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ABSTRACT
Despite hope being a common fixture of political life, its politics remain elusive. Democratic theory has yet to fully
engage with hope, as it is often perceived as something naïve or disconnected from “reality.” I address this gap in this
paper by examining the capacity of democratic systems to cultivate hope. I put forward the normative argument that
a political understanding of hope is not a naïve commitment that “all will be alright,” but rather a constant assessment
of where we are and where we should go that reflects the shared power that emerges between individuals. From
this standpoint, I argue that democratic innovations, such as deliberative minipublics, hold open spaces that allow
such a process to unfold. Such innovations have the potential to enable a deliberative hope, a form of collective hope
associated with the cocreation of the shared language necessary to articulate and define a hoped-for future. I illustrate
my argument using the French Citizens’ Convention on Climate as it provides insight into the contested nature of
hope in politics and the challenges of sustaining it.
Keywords: Democracy, politics of hope, uncertainty, deliberative hope, deliberation, democratic innovations,
deliberative minipublics
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INTRODUCTION
The idea that “things can be otherwise” is intrinsic to political action, as democratic politics entails the constant challenge
of mobilizing individuals in collective endeavors. The language of hope is thus often heard on campaign trails, within
social movements, and even among individuals who ask to be inspired by their political leaders.1 It permeates the
texture of democratic life and is often mobilized in support of political practices such as voting, deliberating, and
protesting. However, this political rhetoric is not aimed at recovering a sense of hope in individuals. Rather, it speaks to
the assumption that hope “does not currently shape our collective orientation toward the future” (Stahl 2018). Despite
being a common fixture of political life, hope has an ambiguous status in politics as our political experience of the world
(i.e., imperfect, flawed, and nonideal) is often characterized through the lenses of fear, anger, resentment, loss, and
oppression. Therefore, while hope (and its absence) is part of our lived political experience, the ambiguity of its status
in politics raises the normative question of its role in democracy.
Despite its familiarity, the politics of hope remain elusive and ambiguous. Although democracy is widely shared as
an ideal, its incapacity to address complex and interconnected challenges, such as the climate crisis, fuels a sense of
powerlessness that undermines the collective capacity to imagine and pursue what could be. The politics of hope is
thus often seen with skepticism and reduced to something naïve, disempowering, and distracting, both in its common
understanding and within the academia (see Blöser, Huber, and Moellendorf 2020). As a result, sentiments such
as cynicism or disappointment are often preferred for their capacity to capture the “reality” of the present political
moment (e.g., Scruton 2010; Sleat 2013).
Understanding the role of hope in democratic politics is complicated by the messiness of the concept. Hope can take
multiple forms and some of them may hinder democratic agency or, more problematically, undermine the democratic
ideal itself. For instance, although hope can sustain actions, it can also induce idleness and complacency in ways
that reinforce states of domination and exploitation (e.g., Stockdale 2021; Warren 2015) or be instrumentalized by
demagogues (e.g., Drahos 2004; Curato 2016). A politics of hope can be messy as it entails multiple manifestations
from which different and even opposite reactions can be generated. This messiness presents the challenge of making
sense of hope in politics. However, turning to contemporary political theory (democratic theory in particular) provides
little direction as hope is rarely studied as a political concept.2 I argue that the growing sense of powerlessness and
hopelessness in politics that characterizes the current political moment presents an urgency to make sense of hope and
recover an understanding of it that is productive for democratic life and democratic theory.
The gap in the literature is problematic as it heightens the conceptual ambiguity of hope in relation to democracy and
fails to capture a constitutive dimension of the democratic experience. The contribution I propose seeks to address
this problem by exploring the conditions under which a collective articulation of hope can be cocreated and justified.

For instance, this rhetoric of hope can be found in the political discourse of figures such as Harvey Milk, Martin Luther King Jr., Jesse Jackson,
and Barack Obama.
2
Although contemporary political theory remains reluctant to engage with hope, there is a surging interest in hope in the social sciences and
humanities (e.g., Anderson and Holden 2008; Blöser and Stahl 2020; Gallagher et al. 2018; Kleist and Jansen 2016). This reluctance might be
explained by common criticisms leveled against hope in contemporary political theory. For instance, Blöser, Huber, and Moellendorf (2020, 2)
observe that hope is often equated to optimism and presented as a “doe-eyed approach to politics,” said to be disempowering and demotivating,
and suspected to misdirect agency. However, there is a growing interest in the field about the role of hope in politics (e.g., Goldman 2012; Huber
2019; Lamb 2016; Moellendorf 2006; Stahl 2020).
1
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Building on Mark Warren’s (1996) argument that democracy can mitigate the anxiety created by the uncertainty of
politics by holding open deliberative spaces, I argue that these spaces also provide the democratic structure for hoping
with rather than alongside others. This political understanding of hope I am proposing is not a naïve assessment of what
could be. Instead, it reflects a dynamic process by which we constantly assess where we are and where we should go.
