
Interrogations #8, Sociology 929, Week 9, March 20, 2018 

Sortition 

 

 

1. Annaliese Grant  

So when I first started thinking and reading about sortition, I got excited and hopeful because I think it 
allows for a wide range of people with all kinds of knowledge and wisdom to come together and have a 
real effect on politics. I thought that having representative sampling allows sortition to make more 
space for voices historically silenced and that perhaps a bicameral version could help in a transition from 
current U.S. political processes. However, while I believe that many of the authors this week were very 
attentive to the macro-issues of sortition versus elected democracy, I found myself questioning the 
micro interactions that would really be involved in sortition. How would even the deliberative or judge-
mediated conversations and interactions in these assemblies actually go? I immediately started thinking 
about what the representative sampling would mean for the makeup of the rooms and what even an 
over-sampling would mean. I think it would mean that minorities and people historically set-up to do 
more service labor would still be set up to do more labor despite being in the same role, and I worry 
about reproducing unequal interactions in a sortition system. I imagine microaggressions, interruptions, 
long emotional explanations of oppressed people to less oppressed people about why their lives are 
valuable. And it seems exhausting and something that continues to put labor on the people who have 
always born the brunt of the burden. So one question I have is just what we can gain in these 
conversations of utopia from also thinking more carefully about micro-level issues. And the second 
question is whether there is anything we can do to think about micro-real utopias. Do they exist? Is 
there ever a way to have large-scale utopias that are also small-scale utopias? And can we make 
sortition a real utopia even for the individuals in the assembly?  

EOW: I understand the point of how exhausting is burden placed on minorities/oppressed to explain 
their oppression to the less oppressed and cope with the micro-aggressions that occur. But isn’t this a 
little like saying “struggle for social transformation is exhausting”?  One can say the struggle isn’t 
worth it, of course, and then give up trying to transform social relations, but so long as one still wants 
to transform the world isn’t it inherent in the nature of the task that the initiative – and thus the 
burden -- falls more on those who are oppressed? I’m not saying this to get people in less oppressed 
positions off the hook, but I’m not sure whether this feature of a proposed real utopian setting is a 
weakness of the setting given the “real” in real utopia. 

 

2. Siying Fu 

Questions: Do we really need to preserve the elected chamber? How to prevent the elected chamber 
from marginalizing the sortition assembly? Should national citizenship be a qualification for serving in 
the sortation assembly?  

In general, I really enjoyed this week’s reading. I especially appreciated Gastil and Wright’s 
analysis of the pathologies of legislative elections. I only have several trivial questions that I hope to get 
clarified in the discussion. 

First, I am not sure I understand the reasons Gastil and Wright give for preserving an electoral 
chamber that has equal legislative power as does the sortition one. They argue that political parties 
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provide a) a most effective way for people to collectively organize, b) a space for bargaining and 
compromises, and c) possibility for interested and equipped individuals to develop a political career. 
While these are true for political parties, I believe in the absence of them, other institutions will emerge, 
or existing institutions will expand, to take on such tasks, as long as there is societal demand for these 
three things. (Since we have been envisioning most of the Real Utopian projects with the assumption 
that they will be coexisting with other EPGs, I would imagine that when a sortition legislature is in place, 
other public institutions are also more emancipatory and more powerful than they are now.) For 
example, the Union can evolve to fulfill the first task, NGOs consisted of negotiation professionals may 
take on the second, and people can rise up to political leadership in the Union, in those NGOs, or simply 
to lead interest groups of caucuses in the sortition assembly.  

The reason I question the need to retain the electoral chamber is that, I echo with the concern 
of Vandamme and his colleagues about the possibility of the electoral chamber discrediting the sortition 
one. Their suggestion of a “unicameral but bi-representative” mixed chamber, in my opinion would 
actually further enable politician representatives to suppress the voice of citizen representatives. If we 
are to retain the electoral chamber, I would consider granting less power to it than to the sortition 
assembly (maybe not giving the electoral chamber the power to veto proposals from the sortition 
chamber, but allow the latter to veto proposals from the former?) 

