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Abstract

There has recently been a “revival” of deliberative democracy in democratic theory, with more and more theorists discussing about it; actually deliberative democracy is a very old theory, dating back to ancient Greece, but still it’s been very rarely used in practice. In this paper I try to give an overview of the main positive and negative aspects involved in deliberation, and to examine how modern technologies could improve and promote the adoption of deliberative democracy.

Since the early 1990’s deliberative democracy has become a hot topic in democratic theory, and more and more political theorists have discussed about it and about the idea that democracy should not be limited to the mere aggregation of predetermined individual preferences. Theorists in the so called “deliberative turn” put an accent on the importance of discussion, debate and reflection about the general interest before a decision is taken: the basic point is that, through confrontation with other people’s opinions, individual preferences can be transformed, so that claims against or in favour of a certain decision can be accepted by everyone upon critical reflection, possibly leading to “better” and more widely accepted choices. This is probably the most obvious difference from the liberal democracy theory, where preferences are said to be determined only by strategic rationality, driven by self-interests and aimed at maximizing one’s personal benefits, and don’t change during the process of decision.
But deliberative democracy is not a new theory at all, as it has its roots in ancient Greece and can be later found in the constitutional assemblies of France and of the USA; yet in over two thousand years it has been applied very rarely, being mostly limited to the founding moments of an institution rather than employed in every-day’s politics. So why is there now so much talk about it, and can a way be found to make it actually work?
The shortcomings of representative liberal democracy in the modern era have become more and more evident; the kind of control exercised by the electorate on their representatives through voting is not a strong and effective one, as once elected politicians have a lot of power in their hands and could act for their own personal interests, disregarding the will of their electors: some even speak about an oligarchy. Even if we dismiss this criticism as extremist and believe in the good faith of elected representatives, it’s undeniable that very often an inequality is present, as powerful corporations and business organizations have a privileged position in policy making and see their interests more easily represented. Indeed the government often has to rely on these corporations to run the state’s economy and can’t afford to lose their support: complex relationships between actors ensue, and it’s likely that the resulting decisions are less than optimal from the point of view of the collectivity. Furthermore, criticisms are moved against the majority vote system: some are quite logical (for example it’s self-evident that a system based on majority vote will have a hard time representing minorities because of its own nature), while others a bit radical (social choice theorists argue that not only majority vote, but every kind of collective choice mechanism to aggregate preferences can’t work because it can easily be manipulated and altered).
In this context deliberative democracy poses itself as a possible way to avoid these problems and improve the political life of a state. Proponents of deliberative democracy argue that, to start with, deliberation is somehow present in every kind of democracy: for example, in order to be implemented, even an aggregative model has to go through a deliberative phase where that model is decided (like constituent assemblies). Therefore, seeing how the deliberative model works well during the founding of a state, expanding it to the act of governing seems reasonable, and should produce beneficial effects for everyone.
Unlike a voting procedure, discussion helps understand each other’s point of view, motive, reasoning, and also the intensities of preference when choosing from several options: this can help everyone better comprehend the issue being debated and the various problematic aspects involved, promoting the formation of entirely new ideas thanks to brainstorming; the decrease in technicality, caused by the fact that after all the decision is in the hands of people who aren’t likely to have technical competence in the aspects begin debated, is compensated by the fact that citizens participating the discussion have a better knowledge of those which are the real, concrete and “every-day life” problems of the matter at hand. Moreover, everyone can have his say, as every participant in the debate is given the right to intervene, so that even minorities can let their reasons be heard and discussed about.
Some even argue that deliberation is desirable per-se because it’s “morally right” and because, independently of the outcome, participants will improve their moral and intellectual qualities by exercising deliberation: there is supposedly a mechanism, endogenous to deliberation, which self-regulates and improves both the participants and the debate. For example it would be quite hard to justify one’s opinion by saying “I choose this because it’s what benefits me the most”, because the others would likely refuse it, forcing the person to elaborate an explanation for his opinion which is not self-interested, possibly even leading her to reflect and reconsider her position.
While the moral improvement of participants is certainly a positive aspect, it must be noted that it is to be considered a positive byproduct of deliberation rather than a reason to adopt it, because what matters the most is that a public discussion produces a useful outcome: it’s good if participants improve their qualities while discussing, but this can’t be a good enough reason if the quality of the outcome is ignored.