The argument put forward in this paper implies a focus on the dynamic and imaginative process that hope requires
from a collectivity rather than its nature or the hoped-for objects per se. In other words, instead of answering what
hope is or what one may hope for, I move the discussion toward the political process of hoping with others as it
emphasizes spaces and practices that foster and cultivate political agency and generate new possibilities. I introduce
the term “deliberative hope”3 to capture the collective hope that emerges from discursive practices through which the
shared language needed to articulate and define a hoped-for future is cocreated. I draw on the literature of democratic
innovation and deliberative democracy to recover a critical, imaginative, and open-ended democratic frame that
speaks to this form of hope. Put simply, I explore the capacity of deliberative practices to substantiate a distinctively
collective articulation of hope.
I illustrate my argument using the Convention citoyenne pour le climat – Citizens’ Convention on Climate (CCC),
which speaks to the political messiness of hope on two fronts. First, the debate on the climate crisis is often characterized
by fear and a sense of doom and gloom (see Stuart 2020; Mckinnon 2014). In seeking new ways to approach the issue,
climate assemblies are surging in many democracies as an example of a mechanism that integrates diverse groups of
citizens into the political process. While the extent to which they can achieve their objectives remains to be seen, these
assemblies provide a structure with the potential of generating “hopeful narratives” (Mellier and Wilson 2020). Second,
the CCC illustrates the contested nature of hope in politics as two sets of promises enabled two distinct manifestations
of hope. On the one hand, the promise made by the French President Emmanuel Macron to submit “without filter”
the recommendations of the CCC enabled a hope for change embodied by him and his government. On the other,
the deliberative process and the promises that bound the participants to one another fostered shared aspirations and
commitments and enabled them to collectively create the language to assess the present and imagine what could be.
This deliberative hope was thus located between participants rather than embodied in someone or something.
The structure of my argument is as follows. I first reframe the relationship between hope and politics by focusing
on the political problem of hope and the process of hoping with others. Second, I turn to the uncertainty and power
dynamics inherent in politics and explore the opportunities and challenges they present to a political understanding of
hope. From there, I argue that democratic practices and processes can contribute to a collective articulation of hope
by recovering a more imaginative, critical, and open democratic frame. By focusing on the deliberative spaces held
open by democratic systems, I put forward the concept of deliberative hope. Lastly, I draw on the CCC to illustrate the
contested nature of hope and the particularities of its deliberative manifestation. I conclude by briefly discussing the
challenge of sustaining this deliberative hope in a democratic system.
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THE POLITICAL PROBLEM OF HOPE IN DEMOCRATIC POLITICS
Broadly construed, hope refers to a positive attitude toward a possible yet uncertain future (Huber 2019). It taints
one’s engagement with the future, which, as a result, also affects their ways of being in the present (Martin 2019, 232).
McGeer (2004, 109) argues that hope is “deeply constitutive of our way of inhabiting the world, orienting us toward a
future of self-expanding possibilities despite the existence of limitations and constraints.” In other words, hope implies
both a projection of the future and a reassessment of the present. However, one difficulty in theorizing its relationship
with democratic politics is that hope emerges from multiple places and takes different forms. For instance, Nussbaum
(2018, 198) argues that amid the “fear, anger, disgust, and envy” that characterize modern societies, finding hope is
“always personal.” But, as shown by Duggan and Muñoz (2009, 276), it can also be decoupled from its individual
manifestation: “[D]oesn’t hope sometimes arrive in collective, political, and insurgent forms?” Similarly, Appadurai
(2007, 33) argues that hope is a “collectively mobilized resource” necessary to cultivate a “capacity to aspire.” The
multifaceted structure of hope illustrates, on the one hand, the messiness of the phenomenon and, on the other, the
need for a more distinct theoretical framework.
Although hope as a phenomenon is complex and elusive, theorizing its relationship to democracy suggests turning
to the political problem that it posits. In a democratic context, hope plays a crucial role by considering the distant and
uncertain collective goals and the finite nature of one’s agency (see Huber 2019; Moellendorf 2006; Stahl 2020). Huber
(2019) emphasizes its role in sustaining actions in the face of dire odds and its mutually reinforcing relationship with
trust (see also Goldman 2012; Lamb 2016). He argues that, in the face of dire odds, hope cultivates trust in others as
one relies on others’ agency to realize their goal. In turn, it fosters a sense of collective agency by providing the shared
power and commitment necessary to pursue larger goals and sustain one’s “hope to make a difference” (Huber 2019,
16). By acting in concert with others to tackle large collective issues, he argues that collective hope (i.e., a form of hope
held in common with others) can emerge “over time” as individuals who hope alongside others end up developing
shared aspirations.