I would also like some clarification on whether citizenship acts as a constraint to get chosen for 
the sortition assembly. Almost all the articles use the word “citizens” to refer to the participants of the 
sortition assembly, so it seems like an implicit assumption that a person has to have citizenship of the 
country they are currently residing in to qualify for participation. If this is the case, I am afraid that 
foreigners who a) will stay in the country for a considerable amount of time, b) are on their way of 
getting the citizenship and/or c) have close relatives who are nationals of the country and whose life will 
impact their own life, will all be left out of the decision-making process of things that will impact their 
lives in the near future.  

For example, as a student who will stay in Madison for at least five years, I am definitely affected 
by decisions that the school, the municipal government, or the state government, makes now. But 
because I am not a citizen, I would not qualify to participate in making such decisions even if the school, 
the city, or the state had implemented a sortition legislature. Another example is if a foreigner gave 
birth to a child in the U.S – the child would automatically acquire American citizenship but the mother 
would remain foreign alien. The mother, then, would not have any voice on policy decisions that affect 
the community in which her child was to grow up in, which would in turn heavily influence the family’s 
future even if at some point they chose to go back to their motherland, because their child had already 
been raised in this environment. I incline to not make citizenship a qualification for serving in the 
sortition assembly, but to use some other criterion that can indicate a person’s intention for long-time 
staying in the country (for example, tax record, home ownership, bank savings, etc.) 

EOW: There is another issue with elections, namely that everyone is involved in choosing their elected 
representatives, so this is a point of widespread real participation. Sortition won’t be like that. 

On the citizenship issue, the solution to your problem might be to make it easier for people to become 
citizens. If noncitizens could vote, then they would in effect be citizens. Also, one could have different 
rules for local elections and national elections. In the EU noncitizens vote in municipal elections in 
many countries, but not in national elections 
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3. Maryam Ahmadi 

What I’m struggling with is whether sortition can actually reduce the gap between demos and 
democracy by means of public participation (and if that’s what we need). Participants who get to be 
“informed” by training and deliberation processes are likely to alter their viewpoints. The ensuing 
modified or altered visions, while being more “enlightened,” are more likely to have taken a detour from 
what the general public holds true. Therefore, it makes me think of the extent to which sortition could 
truly preclude elitism. Conall Boyle argues for instance that it is in fact the elite who instigates training 
and deliberation structures and procedures (Boyle, 1998, p. 411).  

On the other hand, deliberation is geared towards consensus. How does consensus seeking processes 
operate in the context of unequally shared (social, economic or cultural) capital? Considering the fact 
that deliberation is not devoid of social relations and inequalities, will genuine transformation be 
possible if all proposals are compromises? What are our options in trying to make sure the output is not 
twisted to suit the favor of the ones holding most social, economic or cultural capital? 

EOW. On the issue of enlightenment through training & information, I think we can distinguish two 
different problems here: (1) Do the providers of information and training necessarily distort the 
information in ways that undermine deliberation? Is there a solution to this? (2) does the fact that the 
members of the sortition assembly become more informed than most ordinary citizens undermine 
their function as representing the public? I would say this: (1) that this is a problem and that the 
process will never be perfect, but the distortion/biases can be minimized if it is an open and 
transparent process with diverse sources of information. (2) This is not a problem: the whole idea is to 
have a random set of the population simulate what the entire population would deciode if they had 
the necessary information to make a decision.  

