses the idea of the deliberative system to offer a qualified defense of the utility of ‘raw opinion’ generated through standard social science surveys and polls. Other contributors focus on approaches or mechanisms for effectively configuring existing elements of deliberative input within the broader system. Bohman’s discussion centres on the role of representation in the deliberative system, highlighting how representation enables inclusive deliberation across sites, while also arguing that conceptions of representation cannot be limited to electoral or interest-based representation and must incorporate novel forms of citizen bodies and assemblies. Warren and McKenzie then focus more narrowly on some of the specific systemic benefits of one particular element of this broader repertoire: mini-publics. They argue that mini-publics can play important roles both as trusted information proxies that fellow citizens can draw on, and as anticipatory publics on issues that have not yet received significant public attention. Papadopolous focuses more explicitly on the relationships between different sorts of institutions. He highlights the pervasive power differential between elite and public sites, and thus advocates the use of a loose coupling mechanism to ensure that traditional or authoritative institutions remain accountable to citizen-oriented institutions. 

As this very brief overview intimates, this collection does not necessarily represent a tidy, coherent account of what deliberative systems look like and entail. There are variations in emphasis and important points of divergence, as befitting the broad church that the deliberative democratic project has become. Indeed, the nature of the contributions reflects, to a large degree, the customs and assumptions associated with the different ‘denominations’ to which authors subscribe. Some of the proscriptions are, for my taste—and I suspect for many of the readers of this journal—rooted in an analytical approach that is overly mechanistic or risks being naïve to the messy complexity that pervades real-world deliberation in democratic systems. For instance, Christiano’s stylised division of deliberative labour, with citizens deliberating on aims and experts deliberating on the means of achieving them, ignores important lessons from interpretive policy scholarship about the highly political nature of expert advice in light of the complex interrelationships that exist between expertise, public opinion and policy decisions. Likewise, Warren and McKenzie’s vision for trust-based uses of mini-publics seems optimistic in light of declining trust in civic institutions more generally and the vulnerable nature of such citizen-oriented institutions in particular.
Something of a check on this conceptual parsimony is provided in Parkinson’s conclusion. He spends much of his time weaving together threads from the previous chapters but towards the end of his discussion he also hints at some of the vulnerabilities and limitations associated with the deliberative system as it has been articulated thus far. Parkinson here begins the crucial task of resharpening the critical edge of deliberative democratic theory in the context of systems’ thinking. Significantly, in doing so, he invites empirical scholars to engage with the idea, and examine how it actually works in practice. Though short on concrete recommendations on how to do so, he acknowledges that many of the tools and techniques typically used to measure deliberative quality or examine the outcomes of micro-deliberation, especially those associated with positivist political science, are ill-suited to the richly contextualised assessments needed to understand democratic deliberation at a systemic level. However they are reached, such assessments should in turn help to develop a more robust theory of what deliberative systems are, and how they should be expected to operate. Ultimately, then, Parkinson finishes by calling for a continuation of the dialectic between deliberative democratic theory and empirical research. And for that broader purpose, the volume as a whole represents an important point of departure for both.
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