Since many hoped-for objects are collective by nature (e.g., social justice, solving the climate crisis, etc.), can democratic
systems create the conditions to cultivate a collective articulation of hope? Can they provide the grounds for moving
from hoping alongside others to hoping with others? Braithwaite (2004, 146) makes the case that collective hopes
entail three following elements: “[a] commitment to shared goals, collective efficacy through democratic participation
and a sense of group membership, and trust in institutional pathways for implementation.” Building on this, I contend
that democratic systems can foster the conditions to sustain a collective articulation of hope, which can be understood
as something not reducible to individuals’ hope and linked to collective action (see Stockdale 2021, 170). This distinct
form of hope takes a political form as it constitutes a site of contestation, as collective hopes can diverge, and a site of
transformation. It doesn’t necessarily emerge “over time” but reflects, instead, political practices that enable individuals
to articulate shared aspirations and collectively move toward them. From this standpoint, I contend that the political
problem of hope emphasizes the conditions that foster this practice of hoping with others.
This political problem requires us to shift the focus from the nature of the shared goals to the process by which
they are cocreated. In other words, it is not only about how individuals need others to move toward their hoped-for
objectives, but how hoped-for ends and the new possibilities they entail can be collectively created and pursued. As
hope shapes how we engage and relate with both the future and the present, it problematizes the contour of a future
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that could be and the constant process of actualizing where we are in relation to that shared end. This political problem
of hope reflects the constant activation of the demos as it implies both the recognition that we are “not yet who we
really are” and that the world around us is not like we want it to be (see Norris 2008). It highlights the dynamic, critical,
and imaginative process a collective articulation of hope requires from a collectivity. Focusing on this transformative
process rather than the hoped-for object is a necessary condition for democratic politics as it sustains the aspirational
nature of democracy and reactualizes its ideals of political equality, inclusion, and collective decision-making. Whether
it reflects the emancipatory dimension of democracy (e.g., collective self-rule) or its more institutional articulation (e.g.,
winning the next election), the idea that something else is possible is central to sustaining democratic practices such
as protesting and voting.
Reframing the political problem of hope highlights the context in which it is experienced. This process can be
uncomfortable as it asks us to constantly reactualize how we engage with others based on how we collectively orient
ourselves toward the future. However, contemporary political structures and practices challenge our collective capacity
to imagine what could be. For instance, Habermas (1986, 2) talks about “the exhaustion of utopian energies” and the
lack of readiness in democratic societies to act. Benhabib (2003, 210) makes a similar point by observing our incapacity
to express our “utopian hopes”: “It seems that everything can be or could have been otherwise, yet our political cultures
are incredibly too dull to generate innovative solutions.” Contemporary democratic societies face a pervasive sense
of powerlessness that disrupts how we engage, think, and act collectively. That disruption undermines our collective
capacity to orient and project ourselves in the future by fragmenting the collective fabric and by narrowing what is
considered possible as people are getting increasingly alienated by democratic politics.
The widening gap between democracy as an ideal and its practice is a concern that is widely shared (e.g., Dahl 1998). In
contemporary democratic societies, many have observed a growing dissatisfaction and distrust toward representative
institutions and actors (e.g., Norris 2011; Tormey 2015). Furthermore, Dzur (2016, 96) identifies civic lethargy, that
is, the thinking that “one cannot really make a difference even if one takes part” as one of the main problems that
democracies are facing. Democratic politics thus presents a challenging context, which can be summarized by Young
(2000, 16), who notes that “democracy is hard to love [as] defeat, co-optation, or ambiguous results are more common
experiences than political victory.” Escobar and Elstub (2019, 1) echo this impression by claiming that, while its ideal is
loved, people tend to despair at how democracy is practiced. The language of hope and the sense of possibilities it
carries is thus undermined by the inability of democratic structures to enable collective aspirations.
The challenges inherent to contemporary democratic life suggest an urgency to reframe the political problem of hope
by focusing on the conditions in which we can hope with others. Since what is considered possible is often constricted
to existing political frames, any appeal to what could be is reduced to something naïve or fanciful. As the political
context tends to strengthen cynicism, anger, and fear, hope is thus reduced to something that individuals experience
internally. As a result, there is a tendency to privatize hope (see Stitzlein 2020) rather than to view it as a site of
political contestation and transformation. As such, hope, as a political concept, is often seen negatively as it appears
disconnected from the political reality. This depoliticization is problematic as it delegitimizes an integral dimension of
political life. Focusing on the political problem of hope highlights the constitutive role that hope plays in politics. This
approach seeks thus to recover a political articulation of hope that captures an integral dimension of how we act in the
world with others and how we collectively project ourselves in the future.
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THE POLITICS OF HOPE BETWEEN UNCERTAINTY AND POWER
While the political problem of hope suggests a greater emphasis on the conditions that foster the practice of hoping
with others, its politics is uncertain and cannot be dissociated from power dynamics. As a practice of constant settling
and unsettling, politics inevitably engenders uncertainty and unpredictability (see Honig 1993; Warren 1996). Its
open-ended nature tends to create an anticipatory state of anxiety as it stands uneasily between a state of perpetual
contestation and the pressure of collectively reaching binding resolutions (Warren 1996, 247). With citizens growing
increasingly distant from traditional representative institutions, the spaces used to create shared meanings and orient
the public are eroding and fragmenting, thus resulting in heightened fears that shifts the focus from what could be to
the “here and now.” To alleviate this anxiety, Warren (1996) argues that democracy must recognize this tension and
hold open deliberative spaces to create the grounds on which the open-endedness of politics can be embraced and
negotiated.