 

4. Sara Trongone 

If Sintomer is right that “the deliberation of a fair cross-section of people is not the same as the people’s 
self-government”—that is, that the opportunity to legislate by lot is simply too much of a rare event to 
allow citizens to embody the practice and ethos of governing in turn, as Aristotle envisaged—and if the 
“added value” of sortition is thus its deliberative quality, I foresee one chief issue: sortition may not 
sufficiently expand or deepen the public sphere; it may only democratize the existing functions of the 
state (without swelling or strengthening such functions). Unless we opt for a proposal similar to Owen 
and Smith’s in which the sortition chamber rotates rapidly and involves substantial numbers of citizens, 
sortition, by itself, may not cultivate the sort of democratic spirit generated through participatory 
budgeting or other processes that invite any interested citizen to engage in deliberation and self-
governance (and then mirror those processes in their local communities). Random selection may never 
favor the would-be local activist with her potent mix of fresh ideas, righteous indignation, and a sound 
moral compass who is otherwise locked out of the public sphere; chance may pass her over and select a 
relatively disinterested working person who wishes to protect their small stock interests and lower their 
tax rates instead. (And perhaps that is all in accordance with good design if the latter is more 
‘representative’ of the attitudes of average Americans.) This could be remedied through hybrid 
proposals that combine the benefits of direct democracy or participatory governance with sortition (e.g. 
self-selected “Interest Panels”, regular public referendums, and other features addressed in a few of this 
week’s articles alongside the bicameralism). Even with these correctives, I do worry that there is little 
articulation between sortition and the flourishing of civil society or the deepening of the state. Can we 
trust that randomly selected citizens will want to increase the capacities of the state in terms of 
fostering a more robust social economy, and ensuring greater regulatory authority over pernicious 
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market activity? Or that they will propose innovate policy to facilitate cooperative lending, increased 
access to public space, etc.? If we cannot be sure of these outcomes, what are institutional features that 
would make them more likely?  

Personal notes/ issues to raise in class: 

-What are the institutional conditions for making good judgments AND fostering a ‘safe haven’? Fishkin 
and Owen and Smith’s respective desiderata for sortition are by no means mutually exclusive: 
counterfactual will formation” (“what the public would think, had it a better opportunity to consider the 
question at issue”) and protection from economic and social power are both important features of 
sortition. But how do we design conditions that simultaneously favor collective deliberation and 
effective neutralization of social and economic power when the design specifications for each criterion 
seem to work at cross-purposes? (I.e. effecting sound, reasoned judgments seems to require smaller 
bodies and lengthy terms to develop expertise without rapid rotation, whereas protective designs 
privilege large numbers of members, random allocation to issue-assemblies, and sessions of short 
duration)  

-Can social movements play the role of political parties in terms of cultivating coherent platforms and 
developing leadership? 

EOW:  You are concerned that random selection might undercut the energy of local activists. But in 
the world today, most activism is not directed at elections as such. Some is, to be sure, but most takes 
the form of making demands on public bodies of various sorts or directly organizing people to 
accomplish various tasks. I’m not sure why a sortition assembly, especially since in the proposed 
model there would  still be elections, would undermine this. 

You ask whether there is any reason to trust a sortition assembly being sympathetic to the social 
economy, regulatory state, etc. There are never guarantees. The issue is whether ordinary citizens are 
more likely to move in this direction than elected politicians. 

 

5. Wendy Y. Li 

Realistically, how should sortition assemblies be introduced into contemporary legislative processes? 

As I engaged with this week’s readings, I kept returning to the question of how we could introduce 
sortition systems into modern legislative systems, in a way that the public and politicians would accept, 
doesn’t reproduce the perverse qualities of contemporary politics, and retains the virtues of true 
deliberation and direct democracy. I found it surprising that most of the readings discussed a 
hypothetical system at the national level (or seemed to make most of its direct comparisons to U.S. 
Congress and the U.K. Parliament).  