Finally, many theorists agree that a decision obtained through deliberation is not only often Pareto-superior (that is, there are no other solutions which can improve the situation for at least one individual/party without worsening it for anyone), but is also more likely to be considered legitimate by everyone (even those who don’t agree with it) and to obtain a larger consensus; indeed it’s in the nature of deliberation to try and take into account every possible point of view and rational reason, and this should lead directly to a solution which has the most benefits for everyone. Thus, even if the outcome is not what they would have liked, by simply having participated and given inputs in the process people can better accept and legitimate the decision, even more so if they realize the overall benefits gained.
Unfortunately several aspects of deliberative democracy lend themselves to criticism, both on the theoretical and the practical fronts, although more and more theorists find credible ways to rebut these “attacks”.
The most common criticism moved to deliberation is that, even if it can work in small homogeneous settings, it’s not fit to deal with large scale situations, where the number of participants increases and heterogeneous groups with cultural differences are present. This criticism is probably based on the erroneous belief that deliberation seeks consensus (that is, technically, a unanimous agreement on what, how and why to do something): this is obviously unattainable and utopian. Seeking plural public agreement (a decision which “everyone can live with”) is a much more realistic objective, which eliminates the obstacles of large scale and cultural pluralism. Moreover, if all the participants share the same views and ideas the debate won’t be very productive and constructive: one of the most important aspects of deliberation is indeed the confrontation and mutual transformation of different opinions, so as to produce new solutions.
Critics then tend to shift the problem of cultural differences to that of social inequalities: minorities will have problems participating in the debate because they are suffering persistent inequalities. For example some citizens could be repeatedly excluded from deliberation or see their opinions constantly ignored out of prejudice, therefore having no reason to cooperate further; not only this, but material inequalities, too, can cause social inequalities (poverty can inhibit communicative capacity, or prevent people from attending a deliberative session because they have no way to reach the venue): using Dryzek words, deliberative democracy thus risks to become an “exclusive gentlemen’s club”, where only a few can have their say and can pilot the outcome according to their own interests.
It’s clear that the problem is real, and not much can be argued at a theoretical level: avoiding these dangers has to be left to the specific organization and implementation of the process, for example through moderators and discussion facilitators. Some interesting indications, though, can come from real life experiments, like that of the Porto Alegre community in Brazil: there one of the main concerns was that poor people (thus people with a low level of education) couldn’t actively participate in the debate because of lacking communicative skills. But the statistics gathered by interviewing participants show that there is not much of a difference in the active contribution percentage between rich and poor people: this is probably because people learnt how to participate simply by attending the debates and, even if initially shy or unsure on what to say, they gradually gained confidence and experience (by the way, this also seems to uphold the idea that the process of deliberation can improve the participants’ qualities).
Another issue of concern for many is the potentially critical effects that rhetoric or deceit can have on a deliberative process: an expert speaker could give a distorted vision of the truth, trying to manipulate and induce preferences in the listeners. Actually, almost every form of communication can have this effect, if used in a coercive or deceitful way; a point to take into account is that deliberation is intrinsically pluralistic, therefore any false declaration can be unveiled by confrontation and debate, and anything said by a participant who is caught lying or trying to deceive will subsequently be carefully evaluated before being believed. But once again, another way to avoid this is “implementation dependent”, meaning that controls must be made to ensure that rhetorical speeches or stories told by a speaker can reconnect to rational arguments.
It’s thus obvious that freedom of speech, equality and non-coercive or deceitful communication are key principles of deliberative democracy which must be preserved and respected at all times; otherwise, the own foundations of deliberation will crumble, rendering it useless and depriving it of the positive aspects noted earlier.
This quick overview of pro-s and con-s is certainly far from complete, but I just tried to address what I feel are the most relevant aspects involved in deliberation in order to be able to ask the following question: can technology help realize deliberative democracy in a practical way? Obviously it depends on which kind of technology we’re talking about and how it’s used. For instance television could be a great source of information, providing different points of view and background data regarding important issues to many people; unfortunately nowadays it seems like it is lacking pluralistic views: more often than not it presents the viewers with strong and undocumented opinions, actually reducing debate perspective with the risk of creating conformism and lack of critical spirit amongst the masses.
On the other hand, several organizations, for example AmericaSpeaks, have organized  technologically advanced public meetings, managing to make as much as 15.000 people interact thanks to computers and teleconferences. It’s easy to realize the benefits these approaches can give: teleconferences allow people living in distant cities to interact and debate without having to travel, thus helping increase and broaden participation (which in real life experiments has always been very low); computers and multimedia supports facilitate background information gathering and verification, while the Internet can certainly provide for a number of different views and opinions about topics, thus giving easily access to more data to discuss about.
There have also been some experiments with online communities using specific software, and this is the field where I feel technology can really provide many benefits. First of all, the use of asynchronous communication means, like e-mail or forums, naturally gives more time to reflect about issues and to formulate adequate answers to discussion topics, helping to avoid impulsive and unreasonable statements; by keeping archives of conversations, it can also aid in browsing old discussions and arguments, possibly identifying individuals whose statements were controversial. If the communication happens in real time, for example with a chat, there are still many advantages: people don’t need to move from their house to join a debate, and given the high level of diffusion of personal computers the participation ratio could increase. Moreover, the privacy given by this kind of impersonal communication could probably help many overcome shyness or dependence on more charismatic speakers.

In my opinion an even more interesting path, which nevertheless doesn’t seem to have been taken yet, is that of virtual online worlds inspired by MMO (massively multiplayer online) games, which are currently one of the hottest sectors of computer gaming. Users in a virtual world can interact with each other by controlling an “avatar”, their online self, and could for example join discussion rooms to sit at virtual tables to chat, argue and deliberate. The added value of this approach would be an increased interactivity and the creation of a stronger sense of community, which could greatly increase the number of participants and would certainly have a greater appeal on the young (whose typical participation rate is pretty low). Also, a system could be envisioned to connect virtual discussion rooms to real-world conferences: thus people who can’t have access to a computer, or don’t know how to use it, could still participate in standard meetings, which would then be broadcast to online users; two-ways communication could be achieved either by web cams or by a moderated chat.
It’s clear that an actual and consistent implementation of deliberative democracy is still far; technology can help reduce deliberation’s drawbacks and increase its efficiency, but this alone is not enough: indeed even successful experiments, like Porto Alegre, owe their existence to structural modifications of the state (in that case, the codification into law of devolution and municipal governments autonomy), in a top-down sort of way. On the other hand, the government clearly has no incentives to promote deliberation as long as it’s complex, slow and inefficient, so it’s certainly possible that, by adopting innovative technologies and obtaining more efficient results, the government is encouraged to invest more on deliberation, thus creating what we could call a “virtuous circle”.
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