However, the uncertainty of politics is also generative of hope (e.g., Milona and Stockdale 2021). As such, by extending
the logic of Warren’s argument, the capacity of deliberative spaces to alleviate the anxiety inherent to politics also
provides an opportunity to recover a sense of possibility in politics. These spaces provide a setting to navigate and
negotiate the uncertainty of politics by creating the grounds on which we can project ourselves collectively and engage
with both the hopes and fears generated by the open-endedness of politics. This argument does not mean that hope
can be directly controlled in these settings or is used to neutralize fear. As argued by Milona and Stockdale (2021, 6),
both hope and fear arise in “tandem,” and claiming that we can directly control hope leads to an “implausible degree
of control over fear and despair.” I argue that such spaces can help recover a politics of hope grounded in a collective
capacity to embrace this uncertainty amidst the fear and anxiety inherent to political life. In other words, they can
provide a path for hoping with others by making sense of where we are and where we could be.
Balancing the uncertainty and unpredictability of politics in a manner that not only mitigates the anxiety engendered
by what could be but also fosters a sense of possibility is a particularly potent challenge for democracies, especially
when it comes to long-term issues (e.g., Mackenzie 2018; Smith 2021). A paradigmatic example is the climate crisis; as
it involves a certain projection into the future, the urgency to act accentuates the temporality of political life. However,
the perceived incapacity of traditional democratic structures to address the climate crisis has created a political climate
marked by a feeling of emergency and even despair (e.g., Stuart 2020). The anxiety created by this crisis is heightened
by the perception that the present lacks the necessary structures to consider the needs of future generations (Smith
2021). As a result, there is a growing demand for spaces that empower individuals to imagine and shape the future they
want to generate new possibilities and narratives.4 Political practices that broaden what is understood as possible and
foster political agency highlight the mutually constitutive relationship between collective hope and democratic politics.
Amidst the uncertainty of politics, the line between hope and anxiety can be murky as the politics of hope can also
be based on the need to address an urgent threat to recover a better future. This ambiguity presents some risks as
hope can be instrumentalized politically to sustain existing power dynamics as shown by the dual (and common) use
of a politics of fear and a politics of hope by political leaders (e.g., Curato 2016). This instrumentalization of hope can

4
For instance, the Extinction Rebellion UK demands the establishment of a citizens’ assembly on climate and ecological justice. This demand fits
within a surge of interest toward climate assemblies (e.g., Participedia.net; knoca.eu).

8

THE POLITICAL PROBLEM OF HOPE AND ITS DELIBERATIVE MANIFESTATION

create disillusionment or heighten fear as its rhetoric can be used to support their own strategic or even antidemocratic
objectives. A politics of hope that is elite-driven or publicly used by political actors for their own political gains is thus
vulnerable to manipulation and is often fleeting as it lacks a solid collective foundation (Drahos 2004; Courville and
Piper 2004; Schlosser 2013). Stockdale (2019; 2021) argues that the experience of hope is varied and that power
dynamics play an important role in hindering the capacity for some to hope while sustaining it for others (see also
Warren 2015). In other words, the politics of hope is, to a large extent, determined by power. As Drahos (2004, 37)
argues, “democracies that purport to take the hopes of their citizens seriously will have to find more direct and less
manipulative forms of communication and dialogue.”
A politics of hope cannot be dissociated from power dynamics, and the creation of deliberative spaces used to
navigate the uncertainty of politics and recover a sense of possibility in politics also represents an exercise of power.
Furthermore, as many feel powerless in democratic politics, the conditions under which political power is exercised
can shape how we collectively act and think, particularly in the spaces that democracy holds open (see Mansbridge et
al. 2010).5 A critical approach to the power dynamics in place is important as these spaces also have the potential of
perpetuating unjustified power dynamics in their proceedings (Curato, Hammond, and Min 2019, 85). For instance,
we can think of power imbalances in the top-down structures of some minipublics and within their deliberative process
and the risk of capture by special interests (e.g., Böker 2017; Fuji Johnson 2015; Lee 2015). These spaces could be
instrumentalized to nurture a politics of hope that does not empower individuals but instead engenders complacency
and purpurate existing power structures.