Rather than begin with this expansive, top-down approach, it might be more productive to employ an 
experimental logic to assess various institutional designs. How does sortition work in different 
municipal, county, state-level institutions, and with which issues does it actually produce deliberative, 
empowering outcomes? As Owen and Smith ask, realistically, should we begin with a legislative body, or 
should sortition be employed in targeted ways as a body for scrutiny and oversight? Gastil and Wright 
purposefully leave many questions of institutional design open, and rightfully so. The questions of 
representation, impediments to participation, technical knowledge and regulatory capture, oversight, 
and transparency can only be ironed out only when experiments have exposed gaps and flaws in a 
sortition system.  
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By employing this experimental process, we would then discover if a national legislature by lot could 
exist, and through which shape it would take. A bicameral system might be the logical end to these 
experiments, or it might result in alternative forms of legislature by lot. One could imagine that some 
issues might not be amenable to a sortition process—for example, with certain regulatory issues, 
citizens might be highly vulnerable to regulatory capture through implicit bribes or promises of future 
employment. Sortition may be risky for specific issues of national security and intelligence. What if 
instead of the current committee/subcommittee system in the U.S. Congress, we had issue-specific 
committees by lot? 

EOW: The U.S. National Government is a very far-fetched site to introduce sortition. But the UK House 
of Lords might be a natural place to do this. It is already an unelected house. The idea would be to 
replace the unelected house of notables with a random assembly of citizens, but initially with the 
more limited powers of the existing house of Lords. The transition experimental logic would then be 
to expand functions and powers over time. 

 

6. Jesse Benn 

One topic of interest in this week’s readings to me was the idea of getting rid of elections entirely. I’m 
sympathetic to a lot of Bouricius’ arguments about the ways elected officials would dominate the 
sortition chamber and could easily see the deliberative benefits of the sortition falling by the wayside if 
current trends in partisanship were continued there. At first I thought Bouricius was going to argue for 
getting rid of presidents entirely, but then he describes his preferred (drastically different and seemingly 
less democratic) process for selecting the executive. But I wasn’t clear why he’d still have an executive 
branch at all under his system. Whether or not it’d be possible to get rid of presidents in Bouricius’ 
system is an interesting question to me. He seems to get rid of them at least as we know presidents 
now, but I’m not sure I buy having one under those conditions would be necessary. I could see how 
having more sufficiently democratized political parties and a wider range of options for presidential 
candidates who would be nationally elected could work well in conjunction with the rest of Bouricius’ 
plan.  

I think talking about who is excluded from participation under these proposals and problematizing that a 
bit is another worthwhile agenda item. E.g. “For example, little controversy would be likely to result 
from disqualifying persons currently serving prison sentences. Excluding those currently on probation or 
parole after conviction for a felony would also likely seem reasonable to most people,” Gastil and 
Wright, p. 11. 

I don’t doubt that there would be little controversy disqualifying people currently in prison or felons 
given that we often limit/bar people in those circumstances from voting. But that is a problem that 
would only be further institutionalized under this proposal. Our prison population is enormous and 
people in prison absolutely deserve political representation. As do people with felonies who are on 
probation or parole. In a justice system as racist and classist as ours it seems obvious that barring people 
from political participation based on convictions in such a system is patently unjust. Prisoners are one of 
the most oppressed groups in the country and they have almost no avenue to voice their interests and 
even less of an avenue to organize their voice into political power. Automatically excluding them accepts 
their incarceration and deprivation of their political rights as just. Prisoners are wholly at the mercy of 
the state and have the least say in the state’s operation. Any proposal that reifies that seems worth 
adjusting.  
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EOW: You are of course correct that in the current world prisoners are terribly oppressed. But it would 
seem extremely unlikely in any system which countenances excluding people from the freedom of 
movement to allow then to be randomly selected to participate in a sortition assembly.  I think on this 
issue the critical issue is social justice transformations to massively reduce incarceration. Giving 
risoners a vote also seems reasonable from a democratic rights point of view. But I am not sure that if 
there continues to be a justification for physically removing a person from free movement in society, 
that this would be compatible with allowing them to sit in a sortition legislature. 