However, Curato, Hammond and Min (2019) argue that deliberative spaces such as deliberative minipublics also have
the potential to redistribute power by equalizing opportunities to speak and be heard, addressing asymmetries of
knowledge, and curbing inequalities of political authority. These minipublics can thus constitute “agents of reforms” by
their features and their connections to the democratic system through which they can generate productive power and
resist its coercive manifestation. By holding open these spaces, democratic systems can empower diverse voices and
provide an opportunity to engage in processes of mutual justification and capacity building that cultivate a collective
sense that something else is possible.6

SPACES FOR DELIBERATIVE HOPE
More than a set of institutional structures, democracy, as an aspirational project, needs to be collectively nurtured (see
Fung 2019). Democratic practices and processes have the potential to reimagine the contour and meaning of political
life by challenging democratic systems both normatively and structurally. As argued by Gastil and Knobloch (2020,
177), “experimenting with new institutions is endemic to democracy itself, and the challenge is to find what part of the

Deliberative minipublics are surging at the forefront of democratic reforms. They are composed of randomly citizens convened to deliberate
and provide recommendations on a specific topic. They are being presented as a supplement and, in some instances, even a substitute to legacy
institutions (e.g., Landemore 2020; Setälä and Smith 2018; Smith 2009).
6
An example of the capacity of minipublics to foster this sense of possibility can be found in a testimony made by a former participant of the
Oregon Citizens’ Initiative Review: “[The CIR] changed my perspective dramatically […] I know now that I can be done […] A safe space can be
achieved, and that safe space brings out the individual and collective intelligence of all of us […] I have hope that we could, in fact, reclaim our
democracy. I don’t know if we will or not, but I know that we have the ability and the intelligence” (Gastil and Knobloch 2020, 143).
5
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system one can change now.” Farrell and Suiter (2019, 55) argue that, by experimenting with different processes and
constantly evolving, democracy is “less likely to be prone to severe crises.” From a Deweyan perspective, continuous
experimentation contributes to defining democracy by re-enacting its ideals (Escobar 2017). Experimenting with
new forms of institutions and processes, I contend, reflect the objective of recovering a sense of possibility in politics
by reimagining the present conditions and pointing to alternate possibilities. A political articulation of hope that is
grounded in the ways we act with others can emerge from these practices and processes that reactualize democracy,
which, in turn, contributes to sustaining the aspirational democratic ideal of collective self-rule.
As Fung (2005, 416) contends, “when realities strain our political ideals to the breaking point, they challenge us
intellectually to imagine how the world we inhabit might come to conform more closely to those ideals.” Imagining
the world as it could be can lead to creative political practices that generate a sense of possibility by challenging the
current political practices and institutions that structure collective interactions while also suggesting a different set of
arrangements to actualize political ideals. This creative moment reflects both the critical and imaginative dimensions
of hope. It is not disconnected from politics. Rather, it recovers a sense of possibility in political action and taints both
how we orient ourselves toward the future and how we experience the present. Hage (2016, 466) echoes this point by
arguing that there is always a mixture of the “diachronic and the synchronic, the temporal and spatial in the imaginary
of hope” as it involves not only a relation with the future but also a relation to “another space.”
The relation between what could be and what is represents a productive site of transformation for democratic politics.
That is, the constant assessment of where we are based on a collective understanding of where we could be recovers
a sense of possibility in politics that brings changes in the present while shaping how we approach the future. As such,
holding open spaces for citizens to constantly revisit the meaning and practice of democracy enables this collective
articulation of hope which, in turn, sustains the democratic ideal of self-government. Addressing the political problem
of hope (i.e., the conditions that enable us to recognize that we and the world around us could be different) thus
constitutes a condition of possibility for democracy that is understood here as a constant work in progress rather than
a set of fixed institutions.
Sustaining a sense of possibility in democratic politics, despite the broader sense of malaise and disrepair that prevails,
is challenging. However, as Hendriks, Ercan, and Boswell (2020) observe, everyday actors have shown a willingness to
engage in creative “connective practices” aimed at mending the democratic fabric. In the work and agency of these
actors in conventional and ordinary spaces, they found a potential for transformative democratic work. The sense of
possibility that emerges from these actions does not rely on new institutions and extraordinary moments of political
engagement but rather on the everyday citizens’ imaginative and creative work. In parallel, innovative democratic
processes and institutions are also bringing new ways of reimagining and deepening the role of citizens in democratic
systems (see Elstub and Escobar 2019a; Smith 2009). For instance, Elstub and Escobar (2019b) identify four conceptual
families of democratic innovations that draw on participatory and deliberative principles: minipublics, participatory
budgeting, referenda and citizens’ initiatives, and collaborative governance. Both approaches regroup efforts that,
whether through the everyday actions of citizens or the creation of new processes, seek to recover a more imaginative,
creative, and open democratic frame by creating shared worlds and fostering democratic agency.
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These efforts speak to the political problem of hope by holding open spaces in which we can collectively imagine what
could be and craft a path toward that hoped-for goal. By recovering a sense of possibility in politics, these democratic
practices and processes challenge the narrative that democracy lacks the capacity to imagine what could be. In
doing so, they provide the grounds for a collective articulation of hope, which, in turn, contributes to sustaining these
actions. Fostering a sense of possibility and agency is an integral component of democracy, which is understood as
an aspirational collective project. Deliberative spaces represent one example of democratic innovation that facilitates
this politics of co-hoping, that is, of imagining one’s hope with the hopes of others (see Hage 2016). With democratic
politics being more often focused on the “here and now,” these spaces provide a structure that allows people to project
themselves in the future and challenge each other’s hopes rather than rely on each other to pursue their own individual
hoped-for objectives.
Spaces such as deliberative minipublics distinguish themselves by their potential to foster this faculty of co-hoping.
Amidst the political uncertainty inherent to politics, they provide a setting in which a set of promises—to hear, listen,
respect one another, and work collectively to achieve their goal (see Curato et al. 2021)—binds a group of diverse
participants. Through these promises, participants can create a stable environment where they engage in discursive
practices that allow them to project their hopes with the hopes of others, imagine alternate possibilities, and foster
shared commitments (e.g., Afsahi 2021; Knobloch and Gastil 2015; Muradova 2021). Deliberation can thus foster this
collective articulation of hope by shaping how we collectively orient ourselves toward the future. For instance, Saam
(2018) observes that the promises of hope in deliberation strengthen the voice of all participants. Regarding issues
like climate change, Mackenzie (2018) sees a potential in deliberation to strengthen commitments across generations
through the process of reason giving. Meanwhile, Niemeyer (2020) argues that minipublics can change the discursive
context and overcome antireflexive political dynamics by activating the citizens’ deliberative capacity and creating a
meta-consensus. Similarly, others argue that deliberation can lead to more supportive attitudes toward environmental
policies (e.g., Hobson and Niemeyer 2011), create the emotional and cognitive conditions to address issues such as
climate change and the “value-action gap” (Niemeyer and Jennstal 2016), and help mitigate the aspects of democratic
myopia through the combination of sortition and facilitated deliberation (Smith 2021).
What can emerge from such practices is not only a hope held in common with others. Instead, existing collective hopes
are constantly challenged by the processes of reason giving and learning. The deliberative process enables participants
to collectively make sense of what could be and cocreate the language needed to understand it. Deliberative hope
emerges thus from the imaginative and creative deliberative process by which we navigate the various hopes and fears
inherent to an uncertain and unpredictable future. It is not disconnected from political reality but rather the result of a
constant collective assessment of where we are and where we could go and expresses a distinct collective orientation
toward the future that is discursively created. As such, deliberative hope can have a transformative impact on the
broader political narrative by notably challenging dominant discourses and opening new political possibilities.
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THE DUAL PROMISE OF THE CCC AND THE CONTESTED NATURE OF HOPE
The relationship between hope and democracy puts forward the problem of how we hope with others rather than
alongside others. Rather than being something that emerges “over time” as individuals foster a sense of collective
agency by relying on others to achieve their hoped-for goals, deliberative hope suggests a distinct collective
manifestation enabled by deliberative spaces such as minipublics.7 However, this form of hope is not unique in politics
and the juxtaposition of different manifestations and justifications of hope constitutes a site of contestation. In that
context, minipublics allow a process of mutual justification in which citizens can pass considered judgements on various
collective hopes. These processes, in turn, can act as “facilitative trustees” and help others make good judgements (see
Warren and Gastil 2015). I turn to the example of the French Citizens’ Convention on Climate (CCC) to illustrate this
point.
The CCC was announced by President Macron on April 25, 2019, after months of political tension between the
government and the Gilets Jaunes (Yellow Vests) movement. Composed of 150 randomly selected citizens,8 its
organization was entrusted to the Economic, Social, and Environmental Council (CESE). The mandate of the CCC
was to “define a series of measures to achieve a reduction of at least 40% in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030
(compared to 1999) in a spirit of social justice.”9 Over the course of nine months, the members met for seven sessions
(an additional session took place online from February 26 to February 28, 2021) and “cocreated” their recommendations
with input from experts (for a more detailed description of the process and comparisons with other national climate
assemblies, see Giraudet et al. 2021; Courant 2020; Mellier and Wilson 2020).
The strength of the CCC, and what ultimately became a source of frustration, can be traced back to a promise made by
the president in April 2019 to submit “without filter” the recommendations of the CCC to either a national referendum
or the parliament, or to translate them into executive orders. The promise was reiterated by the president in January
2020 during a session with the convention’s members. In June 2020, during a public ceremony following the submission
of the CCC’s final report, he promised again to uphold their “moral contract” but altered his initial promise by adding
that he would “transmit the totality of the recommendations except three.”10 While some participants, during the eighth
session, recalled being at first skeptical of the CCC, Macron’s promise empowered the CCC and its members and
elevated the political status of the convention. In addition to the nature of that innovative democratic exercise, there
was a sense that something else was possible. One of the guarantors of the CCC argued that the president’s promise
was crucial for establishing both the “transformative power of the Convention” and its capacity to “begin change,”
hence the frustration of the participants when the promise was not respected (Dion 2021). Considering Macron’s
power over the influence of the CCC, this hope for change was embodied by the president and his government.