 

7. Maryanne Schiffman 

While this week we have a myriad of factors to consider in discussing the efficacy of sortition, I feel it is 
necessary to address some of what Bouricius stated in regard to the relationship of news consumption 
and decision making that may have created an inaccurate impression of the literature. While media 
effects studies do support the claim that “high attention” news consumers are less likely to change their 
positions on political issues (2), this sounds like, but is not the same as, “they therefore will not change 
their minds.” In fact, there is a whole spectrum of media effects studies that indicate that numerous 
factors additionally influence people’s processing of information and decision making: two of these in 
particular concern us here:  1) something called simply “subsequent discussion” and 2) news 
(information) structure. Media effects studies have found that when people who already have set 
opinions are given more information, as Bouricius says, it doesn’t do much to change their minds; 
however, if those same people discuss this information subsequently with others, they are more likely to 
change their opinions than they would by just receiving more information. Something similar is true with 
structure. When news is presented “episodically” (in the form of “this thing happened” end of story), 
people are more likely to accept the "framing" -- the position implicit in the presentation that the thing 
is “good” or “bad;" however when news is presented thematically (“this bad thing happened and these 
may be the reasons why”), people are more likely to change their previously held positions. These 
additional “information effects” factors are important for the debate about the efficacy of sortition, and 
indicate that a group of regular people, whether they are “low information” or “high information” 
citizens, could be objective, effective legislators. What is more questionable, as Bouricius and others 
note, is the agenda of issues that sortition bodies have to legislate about: as one of the authors points 
out, if the elected body “gives” the sortition body a list of what to deliberate about, the vested interests 
of the elected officials essentially restrict the democratizing potential of the sortition. I liked the idea of 
citizen petitions to the sortition body, and will continue to read to see what other suggestions come up 
(and will also look into how the state of Oregon managed this). I think that this issue of “agenda setting” 
would be an important one to discuss. 

EOW: James Fishkin’s work on deliberative polling also shows that people change their minds 
frequently when presented with high quality information and have the chance to deliberate about it. 

 

8. Masoud Movahed 

This week’s readings focus on the idea of sortition: delegating various political decisions to jury-like bodies 

selected at random from the general population. If participatory budgeting was an effective deliberative 

mechanism to deepen the democratic processes at small-scale legislative bodies (i.e. city councils, 

municipality and county councils, etc.), sortition is an effective model to make democratic processes more 

reflexive at large scale. Indeed, this week’s readings provided answers to the questions I had with respect 

to extending participatory budgeting at national level, through parliaments and congresses. Vandamme, 
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Jacquet, Niessen, Pitseys, and Reuchamps’ paper explores different “power configurations” of the two 

chambers of the bicameral system in which representatives of one chamber which would be selected 

through sortition. Different power distributions have advantages and disadvantages with important 

consequences for sustaining the political system. But as they suggest, if the utopia of a legislature by lot 

is to be realized effectively, the choice between these options should be made in specific institutional 

contexts.  

There are a number of issues that I would like to highlight that may complicate sortition as a genuine 

democratic process: 1) the validity of the sampling procedure; 2) whether people selected would actually 

have “enlightened understanding” given that the vetting requirements in terms of educational attainment 

is relaxed; 3) public will have faith in the procedure; 4) the issue of accountability considering the nature 

of the sortition chamber and the absence of accountability mechanism that Wright talks about such as 

“recall.” In the following paragraphs, I will expand on this issues.  

The validity of sampling can be a difficult technical issue in order to optimize everybody’s chance of being 

sampled—the absence of an effective “register data” by the local governments can cause some difficulties 

in sampling. However, once people are selected, there may be a concern whether or not people have 

“enlightened understanding” and enough of background knowledge (in whatever committees that they 

are assigned in the chamber, be it the committee on foreign policy formulation or committee on economic 

development) in order to pass sensible and sound legislations. In the event that their legislations fail to 

serve the general public interests, it may undermine the legitimacy of sortition. To be sure, I am in favor 

of being as inclusive as possible, so that even people with very low educational attainments could also be 

sampled and included in the sortition chamber, but there seems to be a trade-off between inclusion and 

enlightened understanding? Because inclusion means relaxing requirements in vetting and sampling 

processes, but enlightened understanding may require high levels of expertise. 