I use deliberative minipublics in this paper as an example of spaces that have the potential to generate such a form of hope. However, I do
not intend to proclaim that all minipublics can generate this form of hope nor is deliberative hope exclusive to these specific institutions. For
instance, deliberative practices in less formal settings such as social movements and everyday deliberation could also create something similar
(e.g., Courville and Piper 2004).
8
For an overview of the representativeness of the CCC, see Fabre and colleagues (2020).
9
More details about the CCC can be found online: https://www.conventioncitoyennepourleclimat.fr/en/.
10
Extract from the French President’s speech delivered on June 29th, 2020: “Et je vous confirme ce matin que j’irai au bout de ce contrat moral qui
nous lie en transmettant effectivement la totalité de vos propositions à l’exception de trois d’entre elles…”
7
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The tension between the initial promise made by the president and how the participants judged the efforts of the
government in keeping its promise was visible during the eighth session of the CCC.11 A clear frustration was noticeable
among the participants who were asked to reflect on their experience. For instance, one member shared that they
first thought that the CCC was a “publicity stunt” by the president before growing more confident about the whole
process. When the president received their recommendations, that member recalled thinking that the CCC might be
able to change things in the end. However, at the end of the process, they mentioned feeling “duped.”12 This sentiment
was shared by many others who saw a real opportunity to exert change in Macron’s promise. During that last meeting,
some expressed their feeling of “deception,” “anger,” “disappointment,” “frustration,” and “betrayal” at the government’s
response.
Parallel to this external promise, the deliberative process relied on a set of mutual promises, such as the importance of
respecting and listening to one another, that bound the participants together. During the eighth session of the CCC,
many participants recalled the sense of urgency they felt since learning more about the climate crisis during their first
weekend together. They used words such as a “slap in the face” to describe how they felt after learning about the
severity of the crisis and constantly referred to their grandchildren and future generations as a motivation for their
actions. This sense of urgency is reflected in their collective desire to act and strengthened the bond they developed
throughout the CCC. The promises that held them together allowed them to collectively make sense of their hopes
and fears and cocreate the language necessary to perceive new possibilities and envision a future they want. During
the last session, one participant expressed this feeling: “We all believed in this convention. Today, I have the feeling that
we still believe in it since we are all here. But you know what I believe in, I believe in this report, this report that indicates
that we, we the citizens of the convention, are ready to act.”13 Many other remarks reflect this collective commitment.
For instance, numerous utterances of “we cannot quit,” “let’s keep moving,” “it’s only the beginning,” or “let’s defend our
report” support this reading.
While participants expressed “frustration” and a feeling of “deception” with elected officials, their “satisfaction,” “pride,”
and “hope” are grounded in their collective work and its resonance within civil society and the public (Cherry et al.
2021; “Avis de la Convention Citoyenne pour le Climat” 2021, 193). For instance, around 110, 000 people gathered
across France on March 28, 2021, to protest the bill and ask for a “real climate law” based on the ambitions and
recommendations of the CCC (Le Monde 2021). During the last session of the CCC, one participant mentioned
a conversation they had with their grandfather: “My grandfather told me at the beginning of the convention that it
was a waste of time because of the politicians. Well, today, he told me that the work wasn’t done for nothing since
it made people aware. It was a risky bet, but it paid off.”14 Some participants also mentioned becoming interested in
running for elected offices, while others were signaling greater involvement in civil society or calling for the creation of

This dissatisfaction was manifest when the members attributed, by a vote on the last day of the session, a note of 3.3 out of 10 on how the
government considered their recommendations. For a critical overview of the process, see Courant (2021).
12
Remark from a participant during a meeting of the CCC on February 28, 2021 : “Au départ on arrivait en se disant que c’est un coup assez
marketing de la présidence. Vers le milieu on se dit que non finalement, on s’est peut-être un peu bourré. Puis quand on est allé à l’Élysée cet été [juin
2020] on se disait, ouais finalement, c’est top, ça marche. Et là finalement, on est en train de se dire qu’on s’est bien fait pigeonner. C’est dommage.”
13
Remark from a participant during a meeting of the CCC on February 27, 2021: “on y a tous cru à cette convention citoyenne. Là, j’ai le sentiment
qu’on y croit encore aujourd’hui, ma foi parce qu’on est là. Mais vous savez, vous savez, moi, en quoi je crois en plus c’est ce rapport. Ce rapport qui
indique que nous, les citoyennes et les citoyens de la convention, sommes prêt à faire ça.”
11
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similar deliberative forums at the local level. These different approaches echo the point that both the everyday actions
of citizens and the creation of new processes can contribute to recovering a more imaginative, creative, and open
democratic frame and to fostering a sense of possibility in politics.
Two sets of promises enabled two distinct manifestations of hope throughout the process: (1) an external promise
embodied by President Macron and his government and (2) a deliberative one grounded between the participants.
While the hoped-for end is the same (i.e., reducing France’s greenhouse gas emissions), these two hopes present
different ways of being with others and imagining what could be. While the external promise empowered the CCC,
this hope for change was vulnerable as it depended on the president and his government. In contrast, the promises
between the participants empowered them as political agents and enabled the emergence of a deliberative hope
as they developed a shared language and commitment to pursue a possible future they cocreated together. These
two competing conceptions of hope expressed two distinct pathways. The external hope relied on existing political
structures and their capacity to act on collective aspirations, and the deliberative hope was grounded in a dynamic and
imaginative process in which individuals cocreate their vision of what could be in ways that shape how they approach
the future and act in the present.
The CCC illustrates how hope can constitute a site of contestation. Throughout the process, hope shifted from
being embodied by the president to being grounded in the space between the participants. This fluidity illustrates the
political importance of assessing hope based on the dynamic and imaginative process it requires from a collectivity
instead of the hoped-for ends themselves. While the president’s promise was important in empowering the participants,
the mutual promises binding the participants were key in sustaining a sense of collective agency. External to the
deliberative body, the president’s promise, and the hope it enabled were always harder to keep and sustain since people
were projecting their own hopes on them. In contrast, the deliberative hope reflected a specific collective articulation
enabled by commonly shared promises and generated by discursive processes. While individuals might have had
different perspectives at the beginning, the CCC enabled a framework in which they were able to collectively make
sense of their hopes and fears. The hope that emerged was not a hope in the structure of the CCC itself, but rather a
hope enabled by the political practice of deliberation. The deliberative and reflective process that characterized this
citizens’ assembly allowed the creation of a space in which participants were able to substantiate and justify a collective
articulation of hope.

Remark from a participant during a meeting of the CCC on February 27, 2021 : “Mon grand-père m’avait dit, au début de la convention, que ce
travail, il est fait pour rien à cause des politiques. Eh bien, aujourd’hui, il me dit non, ce travail n’a pas été fait pour rien. Il a réveillé des consciences. Je
pense que c’est un pari de gagné.”
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CONCLUSION
The sense of powerlessness in democratic politics and the challenge of collectively orienting ourselves toward the
future speak to an urgent need to rethink our approach to hope as a political concept. Moreover, the pervasive
sentiments of fear, disappointment, and anger in politics represent an opportunity to investigate this other dimension
of political life as they are often interrelated. The present discussion provided a first look at the emergence of hope
in democratic politics, its collective and deliberative nature, and its relationship with political practices and processes.
While hope is often studied at the individual level, exploring how democratic systems can foster it presents a twofold
challenge: facilitating the development of collective hopes and publicly justifying them.
In this paper, I argued that democratic systems could nurture a form of collective hope that is distinct from its individual
manifestations by holding open deliberative spaces, such as minipublics that bind individuals by a set of mutual
promises. As collective hopes can be multiple, deliberative processes constitute a site of contestation in which various
conceptions of hope can be mutually justified and legitimized. By holding open these spaces, democratic systems
provide opportunities to make sense of the hopes and fears inherent to political action as well as publicly justify new
possibilities. These deliberative processes then have the potential to generate a distinctive form of collective hope by
cocreating the shared language needed to articulate a hoped-for future and assess the present. This deliberative hope
is thus not a naïve commitment that “everything will be alright” but rather a constant assessment of where we are and
where we should go, reflective of the shared power that emerges between individuals.
However, the challenge of sustaining deliberative hope remains. A growing body of evidence addresses the strengths
and limits of deliberative minipublics regarding the participants and the democratic system in which they are embedded
(see Setälä and Smith 2018 for an overview). The present contribution supplements this literature by arguing that such
spaces have the potential to enable a collective articulation of hope through discursive processes. However, how
these spaces are embedded in deliberative systems can determine how the deliberative hope they generate can be
sustained. The transmission between the public and empowered spaces and the accountability of the latter to the
former thus constitutes a constant challenge (e.g., Dryzek 2009, 2010; Felicetti 2014; Dean, Rinne, and Geissel 2020).
Therefore, the ways deliberative minipublics are constructed can be a source of hope, but this hope can be ephemeral
and easily dashed if political actors capture or instrumentalize the process for their own strategic gains. In other words,
the structure of deliberative minipublics can both enable and hinder this collective articulation of hope as it is not
isolated from existing power dynamics.
Theorizing hope as a political concept contributes to capturing an integral dimension of political life that is often
marginalized and helps recover a more imaginative, creative, and open democratic frame. Its political problem is
productive for democratic theory as it suggests a greater focus on the connections between political practices and the
conditions that enable us to hope with others. As such, a broader theoretical engagement with this political concept
opens a more nuanced understanding of both the opportunities and pitfalls hope presents to democracy.
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