Moreover, in a procedural electoral democratic process, lobbyists wield tremendous power over the 

legislative body because of capital that they have at their disposal. It seems to me that sortition, too, 

cannot significantly curb lobbyists’ ability to provide financial incentives for representatives of the 

sortition chamber. So if I am right, and if sortition actually fails to curb the lobbyists’ ability to wield power 

through capital, then, sortition is not different with the procedural democratic processes in a capitalist 

state this this specific regard? 

EOW: It is far from obvious that the average elected politician has much enlightened understanding – 
and remember, the issue here is not whether the sortion assembly will be perfect, but just whether 
the outcomes of deliberation by ordinary citizens will be on average better than by elected politicians. 
Also, remember: the sortition members will be exposed to lots of information from experts; they will 
interrogate them and deliberate among themselves. This last bit is especially important. The 
deliberation will almost for sure be deeper and involve more give and take and search for mutual 
understanding than what happens in elected chambers. Even if sortition chamber members are 
initially “less enlightened”, this process could certainly still result in more enlightened legislation. 

On the influence of lobbyist power and capital: Bribery of course remains illegal, so it is not so clear 
why the bribery – financial incentive – problem would be worse for sortition members than elected 
politicians.  
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9. Youbin Kang 

Gastil and Wright’s proposal of Sortition, a direct contrast to direct participation draws out 

important costs and benefits to this radical idea of democracy. One of the benefits of sortition is to 

bypasss what Bouricius terms as “privileged egos” and other politicking that interferes with democracy. 

Here, he sees Politics as a game of personality cults and religious zeal that undercuts rational analysis. 

Instead, Bouricius envisions a vast chamber with hundreds of members in each with a built-in means of 

transition. This is slightly different from Gastil and Wright’s original plan that sees a stratified sample of 

sortition assembly chosen based on gender, age, SES, race, ethnicity, and geography. But, as Wright and 

Gastil mention, “a robust party system is especially important for popular social forces. In capitalist 

societies divided by class inequalities of wealth and power, political parties offer the popular classes a 

potential way of collectively organizing to advocate for their interests. Historically, political parties and 

unions were the only organizations capable of mobilizing sustained collective action on behalf of the 

working class and other economically subordinated groups.” This discussion, an argument for retaining 

an electoral chamber, is something that is missed in Bouricius’ discussion of a vast sortition chamber. 

 In South Korea, my home country, the electoral ballot, by law, is required to display the criminal 

record of a politician. While this is intended to give full disclosure to voters on the law-abidingness of a 

candidate, the criminal record is often used as a badge of honor for those politicians who were jailed 

during the democratization protests of the 1980s. It is almost a shame, and a delegitimizing feat not to 

have that one liner under the politicians name. The longer the sentence usually indicates a 

proportionate loyalty to South Korean democracy. In this way, the political zeal evinced in sacrifices of 

one’s time and life, had become a currency to garner more votes. The past few center-left presidents, 

Moon Jae-In and Kim Dae-Jung directly come from this movement, while a leftist contender, Sim Sang-

Jung, had been a notorious labor organizer and leader in the 80s in the Seoul factory district. Many of 

these figures have shoddy family money-related scandals but citizens still go to vote for the 

democratization activists, due to the high symbolic power that these one-line jail time records have on 

the Korean psyche. In a sortition, or similar scenario, how does one reward sacrifice, drive, leadership 

and altruism without compromising democratic values?  

EOW: In the sortition chamber itself, there is no reward for these traits. A;though conceivably within 

the deliberations of the sortition body some individuals will come to be known as having especially 

worthy biographies. But mostly the idea is that in a sortition deliberation – like in a jury – all members 

are treated simply as citizens engaged in deliberation. 

 


